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Sammanfattning 
Svenska banker har stor förbättringspotential när det gäller att säkerställa att finansieringar och 
investeringar inte bidrar till utrotning av växt- och djurarter och förödelse av skog, våtmarker 
och orörda miljöer. I en rankning utförd av Fair Finance Guide fick sju av de största svenska 
bankerna mycket låga betyg för sina åtaganden och handlingar inom temat ”biodiversitet”. 
Denna studie syftar därför till att identifiera möjliga strategier för svenska banker att minska sin 
negativa påverkan på biodiversitet genom att integrera en ökad hänsyn för skogs- och 
biodiversitetsfrågor i bankernas finansierings- och investeringsaktivititer. 

Genom att genomföra intervjuer med utländska banker som uppmärksammats för sina framsteg 
inom skogsskydd, och genom att granska det material som dessa banker publicerat på sina 
hemsidor, har denna studie samlat vägledande information som kan ge svenska banker en bättre 
förståelse för hur skogs- och biodiversitetsfrågor kan konfronteras på en inledande nivå. 
Ämnesfokus inom området för biodiversitet ligger på skogsskydd och studien har även ett tydligt 
fokus på hur banker kan arbeta för att minska den negativa biodiversitetspåverkan från sina 
generella finansierings- och investeringsaktiviteter. Nisch-investeringar som syftar till att öka 
bankers positiva biodiversitetspåverkan hamnar således utanför studiens primära områdesfokus.  

Studiens resultat visar att svenska banker har mycket att lära från sina internationella 
konkurrenter. Till att börja med finns ett antal frivilliga branschinitiativ, inklusive FN:s principer 
för hållbara investeringar (UN PRI), FN:s miljöprograms finansiella initiativ (UNEP FI), 
Ekvatorprinciperna, ”Carbon Disclosure Project” (CDP), ”Round Table on Responsible Soy” 
(RTRS), ”Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil” (RSPO), ”Forest Stewardship Council” (FSC) och 
”Soft Commodities Compact”, som kan hjälpa banker att kommunicera, definiera och 
implementera en ökad hänsyn för skogs- och biodiversitetsfrågor. Dessutom erbjuder Rabobank, 
UBS och Credit Suisse inspirerande exempel på hur banker kan utveckla interna åtaganden, 
processer och metoder för att konfrontera frågor som rör avskogning och biodiversitetsförlust.  

En vanlig strategi bland de banker som intervjuats är att angripa skogs- och biodiversitetsfrågor 
genom att utveckla policyer som adresserar produktionen av några av de mest skogsintensiva 
handelsvarorna i världen, nämligen soja, palmolja, kött och timmer (inklusive papper och 
pappersmassa). Dessa policyer innehåller ofta ett åtagande att avstå från finansierings- och 
investeringsaffärer som bidrar till avskogning i urskogar, i områden med högt bevarandevärde, i 
områden som finns med på UNESCO:s världsarvslista, i våtmarker som skyddas av 
Ramsarkonventionen och i områden som skyddas av Internationella naturvårdunionen (IUCN). 
Ett vanligt tillvägagångssätt för att säkerställa att potentiella klienter lever upp till dessa policyer 
är att se till att klienterna i fråga är medlemmar i RTRS, RSPO och FSC och certifierade enligt de 
riktlinjer och principer som etablerats av dessa organisationer. De granskningar som utförs av 
dessa certifieringsorgan används sedan för att säkerställa kontinuerlig åtlydnad bland klienter.  

Trots att Rabobank, UBS och Credit Suisse alla blivit uppmärksammade för sina framsteg inom 
skogsskydd så har samtliga banker utsatts för mycket allvarlig kritik som antyder att bankernas 
åtaganden, processer och metoder inte alltid är tillräckligt omfattande eller väldefinierade för att 
säkerställa ett verkligt skydd av skog och biodiversitet. Således understryker studiens samlade 
rekommendationer till svenska banker vikten av att avancera längre än Rabobank, UBS och 
Credit Suisse och utforma ännu striktare och bredare åtaganden. Några av de viktigaste 
rekommendationerna till svenska banker innefattar uppmaningen att i) undvika svepande och 
otydligt språkbruk i utformandet av åtaganden, processer och metoder ii) se till att dessa 
åtaganden, processer och metoder täcker alla branscher förenade med skogs- och 
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biodiversitetsrisker iii) se till att dessa åtaganden, processer och metoder appliceras såväl inom 
bankens finansieringsaktiviteter som inom bankens investeringsaktiviteter iv) använda de 
certifieringar som RTRS, RSPO och RTRS erbjuder som utgångspunkt i bankens utvärderings- och 
uppföljningsprocesser, men se till att komplementera dessa certifieringar med research, due 
diligence och stickkontroller som utförs av banken själv.  

Slutligen kan konstateras att behovet för banker att ta ett större ansvar för deras inverkan på 
den globala biodiversiteten nu är mer akut än någonsin. Vi står nu inför den sjätte 
massutrotningen i jordens historia och om banker inte vidtar omedelbara åtgärder för att minska 
sin negativa biodiversitetspåverkan så hotas inte bara den långsiktiga ekonomiska avkastningen 
av bankens finanseringar och investeringar, utan även den långsiktiga resiliensen hos våra 
ekosystem. De svenska bankernas låga betyg inom området för biodiversitet bör således tas på 
högsta allvar och svenska banker bör allvarligt överväga att anta de rekommendationer som 
presenteras i denna studie.  

Nyckelord: Banker, biodiversitet, skog, finansieringar, investeringar  
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Abstract 
Swedish banks have a great improvement potential as regards ensuring that their finance and 
investment activities do not contribute to the extinction of plant and animal species and the 
destruction of forests, wetlands and pristine environments. In a ranking provided by the Fair 
Finance Guide, seven major Swedish banks received low scores for their policies and actions in 
the theme “biodiversity”. Hence, this study aimed to identify possible strategies for Swedish 
banks to reduce their negative impacts on biodiversity by integrating improved forest and 
biodiversity considerations into their finance and investment practices.  

By performing interviews with non-Swedish banks that have been recognised as frontrunners in 
the area of forest protection and by reviewing material publicly provided by these banks, a 
greater understanding of how Swedish banks could start approaching forest and biodiversity 
issues was attained. Although there are many different drivers of biodiversity loss, including 
pollution and the introduction of invasive species, the subject focus within the area of 
biodiversity loss was on deforestation issues. Moreover, this study focused on investigating how 
banks can reduce negative biodiversity impacts from their general finance an investment 
activities rather than investigating how banks can increase positive biodiversity impacts through 
niche investments.  

The results of this study prove that Swedish banks have a lot to learn from their international 
competitors. First of all, there are a number of voluntary industry initiatives, including the UN 
Principles for Responsible Investment (UN PRI), the UNEP Finance Initiative (UNEP FI), the 
Equator Principles, the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), the Round Table on Responsible Soy 
(RTRS), the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and 
the 'Soft Commodities' Compact, which can help banks communicate, define and implement an 
improved commitment to protect forests and biodiversity. Moreover, the examples provided by 
Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse serve as inspiring examples for how to develop internal 
policies, processes and methods to confront forest and biodiversity issues. 

A common strategy among the interviewed banks is to confront issues related to deforestation 
and biodiversity loss by formulating policies that address the production of some of the most 
forest intense commodities in the world, namely soy, palm oil, beef and timber (including pulp 
and paper). These policies often include the commitment to refrain from finance and/or 
investment deals that contribute to deforestation in primary forests, in areas that support high 
conservation values (HCVs), in UNESCO World Heritage Sites, in Ramsar Wetlands and in areas 
protected by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). To ensure that 
prospective clients live up to these standards, a common approach is to make sure clients are 
members of and certified according to the RTRS, the RSPO and the FSC. The audits performed by 
these certification schemes are used to ensure continuous compliance among clients.  

However, Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse have all been subject to some alarming criticism 
which suggests that the banks’ policies, methods and processes are not always sufficiently 
comprehensive or well-defined. As a result, the author’s recommendations to Swedish banks 
have been formulated in a way that emphasises the need to go beyond the examples provided 
by Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse and establish even stricter and broader commitments. Some 
of the most important recommendations to Swedish banks include the call to i) avoid using 
vague terminology when defining commitments, processes and methods ii) make sure these 
commitments, processes and methods cover all sectors associated with high forest risks iii) make 
sure these commitments, processes and methods apply not only to finance deals but also to 
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investment banking services iv) use the RTRS, RSPO and FSC certification schemes as a basis for 
screening and monitoring processes, but be sure to complement these schemes with research, 
due diligence and sample audits performed by the bank itself.  

To conclude, it can be said that the need for banks to take on a greater responsibility for the 
impacts of their finance and investment activities is more acute than ever. We are now facing 
the sixth mass extinction period in the history of Earth and if banks do not take immediate action 
to help foster biodiversity, they will not only risk the long-term economic profit of their own 
finance and/or investment deals, but they will also undermine the very life support system of 
Earth. Hence, the fact that Swedish banks received such low scores in the ranking provided by 
the Fair Finance Guide in the theme “biodiversity” should be not taken lightly and Swedish banks 
should sincerely consider adopting the recommendations presented in this study.  

Key words: Banks, biodiversity, forests, finance, investments 
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1 Introduction 
Swedish banks have a great improvement potential as regards ensuring that their finance and 
investment activities do not contribute to the extinction of plant and animal species and the 
destruction of forests, wetlands and pristine environments. In a ranking provided by the Fair 
Finance Guide – an initiative that assesses and scores banks’ policies against international 
sustainability standards (Fair Finance Guide International, 2015) – Swedbank, SEB, Nordea, 
Danske Bank, Skandia, Länsförsäkringar and Handelsbanken all received low scores1 for their 
policies and actions in the theme “biodiversity” (Fair Finance Guide Sverige, 2015). The banks’ 
low scores indicate that none of the banks have formulated satisfying policies and standards to 
preserve biodiversity by supporting international principles and by protecting areas that contain 
significant concentrations of biodiversity.  

The banks’ lacking commitment to biodiversity is mirrored in a number of criticised finance 
and/or investment deals. For instance, in 2009–2010, Nordea was heavily criticised for engaging 
in negotiations with the Australian pulp and paper giant, Gunns Ltd. Although Gunns Ltd. had 
plans to clear-cut native forests in areas that are home to numerous unique and rare species, 
Nordea did not withdraw its finance offer until he NGO Avaaz launched a social media campaign 
to stop Nordea from providing finance to the company (BankTrack, 2010). Nordea has also been 
criticised for providing a EUR 68 million corporate loan to corporations employing mountain top 
removal coal mining in the U.S., thereby causing vast deforestation and biodiversity loss in 
ecologically sensitive areas (BankTrack, 2015q). Moreover, SEB and Handelsbanken have been 
accused of supporting the clearcutting of native forests and putting endangered species to risk 
by investing EUR 3 million each in Sime Darby – one of the largest palm oil producers in the 
world (Friends of the Earth International, 2013).  

Internationally, the interest for integrating biodiversity considerations into finance and 
investment activities has increased rapidly during recent years. With greater public awareness 
and an intensified surveillance from campaigning organisations such as BankTrack (see, for 
example, BankTrack, 2012b), an increasing number of banks around the world have realised the 
need to take on a greater responsibility and make public commitments to decline investments 
and finance deals that contribute to the destruction of habitats and the resulting biodiversity 
loss (see, for instance, Credit Suisse, 2015c; d; f; Rabobank, 2014i; j; k; UBS, 2014b, 2015d).  

There is also an increasing number of voluntary industry initiatives in the area of biodiversity and 
forest protection. While some represent norms rather than frontrunner initiatives, others 
provide more progressive guidelines and certification schemes for banks who wish to remain at 
the forefront of biodiversity protection (see, for example, PRI Association, 2015a; RSPO, 2014f; 
FSC, 2015e). For Swedish banks, who are clearly lagging behind in the area of biodiversity 
protection, there is a lot to be learnt from international competitors who have joined voluntary 
industry initiatives and developed internal commitments, processes and methods to integrate 
forest and biodiversity considerations into their finance and investment practices. This study 
offers an opportunity to inspire Swedish banks to take on a greater responsibility for their 
impacts on forests and biodiversity by providing inspiring examples of how international 
competitors have confronted such issues.  

                                                         
1 Handelsbanken, Skandia, Länsförsäkringar and DanskeBank recived 0/100 scores, Swedbank received 13/100 
scores and Nordea and SEB both received 36/100 scores (Fair Finance Guide Sverige, 2015).  
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1.1 Background 
Scientists now generally agree that human activity is causing global biodiversity to decline at an 
alarming rate (e.g. Nykvist et al., 2013; Cardinale et al., 2012; Folke et al., 2004; Rockström and 
Klum, 2012; Townsend, 2008; Wright and Boorse, 2014). By overexploiting resources, polluting 
soils and waters, modifying Earth’s climate, fragmenting ecosystems and turning diverse forests 
into simplified monocultures, the human race is drastically changing the conditions under which 
current species prevail. As a result, species are now declining 100–1000 times faster than the 
normal background rate, pushing Earth into the sixth mass extinction period in the history of our 
planet (Lenzen et al., 2012; Rockström and Klum, 2012).  

Besides raising moral concerns regarding the inherent value of species, this development also 
presents a threat to human wellbeing. In fact, humans rely on the diversity of life in countless 
direct and indirect ways. For instance, biodiversity has a key role in providing ecosystem goods 
and services, such as pollination, climate regulation, food, clean water, fresh air and timber 
(Rockström and Klum, 2012; Wright and Boorse, 2014). Moreover, biodiversity supports the 
underlying resilience of ecosystems, making them more resistant to shocks and change (Nykvist 
et al., 2013). Compelling evidence now show that accelerated biodiversity loss, and the resulting 
loss of resilience, can cause ecosystems to collapse and shift into a more unstable, unpredictable 
and undesirable state for humankind (Cardinale et al., 2012).  

Forests are global hotbeds for biodiversity, with tropical forests alone supporting more than 60% 
of all terrestrial species (Pimm and Raven, 2000). Meanwhile, scientists suggest that the 
destruction of natural habitats through deforestation and manmade land-use change will remain 
the main driver of terrestrial biodiversity loss within the next 100 years (Sala et al., 2000). The 
majority of this forest conversion is driven by the production of a few globally traded 
commodities, namely soy, palm oil, beef and timber (including pulp and paper) (Newton, 
Agrawal and Wollenberg, 2013; CDP, 2015c; Forest 500, 2015a).  

By providing finance deals (loans, credits, project financing etc.) or investment banking services 
(helping companies raise money on the capital market by issuing company bonds or stocks), 
banks and other financial institutions carry a significant responsibility for the deforestation 
associated with these commodities (Forest 500, 2015h; Netwerk Vlaanderen, 2010). As an 
example, banks provide approximately 24% of the total finance need of the global palm oil 
sector, and in the last 10 years, over USD 50 billion have been invested in Indonesian and 
Malaysian palm oil (BankTrack, 2012b). Moreover, Forest 500 – an international initiative that 
has identified 500 key players in global deforestation – argues that banks, through their financial 
connections to high forest risk commodities, have the power to greatly reduce deforestation 
around the world (Forest 500, 2015h; d; g).  

1.2 Aim & objectives  
The aim of this study is to identify possible strategies for Swedish banks to reduce negative 
impacts on biodiversity by integrating improved forest and biodiversity considerations into their 
finance and investment practices. To achieve this aim, the objectives are to: 

1. Produce an inventory of voluntary industry initiatives that can help banks communicate, 
define and implement a commitment to protect forests and biodiversity.   

2. Provide examples of international banks that have developed internal commitments, 
processes and methods to integrate forest and biodiversity considerations into their 
finance and investment practices.  

3. Formulate recommendations for Swedish banks that are looking to integrate forest and 
biodiversity considerations into their finance and investment practices.   
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2 Methodology 
The methodology of this study follows a qualitative approach, as defined by O’Leary (2014). A 
qualitative approach was preferred over a quantitative approach since the purpose of the 
research was to attain in-depth information from a few carefully selected banks rather than to 
uncover quantitative trends amongst a large number of banks. Acquiring in-depth information 
was considered more valuable than attaining quantitative information partly because such 
information was considered more useful to Swedish banks that are looking to integrate forest 
and biodiversity considerations into finance and investment practices, but also because there is 
currently a limited number of banks who are active in this area, making it difficult to produce 
quantitative results. Moreover, it was considered valuable to gain a better insight into the 
thoughts and opinions of bank representatives as regards the benefits and challenges of 
integrating forest and biodiversity considerations into finance and investment practices. The 
methods employed in the present study are outlined below.   

2.1 Methods  
The information presented in this study was collected by performing a literature review and by 
conducting interviews with bank representatives. However, before any in-depth research could 
begin, an initial selection of banks to be investigated further had to be performed. Voluntary 
industry initiatives also had to be identified. The following chapters explain how the banks were 
selected, how the voluntary industry initiatives were identified, how the literature review was 
conducted and how the interviews were performed.  

2.1.1 Selection of banks 
The first step in the present study focused on identifying banks that have been recognized as 
frontrunners as regards integrating forest and biodiversity considerations into their finance and 
investment practices. For this purpose, an initial screening of relevant and up-to-date rankings of 
banks was performed, looking for high-performing banks in the theme biodiversity and forest 
protection. One initiative that provides such a ranking is the Forest 500 (2015e). This ranking was 
considered especially relevant for the purpose of this study since it grades global banks and 
financial institutions based on their commitments and actions to reduce deforestation – the 
subject focus of this study. 

Forest 500’s scoring includes an assessment of i) policies for forestry and soft commodities and 
their integration into investment and/or lending activities ii) the level of stringency with which 
policies are applied and iii) transparency and procedures for monitoring and reporting (Forest 
500, 2015g). It should be noted that the banks included in Forest 500’s ranking have been 
selected based on their exposure to forest risks. Only banks with significant financial connections 
to high forest risk commodities are included in the ranking (Forest 500, 2015h). Hence, banks 
that have gained high scores in the ranking provided by Forest 500 are not only exposed to high 
forest risks and thereby high biodiversity risks, but are also frontrunners as regards making 
strong commitments and taking action to reduce deforestation, making them inspiring examples 
for Swedish banks who are looking to integrate improved forest and biodiversity considerations 
into their finance and investment activities. 

All banks that have received a score of 4–5 points from Forest 500 were deemed interesting as 
regards their commitment to biodiversity and forest protection and were therefore contacted 
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and asked to perform an interview. Out of the twelve banks2 that were contacted, the Dutch 
bank Rabobank, and the two Swiss banks UBS and Credit Suisse were the only three banks that 
were able and/or willing to participate in an interview. Since an interview was considered key to 
acquire the type of information this study set out to attain, it was decided that Rabobank, UBS 
and Credit Suisse would be the only three banks that would be investigated in the present study.  

2.1.2 Identification of voluntary industry initiatives 
As the banks to be investigated further had been selected, voluntary industry initiatives that can 
help banks communicate, define and implement a commitment to protect forests and 
biodiversity were identified by investigating which initiatives the selected banks were signatories 
of or members in. This type of information was generally found on the banks’ webpages but was 
also confirmed by checking signatories/members lists on the webpages of the different 
initiatives.  

2.1.3 Literature review  
The literature review conducted in this study can be divided into three different parts. The first 
part entailed an initial screening of relevant and up-to-date rankings of banks, looking for high-
performing banks in the theme of biodiversity and forest protection. The details of this selection 
process have been presented above. As the banks to be investigated had been selected, the 
second part of the literature review began. This part focused on reviewing policies, standards, 
annual reports, statements and other material available on the banks’ webpages in order to 
prepare background information for the interviews and formulate relevant interview questions.  

After the interviews had been performed the third and last part of the literature review was 
initiated. This part involved revisiting the material publicly available on the banks’ webpages to 
complement the information that had been attained in the interviews. This part also included a 
review of possible criticism that has been raised against the banks in the area of deforestation 
and biodiversity loss. BankTrack – an international organisation that tracks and reports on the 
social and environmental effects of banks’ financing and investment services (BankTrack, 2012a) 
– was used as the main source of information as regards critique that has been voiced against 
the banks, but other references have also been used – mainly in cases where BankTrack refers to 
those references as the main actors in raising the critique.   

The literature review itself followed the guidelines presented by Jones and Smyth (2004). 
Although Jones’ and Smyth’s (2004) recommendations were initially developed for the medical 
field, the guidelines can also be applied in other scientific research areas. Jones’ and Smyth’s 
(2004) suggest that a literature review should be based on a number of carefully formulated 
research questions that define the type of information that the author wishes to acquire through 
the literature review. Hence, the following questions have been defined to guide the literature 
review:  

o What do the banks’ commitments to protect forests and biodiversity look like? Do the 
banks have any policies or standards that apply and what statements have been made 
regarding forests and biodiversity protection?  

o What type of screening or risk review process is employed to make sure the banks’ do 
not provide finance and/or investment services to companies and/or projects whose 
operations are not consistent with the banks’ commitments to forests and biodiversity? 

                                                         
2 HSBC Holdings PLC, AXA, BNP Paribas, Bank of America Corp., Credit Suisse, Deutsche Bank, ING Groep N.V., 
JP Morgan Chase and Co., Rabobank Nederland, Societe Generale, The Royal Bank of Scotland PLC and UBS AG. 
The only bank to receive 5/5 points was HSBC Holdings PLC (Forest 500, 2015e).  
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o How do the banks monitor the companies and/or projects they provide finance and/or 
investment services to in order to ensure continuous compliance? 

o What happens in cases where the banks detect non-compliance? Do the banks prefer to 
engage with the clients or do they prefer to end the relationship immediately? If the 
banks engage, what does that engagement look like? 

o Do the banks have any specific, time-bound targets to achieve as regards forests and/or 
biodiversity protection and do the banks report on their progress in any way? 

o Is there any relevant criticism that has been raised against the banks in the area of 
deforestation and/or biodiversity loss? 

2.1.4 Interviews  
In order to get a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of how the selected banks are 
working to integrate forest and biodiversity considerations into their finance and investment 
practices, qualitative research interviews were conducted during March, 2015. The interviews 
were conducted by telephone and were performed as a combination of structured and 
unstructured interviews, as defined by O’Leary (2014). Consideration was given to the material 
publicly provided on the banks’ websites, and the interview questions were designed to 
complement this information, provide a deeper understanding and/or to clarify ambiguities.  

Although the interview questions were custom designed to suit each bank’s specific 
commitment to biodiversity and/or forest protection, all interviews followed eight themes which 
were developed as a guideline for the retrieval of information and which mirror the research 
questions defined for the literature review. The research themes were developed based on a 
pattern of information that could be discerned when reading through the banks’ public policies 
and standards. The research themes are:   

o Commitment to forests and biodiversity 
o Supporting markets with zero net deforestation 
o Screening 
o Monitoring 
o Engagement and exclusions 
o Goals and reporting 
o Benefits and challenges 
o Recommendations to Swedish banks 

Note that the theme ‘Supporting markets with zero net deforestation’ only applies to banks who 
have signed the 'Soft Commodities' Compact (one of the identified voluntary industry initiatives). 
Moreover, the theme ‘Goals and reporting’ was not included in the chapters covering Rabobank. 
This is because the interview with Rabobank had to be performed over a very limited amount of 
time which meant that some questions had to be omitted from the interview.  

The fact that all interviews included questions that addressed the eight themes suggests that the 
interviews were approached with a somewhat structured format. However, the interviewer was 
allowed to add follow-up questions freely and the interviewees were allowed to add information 
and discuss issues that were not directly addressed by the questions, giving the interviews quite 
an unstructured format. Moreover, as opposed to the questions in a traditional structured 
interview, where the respondents are often provided with alternative answers to choose from, 
the questions used in the present study were open-ended. Open-ended questions were 
preferred to leave room for more extensive answers which could provide more information.  
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The interviews were recorded and transcribed, after which the transcripts were reviewed to 
extract the most important and useful information. Due to confidentiality reasons the transcripts 
are not included in this report. If, however, there are any questions or remarks regarding the 
interview results, the transcripts may be provided by the author depending on the character of 
the inquiry. The interview questions can be found in the Appendix.  

2.2 Scope  
Conservation biologists usually summarise the most crucial causes of biodiversity loss using the 
acronym “HIPPO”, which stands for habitat destruction (including the degradation and 
fragmentation of habitats), invasive species, pollution, (human) population growth and 
overharvesting/overexploitation of resources (Wright and Boorse, 2014). However, since 
scientists have suggested that habitat destruction through, for instance, deforestation will 
remain the main driver of terrestrial biodiversity loss within the next 100 years (Sala et al., 2000), 
the subject focus within the area of biodiversity loss is on deforestation issues. This means that 
progressive banks within the area of biodiversity have been identified as banks that have either 
made a specific commitment to protect biodiversity in general, or that have made a commitment 
to reduce deforestation issues.  

The present study also has a clear focus on soft commodities associated with high rates of 
deforestation. These commodities first and foremost include soy, palm oil, beef and timber 
(including pulp and paper), which have been identified as the main drivers of current 
deforestation (Newton, Agrawal and Wollenberg, 2013; CDP, 2015c; Forest 500, 2015a).  

Lastly, it should be noticed that the focus of the present study is on initiatives, policies, methods 
and processes that have been developed to reduce negative biodiversity impacts from banks’ 
general finance and investment activities. In recent years there has also been a growing interest 
for custom designed niche investments that increase positive biodiversity impacts, such as 
investment in ecosystem conservation (see, for example, EKO Asset Management Partners and 
NatureVest, 2014). However, such niche investments fall outside the primary scope of this study. 
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3 Results 
In the following, the results of the study are presented. The first chapters present voluntary 
industry initiatives that can help banks communicate define and implement a commitment to 
protect forests and biodiversity. Next, examples of banks that have developed internal 
commitments, processes and methods to integrate forest and biodiversity considerations into 
their finance and investment practices are presented. Finally, the last chapters present 
important critique that has been voiced against the banks in the area of deforestation and 
biodiversity loss. 

3.1 Voluntary industry initiatives 
The interviews with bank representatives, as well as the review of the banks’ policies, standards 
and processes, reveal that there are several voluntary industry initiatives that can help banks 
communicate, define and implement an improved commitment to forests and biodiversity in 
their finance and investment practices. Some initiatives, such as the UN Global Compact, the 
OECD Guidelines and the UN Principles for Responsible Investment, represent norms rather than 
frontrunner commitments and define minimum standards that are not always specific to 
biodiversity and/or forest protection. Meanwhile, other initiatives, such as the Roundtable for 
Sustainable Palm Oil and the Forest Stewardship Council, provide progressive guidelines and 
certification schemes for banks who wish to remain at the forefront of biodiversity protection. A 
brief presentation of the different initiatives is outlined below.  

3.1.1 The UN Global Compact 
The UN Global Compact is a strategic, voluntary policy initiative that defines ten universally 
accepted principles, or minimum standards, for companies (including banks) in the areas of 
human rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption (UN Global Compact, 2013). The 
principles are very general and do not define any specific obligations as regards biodiversity 
and/or forest protection. The principles that relate the most to biodiversity and/or forest 
protection are principles 7–9 which declare that companies should i) endorse a precautionary 
approach when faced with environmental challenges ii) encourage greater environmental 
responsibility and iii) promote the development and implementation of environmentally friendly 
technology (UN Global Compact, 2015).  

3.1.2 The OECD Guidelines 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises provide voluntary recommendations in terms of principles and criteria 
that define responsible business conduct for multinational corporations (including banks). The 
guidelines provide general minimum standards within the area of environmental considerations 
and declare, among other things, that enterprises should strive to develop strategies on 
biodiversity and increase customers’ level of awareness as regards products’ and services’ 
impacts on biodiversity (OECD, 2011).  

3.1.3 The UN Principles for Responsible Investment 
The UN-backed Principles for Responsible Investment (UN PRI) is a set of six voluntary 
investment principles that define minimum standards for environmental, social and corporate 
governance (ESG) considerations in investors’ decision making and ownership practices (PRI 
Association, 2015a). By signing the principles, investors commit to, among other things, address 
ESG issues in investment policies, improve investment managers’ capability to consider ESG 
issues in their decision making process and to take on an active ownership of investments (PRI 
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Association, 2015c). However, the principles do not include a specific commitment to 
biodiversity (PRI Association, 2015c).  

3.1.4 The Equator Principles 
The Equator Principles is a risk management framework that helps financial institutions assess 
and manage environmental and social risks in projects. The framework applies to all industry 
sectors and defines minimum standards for due diligence in four categories of financial products, 
namely i) project finance advisory services ii) project finance iii) project-related corporate loans 
and iv) bridge loans. Financial institutions who chose to adopt the Equator Principles commit to 
integrating ten principles into their policies, standards and procedures for project financing. This 
means that adoptive banks must deny project finance and project-related corporate loans to 
projects whose operations are not consistent with the Equator Principles (Equator Principles 
Association, 2011).  

The principles present quite general requirements for environmental protection without much 
focus on biodiversity or forest protection. However, it is stated that projects that involve high 
risk to critical habitats must be subject to an independent review performed by an independent 
environmental and social consultant. It is also stated that projects with potential risk to the 
environment must be subject to an environmental and social assessment which, among other 
things, should address the maintenance and protection of biodiversity, including endangered 
species, critical habitats and sensitive ecosystems (Equator Principles Association, 2013).  

3.1.5 The UNEP Finance Initiative  
The United Nations Environment Program Finance Initiative (UNEP FI) is a global alliance 
between UNEP and the financial sector. Members of the alliance work together to try to increase 
the understanding of how environmental and social considerations affect financial performance 
(UNEP FI, 2015a). Part of the UNEP FI’s aim is to assist financial institutions in addressing the 
challenges of biodiversity loss and ecosystem degradation. This includes efforts to raise 
awareness and establish a dialogue between financial institutions on the issue. Moreover, the 
UNEP FI seeks to increase the incentives for action and offer analysis tools that can help financial 
institutions improve their management of ecosystems (UNEP FI, 2015b).  

3.1.6 The Carbon Disclosure Project  
The aim of the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) is to facilitate more sustainable decision making 
amongst investors and other actors by encouraging some of the world’s largest listed companies 
to disclose corporate information on climate change, water and forest-risks. The information is 
obtained by sending out annual, standardised questionnaires to corporations on behalf of 
signatory investors (CDP, 2015a; d). Hence, the CDP can help banks identify companies with high 
forests-risks, and thereby high biodiversity risks.  

3.1.7 The Natural Capital Declaration  
The Natural Capital Declaration is a finance sector initiative that seeks to integrate natural 
capital (including flora and fauna) considerations into financial products and reporting 
frameworks. Financial institutions who join the Natural Capital Declaration commit to i) increase 
the understanding of the institution’s dependency of and impacts on natural capital ii) support 
the development of systems and methods that can help incorporate natural capital 
considerations into financial institutions’ decision making processes iii) contribute to the efforts 
to reach a global consensus as regards the integration of natural capital considerations in 
financial institutions’ decision making processes iv) contribute to the efforts to reach a global 
consensus as regards finding a global reporting system that integrates natural capital 
considerations (Natural Capital Declaration, n.d., 2015).  
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1. COMMITMENT TO TRANSPARENCY 
2. COMPLIANCE WITH APPLICABLE LAWS AND REGULATIONS  
3. COMMITMENT TO LONG-TERM ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL VIABILITY 
4. APPROPRIATE BEST PRACTICES BY GROWERS AND MILLERS 
5. ENVIRONMENTAL RESPONSIBILITY AND CONSERVATION OF NATURAL RESOURCES 

AND BIODIVERSITY 
6. RESPONSIBLE CONSIDERATION OF EMPLOYEES, AND OF INDIVIDUALS AND 

COMMUNITIES AFFECTED BY GROWERS AND MILLS 
7. RESPONSIBLE DEVELOPMENT OF NEW PLANTINGS 
8. COMMITMENT TO CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT IN KEY AREAS OF ACTIVITY 

Figure 1 – The principles of the RSPO (RSPO, 2013). 

3.1.8 The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil 
The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) is an international, multi-stakeholder, 
participatory initiative with more than 2,135 members working together to transform the 
current palm oil market and make sustainable palm oil the norm (RSPO, 2014a; f). The initiative 
seeks to, among other things, break the link between palm oil production and deforestation, and 
members include actors from seven different stakeholder groups in the palm oil industry, 
namely oil palm producers, processors and traders, consumer goods manufacturers, retailers, 
NGOs and, finally, banks and investors. The initiative, which offers both membership and 
certification to actors in the palm oil industry, was established in 2004, and, as of today, over 
18% of global palm oil production is certified according to the standards of the RSPO (RSPO, 
2014a; c).  

3.1.8.1 Membership obligations  
Members of the RSPO commit to produce, source and/or use RSPO-certified sustainable palm oil 
in their activities (RSPO, 2014a). Besides gaining access to strategic platforms through which the 
actors can create and influence policies and key decisions (RSPO, 2014g), RSPO members are 
also invited to participate in working groups through which stakeholders join together to address 
and discuss complex issues and find possible solutions (RSPO, 2014f). Every year, RSPO members 
are expected to submit Annual Communications of Progress reports to the RSPO in which the 
members report on their progress towards achieving 100% RSPO-certified palm oil in their 
operations, sourcing and/or activities (RSPO, 2014b).  

3.1.8.2 RSPO certification 
Companies and/or actors that have acquired a RSPO certification have successfully verified that 
their production process is consistent with the RSPO Principles & Criteria for Sustainable Palm Oil 
Production (RSPO, 2014d). The RSPO Principles & Criteria for Sustainable Palm Oil Production 
consists of eight main principles, which are presented in Figure 1. Each principle is specified 
using a number of criteria that must be fulfilled, and for each criterion there are indicators to 
help stakeholders determine whether the criteria have been fulfilled in practice.  The principles 
that relate the most to biodiversity and forest protection are principle 5, Environmental 
Responsibility and Conservation of Natural Resources and Biodiversity, and principle 7, 
Responsible Development of New Plantings. 
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Principle 5 (Environmental Responsibility and Conservation of Natural Resources and 
Biodiversity) ensures, among other things, that environmental impacts from the plantations 
and/or mill operations have been considered and reviewed in an Environmental Impact 
Assessment (EIA). A certified palm oil producer must also present a management plan to 
mitigate negative impacts and verify that this management plan is implemented and monitored 
on a regular basis. Moreover, the principle requires that rare, threatened and endangered (RTE) 
species, as well as High Conservation Value (HCV) habitats are considered in a HCV assessment 
that covers not only the direct plantation areas, but also the surrounding landscape. Certified 
actors must also present a management plan that explains how RTE species and HCVs are to be 
protected and maintained. The actor must have a program in place to educate its workforce on 
the status of RTE species. Lastly, the status of RTE species and HCVs shall be continuously 
monitored, documented and reported, and the use of fire should be avoided (RSPO, 2013).    

Principle 7 (Responsible Development of New Plantings) ensures, among other things, that a 
Social and Environmental Impact Assessment (SEIA) is fulfilled before plantations can be 
expanded or established. The criterion also ensures that there is credible evidence to confirm 
that certified actors have not established new plantations in primary forests or in areas that 
support HCVs since 2005. Moreover, the principle bans the use of fire in the establishment of 
new plantations, unless such actions are allowed under the exceptions specified by the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Policy on Zero Burning. As new plantations have 
been established, certified actors are subject to the remaining principles and criteria of the RSPO 
(RSPO, 2013).  

To ensure continuous compliance against the RSPO principles and criteria, RSPO-certified palm 
oil producers are subject to annual audits performed by independent, accredited certification 
bodies employed by the RSPO. If the audited producer fails to fulfil all audit criteria the 
certification can be withdrawn at any time. Besides being audited on an annual basis, certified 
palm oil producers must also renew their certification every five years, and the cost of the audits 
and assessments are borne by the producer seeking RSPO certification. The certification bodies 
also audit supply chain actors against the RSPO Supply Chain Certification Standard, which, for 
instance, ensures that actors in the supply chain do not mix certified palm oil products with non-
certified palm oil products (RSPO, 2014d). 

3.1.9 The Round Table on Responsible Soy 
The Round Table on Responsible Soy (RTRS) is an international, civil organisation that seeks to 
increase the level of responsibly produced soy around the world. Responsible soy production is 
defined as a production that is “environmentally correct, socially appropriate and economically 
feasible” (RTRS, 2014a). The objectives of the organisation are to i) enable a global dialogue on 
responsible soy production ii) facilitate an agreement on responsible soy among key 
stakeholders iii) act as a forum for the development and promotion of a global standard for 
responsible production, processing, trading and use of soy iv) act as a global forum for the 
monitoring of responsible soy production and v) mobilise sectors towards responsible soy 
production (RTRS, 2014d). The organisation was founded in 2006 and today, the RTRS has over 
108 members from around the world (RTRS, 2014b).  

3.1.9.1 Membership obligations 
Just as the RSPO, the RTRS offers both membership and certification to actors in the soy 
industry. Members of the RTRS commit to actively participating in changing the norm of the soy 
markets towards responsible production, processing, trading and use of the soybean.  Through 
their roundtable approach, the RTRS seeks to initiate a stakeholder dialogue between members 
in which all actors have equal rights and equal abilities to voice their wishes and concerns. It is 
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the members of the RTRS who set the agenda of the organisation and who run the decision 
making process (RTRS, 2014f; c). 

3.1.9.2 RTRS certification   
Companies and producers that have been certified by the RTRS comply with the RTRS Standard 
Certification for Responsible Soy Production. This standard is based on five main principles which 
can be seen in Figure 2. Each principle is specified using a number of criteria that must be 
fulfilled, and for each criterion there is a guidance to help determine whether the criteria have 
been fulfilled in practice. The principle that relates the most to biodiversity and forest protection 
is principle 4, Environmental Responsibility (RTRS, 2013).  

Principle 4 (Environmental Responsibility) ensures, among other things, that a SEIA has been 
completed before the establishment of high risk infrastructure. Certified actors must also 
present documented evidence which prove that measures to minimise or mitigate negative 
impacts on the environment are being taken. The principle also ensures that certified producers 
maintain and safeguard on-farm biodiversity by preserving native vegetation. Besides providing 
a map that details the native vegetation in the farm area, certified producers must present an 
implemented plan to protect and preserve native vegetation. Moreover, producers must ensure 
that no hunting of RTE species occurs on the property (RTRS, 2013).  

Principle 4 also ensures that certified actors have not expanded cultivations or established new 
cultivations on land that has been cleared of native habitat since 2009. However, there are some 
exceptions to this rule. First, the clearing of native habitat is allowed if such activities are in line 
with RTRS-approved maps. RTRS-approved maps are maps that indicate 4 different categories of 
land. Category I identifies areas that have been recognised as biodiversity hotpots and which are 
therefore off-limits for RTRS-certified producers. At the other end of the spectrum, category IV 
marks areas where previous agriculture have eliminated all native habitat and where RSPO-
certified producers are free to use the land. Another exception to the rule states that, in areas 
that are not native forests and where there are no RTRS-approved maps available, clearing of 
natural habitats can occur if, and only if, high conservation value area (HCVA) assessments are 
performed prior to the clearing which can prove that no HCVAs will be converted as a result of 
the operations (RTRS, 2013). 

To ensure continuous compliance against the principles and criteria of the RTRS, RTRS-certified 
companies are subject to a very similar audit process as RSPO-certified companies. After having 
made it through the initial certification audits, soy producers are audited against the RTRS 
Standard for Responsible Soy Production on an annual basis, and after 5 years the company 
must apply for a renewed certification (RTRS, 2014e; g).  

1. LEGAL COMPLIANCE AND GOOD BUSINESS PRACTICE  
2. RESPONSIBLE LABOR CONDITIONS  
3. RESPONSIBLE COMMUNITY RELATIONS 
4. ENVIRONMENTAL RESPONSIBILITY  
5. GOOD AGRICULTURAL PRACTICE 

Figure 2 - The principles of the RTRS (RTRS, 2013). 
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3.1.10 Other roundtables  
There are also other roundtables that address issues of biodiversity loss and deforestation. 
However, the interviews conducted with bank representatives as well as the review of these 
banks’ policies and standards reveal that these roundtables are less central to these banks’ 
commitment to biodiversity. In fact, only one of the investigated banks is committed to other 
roundtables than the RSPO and the RTRS. Below follows a short introduction to the Global 
Roundtable for Sustainable Beef (GRSB) and the Brazilian Roundtable on Sustainable Livestock 
(GTPS). 

3.1.10.1 Global Roundtable for Sustainable Beef 
The GRSB is an international initiative that gathers stakeholders from across the value chain in 
beef production to share knowledge and experience with the aim of improving the sustainability 
in the entire value chain. The aim of the GRBS is not to establish a certification program, but 
rather to provide principles and criteria that define the baseline for sustainable beef production 
and which all actors in the beef industry are encouraged to abide by. These principles and 
criteria include the request for  actors in the beef industry to maintain local biodiversity, to 
refrain from deforestation and to protect HCV areas from land conversion (GRSB, 2014).  

3.1.10.2 Brazilian Roundtable on Sustainable Livestock 
The GTPS is a multi-stakeholder initiative that joins together representatives from the livestock 
industry, retail, the research community, civil society organisations and the Brazilian government 
to scale up existing sustainability schemes in the livestock industry in Brazil. The aim of the GTPS 
is not to establish a certification program, but to develop principles, standards and common 
practices that actors in the Brazilian beef cattle value chain are encouraged to follow (Forest 
500, 2015b). The principles include an encouragement to support zero net deforestation through 
compensation schemes (GTPS, 2015).  

3.1.11 The Forest Stewardship Council  
The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is an international, multi-stakeholder, membership 
organisation that promotes responsible forest management around the world. Members of the 
FSC include stakeholders from NGOs, the businesses community and the forestry sector, as well 
as passionate individuals. The aim of the FSC is to bring these different stakeholders together to 
define best practices within the forestry sector (FSC, 2015e). The FSC vision is that these best 
practices will result in an increased application of responsible forest management which ensures 
that the extraction of timber and non-timber products is executed in a way that respects and 
preserves the biodiversity, productivity and ecological processes of the Earth’s forests (FSC, 
2012).  

The FCS was founded in 1994, and today, the organisation has more than 850 members and 
almost 28,000 FSC certificates in 113 countries (FSC, 2014b). Stakeholders who are interested in 
joining the FSC can either apply for a membership or apply for a certification – both of which 
involve a due diligence process (FSC, 2015c; a).  

3.1.11.1 Membership obligations 
First of all, all members of the FSC must commit not to clear natural forests to establish 
plantations or other forms of non-forest land use. Members must also commit not to contribute 
to the destruction of HCVs through forestry operations and not to become engaged in any form 
of illegal logging or trade in illegal timber or forest products. Members are also banned from 
using genetically modified organisms in forestry operations. Moreover, as an FSC member, 
actors are obliged to actively participate in board elections and to pay annual fees to the FSC 
(FSC, 2015c). 
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1. COMPLIANCE WITH LAWS 

2. WORKERS’ RIGHTS AND EMPLOYMENT CONDITIONS 

3. INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ RIGHTS 

4. COMMUNITY RELATIONS 

5. BENEFITS FROM THE FOREST 

6. ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES AND IMPACTS 

7. MANAGEMENT PLANNING 

8. MONITORING AND ASSESSMENT 

9. HIGH CONSERVATION VALUES 

10. IMPLEMENTATION OF MANAGEMENT ACTIVITIES 

3.1.11.2 FSC certification  
Companies and producers that have been certified by the FSC abide by the FSC Principles & 
Criteria. The FSC Principles & Criteria apply to all forest types and ecosystems worldwide and 
consist of ten main principles which are supported by specific criteria that enable inspectors to 
evaluate whether the principles are fulfilled in practice (FSC, 2015d). Out of the ten main 
principles, which are presented in Figure 3, principles 6–10 relate the most to biodiversity and 
forest protection (FSC, 2014a).  

Figure 3 – The principles of the FSC (FSC, 2014a). 

First of all, principle 6 (Environmental Values and Impacts) requires certified actors to perform 
an assessment of the ecosystem services and environmental values, including biodiversity, that 
are present in and around the Management Unit, that is, the area submitted to the FSC for 
certification. The certified actor must also assess the scale and risk of potential negative impacts 
to those environmental values. Based on this, the actor must identify and implement credible 
actions to prevent, repair and mitigate negative environmental impacts resulting from the 
actor’s activities in and around the Management Unit (FSC, 2014a). 

The principle also requires certified actors to establish conservation zones and appropriate 
movement corridors in the Management Unit to protect and conserve RTE species and their 
habitats. When designing the measures to be taken inside the Management Unit, RTE species in 
the proximity of the Management Unit must also be considered. In order to maintain naturally 
occurring native species, certified actors must also maintain sample areas of native ecosystems 
within the Management Unit. If such sample areas do not occur, the actor must restore selected 
areas within the Management Unit to natural conditions. A certified actor must furthermore 
organise a varying mosaic of species, ages, sizes, regenerations cycles and spatial scales within 
the Management Unit to protect and preserve environmental resilience in the region (FSC, 
2014a).  

Moreover, principles 6 commands that certified actors have not converted natural forests to 
plantations or non-forest land use since 1994, except in cases where a very limited area of the 
Management Unit has been affected, where such a conversion generated clear conservation 
benefits or where such a conversion has not damaged HCVs or elements that support HCVs. 
Moreover, conversion of natural forests after 1994 may be considered excusable if there is 
ample evidence to support that the actor in question cannot be held accountable for the 
conversion (FSC, 2014a).  
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The next principle, principle 7 (Management Planning), requires certified actors to provide a 
management plan that covers, among other things, the planned forest management in the 
Management Unit. The management plan should be consistent with the actor’s policies and 
objectives and must be updated and revised on a regular basis. Moreover, the management plan 
must be explicit enough to provide sufficient guidance for staff and stakeholders and a summary 
of the management plan must be available to stakeholders free of charge. Principle 8 
(Monitoring and Assessment) requires that this management plan is monitored and assessed on 
a regular basis and in a credible way. Certified actors must also monitor and evaluate the 
environmental impacts in the Management Unit and publish a summary of the results of the 
monitoring free of charge (FSC, 2014a).  

Principle 9 (High Conservation Values) requires certified actors to assess and document the 
presence and status of HCVs in the Management Unit. Certified actors must also develop and 
implement effective strategies and action plans to preserve and protect the identified HCVs in 
the area and these strategies should be based on the precautionary principle. Moreover, the 
actor must provide evidence to support that periodic monitoring of HCVs is being carried out and 
that implemented strategies are updated and adapted where appropriate to ensure the long-
term conservation of HCVs in the area. Lastly, principle 10 (Implementation of Management 
Activities) requires, among other things, that certified actors regenerate vegetation cover in the 
Management Unit after harvest or at a time specified in the actor’s management plan. The 
regeneration can be executed using natural or artificial methods and must restore the area in 
question to natural conditions or to pre-harvest conditions. The species used for regeneration 
must be native species and local genotypes that are well adapted to the site in question (FSC, 
2014a).  

To ensure continuous compliance against the FSC Principles & Criteria, the FSC hires 
independent and accredited certification bodies who audit certificate holders against the FSC 
Principles & Criteria on an annual basis. The same certification bodies perform the initial 
assessments that lead to FSC certification. To ensure that the certification bodies themselves 
abide by the requirements of the FSC, these certification bodies are also subject to annual office 
and field audits performed by the international accreditation body Accreditation Services 
International (ASI) (FSC, 2015a).  

Just like a RSPO certification, a FSC certification is valid for five years until it must be renewed. 
Manufacturers, processors and traders of FSC certified forest products can apply for a FSC chain 
of custody certification which confirms that FSC wood products have not been mixed with un-
certified products along the value chain (FSC, 2015b). 

3.1.12 The 'Soft Commodities' Compact 
The 'Soft Commodities' Compact is an international initiative in which banks and financial 
institutions join together to try to help the Consumer Goods Forum (CGF) achieve zero net 
deforestation in soft commodity supply chains by 2020 (CISL, 2015b). The CGF is a global, 
member-led industry network that brings together approximately 400 consumer goods 
manufacturers and retailers to develop efficient business practices and promote positive change 
throughout the industry (CGF, 2015).  

The development of the 'Soft Commodities' Compact first began when the CGF decided to help 
its members achieve zero net deforestation in supply chains, focusing on five soft commodities 
(commodities that are grown rather than mined) associated with high forest risks, namely palm 
oil, soy, beef and pulp and paper. To reach this aim, the CGF contacted the Banking Environment 
Initiative (BEI) – a group of international banks who, under the coordination of the University of 
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Cambridge, have joined together to identify methods of directing capital towards socially and 
environmentally sustainable economic development – and by the end of 2013, the two 
organisations (assisted by WWF) were able to present the 'Soft Commodities' Compact (CISL, 
2015c). Today, the 'Soft Commodities' Compact has nine signatory banks who have agreed to 
help the CGF in achieving zero net deforestation in supply chains by 2020 (CISL, 2015b).   

As regards the definition of “zero net deforestation” the Compact emphasises that zero net 
deforestation is not the same as zero deforestation, meaning no deforestation anywhere. 
According to the Compact’s definition, which is derived from WWF’s definition, some 
deforestation can be approved if offsets are used to compensate for the forest loss. However, it 
is emphasised that the conversion of primary or natural forests into fast growing plantations is 
not consistent with the Compact’s definition of zero net deforestation. The Comact states: “Such 
conversion would count as deforestation in assessing progress against the target.” It is also 
stated that conversion of forests supporting HCVs or high carbon stocks should be avoided (CISL, 
2015d).  

By signing the 'Soft Commodities' Compact, signatory banks commit to (CISL, 2015c, p. 3): 

i. “Working with CGF supply chains to find appropriate ways to finance the growth of 
markets producing palm oil, timber products, soy or beef without contributing to 
deforestation.” 

ii. “Confirming that all corporate and investment banking customers whose operations 
include significant production or processing of palm oil, timber products or soy in 
markets at high risk of tropical deforestation can verify that these operations are 
consistent with zero net deforestation by 2020”.  

Hence, although somewhat simplified, banks who adopt the 'Soft Commodities' Compact help 
the CGF achieve zero net deforestation in supply chains by i) providing financial support to actors 
in soft commodities supply chains who want to reduce their impacts on forests but need capital 
to do so and ii) only providing finance and investment services to actors in soft commodities 
supply chains who can verify that their operations are consistent with to zero net deforestation 
by 2020. By approving finance and investment services to high achieving actors and declining 
finance and investment services to low achieving actors, signatory banks create incentives for 
actors in soft commodities supply chains to employ zero net deforestation practices, thereby 
making it easier for the CGF to fulfil its goal (CISL, 2015c; b). For a schematic representation of 
the commitment, see Figure 4.   
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Figure 4 – A schematic representation of the 'Soft Commodities' Compact showing how signatory banks help the CGF 
achieve zero net deforestation soft commodity supply chains by 2020. Signatory banks will decline or approve finance 

and investment services to actors in soft commodity supply chains depending on whether or not the actor’s operations 
are consistent with zero net deforestation. 

3.2 Rabobank 
The following information has been obtained from material publicly provided by Rabobank and 
from an interview conducted with Thomas Ursem (2015), Head of Sustainable Supply Chains at 
Rabobank Group.  

With approximately 10 million clients and operations in 40 countries, Rabobank Group 
constitutes one of the world’s largest financial institutions (Rabobank, 2014c). The bank has a 
credit rating of Aa2/A+, provided by the distinguished, international rating agencies Moody’s and 
Standard & Poor’s, respectively (Rabobank, 2014a), and in 2014, Global Finance ranked 
Rabobank among the 15 safest banks in the world (Global Finance, 2014). The bank emerged 
from the coalition of a number of small agricultural cooperative banks founded by Dutch farmers 
in the late nineteenth century, and the bank’s agrarian focus remains intact to date (Rabobank, 
2014b). Today, Rabobank is one of the biggest food and agribusiness banks in the world with 
presence throughout the entire value chain, from the cultivation of crops to processing and 
trading (CISL, 2015a). The bank offers products and services in the area of banking, capital 
management, leasing, insurance and real estate (Rabobank, 2014d). 

3.2.1 Commitment to forests and biodiversity 
Rabobank’s strong connection to the food and agribusiness sector offers both opportunities and 
challenges for the bank in terms of protecting and preserving global biodiversity. Acknowledging 
this fact, the bank has formulated a set of supply chain policies, including policies for soy, palm 
oil, coffee, sugarcane, cotton, cocoa, forestry and aquaculture. Moreover, the bank has 
formulated a theme policy for  livestock farming (Rabobank, 2014n). These policies apply to all of 
the bank’s commercial banking services and specify “conditions for investment” for upstream 
and downstream companies based on identified material issues related to each sector. A 
common feature in these conditions is the call for clients to refrain from deforestation of 
primary forests and to protect preserved areas, areas supporting HCVs and areas containing 
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globally, regionally or nationally significant concentrations of biodiversity. Moreover,  all clients 
must abide by applicable laws and regulations (Rabobank, 2014i; kjlegf; h).  

Rabobank is also committed to a number of multi-stakeholder roundtables. Such roundtables  
include the RSPO, the RTRS, the Better Cotton Fast Track Programme (BCFTP), the GRSB and the 
GTPS (Rabobank, 2014m). Ursem (2015) emphasizes that these roundtables do not only 
represent commitments, but also constitute an important support in helping Rabobank engage 
clients on deforestation and biodiversity issues.  

Rabobank’s commitment to reduce deforestation and protect natural habitats was further 
reinforced in January 2015 as Rabobank became the ninth bank to formally adopt the 'Soft 
Commodities' Compact, which means that the bank has committed to achieve zero net 
deforestation in supply chains by 2020 (CISL, 2015a). Rabobank also endorses the principles of 
the Equator Principles, the Natural Capital Declaration, the UN Global Compact, the OECD 
Guidelines, the UNEP FI (Rabobank, 2014n) and the UN PRI (limited to Rabobank Pensioenfonds) 
(PRI Association, 2015b; Rabobank, 2013). The bank is also an investor signatory of the CDP 
(CDP, 2015b).  For a brief description of the different agreements and initiatives, see chapter 3.1. 
All in all, Rabobank’s commitment to protect forests as earned the bank four out of five possible 
scores in the ranking provided by Forest 500 (Forest 500, 2015f).  

3.2.2 Supporting markets with zero net deforestation 
The first commitment for banks who have adopted the 'Soft Commodities' Compact is to work 
“with CGF supply chains to find appropriate ways to finance the growth of markets producing 
palm oil, timber products, soy or beef without contributing to deforestation” (CISL, 2015c, p. 3). 
Ursem (2015) explains that Rabobank plans to fulfil this commitment by providing capital to 
frontrunners. Ursem (2015) says Rabobank wants to seize supply chain finance opportunities and 
help smallholders acquire capital through trading clients and through the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC). Another way of providing finance to such markets, Ursem (2015) claims, is 
through green bonds. Ursem (2015) also suggests a reduction in interest rates for trade on 
certified commodities or a reduction in the interest rate on a loan provided to a frontrunner in 
the sector. “These are a couple of things you can think of” Ursem (2015) says.  

3.2.3 Screening  
The second commitment for banks who have adopted the 'Soft Commodities' Compact is to 
confirm “that all corporate and investment banking customers whose operations include 
significant production or processing of palm oil, timber products or soy in markets at high risk of 
tropical deforestation can verify that these operations are consistent with zero net deforestation 
by 2020” (CISL, 2015c, p. 3). This commitment, along with the ‘investment criteria’ in Rabobank's 
policies, require a thorough screening process to ensure that the bank does not finance or invest 
in companies or projects that do not live up to these standards. And indeed, Ursem (2015) claims 
all clients must be approved in a screening process before the bank can offer the client any 
services or credits. This screening process applies both to new investments and new financing 
activities and constitutes an important tool for the bank in translating the policies and the 
commitment to the 'Soft Commodities' Compact into practice (Ursem, 2015; Rabobank, 2014l).  

Ursem (2015) emphasizes that soy and palm oil are the two sectors to which Rabobank devotes 
its main focus as regards achieving zero net deforestation in supply chains by 2020. As a first 
step to make sure clients in the palm oil sector are consistent with the 'Soft Commodities' 
Compact commitment, Rabobank checks whether the prospective client is a member of the 
RSPO. Besides being a member, the client must also have a time-bound plan to have all 
plantations certified according to the principles and the criteria of the RSPO (Rabobank, 2014j; 
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Ursem, 2015). Such a certification ensures, among other things, that the client cannot establish 
new plantations (since 2005) in primary forests or in areas that support HCVs (RSPO, 2013) – a 
prerequisite that matches the investment conditions in Rabobank’s policies. If a prospective 
client has not yet accomplished full RSPO certification, Rabobank requires the company to 
undertake SEIAs before establishing new plantations or operations (Rabobank, 2014j). For a full 
description of what it means to be RSPO certified, see chapter 3.1.8.2.  

As a member of the RSPO, companies must also produce annual progress reports (RSPO, 2014b). 
The progress reports provide valuable information about the companies’ chances of achieving 
zero net deforestation by 2020, making the reports an important element in Rabobank’s 
screening process (Ursem, 2015). If the client’s time plan to have all plantations certified is not 
consistent with zero net deforestation by 2020, or if Rabobank for any other reason suspects 
that the client’s progress towards zero net deforestation is not satisfactory, Rabobank must 
either decide whether to decline the prospective client or whether to engage with the client to 
help speed the process (Ursem, 2015). The procedure behind such decisions is outlined in 
chapter 3.2.5. 

A similar type of screening process is applied to make sure clients’ operations in the soy sector 
are consistent with the 'Soft Commodities' Compact commitment. Although it is not an ultimate 
condition (Rabobank, 2014k), Ursem (2015) claims prospective clients should be certified 
according to the principles and criteria of the RTRS or the Basel Criteria for Responsible Soy 
Production (a certification scheme that greatly resembles that of the RTRS, compare RTRS (2013) 
and  ProForest (2004)). For a full description of what it means to be RTRS-certified, see chapter 
3.1.9.2. Lastly, Rabobank requires clients who operate in the forestry sector to be certified 
according to the FSC or one of the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification’s 
(PEFC’s) national certifications schemes (Rabobank, 2014i). Just as with palm oil, Rabobank 
requires clients who are not yet fully RTRS or FSC/PEFC certified to undertake SEIAs before 
establishing new plantings or operations (Rabobank, 2014k). For a full description of what it 
means to be FSC certified, see chapter 3.1.11.2. 

Although this screening process might appear “easy”, or uncomplicated, Ursem (2015) ensures  
that it is not. He says the process is actually quite complex and underlines the importance of the 
Roundtables in easing this process. He says: “We as banks don’t have the knowledge, don’t have 
the capacity to check all the clients in detail, so we rely on other institutions and that’s why we 
think it is so important to have those roundtables and sector initiatives because they provide the 
definitions and the agreements on what is sustainable in a specific sector.” Once the detailed 
inspection has been performed by the roundtables, Rabobank can simply check whether the 
prospective client is certified or not. And this, Ursem (2015) claims, is “quite black and white”.  

Ursem (2015) also emphasises the importance of understanding that banks finance companies 
and not products. To clarify, Ursem (2015) provides an example explaining that, for instance, a 
palm oil company can have 100 plantations, of which 20 are certified and 80 are non-certified. A 
company or a person who buys products from the palm oil company can simply ask to buy 
exclusively certified products from the certified plantations, thereby protecting their own 
sustainability profile. For a bank, Ursem (2015) claims, the process is more difficult. Since the 
bank finances the company and not just specific products, the bank must overlook all the 
activities of the company if it wants to be seen as a sustainable bank. Hence, Ursem (2015) 
states Rabobank is very interested in indexes or certification schemes on a company level, such 
as the RSPO or the RTRS.  
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In cases where Rabobank needs to determine whether or not to provide finance to a project 
based on the project’s consistency with the bank’s environmental commitments, the Equator 
Principles constitute a support to the screening process (Ursem, 2015; Rabobank, 2014n). 
However, Ursem (2015) argues that the number of transactions where the Equator Principles 
applies is limited. He claims people tend to think the Equator Principles largely govern banks’ 
activities, while, in fact, Rabobank only has eleven or twelve finance deals where the Equator 
Principles apply. Ursem (2015) says: “Well it [the Equator Principles] is important for the in depth 
due diligence of a project, but not so important for all services and products of a bank.”  

Ursem (2015) also highlights that the due diligence for project deals is less complex than for 
other type of finance deals since it ‘only’ focusses on the environmental and social issues for that 
specific project. He argues that the environmental effects of a project are easier to grasp and 
predict compared to the continuous activities of a company, making the screening process for 
project deals easier than for many other financial agreements.  

3.2.4 Monitoring  
Rabobank does not have a set, uniform procedure to personally monitor clients and make sure 
companies and/or projects in all countries continuously live up to the bank’s standards as 
regards preventing deforestation and protecting habitats. Instead, the bank greatly relies on the 
audits and monitoring performed by external parties. Such an external party could, for instance, 
be a sustainability expert at the company in question (Ursem, 2015). Ursem (2015) argues that 
most companies that Rabobank finances or invests in are big companies which have 
sustainability experts in-house. Ursem (2015) claims these experts are commonly more 
knowledgeable than the employees at Rabobank, making it less relevant for Rabobank to 
provide support on sustainability. Moreover, in the palm oil and soy industry, Ursem (2015) 
claims the bank makes use of the annual audits performed by the RSPO and the RTRS. For a 
description of the audits performed by the RSPO and the RTRS, see chapter 3.1.8.2 and 3.1.9.2 
respectively.  

Although Rabobank does not perform audits personally in all sectors and countries where it is 
active, Ursem (2015) accentuates that Rabobank personally audits soy producers in Brazil. Ursem 
(2015) claims that a sustainability team from the bank visits soy producers in Brazil every three 
years. Producers that have performed well during the last three years are subject to less detailed 
audits whereas low-performing producers are monitored more closely. If there is an incident, 
Ursem (2015) claims Rabobank can ask the client to hire an external party to perform an 
inspection. Ursem (2015) emphasises that it is the responsibility of the client to provide 
Rabobank with assurance that they are operating in line with the bank’s policies.  

3.2.5 Engagement and exclusions 
In cases where Rabobank finds that a client has failed to live up to the bank’s standards as 
regards refraining from deforestation and protecting habitats, Ursem (2015) claims the bank 
prefers to stay with the client to try to improve its performance rather than immediately leaving 
the client. Ursem (2015) says: “We believe in inclusion and not exclusion. It’s a bit of a 
philosophy for us.”  More precisely, Ursem (2015) believes the bank should use its influence over 
the client to change the client’s behaviour or move the client in a certain direction. If Rabobank 
was to pull out of ill-performing companies immediately, Ursem (2015) argues there would just 
be hundreds of other banks there to take over the loan or investment without asking any 
questions. Hence, the environmental destruction would just continue under the regime of 
another bank. Ursem (2015) says: “I think our knowledge and our network can help our clients to 
change. (…) If we know better about what our clients are thinking of or dealing with, what are 
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their issues, their problems the next five years, then we have a better opportunity to service 
them with the good products in the end.” 

As Rabobank engages with a company to improve its performance an agreement is made 
between Rabobank and the company that specifies the specific steps the company needs to take 
in order to achieve full compliance against the bank’s policies and commitments. Whether the 
agreement is time-bound or not depends on the specific situation, but if the company in 
question does not show any progress, Rabobank will consider ending the relationship (Ursem, 
2015). Ursem (2015) explains that, rather than focusing on whether the company is able to fulfil 
specific time-bound targets or not, Rabobank values a strong will, or sense of commitment, from 
the company. Ursem (2015) claims Rabobank is more likely to exclude a company that is not 
willing to change than a company who is not able to change within a certain timeframe, for 
instance due to legal reasons. Hence, it is often the client’s attitude that determines whether 
Rabobank engages with the client or whether the bank ends the relationship.  

However, Ursem (2015) emphasises that the way in which a bank can influence a client deeply 
depends on the type of financial relationship between the bank and the client. Ursem (2015) 
explains that there is a big difference between financing companies and being an investor and 
says: “If I have shares in a company I can quickly pull out. From one day to the other I can decide 
to step out of all the shares. Just sell them all. But I simply cannot stop a loan to a company.” In 
this way, an investor usually has a looser relationship with the client compared to a financier. 
Investors can ask a company to make certain changes and if the company does not act 
accordingly, the investor can simply leave the company without further ado. A financier on the 
other hand, is tied to the company through the terms of the contract which specifies the exact 
situations in which a bank can choose to end the financing deal (Ursem, 2015).  

However, Ursem  (2015) says it is not always evident which type of financial relationship 
provides the bank with the greatest leverage. As an investor you can use the threat of ending the 
relationship from one day to the other, but as a financier you can use the more long-term 
relationship and the close contact that has been established to try to influence the client in the 
right direction. Rather than saying that one type of financial relationship is better than the other 
in terms of leverage power for the bank, Ursem (2015) concludes that “the influence is 
different”. He says that sometimes being an investor is more influential, and sometimes being a 
financier is more influential.  

3.2.6 Benefits and challenges 
Ursem (2015) argues that one of the main benefits for Rabobank of exclusively financing or 
investing in companies or projects that are consistent with zero net deforestation in supply 
chains by 2020 is that such companies will become more competitive than others. Ursem (2015) 
asserts that while environmentally irresponsible companies will continuously lose market share,  
those companies who are environmentally responsible will succeed in the end.  Another reason 
for banks to refrain from deforestation is the reputational benefits. Ursem (2015) says:  “We 
want to be seen as a responsible bank.” He claims that people have lost faith in banks and that 
banks are often portrayed as “the root cause for all the problems we are now having”. Ursem 
(2015) emphasises the need to take such aspects into account and concludes:  “I want to work 
for a responsible bank who doesn’t provide money to companies who are doing wrong to the 
environment or to indigenous people.” 

Ursem (2015) claims that the biggest challenge of achieving zero net deforestation by 2020 is to 
secure a demand in the retail. He argues that without a strong and consistent demand for the 
type of products produced by responsible companies, it is difficult to accomplish the goal. In this 
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context, Ursem (2015) claims the CGF is a key player. If the CGF can secure the demand for these 
products, Ursem (2015) claims Rabobank is also in a better position to realise its commitment. 
Ursem (2015) says: “We are facilitators in the sector and if the key players are not moving in the 
right direction then for us it will be impossible to realise the objectives.” Unfortunately, Ursem 
(2015) declares a concern that the CGF might not be able to fulfil its commitment to achieve zero 
net deforestation in supply chains by 2020.  

However, Ursem (2015) is still confident that Rabobank will be able to achieve zero net 
deforestation in the bank’s supply chains by 2020. “Otherwise we would not have signed” Ursem 
(2015) says and adds: “But the question is, what is the definition of zero net deforestation?” He 
emphasises that it is easy to commit to something in theory, but the big question is whether the 
commitment translates in practice. Ursem (2015) continues: “What does zero net deforestation 
mean? That I can cut forest in Indonesia and compensate it with forest in Sweden? That’s zero 
net deforestation. I don’t like that.” Ursem (2015) underlines that this is not the definition used 
in the 'Soft Commodities' Compact (for the 'Soft Commodities' Compact’s definition of zero net 
deforestation, see chapter 3.1.12), but maintains that it is still a question worth discussing. He 
says: “The devil is in the detail, as always.” 

3.2.7 Rabobank’s recommendations to Swedish banks  
Ursem’s (2015) strongest recommendation to Swedish banks who are looking to reduce negative 
impacts on biodiversity by achieving zero net deforestation in supply chains by 2020 is to join the 
roundtables on sustainable beef (GRSB), livestock (GTPS), palm oil (RSPO) and soy (RTRS). Ursem 
(2015) claims that this is where the change is really happening. The BEI and the 'Soft 
Commodities' Compact’, on the other hand, have made less of an impact on Rabobank’s 
commitment to reduce deforestation and protect habitats. Ursem (2015) says: “We are really 
trying to work on those commodities from the inside and the Banking Environment Initiative is 
just a confirmation for the work we already did. It doesn’t change what we are doing.” Ursem 
(2015) underlines that Rabobank already had policies on soy, palm oil, beef and forestry, and 
that the bank was already active in the roundtables and already performed audits, before they 
joined the Compact and that the only significant change is perhaps that the bank has now 
committed to the 2020 deadline. Ursem (2015) states: “The content of the Banking Environment 
Initiative is not important, it’s the process.” 

However, Ursem (2015) declares that he appreciates that the BEI and the 'Soft Commodities' 
Compact’ attract other banks to commit to the same goal, which ultimately helps Rabobank. He 
also appreciates the fact that the Compact raises the issue of deforestation and unites banks on 
a Senior Management level with involvement of CEO:s. Unfortunately, Ursem (2015) feels that it 
is “not always the right banks who are at the table in the Banking Environment Initiative”. 
Stressing the fact that some banks do not finance any soy farmers or palm oil producers Ursem 
(2015) says: “We need local banks, and we need banks who are truly committed to this.” Ursem 
(2015) concludes: “So my call to all the other banks, especially also Swedish banks, is to join the 
roundtables. Get knowledgeable about palm oil, soy and beef, because then you can make a 
change.” 
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3.3 UBS 
The following information has been obtained from material publicly provided by UBS and from 
an interview conducted with Yann Kermode, Deputy Head of Environmental and Social Risk at 
UBS.  
 
With operations in 56 countries (UBS, 2014a) and a network that covers more than 300 different 
branches, the Union Bank of Switzerland, or UBS as it is commonly referred to, depicts itself as 
“the pre-eminent universal bank in Switzerland” (UBS, 2015b). The bank was founded in 1862 
(UBS, 2014d) and its headquarters are located in Zürich, Switzerland (UBS, 2015e). Through its 
five main business divisions, Wealth Management, Wealth Management Americas, Retail & 
Corporate, Global Asset Management and the Investment Bank, UBS serves one out three Swiss 
households and millions of private, corporate and institutional clients worldwide (UBS, 2015d). 
Retail clients are, however, limited to Switzerland (UBS, 2015e). UBS AG has a credit rating of 
A2/A, provided by the distinguished, international rating agencies Moody’s and Standard & 
Poor’s, respectively (UBS, 2015a), and in 2014, the bank won the award for “Best Global Bank” in 
the leading financial market magazine Euromoney’s annual Award for Excellence (UBS, 2014c).  

3.3.1 Commitment to forests and biodiversity 
UBS raises the bank’s commitment to protect and preserve biodiversity multiple times in its 
2014 Annual Report (UBS, 2015d). This commitment is further specified in the bank’s 
Environmental and Social Risk Policy Framework. The framework, which is based on the bank’s 
Code of Conduct and the bank’s Environmental and Human Rights Policy, highlights the fact that 
80% of the documented species on Earth reside in tropical forests and declares that UBS therefor 
commits to protect biodiversity by, first and foremost, preventing deforestation and forest 
degradation. As part of this commitment, UBS has adopted the 'Soft Commodities' Compact and 
joined the RSPO (UBS, 2014b). For a full description of the 'Soft Commodities' Compact and the 
RSPO, see chapter 3.1.12 and 3.1.8, respectively.  

To reinforce the bank’s commitment to protect biodiversity, UBS has formed two sets of 
standards that limit the activities and areas in which the bank provides financial services and/or 
investment banking services. The first set of standards applies to the bank’s financial and 
advisory services and lists “controversial activities” which the bank, under no conditions, will 
engage with (UBS, 2014b, p. 3). The standards declare that UBS will not finance or advise clients 
whose operations cause damage to, or involve the use of, Ramsar wetlands, High Conservation 
Value Forests (HCVF) (as defined by the FSC) or world heritage sites (as defined by UNESCO). 
Moreover, the standards assert that UBS, under no circumstances, will finance or advice clients 
who hurt or trade endangered species of flora and fauna protected under the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). The same standards 
apply to clients who employ illegal and/or uncontrolled use of fire to clear land, and clients who 
are involved in illegal logging or who purchase illegally harvested timber (UBS, 2014b). 

The second set of standards applies to loans, trade finance, investment banking, securities and 
loan underwriting transactions, and lists “areas of concern” in which the bank will only engage 
under certain criteria (UBS, 2014b, p. 3). These areas include the palm oil sector, the soy sector 
and the timber industry (UBS, 2014b). Together with the production of beef, UBS (2014b) claims 
these activities generate more than 50% of tropical deforestation, making them high priority 
areas in the bank’s commitment to protect biodiversity. The criteria that companies in these 
sectors must fulfil are specified in chapter 3.3.3.  
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UBS is also a signatory of a number of voluntary industry initiatives. These include the UN Global 
Compact, the UN PRI and the UNEP FI (UBS, 2015c). The bank is also an investor signatory of the 
CDP (CDP, 2015b).  For a detailed description of these initiatives, see chapter 3.1. All in all, UBS’s 
dedication to protect and preserve forests has earned the bank four out of five possible scores in 
the rating provided by Forest 500 (Forest 500, 2015i).  

3.3.2 Supporting markets with zero net deforestation 
The first commitment for banks who have adopted the 'Soft Commodities' Compact is to work 
“with CGF supply chains to find appropriate ways to finance the growth of markets producing 
palm oil, timber products, soy or beef without contributing to deforestation” (CISL, 2015c, p. 3). 
Kermode (2015) explains that this part of the commitment is important because smallholders in 
CGF supply chains often lack the necessary capital to transform their current production to a 
more sustainable production. For instance, Kermode (2015) states that plantation owners who 
want to reduce deforestation issues must typically transform their low-yield plantations into 
high-yield plantations which require less surface area – a process that can be both costly and 
time-consuming. Kermode (2015) says: “So now what we are trying to do at the BEI is to find 
ways of getting these smallholders, or smaller companies, access to the capital.” 

However, Kermode (2015) emphasises that this part of the 'Soft Commodities' Compact is still 
under development and that there is not yet any clear answer to how such markets should be 
financed in an effective way. Kermode (2015) says that one of the main activities of the BEI on 
this matter has been to develop a Sustainable Shipment Letter of Credit. The BEI Sustainable 
Shipment Letter of Credit, which was launched at the World Economic Forum in January 2014 
(IFC, 2015b), aims to facilitate preferential trading conditions for trade in soft commodities 
which have been produced under internationally recognized sustainability standards, including 
standards that discourage deforestation (CISL, 2014). Another way of financing such markets, 
Kermode (2015) explains, could be to employ impact investing to channel capital to 
smallholders. Kermode (2015) concludes: “But these are very early days. There has not been any 
concrete outcome of this for the moment.” 

3.3.3 Screening  
The second commitment for banks who have adopted the 'Soft Commodities' Compact is to 
confirm “that all corporate and investment banking customers whose operations include 
significant production or processing of palm oil, timber products or soy in markets at high risk of 
tropical deforestation can verify that these operations are consistent with zero net deforestation 
by 2020” (CISL, 2015c, p. 3). In order to fulfil the bank’s commitment to protect biodiversity, 
including the commitment to the 'Soft Commodities' Compact, the bank employs an in-depth 
screening process to make sure the bank does not engage with clients who are unable to meet 
relevant policies and standards (UBS, 2014b; Kermode, 2015).  

Kermode (2015) emphasises the importance of this process and says: “The screening process is, I 
think, actually the most important one in the execution of this commitment [achieving zero net 
deforestation in supply chains by 2020] and this is where we have put a lot of work as a bank in 
the last few years.” According to the bank’s Environmental and Social Risk Policy Framework, this 
process evaluates the financial, social, environmental and reputational risks of “all transactions, 
products, services and activities such as lending, capital raising, advisory services or investments 
that involve a party associated with environmentally or socially sensitive activities” (UBS, 2014b, 
p. 4).  

The risk assessment begins with a basic risk identification process and an initial analysis of the 
client. As regards protecting biodiversity and reducing deforestation, such an initial analysis 
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would involve a check-up on whether potential clients in the soft commodities industry are 
certified according to relevant industry standards. For instance, UBS requires clients in the palm 
oil industry to be members of the RSPO and to hold some level of mill or plantation certification. 
Clients must also be publicly committed to achieving full RSPO certification by 2020 and provide 
credible evidence that support their ability to do so. Moreover, clients cannot be subject to any 
unresolved public criticism from the RSPO (UBS, 2014b).  

Clients who produce soy in markets at high risk of tropical deforestation are subject to similar 
demands. Besides being a member of the RTRS, clients must be publicly committed to achieving 
full RTRS certification by 2020. Unresolved public criticism from the RTRS is not allowed. Lastly, 
clients producing timber in markets at high risk of tropical deforestation must be committed to 
achieving full FSC certification, or full certification against the 2010 PEFC meta standard for 
timber products, by 2020 (UBS, 2014b).  

If there is any reason to suspect that a potential client presents augmented social and/or 
environmental risks, including risks associated with biodiversity or deforestation, the matter will 
be escalated to the environmental and social risk (ESR) units for enhanced due diligence. These 
units evaluate potential clients by inserting advanced data analytics on companies into a web-
based compliance tool that indicates the client’s level of compliance against the bank’s policies 
and standards (UBS, 2014b). According to Kermode (2015) these data analytics are sourced from 
the external consultancy firm RepRisk – a company that collects and analyses information on 
more than 50,000 different companies and projects to track possible criticism, incidents and/or 
controversies in the area of human rights violations, corruption and environmental destruction 
(RepRisk, 2015). Kermode (2015) claims RepRisk provides numerous banks with this type of 
information, which, if used correctly, can help ease the risk assessment process.   

Kermode (2015) explains that if the bank wants to on-board a new client or make a transaction 
with a client, the name of the company is simply run through the database to screen for possible 
incompliances. If there is a hit, showing that the company in question has been subject to 
critique for social or environmental issues, including biodiversity damage, the client will be 
referred back to the environmental and social risk units for further assessment (Kermode, 2015). 
If significant social or environmental risks are identified, the matter can be further escalated to 
the business division’s senior management, and if needed, the matter can be escalated all the 
way to regional senior management or to the Global ESR Committee, depending on the nature of 
the issue. After a potential transaction has been evaluated in the bank’s risk assessment process, 
the transaction can either be rejected, approved or approved with conditions (UBS, 2014b). For 
an illustration of UBS’s social and environmental risk escalation process, please see Figure 5. 
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Figure 5 – UBS’s social and environmental risk escalation process. Modified from UBS  (2014b). 

Kermode (2015) states that by using a database and a web-based compliance tool to support the 
bank’s screening process, USB has the ability to evaluate potentially troublesome clients in an 
efficient way,  enabling the environmental and social risk units to assess almost 2,000 referrals in 
2014. This statement is echoed in UBS’s Environmental and Social Risk Policy Framework where 
the bank states (UBS, 2014b, p. 5): “The systematic nature of this tool significantly enhances our 
ability to identify potential risk.”  

To monitor and check the bank’s risk assessment process, UBS has appointed a Corporate 
Responsibility Committee which supports the Board of Directors in its duties to uphold and 
improve the bank’s reputation and responsible corporate conduct. The Committee also monitors 
the implementation of the Environmental and Human Rights Policy throughout the bank (UBS, 
2014b).   

3.3.4 Monitoring  
Kermode (2015) states that UBS does not perform audits to make sure clients continuously meet 
the bank’s standards as regards biodiversity and deforestation. However, Kermode (2015) 
highlights the fact that, in the soy, palm oil and timber industry, the bank can rely on the 
monitoring and the audits performed by certification bodies. Since the bank requires all clients in 
these sectors to be certified according to the RTRS, the RSPO and the FSC, respectively, the bank 
can be sure that all such clients are audited on an annual basis and that the standards and 
principles of these certification schemes are being maintained. For a description of the auditing 
process of the RTRS, the RSPO and the FSC, see chapter 3.1.9.2, 3.1.8.2 and 3.1.11.2, 
respectively.  

Kermode (2015) also emphasises that, although the bank does not perform direct audits, UBS 
still monitors clients on a more general scale. For example, Kermode (2015) states UBS monitors 
possible allegations of non-compliance and checks that clients do not “come into trouble at a 
larger scale”. Moreover, in the bank’s Environmental and Social Risk Policy Framework it is 
claimed that the bank’s investment portfolios are subject to a regular review process in which 
the bank re-examines investments in sensitive sectors and activities associated with high social 
or environmental risks, such as risks associated with biodiversity or deforestation. As part of 
such portfolio reviews, the bank benchmarks the portfolio quality against regional and sector 
averages (UBS, 2014b).  



26 
 

3.3.5 Engagement and exclusions 
Kermode (2015) explains that UBS’s ability to act on potential policy breaches is deeply affected 
by the type of relationship that exists between the client and the bank. If, for instance, the bank 
has provided a company with a loan, Kermode (2015) claims the contractual agreements make it 
very difficult for the bank to exit that relationship. What happens in such cases, Kermode (2015) 
explains, is that the loan will not be renewed once it is finished. In other types of financial 
relationships, Kermode (2015) states UBS might choose to leave the client, but, again, 
emphasises that it all depends on the type of relationship and the details of the contract. All in 
all, Kermode (2015) argues that since UBS requires high standards, such as RSPO, RTRS or FSC 
certification, from the very start, the risk of future difficulties with clients is relatively low.  

However, in cases where UBS has the ability to terminate a client relationship, Kermode (2015) 
explains that the bank prefers to end the relationship rather than to engage with the client in 
case of a policy breach.  Kermode (2015) argues that, unless the client is genuinely committed to 
reach the bank’s standards, exclusion is a better option for the bank. He says: “Engagement is 
very time intensive and it doesn’t always produce the results that you would want. So we need 
to have a strong case to engage.” Kermode (2015) also argues that it is difficult for a bank to help 
businesses improve since it is not the bank’s area of expertise. Kermode (2015) states: “It would 
be misplaced for a bank to tell a palm oil producer how to produce better palm oil. We can ask 
them to be certified and so on, but it’s not our role to tell them how to do it.” 

Nevertheless, Kermode (2015) also states that if the client is willing to engage with the bank, the 
bank may stay, under the premise that the client provides an action plan that maps the planned 
improvement process. Kermode (2015) explains that such an action plan is important to help 
UBS monitor progress in a straightforward manner and clarifies that if the desired progress is not 
fulfilled, the bank will terminate the relationship. Kermode (2015) says: “I mean, there is no 
sense in engaging if there is no progress made.” Again, Kermode (2015) emphasises that UBS 
rarely engages with a client and says: “Most of the time it’s more of a: ‘Do we want this company 
as a client or do we not?’ Engaging with it will be the exception.” 

3.3.6 Goals and reporting 
Kermode (2015) states UBS does not have any specific, time-bound targets to fulfil as regards 
biodiversity and/or as regards achieving zero net deforestation in supply chains by 2020. 
However, in its 2014 Annual Report, UBS states the bank is on a continuous quest to improve its 
policies (UBS, 2015d). Moreover, Kermode (2015) declares that, although the bank has come 
quite far as regards integrating environmental concerns in certain sectors, such as palm oil and 
timber, more work still needs to be done to improve the soy sector and the RTRS, which, 
according to Kermode (2015), is “not as mature as the palm oil round table”. This, Kermode 
(2015) states, constitutes the next step for UBS in its efforts to reduce deforestation and the 
associated negative impacts on biodiversity. 

As regards reporting, Kermode (2015) states the BEI and the 'Soft Commodities' Compact are 
currently exploring different ways for signatory banks to, as a group or individually, report on 
their advancement. However, Kermode (2015) states this discussion is still in progress and says: 
“So I don’t know what’s going to come out of that.” Kermode (2015) also declares that, as a 
member of the RSPO, UBS is expected to report on the way the bank implements the RSPO 
commitment on an annual basis.  

Moreover, in its Environmental and Social Risk Policy Framework, UBS (2014b) has reported the 
number of transactions that have been referred to the environmental and social risk units for 
enhanced due diligence over the last few years. The document shows that a total of 1,812 
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transactions and on-boarding requests were referred to environmental and social risk units in 
2014. The majority of these transactions were referred by the Retail & Corporate division (749) 
and the Investment Bank division (654), and, in total, 178 cases were linked to the agribusiness 
sector3 – the sector that relates the most to UBS’s commitment to protect biodiversity and 
reduce deforestation. Out of the 1,812 cases that were referred to the to environmental and 
social risk units in 2014, more than 50 were rejected or not pursued while 180 were approved 
with conditions (UBS, 2014b).  

3.3.7 Benefits and challenges 
According to Kermode (2015), there are two main benefits of achieving zero net deforestation in 
supply chains by 2020. The first, and most obvious, benefit, Kermode (2015) declares, is the fact 
that such a development helps protect and preserve biodiversity. Secondly, Kermode (2015) 
argues that by supporting a sustainable production of commodities, that provides higher yields 
per hectare, the bank can help support a growing population. Kermode (2015) also states that 
one of the main drivers that pushed UBS to make a commitment to biodiversity and join the 'Soft 
Commodities' Compact was simply that they wanted to take responsibility and reduce their 
environmental footprint. Kermode (2015) explains that, as a global bank, UBS has a relatively 
high presence in, for instance, the palm oil industry in the Asia-Pacific region and adds: “If you 
have businesses with companies that potentially damage biodiversity then obviously you, as a 
bank, have to do something about it.”  

Although Kermode (2015) accentuates that there is no direct, clear-cut financial benefit of 
committing to environmental schemes, such as the 'Soft Commodities' Compact, there may be 
reputational benefits that could lead to an indirect financial gain. First of all, Kermode (2015) 
argues this type of commitment lowers the risk that the bank will lose clients who choose to 
leave banks that are involved in, or associated with, companies that damage biodiversity. 
Moreover, by making a strong commitment to protect biodiversity, Kermode (2015) argues the 
bank can gain business opportunities from clients who view the bank as a  frontrunner or a 
“force for good”. However, Kermode (2015) states: “But this [the financial gain] is not readily 
quantifiable because the links are never direct, or very rarely direct.” 

Kermode (2015) states that the biggest challenge of achieving zero net deforestation in supply 
chains by 2020 is to secure a bigger demand for sustainable products, especially in China and 
India. He explains that many food companies have started the process of “cleaning up their 
supply chains” and using their purchasing power to move producing companies in the right 
direction. But without the demand, Kermode (2015) argues such a transition is not financially 
viable. Kermode (2015) claims that the demand for products that have been produced under 
conditions that do not contribute to deforestation has been relatively high in Europe, but 
emphasises that the European demand constitutes a fraction of the overall demand. Kermode 
(2015) explains that as long as Asian countries – mainly China and India – do not also start asking 
for sustainable products, there is no guarantee that sustainable production will reach a level that 
allows for an industry-wide transition. 

Kermode (2015) also declares that, in order to achieve zero net deforestation in supply chains by 
2020, it is important to create a level playing field amongst financial institutions. He says: “So if 
certain banks have high standards and therefore won’t bank certain clients it is, of course, not 
very helpful if other banks come and bank them and then we lose market share.” In order to 
avoid such situations and create a level playing field, Kermode (2015) says collaboration 

                                                         
3 Including forestry products, biofuels, food and beverage (UBS, 2014b). 
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between financial institutions can be important. He says this is the reason why the RSPO is 
currently trying to get local banks in palm oil producing countries to join the initiative. 

However, Kermode (2015) accentuates that he thinks vertical collaboration, across the supply 
chain, is more effective than horizontal collaboration, between financial institutions. He states 
that this is one of the reasons UBS finds the BEI and the 'Soft Commodities' Compact so helpful. 
Through the Compact, Kermode (2015) claims UBS can work closely with food companies who 
themselves work with their own supply chains – something Kermode (2015) finds very effective.  

3.3.8 UBS’s recommendations to Swedish banks 
Kermode’s (2015) recommendation to Swedish banks who are looking to protect biodiversity by 
achieving zero net deforestation in supply chains by 2020 is to become a member of the 
roundtables. Kermode (2015) says: “Because then you can learn from others, you got space in a 
working group, you get in touch with the clients, you understand the issue and it’s a very steep 
learning curve.” However, Kermode (2015) accentuates that if the bank does not have any 
exposure to these issues, that is, if the bank does not have any business with companies at high 
risk of deforestation, he “wouldn’t recommend doing anything”. He says: “It doesn’t make any 
sense to have policies if you don’t need to use them.” 

3.4 Credit Suisse  
The following information has been obtained from material publicly provided by Credit Suisse 
and from an interview conducted with Simon Stücheli (2015b), Sustainability Officer at Credit 
Suisse Sustainability Affairs.  

Credit Suisse is one of the world’s leading banks with operations in over 50 countries and 2.2 
million clients worldwide. The bank has a long-term credit rating of A1/A provided by the 
distinguished, international rating agencies Moody’s and Standard & Poor’s, respectively (Credit 
Suisse, 2015a), and in 2010, Credit Suisse won the magazine Euromoney’s Award for Excellence 
in the categories Best Global Bank and Best Bank in Switzerland (Credit Suisse, 2015e). The bank 
was founded in 1856 and its headquarters are located in Zürich, Switzerland (Credit Suisse, 
2015a). Today, the bank offers products and services in the two main business areas Private 
Banking & Wealth Management and Investment Banking. 

3.4.1 Commitment to forests and biodiversity 
Next to “Climate Protection” and “Environmental Management”, Credit Suisse lists “Biodiversity 
and Natural Capital” as one out of three focus themes in the bank’s environmental commitments 
(Credit Suisse, 2015f). On its website, Credit Suisse (2015c) states: “We recognize the vital need 
to protect the broad range of species on our planet and to safeguard natural ecological 
processes.” Biodiversity is also a recurring feature in the bank’s 2014 Corporate Responsibility 
Report where the bank repeatedly highlights its commitment to protect the global variety of 
species (Credit Suisse, 2015d). The report declares (Credit Suisse, 2015d, p. 52): “Our 
commitment to sustainable development includes our efforts to protect biodiversity. We 
therefore aim to contribute to discussions about ways of measuring natural capital and to 
include these considerations in our business operations.”  

The bank’s commitment to protect biodiversity is most apparent in the bank’s finance and 
lending activities (including credit, equity and debt issuance, merger and acquisition advisory 
(Stücheli, 2015a)), as opposed to the bank’s investment management activities (i.e. managing 
the assets of the bank’s private and institutional clients). For instance, the bank’s policies state 
that Credit Suisse “will not finance or provide advise” to companies with operations in HCVF, but 
they do not declare that such companies will be excluded from the bank’s investment universe 
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(Credit Suisse, 2015h, p. 3). This trend is also apparent in the bank’s risk review process in which 
biodiversity risks are only assessed in the bank’s financing and lending activities and are not 
considered in cases where the bank provides investment services (for more information on the 
risk review process, see chapter 3.4.2) (Credit Suisse, 2015d; Stücheli, 2015b).  

It should be noted that Credit Suisse established itself as frontrunner as regards providing 
specialised investment alternatives that increase positive impacts on biodiversity when it 
launched the Nature Conservation Notes – a financial product consisting of investments in 
sustainable agroforestry and ecosystem conservation (Credit Suisse, 2015d). However, niche 
investments fall outside the primary scope of this study. Instead, this study sought to find 
examples of how banks work to reduce the negative impacts on biodiversity generated by the 
bank’s general investment universe – information which the author of the present study failed to 
find in the material publicly provided by Credit Suisse. The bank has signed the UN PRI (Credit 
Suisse, 2015d), but these principles merely define minimum standards as regards social and 
environmental responsibility and do not entail a specific commitment to biodiversity (PRI 
Association, 2015c). 

As regards finance and lending activities, however, Credit Suisse has declared a strong 
commitment to reduce negative impacts on biodiversity. More precisely, the bank has 
formulated a set of sector-specific policies and guidelines that list the environmental standards 
Credit Suisse expects finance and lending clients in sensitive sectors to comply with (2015g). 
Stücheli (2015b) emphasises that the bank’s Forestry and Agribusiness Policy is the most 
relevant policy with regard to biodiversity (Credit Suisse updated its sector specific policies and 
integrated the previously existent Palm Oil Guidelines into the Forestry and Agribusiness Policy 
in April 2015). However, also the Oil & Gas Policy and the Mining Policy address issues related to 
biodiversity (Credit Suisse, 2015h). 

The Forestry and Agribusiness Policy declares that Credit Suisse promotes good forestry and 
agribusiness practices, and that the bank seeks to “discourage net forest conversion” and the 
resulting biodiversity loss (Credit Suisse, 2015h, p. 2). According to the policy, this commitment 
includes the obligation to only finance or advise companies or projects that have adequately 
addressed issues related to the depletion, fragmentation and degradation of habitats. In this 
context, Credit Suisse identifies forestry and agribusiness companies as companies or projects 
that are involved in the extraction of resources from forests, that are involved in the 
management of forests or that operate plantations or perform other relevant farming activities 
(such as cattle ranching) in forests (Credit Suisse, 2015h). The policy also covers companies 
involved in “the refining of palm oil and/or palm kernel oil, and/or the crushing of palm kernels” 
(Credit Suisse, 2015h, p. 2).   

At its core, the Forestry and Agribusiness Policy lists “sensitive activities” which require special 
attention from the bank (Credit Suisse, 2015h, p. 2). More specifically, the policy states that any 
transaction involving these sensitive activities must be referred to the Sustainability Affairs unit 
for further assessment. Such sensitive activities include operations in HCVFs and the policy states 
that “as a general rule”, Credit Suisse will not finance or advice forestry or agribusiness 
companies that operate in HCVFs or in primary tropical moist forests (Credit Suisse, 2015h, p. 2). 
There must also be credible evidence to support that the company has not been involved in the 
clearing of such forests since 2005 (unless certified by the RSPO or by the FSC or equivalent 
certification standard). Other sensitive activities include operations that affect peatlands. The 
policy states that “particular scrutiny will be applied” to ensure that clients abide by relevant 
regulations and endorse best practises as regards peatland farming (Credit Suisse, 2015h, p. 2). 
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Lastly, the policy declares that all transactions involving oil palm operations must be referred to 
the Sustainability Affairs unit for further assessment (Credit Suisse, 2015h).  

The Forestry and Agribusiness Policy also lists “excluded activities” to which the bank will not 
provide finance or advisory services (Credit Suisse, 2015h, p. 2). These activities include 
operations in protected areas, such as Ramsar Wetlands, UNESCO World Heritage Sites or areas 
protected by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) (categories I-IV). Also 
listed under excluded activities are operations in HCVFs and in primary tropical moist forests 
(although these are also listed under “sensitive activities” which are subject to further 
assessment but are not immediately excluded). The policy also states that Credit Suisse will not 
provide finance or advisory services to companies that have violated applicable laws or 
regulations, or to activities entailing illegal logging or illegal and/or uncontrolled use of fire. 
Moreover, Credit Suisse is committed to decline providing finance o advisory services to 
companies that knowingly engage in the trade or harvest of tree species protected by the CITES 
(Credit Suisse, 2015h). 

Credit Suisse is also a signatory of a number of voluntary industry initiatives that have been 
integrated into the bank’s corporate policy. These include the UN Global Compact, The Equator 
Principles, the UNEP FI and the RSPO (Credit Suisse, 2015b). The bank is also an investor 
signatory of the CDP (CDP, 2015b). For a detailed description of the different initiatives, see 
chapter 3.1.  All in all, Credit Suisse’s strong commitment to protect forests has earned the bank 
four out of five possible scores in the ranking provided by Forest 500 (Forest 500, 2015c). 

3.4.2 Screening  
To ensure that the bank’s financing activities are consistent with the bank’s commitment to 
biodiversity (outlined above), Credit Suisse employs a careful screening process in which it 
evaluates the risks of potential transactions (Stücheli, 2015b). Stücheli (2015b) emphasises that 
this risk assessment, which is part of Credit Suisse’s bank-wide, standardised Reputational Risk 
Review Process (RRRP), applies exclusively to finance and lending activities and, hence, does not 
address environmental issues related to the bank’s general investment management services.  

As a first step in the bank-wide RRRP, the Sustainability Affairs unit evaluates whether a 
potential transaction is consistent with Credit Suisse’s policies and guidelines and whether the 
potential client conforms to relevant industry standards (Credit Suisse, 2015d). Again, Stücheli 
(2015b) stresses that the Forestry and Agribusiness Policy is the most relevant policy with regard 
to biodiversity and declares that whenever there is a potential transaction involving a forestry, 
agribusiness or palm oil company, the transaction will be referred to the Sustainability Affairs 
department for a detailed risk assessment. Of course, transactions that relate to other policies, 
such as the Oil & Gas Policy or the Mining Policy, and that are also associated with potential 
biodiversity risks will likewise be referred to the Sustainability Affairs department for a detailed 
risk assessment (Stücheli, 2015a).  

As regards businesses in the forestry sector, Credit Suisse encourages companies to abide by 
industry standards such as the principles and criteria of the FSC or equivalent (Credit Suisse, 
2015h; Stücheli, 2015b). The principles of the FSC ensure, among other things, that certified 
companies or organisations maintain, conserve and/or restore ecosystems, ecosystem services 
and HCVs, such as biodiversity (FSC, 2014a). For a more detailed description of the FSC 
certification scheme, see chapter 3.1.11.2.  

In the palm oil sector, Credit Suisse has adopted more strict screening guidelines. Here, 
membership in and certification by the RSPO constitutes an ultimate condition for potential 
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Figure 6 – Credit Suisse’s bank-wide RRRP. 

clients. Companies that are not members of the RSPO must make a formal commitment to 
become a member while companies that are not yet fully certified must show a credible and 
time-bound plan to achieve full certification. This condition applies to all lending and finance 
clients and must be fulfilled either by the parent company or by all relevant subsidiaries. 
However, there are no requirements for any type of certification (such as the RTRS) for clients in 
the soy sector  (Credit Suisse, 2015h).  

Besides evaluating a potential client’s compliance against international standards and against 
the bank’s policies and guidelines, Stücheli (2015b) states that the Sustainability Affairs unit also 
considers the potential client’s reputation. One way of assessing a client’s reputation, Stücheli 
(2015b) explains, is to find out whether the potential client has been subject to public 
complaints, or if NGOs have written reports on or run campaigns against the company. If, for any 
reason, the risk assessment team at the Sustainability Affairs unit finds that a potential 
transaction is associated with considerable risks, it will submit its finding to a Regional 
Reputational Risk Approver (RRRA). The RRRA is independent from the area of business and has 
the authority to decide whether the transaction will be rejected, approved or approved with 
conditions. If the transaction is considered especially complex or if the transaction is cross-
regional, the matter can be further escalated to the Regional CEO or the Chief Risk Officer who 
will make the ultimate decision (Stücheli, 2015b; Credit Suisse, 2015d) 

Complex transactions can also require Credit Suisse to hire external experts to support the 
decision making process (Credit Suisse, 2015d). However, Stücheli (2015b) claims this type of 
outsourcing happens rarely. Stücheli (2015b) states external experts are mostly used in cases 
where the language and/or the culture constitute insurmountable barriers for Credit Suisse’s 
employees, or when sustainability risk consultants are needed to tackle complex sustainability 
issues. Nonetheless, Stücheli (2015b) emphasises that, in case of project finance, the bank 
greatly relies on the environmental and social impact assessments or action plans that have 
been produced by consultants to verify the project’s compliance against the Equator Principles, 
(depending on the project category, as required by the Equator Principles). For an illustration of 
Credit Suisse’s bank-wide RRRP, please see Figure 6. 
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To monitor and check the bank-wide RRRP, Credit Suisse has appointed a Reputational Risk 
Sustainability Committee (RRSC) which holds the ultimate responsibility as regards sustainability 
issues and reputational risk matters. The RRSC is chaired by Credit Suisse’s Chief Risk Officer and 
supported by four Regional Reputational Risk Councils or Committees. The committee also 
includes members of the Executive Board and heads of cross-divisional specialist units (e.g. 
Sustainability Affairs and Corporate Communications, Risk Management, Legal & Compliance, 
Public Policy) (Credit Suisse, 2015d).  

3.4.3 Monitoring  
Stücheli (2015b) states that Credit Suisse does not usually arrange audits to make sure the 
companies the bank finances continuously comply with the bank’s Forestry and Agribusiness 
Policy. However, Stücheli (2015b) points out that as a signatory of the Equator Principles, Credit 
Suisse must ensure that financed projects are monitored for continuous compliance. Principle № 
9 in the Equator Principles declares (Equator Principles Association, 2013, p. 10): “To assess 
Project compliance with the Equator Principles and ensure ongoing monitoring and reporting 
after Financial Close and over the life of the loan, the Equator Principles Financial Institutions 
(EPFI) will (…) require the appointment of an Independent Environmental and Social Consultant, 
or require that the client retain qualified and experienced external experts to verify its 
monitoring information which would be shared with the EPFI.” Since monitoring results are 
shared amongst signatory banks, Credit Suisse does not have to repeat the process if another 
bank has already arranged monitoring of the project in question (Stücheli, 2015b).  

It should also be noted that, in the palm oil industry, Credit Suisse can make use of the audits 
performed by the RSPO. Since Credit Suisse requires all finance and lending clients in the palm oil 
industry to be certified according to the RSPO (Credit Suisse, 2015h), these audits should 
sufficiently cover the entire sector. For a detailed description of the audit process of the RSPO, 
see chapter 3.1.8.2. The same applies to FSC certified finance and lending clients who are 
audited on an annual basis by accredited bodies at the FSC (FSC, 2015b). However, since such a 
certification is not an ultimate condition for Credit Suisse’s clients (Credit Suisse, 2015h), the 
entire forestry sector will not be covered.  

Indeed, Stücheli (2015b) confirms that the bank sometimes makes use of audits that have been 
performed without the involvement of the bank itself. He says: “But of course, if there is an up-
to-date audit report already out there or if the company sends us an audit report they have done 
recently we will look at it and use it for our assessment.” Stücheli (2015b) explains that budget 
constraints and a lack of resources make it difficult for Credit Suisse to independently monitor all 
its clients on an continuous basis. However, where a transaction has been approved in the RRRP 
subject to certain conditions, the implementation of the agreed measures by the client is 
monitored and tracked (Stücheli, 2015a). Moreover, Stücheli (2015b) emphasises that if an 
already existent client asks for a renewed loan or a new transaction of some kind, Credit Suisse 
will re-evaluate the client based on the client’s sustainability performance in the past.  

3.4.4 Engagement and exclusions 
Stücheli (2015b) explains that, since the RRRP and the bank’s commitment to reduce negative  
biodiversity impacts applies to finance and lending activities, it is difficult for Credit Suisse to 
terminate relationships with companies or projects that have violated the bank’s biodiversity 
standards.  He explains that if the bank has provided a loan to a company then the bank has 
contractual obligations towards that company which make it difficult for the banks to simply 
terminate the relationship. Stücheli (2015a) claims the ultimate measure in case of non-
compliance would be to “call an event of default”. However, Stücheli (2015a) argues this would 
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hurt both the bank and the client which is why the bank prefers to engage with the client to 
bring it back into compliance.  

According to Stücheli (2015b), such an engagement generally focuses on establishing a dialogue 
with the client to address matters of sustainability, such as biodiversity. Stücheli (2015b) says: 
“For example, if there is a loan agreement or another transaction where we are engaged with 
this company and then an issue comes up, if there is an NGO complaint or something really bad 
happens, then we engage with this company and try to make it address the issue and engage 
with the NGO or other affected stakeholders.”  

The main benefit of engaging with clients rather than excluding them immediately in case of 
non-compliance is, according to Stücheli (2015b), that it increases the probability of achieving 
the desired change in the company or project in question. Stücheli (2015b) explains that if Credit 
Suisse chooses to terminate the relationship with a company, that company will look for other 
sources of financing from banks who may have lower standards as regards biodiversity. Hence, 
the end result of such a termination may very well be that the company in question lowers it 
environmental performance even more. If, on the other hand, the bank chooses to stay with the 
company, the bank still has the possibility to inspire the client to change.  Stücheli (2015b) says: 
“So if we engage, if we stay, we still have the opportunity to engage in dialog, to point to certain 
issues which we think have to improve. If the company remains a client of ours there might be 
future opportunities for transaction and we might be in a position to make sure that they have 
to apply better sustainability standards.” 

3.4.5 Goals and reporting 
Stücheli (2015b) states that Credit Suisse has not set out any specific, time-bound targets to fulfil 
as regards biodiversity. However, Stücheli (2015b) states that Credit Suisse regularly reviews and 
updates its policies and guidelines, including those relating to biodiversity. This statement is 
mirrored in the bank’s Corporate Responsibility Report for 2014 which highlights that the bank is 
on a continuous quest to improve its policies and guidelines, including the biodiversity 
considerations in the Forestry and Agribusiness Policy, to reflect updated knowledge and 
changing attitudes about sustainability (Credit Suisse, 2015d).  

The constant revising of the policies and guidelines is supported by the bank’s regular 
engagement with different stakeholder groups and the bank’s membership in different 
organisations, such as the Equator Principles and the UN Global Compact (Credit Suisse, 2015d). 
Stücheli (2015b) says: “We are constantly also informing ourselves, discussing with other banks, 
with environmental experts and we try to keep up to date on what’s going on, what’s key, what’s 
important in this regard and try to implement this and try to adapt our policies accordingly.” 

The author of the present study has not been able to find any specific reporting that clarifies to 
what extent Credit Suisse has been able to fulfil its commitment to protect biodiversity. 
However, the bank’s 2014 Corporate Responsibility Report offers statistics on the number of 
transactions that have been referred to the Sustainability Affairs unit for social and 
environmental risk assessments. The statistics for 2014 show that out of the 571 transactions 
that were sent to the Sustainability Affairs unit to be analysed for social and environmental risks, 
57 applied to the Forestry and Agribusiness Policy (Credit Suisse, 2015d). Given that also the 
Mining Policy and the Oil & Gas Policy contain provisions to protect biodiversity, there will be 
additional transactions which, at least in part, were analysed for biodiversity impacts. 

Out of the 571 analysed transactions, 43 (8%) were rejected, 440 (77%) were approved and 88 
(15%) were approved with conditions. The number of rejected transactions includes transactions 
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where a formal decision was taken to reject them, as well as transactions that were not pursued 
further, for instance, due to the substantial analysis required to ensure the potential client’s 
compliance against the bank’s standards. However, the number of rejected transactions does 
not include transactions that were immediately discarded due to an apparent non-compliance 
against the bank’s policies and guidelines (Credit Suisse, 2015d; Stücheli, 2015a).   

3.4.6 Benefits and challenges 
Stücheli (2015b) states that the greatest benefit of integrating and maintaining a strong 
commitment to protect biodiversity in the bank’s finance and lending activities is the apparent 
positive effects on the environment and the planet. The challenge, Stücheli (2015b) declares, is 
the conflict of different goals. He says: “On the one hand we want to protect biodiversity, on the 
other hand there might be a country or a region in the developing world with vast natural 
resources which, if they get exploited properly, can lead to development in this area for the 
national economy and the people living there.” Stücheli (2015b) explains that as a bank, profit is 
undeniably an important factor, but emphasises that the bank is also committed to take social 
and environmental factors into account. He says that it is always a matter of deciding which 
factors are more important and adds: “So what’s good for the planet is not always good for the 
people and vice versa. I think that is really a tough challenge which we face on a daily basis. Also 
internally as a bank.” 

Stücheli (2015b) also emphasises the importance of collaboration between different financial 
institutions. In order to achieve tangible results as regards protecting global biodiversity, Stücheli 
(2015b) claims banks must collectively raise the bar on biodiversity issues. Otherwise, Stücheli 
(2015b) argues, companies who cannot live up to a certain bank’s standards will simply turn to 
another bank, with lower standards, for financing. If, however, banks join forces and enforce 
common requirements on their clients, Stücheli (2015b) claims companies will have no other 
choice but to improve their performance. Collaborations between banks create a level playing 
field and constitute an important tool to reduce negative impacts on biodiversity, Stücheli 
(2015b) argues and lifts the Equator Principles and the RSPO as good examples of such 
collaborations.  

3.4.7 Credit Suisse’s recommendations to Swedish banks 
As a first recommendation to Swedish banks who are looking to reduce negative impacts on 
biodiversity by integrating biodiversity aspects into their finance activities Stücheli (2015b) says: 
“Well, they don’t have to reinvent the wheel.” More precisely, Stücheli (2015b) suggests 
interested banks should make use of the good practice standards that have already been 
established. The most useful starting point, Stücheli (2015a) points out, is the Environmental and 
Social Risk Analysis Training Programme provided by the UNEP FI. This training program offers 
banks around the world an opportunity to join workshops and online courses to learn how to 
establish and implement environmental and social risk management systems into their lending 
processes (UNEP FI, 2015).  

Similarly, Stücheli (2015a) claims the performance standards of the IFC – a global development 
institution that, among other things, helps financial institutions in emerging markets manage 
environmental issues (IFC, 2015a) –  provide a process framework and a set of sector specific 
guidelines which are used as a basis for the Equator Principles, but which can be applied beyond 
the narrow scope of project finance, project advisory and project-related corporate loans. 
Hence, these standards can be a good starting point for Swedish banks that are looking to 
improve their biodiversity considerations.  
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A standard focused more specifically on biodiversity is the RSPO, which Stücheli (2015a) 
recommends as a third guidance. He also recommends interested banks to try to limit 
themselves to only finance companies that have been certified according to the principles and 
criteria of the RSPO or the FSC. That way, Stücheli (2015a) argues, the banks can rely on a 
credible third-party standard, in addition to the due diligence they perform themselves. Stücheli 
(2015b) also suggests the banks should try to raise awareness of biodiversity within the bank. He 
claims that some bankers do not have a good understanding of what biodiversity means or what 
its implications are for the business of the bank. Hence, Stücheli (2015b) recommends banks to 
educate employees, including bankers in investment banking, to try to raise awareness and 
thereby increase the practical application of the bank’s policies. Finally, Stücheli (2015a) sees 
good value for banks in collaborating with credible NGOs who have knowledge on biodiversity, 
be it broad organizations like IUCN and WWF, or smaller organizations with a narrower topical or 
geographical focus. 

3.5 Summary of the banks’ commitments, processes and methods  
Table 1 presents a summary of the banks’ most important commitments, processes and 
methods.  

Table 1 - A summary of the bank’s commitments, processes and methods 

 Rabobank UBS Credit Suisse 

Signatory/member 
of: 

UN Global Compact, OECD 
Guidelines, UN PRI (limited 
to Rabobank Pensioenfonds), 
Equator Principles, UNEP FI, 
CDP, Natural Capital 
Declaration, RSPO, RTRS, 
GRSB, GTPS, 'Soft 
Commodities' Compact 

UN Global Compact, 
UN PRI, UNEP FI, CDP, 
RSPO, 'Soft 
Commodities' 
Compact 

UN Global Compact, 
UN PRI, Equator 
Principles, UNEP FI, 
CDP, RSPO 

Public 
commitment to 
zero net 
deforestation 

Yes4 Yes5 No6 

Commitment to 
protect:  

HCVs, primary forests, 
preserved areas, areas 
containing high 
concentrations of 
biodiversity  

HCVs , UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites,  

Ramsar wetlands 

HCVs, UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites,  

Ramsar wetlands  
areas protected by 
the IUCN  

Finance clients 
should be 
committed to: 

RSPO (membership and 
time-bound plan for full 
certification) 
RTRS or the Basel Criteria for 
Responsible Soy Production 
(membership and 
certification, although not an 
ultimate condition) 
FSC or PEFC Meta Standard 
for Timber Products 

RSPO (membership 
and full certification 
by 2020)  
RTRS (membership 
and full certification 
by 2020)  
FSC or PEFC Meta 
Standard for Timber 
Products (full 
certification by 2020) 

RSPO (Membership 
and time-bound plan 
for full certification.) 
FSC (certification) or 
equivalent  

                                                         
4 As defined by the 'Soft Commodities' Compact 
5 Ibid 
6 However, the bank discourages net forest conversion.  
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(certification) 

Investment clients 
should be 
committed to: 

RSPO (membership and 
time-bound plan for full 
certification) 
RTRS or the Basel Criteria for 
Responsible Soy Production 
(membership and 
certification, although not an 
ultimate condition) 
FSC or PEFC Meta Standard 
for Timber Products 
(certification) 

RSPO (membership 
and full certification 
by 2020)  
RTRS (membership 
and full certification 
by 2020)  
FSC or PEFC Meta 
Standard for Timber 
Products (full 
certification by 2020s) 

No 

Personal audits 
Audits are limited to soy 
producers in Brazil 

No No 

In case of non-
compliance 

Prefers to engage 
Prefers to end the 
relationship   

Prefers to engage 

Goals 

No identified, time-bound 
targets except achieving zero 
net deforestation in supply 
chains by 20207 

No time-bound 
targets except 
achieving zero net 
deforestation in 
supply chains by 2020 

No time-bound 
targets  

Reporting 
8 

Reports on the 
number of 
transactions that 
have been referred 
to the environmental 
and social risk units 
for enhanced due 
diligence 

Reports on the 
number of 
transactions that have 
been referred to the 
Sustainability Affairs 
unit for social and 
environmental risk 
assessments 

 

3.6 Criticism of the banks 
Although Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse represent inspiring examples of how banks can 
proceed to reduce deforestation and protect biodiversity, all three banks have been reported to 
finance and/or provide investment services to companies and/or projects that must be 
considered problematic in the light of the banks’ commitment to protect biodiversity and refrain 
from deforestation.  For instance, BankTrack – an international organisation that tracks and 
reports on the social and environmental effects of banks’ financing and investment services 
(BankTrack, 2012a) – reports that Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse have all been involved in 
several “dodgy deals” with clear links to environmental destruction, including habitat 
destruction and biodiversity loss (BankTrack, 2015t; w; c). The banks have also been scrutinised 
by organisations such as Friends of the Earth Europe, the Bruno Manser Fund and Global Witness 
who have criticised the banks’ different links to deforestation and destruction of habitats 
(Friends of the Earth Europe, 2013; Bruno Manser Funds, 2012; Global Witness, 2009). 

                                                         
7 Due to time restrictions, this theme was excluded from the interview with the Rabobank bank representative. 
Hence, this study cannot establish whether Rabobank has any specific, time-bound targets to achieve beyond 
those that can be identified from material publicly provided by the bank. 
8 Due to time restrictions, this theme was excluded from the interview with the Rabobank bank representative. 
Hence, this study cannot establish whether Rabobank reports on it progress in ways that cannot be identified 
from material publicly provided by the bank. 
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In the following, the most important criticism of the banks will be presented with a clear focus 
on criticism in the area deforestation and biodiversity loss. This means that critique in other 
areas, such as tax evasion and/or violations to human rights, are not addressed.   

3.6.1 Criticism of Rabobank 
The main critique that has been raised against Rabobank in the area of deforestation and 
biodiversity loss revolves around the bank’s financial ties to the palm oil industry. As an example, 
BankTrack (2015a) and Friends of the Earth Europe (2013) – the biggest environmental 
grassroots organisation in Europe (Friends of the Earth Europe, 2015) – reports that Rabobank 
has provided the Indonesian palm oil plantation company, Bumitama Agri, with corporate loans 
that amount to EUR 47.26 million. According to BankTrack (2015e; j) and Friends of the Earth 
Europe (2013), Bumitama Agri has not only failed to have the necessary permits9 in place before 
developing plantations – thereby producing illegal palm oil – but has also contributed to vast 
deforestation in protected areas in West Kalimantan in Indonesian Borneo.  

For instance, more than 60%, or nearly 11,000 hectares, of Bumitama Agri’s Golden Youth 
plantation is located inside the Sentap Kancang Forest Reserve in which the company lacks the 
necessary permits to occupy or develop land (BankTrack, 2015e; Friends of the Earth Europe, 
2013). Despite repeated confrontations on the matter, BankTrack (2015e) and Friends of the 
Earth Europe (2013) claim Bumitama Agri continued illegally clearing approximately 1,400 
hectares of forest inside the reserve between 2001 and 2004. 

Bumitama Agri is also the owner of the heavily criticised oil palm plantation company PT Ladang 
Sawit Mas (LSM) in West Kalimantan (Friends of the Earth Europe, 2013). According to BankTrack 
(2015j) and Friends of the Earth Europe (2013), the LSM concession area is covered almost 
entirely by pristine forest located in the buffer zone of the Sentap Kancang Forest Reserve, the 
Gunung Tarak Forest Reserve and the Gunung Palang National Park. By clearing forests and 
obstructing forest corridors between reserves, BankTrack (2015j) and Friends of the Earth 
Europe (2013) accuse the LSM plantation of having impaired the living conditions for the already 
threatened Southern Bornean orangutans (Pongo pygmaeus wurmbii). In 2013, a total of seven 
orangutans were rescued from the LSM concession (Friends of the Earth Europe, 2013).  

As a result, Friends of Borneo and International Animal Rescue (IAR) filed a public compliant 
against LSM (and thereby against Bumitama Agri) in April 2013. The complaint, which was filed 
to the RSPO, accused LSM of having violated their RSPO certification by breaching RSPO 
principles 5 and 7  (Friends of the Earth Europe, 2013) regarding environmental responsibility 
and conservation of natural resources and biodiversity (principle 5) and responsible 
development of new plantings (principle 7) (RSPO, 2013, p. 6). Bumitama Agri responded to the 
complaint by assuring that operations in the LSM concession would be discontinued until a 
HCV/Social Impact Assessment had been completed. However, satellite pictures have revealed 
that the company cleared another 460 hectares in the area during the following five months. 
Nevertheless, the RSPO and Bumitama Agri reached an agreement by the end of September 
2013 in which the company committed to cooperate with the IAR to monitor orangutan 
presence and conditions in the LSM concession, and to comply with the RSPO New Planting 
Procedures (Friends of the Earth Europe, 2013).  Bumitama Agri is an approved member of the 
RSPO even today (RSPO, 2014e). 

                                                         
9 Indonesian law requires plantation companies to attain a Location Permit, specifying the location and the 
characteristics of the land to be developed, an Environmental Permit and a Plantation Business Permit that 
confirm the legal obedience of the companies’ operations (Friends of the Earth Europe, 2013). 
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Friends of the Earth Europe (2013) has also criticised Rabobank for providing the largest palm oil 
trader in the world, Wilmar International, with corporate loans that amount to EUR 222 million. 
The size of these loans places Rabobank among the top three financiers of the company. Wilmar 
International is one of Bumitama Agri’s most important investors, as well as its most substantial 
customer, acquiring as much as 56.8% of Bumitama Agri crude palm oil in 2011. Through its 
sourcing of unsustainable palm oil, Wilmar International has been accused of contributing to 
illegal logging of rainforests (Friends of the Earth Europe, 2013, 2007). Paul de Clerck, Corporate 
Campaigner at Friends of the Earth Europe, says (Friends of the Earth Europe, 2007): "Indonesian 
palm oil traded by Wilmar is scandalous and is damaging the environment. Forests are being cut 
and burnt down illegally, Indonesian laws are being broken and local people are suffering."  

Friends of the Earth Europe (2013, 2007) also emphasises the responsibility of corporate 
financiers, and Anne van Schaik from Friends of the Earth Netherlands says (Friends of the Earth 
Europe, 2007): "Rabobank apparently has a code of conduct for financing palm oil, but absurdly 
this doesn't apply to the handful of general loans that the bank gives to Wilmar. The code of 
conduct is therefore meaningless – boosting Rabobank's image but doing nothing to protect 
against illegal deforestation."  

BankTrack (2015u) has also accused Rabobank of providing the Tampakan Copper and Gold Mine 
Project in the Philippines with EUR 61.5 million through its shares underwriter role. Besides 
risking arsenic pollution in the region’s largest river system, the project plans to clear 3,935 
hectares of forest in areas that include old-growth, protected rainforest. The forest is cleared to 
make way for a large tailing dam, covering 500 hectares and reaching 800 meters into the 
ground, which will store mine tailing with high arsenic content (BankTrack, 2015v).  

3.6.2 Criticism of UBS 
Perhaps the most alarming criticism that has been raised against UBS in the area of 
deforestation and biodiversity loss is the allegation that UBS helped Musa Aman – the Chief 
Minister of the state Sabah on the Malaysia part of Borneo – launder over EUR 83 million (USD 
90 million), supposedly derived from bribes for granting logging licences and export permits to 
local timber companies (Sarawak Report, 2012; Crabtree, 2012; SwissInfo, 2012a; Bruno Manser 
Funds, 2012). According to Sarawak Report (2012), several of these logging licenses were issued 
in areas that were previously protected under forest reserve programs, or in regions reserved for 
international protection under the Heart of Borneo Treaty. Sarawak Report (2012) has also 
accused the local Forestry Department for having altered contour maps to extend areas of legal 
logging.  

The allegations against UBS were first raised by the Swiss rainforest conservation NGO, Bruno 
Manser Fund, who claims the logging licenses and the export permits issued by Aman has 
accelerated the massive conversion of forests in one of the world’s primary biodiversity hotspots 
(Bruno Manser Funds, 2012). The Bruno Manser Fund also highlights that UBS’s involvement in 
the case – helping Aman transfer millions of dollars to bank accounts in Hong Kong, Singapore 
and Zürich – violates the bank’s due diligence obligations as defined by the Swiss Criminal Code 
(Sarawak Report, 2012; Bruno Manser Funds, 2012). As a result, the Bruno Manser Fund filed a 
criminal complaint against UBS in 2012 (SwissInfo, 2012b).  

A similar allegation was raised by Global Witness – an international NGO that investigates the 
economic networks behind corruption and environmental destruction (Global Witness, 2014) – 
who published a report claiming UBS has helped Teodoro (”Teodorin”) Nguema Obiang, the son 
of Equatorial Guinea’s dictator and the country’s Minister of Forestry, Fisheries & the 
Environment, launder money from corrupt forestry deals (Global Witness, 2009). According to 
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the allegations, UBS has helped Teodorin channel approximately EUR 69 million (USD 75 million) 
into American accounts between 2005 and 2007. The money is, in part, believed to have been 
derived from a tax that Teodorin instituted on timber and which, according to the agreement, is 
to be paid in cash directly to Teodorin himself or trough checks sent to Teodorin’s own forestry 
company (Global Witness, 2009). Global Witness (2009, p. 2) states that the report and the 
allegations “relate to a preliminary investigation” and that no charges had yet been made as the 
report was published.  

Backtrack (2015w) also reports that UBS has been involved in several “dodgy deals” with clear 
links to habitat destruction and biodiversity loss. As an example, UBS has provided the company 
Bumi Resources with a corporate loan of EUR 157.9 million to support the development of PT 
Kaltim Prima Coal (KPC) – the biggest coal mine in Indonesia (BankTrack, 2015g; h). Besides 
contaminating rivers and causing local fish stocks and aquatic species to decline, BankTrack 
(2015i) accuses KPC of having “destroyed” wetlands, forests and agricultural soils over an area of 
90,000 hectares. More precisely, BankTrack (2015i) claims the presence of KPC mines has 
accelerated the destruction of supposedly protected areas in the neighbouring East Kutai 
National Park. Although protected under law, BankTrack (2015i) claims over 75% of the East 
Kutai National Park has already been damaged – a process that UBS is accused of contributing to 
(BankTrack, 2015i). According to BankTrack (2015h), Credit Suisse has also been involved in the 
financing of KPC. 

BankTrack (2015k; l) has also criticised UBS for acting as a shares/bonds underwriter or manager 
for the two companies Total and Madagascar Oil who operate the two most developed tar sand 
projects in Madagascar. According to BankTrack (2015l), UBS has provided the projects with EUR 
213 million (USD 231 million) through its underwriting role. The projects, called Bemolanga and 
Tsimiroro, are located in the western Melaky region of Mahajanga province and, together, the 
fields occupy an area of approximately 70 km2 (BankTrack, 2015k). According to BankTrack 
(2015m), the projects cause vast habitat destruction and biodiversity loss in the area. Moreover, 
BankTrack (2015m) claims the Tsimiroro field is located right next to the Tsingy de Bemeraha 
nature reserve – an UNESCO World Heritage site that, despite having been distinguished for its 
untouched forests, its mangrove swamps and its rare species, is not protected by marked 
boundaries or patrols to prevent intrusions.  

Equally unprotected is the small reserve Ambohijanahary which is located next to the Bemolanga 
field (BankTrack, 2015m). Other “dodgy deals” reported by BankTrack includes UBS’s 
involvement in mountain top removal coal mining and the extraction of liquefied natural gas in 
the U.S. – operations that have resulted in deforestation of areas that support rare species of 
animals, plants and migratory birds (BankTrack, 2015d; p).  

3.6.3 Criticism of Credit Suisse 
The main critique that has been raised against Credit Suisse in the area of deforestation, 
destruction of habitats and biodiversity loss revolves around the bank’s financial ties to the 
large, Indonesian paper and pulp company Asia Pacific Resources International Ltd. (APRIL). For 
instance, in an analysis published in March 2015, BankTrack (2015f) accuses Credit Suisse of 
having breached its own Forestry and Agribusiness Policy by, in 2013, providing a EUR 47 million 
(USD 50 million) corporate loan to Asia Symbol, a sister company of APRIL. According to 
BankTrack’s (2015f) allegations, Asia Symbol and APRIL, which are both owned by the pulp and 
paper company Royal Golden Eagle Group (RGE Group), have cleared significant amounts of 
HCVFs and forests in protected areas. These charges are supported by Greenpeace UK (2014) 
who calls APRIL and its sister companies “the greatest threat to the Indonesian rainforest”.  
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Moreover, in November 2014, the environmental coalition Eyes on the Forest (2014) published a 
report accusing APRIL of having violated the company’s Sustainable Forest Management Policy 
(SFMP) which was announced in January 2014. The SFMP declared, among other things, that 
APRIL would discontinue all operations in concession areas where HCV assessments had not 
been completed (Eyes on the Forest, 2014). However, Eyes on the Forest (2014, p. 1) accuses 
APRIL of having employed “flawed HCVF identification” and continued clearing natural forests 
and developing peatlands in direct violation of the SFMP. This statement is echoed by BankTrack 
(2015f) who highlights that APRIL’s HCV assessments have not been peer reviewed by the HCV 
Resource Network and that the weak nature of the SFMP allows APRIL to continue extracting 
wood fibres from primary tropical forests until 2019 (APRIL, 2014).  

All in all, BankTrack (2015f) argues that Credit Suisse’s involvement with Asia Symbol, APRIL and 
the RGE Group stands in complete disagreement with the bank’s Forestry and Agribusiness 
Policy. For instance, BankTrack (2015f) highlights the part of the policy that says (Credit Suisse, 
2015h, p. 2): “Credit Suisse seeks to promote good forestry and agribusiness practices and to 
discourage net forest conversion and the resulting (…) biodiversity loss”. Yet, BankTrack (2015f) 
declares Credit Suisse chose to finance APRIL after the company lost is FSC certification in 2011 
and had its membership in the World Business Council for Sustainable Development put on trial 
in 2014 as a result of poor forestry practices. BankTrack (2015f) claims Asia Symbol possesses a 
Chain of Custody certification from PEFC but emphasises that Asia Symbol sources uncertified 
wood, pulp and paper from its sister company APRIL. Moreover, BankTrack (2015f) claims APRIL 
cleared almost 42,000 hectares of natural forest between 2011 and 2014 and that attempts to 
compensate this deforestation have been inadequate, thereby resulting in clear net 
deforestation.  

BankTrack (2015f) also point outs that Credit Suisse’s Forestry and Agribusiness Policy declares 
that the bank, “as a general rule”, will not finance or advise companies that operate in HCVF, in 
primary tropical moist forests or in areas that were cleared of such forests after 2005 (Credit 
Suisse, 2015h, p. 2). Yet, BankTrack (2015f) claims there are ample evidence, such as those 
presented in the report published by Eyes on the Forest (2014), that APRIL has cleared forests, 
not only in HCV areas and in tropical moist forests, but also in areas that support critically 
endangered species, such as the Sumatran elephant and the Sumatran tiger.  

Furthermore, BankTrack (2015f) highlights the fact that Credit Suisse’s Forestry and Agribusiness 
Policy asserts that the bank will not finance or advise companies who  lack “an explicit policy 
against the uncontrolled and/or illegal use of fire in their forestry, plantation or extractive 
operations” (Credit Suisse, 2015h, p. 2). BankTrack (2015f) claims that, although APRIL mentions 
a no-burning practice on its website, the company does not have an explicit policy on this 
matter. Moreover, BankTrack (2015f) claims numerous fire hotspots have been reported inside 
the APRIL concession. BankTrack (2015f) also claims APRIL has violated as much as 12 different 
Indonesian laws and regulations on account of poor forestry practices (BankTrack, 2015f).  

Finally, BankTrack (2015b) highlights that Credit Suisse is currently the only European bank that 
has not withdrawn its support to APRIL. BankTrack (2015b) urges Credit Suisse to follow the 
examples set by Santander and ABN Amro, two European banks who, at the start of 2015, chose 
to cut their financing to APRIL until the company has improved its forestry practices. Merel van 
der Mark, BankTrack’s forests campaigner, said (BankTrack, 2015b): "Credit Suisse cannot keep 
standing by a company which is devastating Indonesia's rainforest, when its forest policy should 
have excluded APRIL from the outset. Other banks have done the right thing in stepping aside 
from this company and building the pressure on it to stop the chainsaws and call an immediate 
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moratorium on deforestation, as well as addressing its broader social conflicts and 
environmental impacts." 

Other “dodgy deals” with clear links to deforestation and biodiversity loss that BankTrack 
(2015c) has accused Credit Suisse of being involved in include the financing of and management 
of shares in two different coal mines under current development, one in Bangladesh and one in 
Australia. The Maules Creek coal mine, to which Credit Suisse has provided a syndicated loan 
(BankTrack, 2015n), is located in the Leard State Forest in Australia, in a region that supports 
some 4,000 hectares of rare remnant bushland (BankTrack, 2015o). According to BankTrack 
(2015o), the continued development of the mine will result in the clearing of 1,665 hectares of 
this forest – a statement that is supported by the Maules Creek coal mine project’s own 
Ecological Impact Assessment (Cumberland Ecology, 2011a).  

In the project’s Ecological Impact Assessment it is stated that “[t]he largest direct impact of the 
Project is the removal of habitat for flora, fauna and ecological communities” (Cumberland 
Ecology, 2011a, p. 4.2). This, the Ecological Impact Assessment reveals, will have significant 
effects on endangered species in the area. Besides the direct clearing of critically endangered 
species, such as Box Gum Woodlands, the mine development is expected to impair the living 
conditions for over 50 threatened species that inhabit Box Gum Grassy Woodlands (Cumberland 
Ecology, 2011a; b). Moreover, it is declared that the presence of the coal mine will cause habitat 
fragmentation, resulting in genetic isolation and interference with natural movement patterns 
(Cumberland Ecology, 2011a).  

The Phulbari coal mine, to which Credit Suisse provides investment services by managing shares 
on behalf of clients (BankTrack, 2015r), is located in northwest Bangladesh (BankTrack, 2015s). 
Besides causing water scarcity and risking massive land and water pollution, BankTrack (2015s) 
fears the coal mine may result in the degradation of the Sundarbans, a nearby mangrove forest 
protected by UNESCO. Although the forest supports several endangered species, such as the 
Bengal tiger, BankTrack (2015s) claims the coal mine plans to establish routes through the forest 
to make way for coal transports.  

Lastly, BankTrack (2015c) accuses Credit Suisse of contributing to deforestation and biodiversity 
loss by, just as UBS, financing and providing investment services to Kaltim Prima Coal Mine (KPC) 
in Indonesia and mountain top removal coal mining activities in the U.S. For a detailed 
description of the biodiversity impacts of these companies, please see chapter 3.6.2.  
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4 Discussion  
The aim of this study was to identify possible strategies for Swedish banks to reduce negative 
impacts on biodiversity by integrating improved forest and biodiversity considerations into their 
finance and investment activities. The findings clearly suggest that Swedish banks have a lot to 
learn from international competitors in this aspect. Besides joining voluntary industry initiatives, 
Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse have all developed internal policies, processes and methods to 
tackle issues related to deforestation and biodiversity loss. Although the banks have clearly been 
subject to some alarming critique which suggests that these policies are not always indefectible 
or sufficiently comprehensive, Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse are still significantly more 
advanced than Swedish banks as regards confronting deforestation and biodiversity issues. Thus, 
these banks sill offer an opportunity to inspire Swedish banks to take on a greater responsibility 
for their impacts on forests and biodiversity.  

In the following, the most important findings from the results will be reviewed and analysed. 
First off, the results will be discussed using the research themes presented in chapter 2.1.4, and 
a special focus will be devoted to developing recommendations for Swedish banks based on the 
examples provided by Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse. Thereafter, the critique that has been 
raised against the banks will be analysed, followed by a discussion regarding the credibility of the 
results and a presentation of possible future studies in the area of biodiversity-friendly banking.  

4.1 Commitment to forests and biodiversity 
The results prove that there are some common trends in the banks’ commitments to biodiversity 
and forest protection. The most apparent trend is perhaps the fact that all banks confront 
biodiversity loss and deforestation issues by, first and foremost, addressing the production of a 
handful globally traded commodities, namely soy, palm oil and timber (although Credit Suisse 
does not specifically mention soy production in its Forestry and Agribusiness Policy such 
production must be included in the farming activities the policy refers to). Rabobank has also 
developed policies for other soft commodities, such as cocoa, coffee, sugarcane and cotton, but 
soy, palm oil and timber are indubitably the most common commodities to appear in the 
different banks’ policies, standards and public declarations.  

The fact that such focus is given to soy, palm oil and timber seems justified given that these 
commodities have been identified as some of the main drivers of global deforestation (Newton, 
Agrawal and Wollenberg, 2013; CDP, 2015c; Forest 500, 2015a). However, it should be noted 
that only Rabobank has developed specific commitments to address the beef industry. Since 
beef constitutes another main driver of forest degradation (Newton, Agrawal and Wollenberg, 
2013; CDP, 2015c; Forest 500, 2015a) Swedish banks are recommended to follow the lead of 
Rabobank and formulate commitments to address biodiversity loss and deforestation issues not 
only in soy, palm oil and timber production, but also in beef production.  

Moreover, although it is true that soy, palm oil, beef and timber are some of the most forest 
intense commodities in the world, there are more than 5,000 different commodities that are 
grown in tropical forests (Rautner, Leggett and Davis, 2013). Hence, although developing 
commitments to address biodiversity loss and deforestation issues in soy, palm oil, beef and 
timber production constitutes a good starting point, Swedish banks are encouraged to develop 
more complete and all-embracing policies that cover all sectors and commodities associated 
with forest risks.  
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Another common trend as regards the banks’ commitments to forests and biodiversity is to 
refrain from finance and/or investment deals that contribute to deforestation in primary forests, 
in areas that support HCVs, in Ramsar Wetlands, in UNESCO World Heritage Sites and in areas 
protected by the IUCN. The idea to, in this way, protect biodiversity by preserving carefully 
selected areas is supported by Eken et al. (2004) who claim that site conservation is one of the 
most effective ways of reducing global biodiversity loss. However,  Eken et al. (2004) also claim 
that existing systems of protected areas fail to conserve biodiversity in a systematic way and 
have therefore started identifying key biodiversity areas (KBA) – a concept that, ultimately, seeks 
to establish a network of protected areas to systematically protect global biodiversity. Although 
refraining from deforestation in areas such as primary forests, Ramsar Wetlands and UNESCO 
World Heritage Sites may be a good starting point for banks that are looking to reduce negative 
impacts on biodiversity, banks should certainly keep a lookout for more recent developments as 
regards the identification of significant biodiversity areas, such as KBAs. 

As regards Rabobank’s, UBS’s and Credit Suisse’s commitments to different voluntary industry 
initiatives it is clear that some initiatives are more popular than others. While all banks have 
signed and/or are members of the UN Global Compact, the UN PRI, the UNEP FI, the CDP and the 
RSPO, Rabobank is the only bank with a membership in the Natural Capital Declaration, the 
RTRS, the GRSB, and the GTPS. Remarkably, although all banks have expressed a commitment to 
reduce deforestation issues in the soy and timber industries, only one of the banks, namely 
Rabobank, has a membership in the RTRS while none of the banks have a membership in the 
FSC. However, as accentuated by Kermode (UBS), banks that are looking to improve their 
commitment to forests and biodiversity should consider their exposure to different risks in 
different sectors and formulate their commitments accordingly. Hence, Swedish banks should 
carefully consider what their main risk exposures are and join those voluntary industry initiatives 
that are most likely to help address those issues.  

From the results it is also clear that, while Rabobank and UBS have formulated forest and 
biodiversity commitments that apply both to finance and investment management activities, 
Credit Suisse’s forest and biodiversity commitments apply only to finance activities. This means 
that, although the bank is committed not to provide corporate loans or other type of financing to 
companies that contribute to deforestation and the resulting biodiversity loss, the bank has 
made no pledge to exclude such companies from the bank’s investment universe. Hence, the 
bank is still highly involved in allocating capital to companies that may very well contribute to 
vast deforestation and biodiversity loss.  

A possible argument for banks that do not impose strict requirements on the companies 
included in the bank’s investment portfolios is, perhaps, that banks are simply intermediaries 
that abide to the requests of investors and that it is therefore the responsibility of investors to 
ask for more responsible investments. Although it is certainly true that an increased interest for 
more responsible investments would help spur banks’ development, it should not be forgotten 
that banks actively help the companies included in the banks’ investment universe raise money 
on the market by issuing company bonds and stocks. Having this type of involvement with a 
company cannot be overlooked simply by stating that investors must ask for more responsible 
investments. As facilitators and indirect owners of these companies, banks cannot renounce the 
responsibility for the companies included in the banks’ investment portfolios.  

Indeed, in recent years an improved global awareness has triggered an upsurge of public 
complaints urging banks and other financial institutions to take on a greater responsibility for 
the social and environmental impacts associated with the financial products they offer (Sveriges 
Konsumenter, 2012; Bertoft and König, 2012; Sjödin, 2014; Fair Finance Guide International, 
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2015; Forest 500, 2015a). Critics emphasize that asset managers are more than capable to take 
greater responsibility and steer investments, not only away from unsustainable investment 
alternatives, but towards investment alternatives that support a sustainable development 
(Sveriges Konsumenter, 2012). Critics have also stressed that the transparency between asset 
managers, such as banks, and investor clients is commonly poor, meaning investors are not 
always informed of the sustainability profile – or lack thereof – of the companies included in the 
investment portfolio (PRI Association and UNEP FI, 2011). 

Hence, to achieve true change and to avoid public complaints Swedish banks who are looking to 
reduce their impact on forests and biodiversity should follow the lead of Rabobank and UBS and 
make sure policies, processes and methods apply not only to finance deals (corporate loans, 
project financing, credits etc.), but also to investment management services (helping companies 
raise money on the capital market by issuing company bonds or stocks). Having strict policies 
that apply to all business functions of a bank also gives the bank a more credible and authentic 
impression. Swedish banks should also make sure investor clients are continuously informed 
about the social and environmental impacts associated with the companies included in the 
banks’ investment portfolios.  

Based on the discussion above, the author has developed the following recommendations to 
Swedish banks: 

o A good starting point when formulating a commitment to forests and biodiversity is to 
develop policies that address the production of the most forest intense commodities in 
the world, namely soy, palm oil, beef and timber (including pulp and paper). However, 
given the wide range of commodities that are grown in tropical forests, these policies 
should be complemented with more complete and all-embracing standards that cover all 
sectors and commodities associated with forest risks. 

o Commit to refrain from finance and/or investment deals that contribute to deforestation 
in primary forests, in areas that support HCVs, in Ramsar Wetlands, in UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites or in areas protected by the IUCN. However, since scientists have 
suggested that existing systems of protected areas fail to conserve biodiversity in a 
systematic way, also keep a lookout for more recent developments as regards the 
identification of significant biodiversity areas, such as KBAs. 

o Carefully consider what the bank’s main risk exposures are and join those voluntary 
industry initiatives that are most likely to help address those issues. Applicable voluntary 
industry initiatives are listed in chapter 3.1.  

o To achieve true change and to avoid public complaints, make sure policies, processes and 
methods apply not only to finance deals (corporate loans, project financing, credits etc.), 
but also to investment banking services (helping companies raise money on the market 
by issuing company bonds and stocks). Also make sure investors are continuously 
informed about the social and environmental impacts associated with the companies 
included in the bank’s investment portfolios. 

4.2 Supporting markets with zero net deforestation  
From the results it is clear that the first commitment of the 'Soft Commodities' Compact, namely 
to work “with CGF supply chains to find appropriate ways to finance the growth of markets 
producing palm oil, timber products, soy or beef without contributing to deforestation” (CISL, 
2015c, p. 3), is still under development. In the interviews with bank representatives, neither 
Ursem (Rabobank) nor Kermode (UBS) was able to present a concrete outcome of this 
commitment. However, as Kermode (UBS) stated, the BEI is currently working to develop a 
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Sustainable Shipment Letter of Credit that will facilitate preferential trading conditions for trade 
in soft commodities that have been produced under a zero net deforestation policy.  

No matter whether banks are signatories of the 'Soft Commodities' Compact or not, the 
development of different financial products and/or processes that can help support markets 
with zero net deforestation must be considered relevant for banks that are looking to reduce 
their negative impact on biodiversity. Hence, Swedish banks should follow the 'Soft 
Commodities' Compact’s progress on this issue.  

Based on the discussion above, the author has developed the following recommendations to 
Swedish banks: 

o No matter whether or not the bank is a signatory of the 'Soft Commodities' Compact, 
follow the Compact’s progress as regards developing methods to support markets 
producing palm oil, timber products, soy or beef without contributing to deforestation.  

4.3 Screening 
An apparent trend in the banks’ screening process is to check whether prospective clients are 
members of and/or are certified according to the RSPO, the RTRS and the FSC or equivalent. This 
mirrors the trend identified in the banks’ commitments where all banks focus on reducing 
deforestation issues by committing to support more sustainable practices in the soy, palm oil 
and timber industries. Yet again, this raises the question regarding the banks’ focus on soy, palm 
oil and timber. Although it is unquestionably a good idea to make sure clients involved in these 
forest intense supply chains are certified according to best practice standards, it is not clear how 
the banks screen out low-performing companies involved in the production of other 
commodities. What type of due diligence process do the banks employ to, for instance, make 
sure pineapple producers, banana farmers or livestock breeders do not contribute to 
deforestation and biodiversity loss?  

The fact that the banks, to a great extent, rely on external certification schemes in their due 
diligence process can also be considered problematic in the sense that the banks transfer their 
responsibilities to an external party. This puts a lot of pressure on the level of scrutiny of these 
certification schemes and their ability to screen out low-performing companies. The question is: 
how reliable are these certifications schemes? Sadly, the RTRS, the RSPO and the FSC have all 
been subject to significant criticism. For instance, Friends of the Earth Europe (2013) has accused 
the RSPO of carelessly certifying companies involved in the destruction of pristine forests, 
peatlands and areas supporting endangered species. As a result, Friends of the Earth Europe 
(2013) have accused the RSPO of providing greenwash to companies that employ illegal, 
unethical and environmentally harmful practices. 

Moreover, Friends of the Earth Europe (2013) claims that, although the RSPO was aware of these 
companies’ harmful actions, no effective measures were taken to engage with the companies or 
to withdraw the companies’ RSPO certifications. They also claim that complaints filed to the 
RSPO take months or years to be resolved and are rarely resolved to the satisfaction of the 
complainant. Friends of the Earth Europe (2013, p. 12) states: “Experience over the nearly ten 
years of the RSPO’s existence has made it clear that membership in the RSPO, a commitment to 
source RSPO-certified palm oil, or use of so-called ‘Green Palm’ certificates, has little or no 
relevance to the presence of deforestation and land grabbing in the palm oil supply chain.” 

The RSPO has also been criticised by Greenpeace and WWF. Although WWF is the primary 
founder and a key stakeholder in the RSPO, the organisation published a statement in early 
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2013, claiming RSPO certification is no longer an adequate guarantee to ensure sustainability in 
palm oil supply chains (WWF, 2013). In their report “Certifying Destruction: Why Consumer 
Companies Need to Go Beyond RSPO to Stop Forest Destruction”, Greenpeace states that the 
RSPO allows certified members to clear-cut vast forests in Indonesia which, although they might 
not have been defined as HCV forests, are crucial to biodiversity. In fact, in 2009, RSPO certified 
palm oil producers accounted for 21% of deforestation in oil palm concession areas in Indonesia 
(Greenpeace, 2013).  

Numerous organisations have also voiced public criticism towards the RTRS, claiming the 
initiative helps companies greenwash unsustainable practices, including vast forest conversion 
and the resulting biodiversity loss (Global Forest Coalition, 2011; Friends of the Earth 
International, 2008; Institute of Science in Society, 2010). The RTRS has been condemned by 230 
civil organisations in 30 countries (Global Forest Coalition, 2011), and in 2012, the initiative was 
nominated for a Belgian greenwash award (Corporate Europe Observatory, 2012). One of the 
main complaints that has been raised against the RTRS is that the principles of the certification 
scheme fail to adequately address deforestation issues and protect biodiversity (Global Forest 
Coalition, 2011).  

Also the FSC certification scheme has been subject to heavy critique. For instance, the 
environmental organisation Ecological Internet has questioned the FSC’s credibility claiming that 
an estimated 60% of all FSC certified products originate from primary forests that support the 
most biologically diverse ecosystems in the world (Hance, 2008; Goetzman, 2010). This 
statement is echoed in the critique raised by the opponent organisation FSC-Watch who claims 
the FSC does not only certify the logging of primary forests but also certifies industrial 
monocultures with little or no biodiversity value (FSC-Watch, 2014).  

However, there are also benefits of using certification schemes such as the RSPO, the RTRS and 
the FSC to assist a bank’s screening process. For instance, such certification schemes can help 
banks make a primary assessment of prospective clients before resources are put in to conduct a 
deeper investigation. This claim is supported by Stücheli’s (Credit Suisse) statement who claimed 
that such certification schemes offer a useful third-party evaluation of prospective clients in 
addition to the due diligence the banks perform themselves. The certification schemes also offer 
an opportunity for banks to get in touch with clients and start a dialogue concerning sustainable 
production practices. Indeed, Ursem (Rabobank), Kermode (UBS) and Stücheli (Credit Suisse) all 
reported that they find the roundtables useful in the banks’ efforts to protect forests and 
biodiversity and all banks recommend Swedish banks to join applicable roundtables. Hence, 
Swedish banks should not reject the RSPO, RTRS and FSC completely, but should be careful to 
remember that these certification schemes are not flawless and should therefore be 
complemented by research and due diligence performed by the bank itself.  

Another common feature in the banks’ screening process is to consider the reputational risk a 
potential client is associated with. Both UBS and Credit Suisse consider such reputational risks by 
investigating whether the potential client has been subject to public complaints from NGOs or 
other interest groups regarding, for instance, deforestation issues. To help investigate 
reputational risks and sustainability risks associated with prospective clients, UBS uses a web-
based compliance tool which is fed with information sourced from the external consultancy firm 
RepRisk. Both Kermode (UBS) and UBS’s Environmental and Social Risk Policy Framework praised 
this web-based tool and emphasised that it greatly eases the bank’s screening process – 
something Swedish banks that are looking to integrate improved forest and biodiversity 
considerations into their finance and investment practices should keep in mind. Using RepRisk as 
a source of information may also be considered interesting to Swedish banks.  
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However, it should be noted that by tracking and collecting public complaints, RepRisk is heavily 
reliant on a well-functioning, free and independent media as well as a free and critical civil 
society in the area in which the company in questions operates. If, for instance, a company is 
active in an area where the media is controlled by people in power, or where the culture does 
not encourage uprisings or public protests, the company may very well fall below RepRisk’s 
radar, no matter how unsustainable the company’s practices are. Hence, RepRisk should be used 
with caution, especially in cases where the company or client under investigation is active in 
areas that are known to have limited or biased media surveillance.  

UBS and Credit Suisse have very similar risk escalation/risk review processes (see Figure 5 and 6). 
After a basic risk identification and initial analysis of the prospective client, the decision of 
whether or not to provide finance and/or investment services to a client can be escalated in four 
steps all the way up to senior management level, depending on the character and severity of the 
identified risks. As the risks associated with a potential transaction have been evaluated the 
transaction can be rejected, approved or approved with conditions. Having such a clear and well-
defined risk escalation process does not only guarantee a certain level of environmental 
performance throughout all business units, but it efficiently eliminates low-performing clients at 
an early stage. Moreover, by using an approach where clients cannot only be rejected or 
approved, but also approved with conditions, the bank can make sure that clients associated 
with small, but acceptable, risks are subject to strict conditions and enhanced surveillance. 
Hence, this type of risk escalation process should serve as an inspiring example for Swedish 
banks that are looking to improve their commitment to protect forests and biodiversity.   

Based on the discussion above, the author has developed the following recommendations to 
Swedish banks: 

o The RTRS, RSPO and FCS certification schemes can help assist the primary assessment of 
prospective soy, palm oil and timber clients, but be careful to remember that these 
certification schemes are not flawless and should therefore by complemented by 
research and due diligence performed by the bank itself. Also be sure to formulate a 
well-defined screening process for other commodities, such as beef, that are also 
associated with high forest risks. 

o Investigate the possibility to adopt or develop a web-based compliance tool that can 
evaluate clients using risk indicators. Such a tool greatly eases the bank’s screening 
process. The consultancy firm RepRisk can help provide the bank with key information on 
companies that can be used in the compliance tool. However, given RepRisk’s 
dependency on well-functioning and independent media, RepRisk should be used with 
caution and be supplemented by research performed by the bank itself, especially in 
cases where the client under investigation is active in areas that are known to have 
limited or biased media surveillance. 

o Establish a clear risk escalation process that applies to all business units of the bank, 
thereby guaranteeing a certain level of environmental performance throughout the 
entire bank while also efficiently eliminating low-performing clients at an early stage.  

o By using an approach where clients cannot only be rejected or approved, but can also be 
approved with conditions, the bank can make sure that clients associated with small, but 
acceptable, risks are subject to strict conditions and enhanced surveillance.  

4.4 Monitoring  
Another apparent trend in the results is that none of the banks routinely perform their own 
audits to make sure clients continuously live up to agreed-upon standards. Although Rabobank 
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performs audits to monitor soy producers in Brazil, this is hardly sufficient to cover all clients 
associated with high forest or biodiversity risks. However, all banks argue that this type of 
monitoring is more or less sufficiently covered by the monitoring processes associated with the 
industry standards and certification schemes the banks require clients to abide by. While 
Stücheli (Credit Suisse) points out the importance of the Equator Principles in helping banks 
obtain monitoring results from projects, Kermode (UBS) and Ursem (Rabobank) highlight the fact 
that, in the soy, palm oil and timber industry, the bank can rely on the monitoring and the audits 
performed by certification bodies such as the RTRS, the RSPO and the FSC.  

The fact that none of the banks perform their own audits to ensure continuous compliance 
could, perhaps, be considered problematic. For instance, since Credit Suisse does not require soy 
producers to be certified according to the RTRS or equivalent, it is unclear how Credit Suisse 
ensures continuous compliance amongst soy producers. Likewise, since Rabobank has not made 
RTRS certification (or equivalent) an ultimate condition for investment and/or finance clients, 
there could very well be gaps in the monitoring of Rabobank’s soy producing clients. Having 
uniform procedures in place to personally audit clients would certainly increase the level of 
reliability in the banks’ monitoring system since all clients would be monitored on a regular 
basis.  

Moreover, although the RTRS, the RSPO and the FSC (or equivalent) may cover the monitoring 
process of certified clients in the soy, palm oil and timber industries, it is unclear how clients 
involved in other forest risk commodities will be audited to make sure they continuously live up 
to the forest and biodiversity standards of the banks. Furthermore, by relying on external parties 
to perform audits, the banks cannot guarantee the level of scrutiny in the monitoring. As was 
discussed in the previous chapter, the RTRS, the RSPO and the FSC have all been subject to 
significant criticism which impairs their credibility. However, it could, perhaps, be considered 
unreasonable to expect Swedish banks to perform regular audits at each and every company or 
project the banks finance or provide investment services to. Hence, the RTRS, RSPO and FSC 
could very well serve as a basis for the monitoring of soy, palm oil and timber clients, but 
Swedish banks should, at least, complement the monitoring with unannounced sample audits. 
The frequency and scrutiny of this complementary monitoring should be adjusted depending on 
the specific risk level of each client’s operations and geographic location.  

Based on the discussion above, the author has developed the following recommendations to 
Swedish banks: 

o The RTRS, RSPO and FSC are suitable to serve as a basis for the monitoring of soy, palm 
oil and timber clients, but this monitoring should, at least, be complemented with 
unannounced sample audits performed by the bank itself. The frequency and scrutiny of 
this complementary monitoring should be adjusted depending on the specific risk level 
of each client’s operations and geographic location. 

o Also make sure to establish a well-defined monitoring process for other type of clients 
that are not subject to RTRS, RSPO or FSC monitoring.  

o The Equator Principles can serve as a basis for the monitoring of projects, but 
complementary sample audits performed by the bank itself is encouraged.  

4.5 Engagement and exclusions 
Both Ursem (Rabobank) and Stücheli (Credit Suisse) argue that engagement is a better option 
than terminating the relationship with a client in case of non-compliance. However, it should be 
noted that since Credit Suisse’s forest and biodiversity standards apply to finance activities and 
not to investment management, the contractual agreements that regulate corporate loans and 
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other type of finance products make it very difficult for Credit Suisse to terminate relationships 
with incompliant clients, thereby leaving the bank little or no choice but to engage with clients 
who have breached these policies.  

The argument for preferring engagement over exclusion, which is similar for both Ursem 
(Rabobank) and Stücheli (Credit Suisse), is that engagement increases the opportunity to achieve 
the desired results in the company or project in question. By staying with the client and learning 
what the client’s issues are, Ursem (Rabobank) and Stücheli (Credit Suisse) argue banks have a 
better opportunity of using their knowledge and power to try to move clients in the right 
direction. In contrast, if the banks were to terminate the relationship immediately, both Ursem 
(Rabobank) and Stücheli (Credit Suisse) argue there would simply be other banks there to offer 
finance and investment management services. Since these banks are likely to have lower forest 
and biodiversity standards, Ursem (Rabobank) and Stücheli (Credit Suisse) argue that it is 
possible that the company or project in question lowers it environmental performance even 
more, which will result in increased damage to forests and biodiversity.  

Kermode (UBS), on the other hand, argues that engagement is very time intensive and that it 
does not always produce the desired results. Moreover, Kermode (UBS) argues that it would be 
misplaced for a bank to significantly meddle in the specifics of a company’s production process 
since it is not the bank’s area of expertise. Kermode (UBS) argues that the bank can ask the 
clients to follow the guidelines of specific certification schemes, but Kermode (UBS) does not feel 
that it is the bank’s place to tell the company how to achieve such a certification. Hence, UBS 
prefers to terminate the relationship rather than to engage with the client in case of non-
compliance.  

The debate regarding the effectiveness of engagement versus exclusion of ill-performing 
companies in banks’ investment universe has grown increasingly loud in recent years (Kolstad, 
2014; Goodman, Louche, Cranenburgh and Arenas, 2013; Hebb, Hachigian and Allen, 2012). For 
instance, Kolstad (2014) argues that, while it is true that divestment eliminates a shareholder’s 
possibilities to approach a company at shareholder meetings etc., this does not mean that all 
opportunities for communication between the company and the investor have vanished. On the 
contrary, Kolstad (2014) argues that there is no reason to suggest that interacting with a 
company as a potential investor (who has chosen to exit the company) is any less effective than 
interacting with a company as a current investor. He points out that companies tend to court 
potential investors and that there are significant opportunities to influence a company’s 
activities and practices through that opening. 

Kolstad (2014) also argues that potential investors can seize the opportunity to influence 
companies through the use of media or through joining forces with key stakeholders. However, 
Kolstad (2014) points out that such opportunities are also available to current shareholders and 
concludes that it is difficult to establish that engagement is always better than exclusion in all 
cases or vice versa. Hence, Swedish banks will probably benefit from applying mixed strategies in 
case of non-compliance where the specific circumstances of each case will decide whether the 
bank should engage with the client or exclude it immediately. However, this process should be 
carefully formulated and well-defined to ensure consistency over time and throughout all bank 
divisions. 

In cases where UBS chooses to stay with the client, Kermode (UBS) argues it is important to 
produce an action plan that specifies the specific steps the client must take to improve its 
performance. According to Kermode (UBS), such an action plan helps the bank measure progress 
and evaluate whether a continued engagement is justifiable or not. This statement is echoed by 
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Ursem (Rabobank) who claims incompliant clients must agree to an action plan that maps the 
improvement process the client is expected to adhere to. Having such actions plans in place 
certainly increases the banks credibility as regards their commitment to protect forests and 
biodiversity. However, to ensure that such action plans produce the desired results, Swedish 
banks should make sure such plans entail well-defined and time-bound targets and that the 
client’s improvement progress is properly monitored. To clarify such action plans even further, 
these plans should also specify the specific repercussions a client can expect if the action plan is 
not followed. 

Lastly, Ursem (Rabobank), Kermode (UBS) and Stücheli (Credit Suisse) all comment on the fact 
that the choice regarding whether to engage or whether to terminate the relationship with a 
client is largely dependent on whether the bank has provided finance services, such as corporate 
loans, to the client or whether the bank has included the client in question in its investment 
universe. If the bank has included the company in question in its investment universe, it is quite 
uncomplicated for the bank to terminate the relationship with the client simply by selling off 
shares and excluding the client from the bank’s investment portfolios. However, if the bank has 
provided a company with a corporate loan there are contractual agreements between the client 
and the bank which make it difficult for the bank to leave the client from one day to the other. 
This suggests that Swedish banks that are looking to reduce their impact on forests and 
biodiversity should employ an especially strict due diligence process before entering into 
relationships with finance clients. Ursem (Rabobank) also emphasises that Rabobank’s decision 
regarding whether or not to engage with a client deeply depends on the client’s willingness to 
change. If the client does not demonstrate a strong willingness to change, Ursem (Rabobank) 
argues the prospect of success if rather low, making it pointless for the bank to engage. 

Based on the discussion above, the author has developed the following recommendations to 
Swedish banks: 

o In case of non-compliance, let the specific circumstances of each case decide whether to 
engage with the client or whether to exclude the client immediately. This process should 
be carefully formulated and well-defined to ensure consistency over time and 
throughout all bank divisions. An important factor that should be considered in this 
process is the bank’s leverage power with the specific client as well as the client’s 
willingness to change.  

o In cases where the bank decides to engage with the client, produce a well-defined action 
plan with time-bound targets that map the specific steps the client must take to improve 
its performance. Use this action plan to measure progress and to evaluate whether a 
continued engagement is justifiable or not. The action plan should also specify which 
repercussions the client can expect if the action plan is not followed.  

o Employ an especially strict due diligence process before entering into relationships with 
contractual agreements that limit the bank’s option to exit.  

4.6 Goals and reporting 
In the results, both Kermode (UBS) and Stücheli (Credit Suisse) report that neither UBS nor Credit 
Suisse has formulated any specific time-bound targets to achieve as regards their commitment 
to protect forests and biodiversity. However, UBS’s goal of achieving zero net deforestation in 
supply chains by 2020 must be considered a pretty significant goal. Moreover, both 
Kermode (UBS) and Stücheli (Credit Suisse) emphasise that the banks continuously update and 
improve their policies and guidelines, including those that relate to forests and biodiversity.  
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While it is certainly a good idea to continuously update policies and guidelines to make sure they 
are consistent with the most recent knowledge and attitudes concerning sustainability, it could 
be considered problematic that the banks do not have any more specific, time-bound goals to 
achieve. Research suggests that having such goals help individuals and groups accomplish higher 
results and perform better while doing so. Meanwhile, not having such goals tends to lower 
motivation levels while also eliminating the chance to measure possible progress or recognise 
the need to improve or speed up the process (Gómez-Miñambres, 2012; Latham, Ganegoda and 
Locke, 2011). Hence, to maximise results and to enable continuous progress assessments, 
Swedish banks should consider the possibility to formulate specific, time-bound targets.   

In the banks’ annual reports, both UBS and Credit Suisse report on the number of transactions 
that have been referred to special risk units for enhanced due diligence. Moreover, these 
statistics show how many transactions were related to each policy and how many of the 
transactions were rejected, approved or approved with conditions. By publishing this type of 
statistics, readers can get a grasp of the extent to which the banks work with issues related to 
forests and biodiversity. While this certainly contributes to the credibility of the banks’ 
commitments to protect forests and biodiversity, it does not say much about the specific 
accomplishments the banks have achieved as regards reducing deforestation and biodiversity 
loss.  

The fact that the author of the present study has not been able to find any specific reporting 
regarding concrete achievements made by the investigated banks makes it difficult to establish 
that the banks have actually accomplished something on their journey to reduce deforestation 
and biodiversity loss. This, itself, questions the true impact of the standards applied by the 
investigated banks. By failing to report on such accomplishments, the banks do not only miss 
opportunities to prove that they are actively working with these issues in a credible way, but 
they also increase their vulnerability to accusations claiming that the banks commitments are 
not applied in practice.  

Hence, Swedish banks should be careful to report on concrete examples where the banks have 
contributed to actual change. This could, for instance, be done by being transparent as regards 
the number of cases where the banks have engaged with clients to improve their performance 
and, most importantly, by reporting on the results of such engagements. If low-performing 
clients are subject to action plans (according to the recommendations above), banks could also 
demonstrate their commitment to that plan by reporting on the clients’ improvement progress 
against the specific steps in the action plan. This reporting should include the repercussions 
clients have faced when action plans have not been followed. 

Due to time restrictions, this theme was excluded in the interview with Ursem (Rabobank) and 
therefore it is not clear whether Rabobank has formulated any specific, time-bound targets or 
whether Rabobank reports on its progress in ways that could not be identified from material 
publicly provided by the bank.  

Based on the discussion above, the author has developed the following recommendations to 
Swedish banks: 

o Continuously update policies and guidelines to make sure they are consistent with the 
most recent knowledge and attitudes concerning sustainability, but also formulate more 
specific, time-bound goals that will help the bank measure progress and achieve higher 
results.  
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o Report on the number of transactions that have been evaluated for forest and/or 
biodiversity risks to demonstrate that the bank is actively working to reduce these issues. 
Refine these statistics by specifying the number of transactions that have been rejected, 
approved or approved with conditions.  

o Also be sure to report on specific accomplishments the bank has achieved on its journey 
to reduce deforestation and biodiversity loss. One way of doing so is to be transparent as 
regards the number of cases where the bank has engaged with clients to improve their 
performance and report on the results of such engagements. If low-performing clients 
are subject to action plans, the bank should demonstrate its commitment to that plan by 
reporting on the clients’ improvement progress against the specific steps in the action 
plan. Also report on the repercussions clients have faced when the action plan has not 
been followed.  

4.7 Benefits and challenges 
Besides the obvious benefits for forests and biodiversity, Ursem (Rabobank) and Kermode (UBS) 
both mention reputational advantages as one of the main benefits of integrating forest and 
biodiversity considerations into finance and investment practices. By integrating such 
considerations, the banks hope to be seen as responsible banks, thereby reducing the risk to lose 
clients as a result of public complaints while also increasing the opportunity to gain clients who 
are actively looking for responsible banks to place their money in. Moreover, Ursem (Rabobank) 
argues that environmentally irresponsible companies will continuously lose market share and 
that it therefore makes more long-term economic sense to do business with companies and/or 
projects that have high standards as regards forests and biodiversity. This claim is supported by 
Lo and Sheu (2007) who have found a positive relation between a company’s level of corporate 
sustainability and the company’s market value.  

As regards the challenges associated with integrating forest and biodiversity considerations into 
the banks’ finance and investment practices, both Ursem (Rabobank) and Kermode (UBS) 
emphasise the need to secure a bigger demand for sustainably produced commodities and 
products. Both banks argue that without a growing demand for such products, not only in 
Europe but also in emerging markets in Asia, the incentives for banks and investors to support 
these products will decline. In this context, it is also important to specify what sustainable 
production really means. For instance, as Ursem (Rabobank) stated, what does zero net 
deforestation mean in practice? Does zero net deforestation mean that primary forests can be 
cleared in Borneo and compensated by monoculture plantations in Europe? Without a clear 
definition of how specific commitments translate into practice it is not only difficult for 
customers to make sustainable decisions when purchasing, but it also increases the risk of 
greenwashing as companies and banks can sign commitments and join industry standards 
without being held accountable for the practical application.  As Ursem (Rabobank) stated: “The 
devil is in the detail, as always.” 

Another challenge that was mentioned by several banks is the issue of creating a level playing 
field amongst financial institutions. Ursem (Rabobank) and Kermode (UBS) both argue that if 
banks and other financial institutions do not collectively raise the bar on biodiversity issues, 
companies and/or projects that do not live up to a certain bank’s standards will simply turn to 
other banks, with lower standards, for finance and investment services. Such a situation would 
not be economically viable for banks with high standards who would likely be forced to 
compromise their principles to avoid losing too many clients. Both Ursem (Rabobank) and 
Kermode (UBS) argue that collaboration between financial institutions can be an important 
solution to avoid such a situation.    
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Finally, Stücheli (Credit Suisse) made a good point in highlighting the fact that integrating high 
standards for forests and biodiversity into finance and investment practices can be associated 
with a conflict of interests. While, on the one hand, it is unquestionably a positive thing for banks 
to protect and preserve biodiversity, such a commitment can, on the other hand, impede much 
needed economic development in developing countries. However, history has shown that quick 
economic development at the expense of natural resources does not always lead to long-term 
economic growth. By liquidating natural capital, clearcutting forests and reducing biodiversity, 
irresponsible companies can critically reduce ecosystems’ ability to produce the products and 
services needed to support human well-being, thereby risking the long-term economic 
sustainability for people living in the region (Daly and Farley, 2011; Wright and Boorse, 2014).  

Numerous examples illustrate the linkages between environmental degradation and long-term 
economic costs. For instance, the Chinese government has concluded that the vast deforestation 
that occurred in China during the second half of the 20th century greatly contributed to the 
severe drought of the Yellow River and the deadly flash floods around the Yangtze River in the 
late 1990s. The flash flood of 1997 alone caused damages worth EUR 27 billion (USD 30 billion) 
(Kothari, 2013). The vast conversion of mangrove wetland into shrimp farms in Thailand 
constitutes another example where environmental exploitation has resulted in high costs for 
society. Studies have shown that the net benefits of these shrimp farms represent only 8% of the 
value that the intact mangroves provided through storm protection, forests products, fisheries 
etc. While the small profit gained is limited to a few businessmen, thousands of people are left 
robbed of vital ecosystem services (Wright & Boorse, 2013). 

Hence, the argument that banks might impede economic development in developing countries if 
they adopt stricter standards for forests and biodiversity is not uncalled for, but could certainly 
be questioned from a long-term perspective. Moreover, an increased global awareness for 
environmental issues has stimulated the growth of more sustainable business opportunities. In 
fact, PwC suggest that sustainability-related business opportunities will amount to 
approximately EUR 2.7–9 trillion (USD 3–10 trillion) annually by 2050 (PwC, 2015). This suggests 
that there may be significant opportunities for banks to support economic growth that does not 
degrade forests and biodiversity in developing countries. 

Based on the discussion above, the author has developed the following recommendations to 
Swedish banks: 

o Consider how your bank is perceived by current and potential customers. By being 
perceived as a responsible bank you will not only reduce the risk of losing clients but also 
increase the opportunity of gaining new clients.  

o It has been suggested that doing business with companies and/or projects that have high 
sustainability standards makes more long-term economic sense and studies have shown 
that such companies have a higher market value.  

o Make sure commitments and their practical application are clearly defined to avoid 
misinterpretations and to reduce the bank’s vulnerability to accusations regarding 
greenwashing.   

o Join and promote collaborations between financial institutions to collectively raise the 
bar on biodiversity and help create a level playing field.  

o The argument that banks might impede economic development in developing countries 
if they adopt stricter standards for forests and biodiversity is untenable from a long-term 
perspective. Seize sustainability-related business opportunities to support economic 
growth that does not degrade forests and biodiversity in developing countries. 
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4.8 Rabobank’s, UBS’s and Credit Suisse’s recommendations to Swedish 
banks 

A common recommendation from Ursem (Rabobank), Kermode (UBS) and Stücheli (Credit 
Suisse) to Swedish banks that are looking to integrate improved forest and biodiversity 
considerations into their finance and investment practices is to join the roundtables that address 
deforestation issues. Such roundtables include the RTRS, the RSPO, the GRSB and the GTPS 
(which are presented in chapter 3.1). While Ursem (Rabobank) emphasises that it is within these 
roundtables that the change is really happening, Kermode (UBS) accentuates that these 
roundtables provide excellent opportunities for banks to learn from each other, to join working 
groups and to get in touch with clients.  

The fact that all investigated banks recommend Swedish banks to join relevant roundtables 
certainly suggests that these roundtables have a lot to offer as regards developing and improving 
a commitment to forests and biodiversity. However, it should not be forgotten that the RSPO 
and the RTRS have both been subject to heavy criticism (which has been presented in chapter 
4.3) and are not flawless. Moreover, the GRSB has also been subject to some alarming criticism. 
In a letter signed by 23 groups, including Friends of the Earth U.S., Consumer Reports and Food 
and Water Watch, the GRSB is accused of having developed fundamentally ineffective principles 
and criteria that risk causing greenwashing of unsustainable businesses (Gunther et al., 2014). 
The letter states (Gunther et al., 2014, p. 1): “We believe the GRSB’s Principles and Criteria for 
Global Sustainable Beef are fundamentally flawed. At best, the report represents little more than 
a collection of worthy aspirations that are already widely accepted. At worst, by failing to 
address many of the fundamental problems of intensive beef production as practiced today, the 
GRSB’s Principles and Criteria report could be regarded as nothing more than an attempt to pass 
off ‘business as usual’ farming as ‘sustainable’.”   

Hence, although joining the RTRS, the RSPO and the GRSB would most likely provide useful 
guidance and opportunities to initiate a dialogue with clients and other financial institutions, 
Swedish banks should see these initiatives as a good starting point and investigate opportunities 
to develop policies and standards that go even further in their commitment to forests and 
biodiversity. The GTPS, on the other hand, is restricted to Brazil and therefore seems to have a 
very limited application to Swedish banks. 

Interestingly, although Rabobank and UBS are both signatories of the 'Soft Commodities' 
Compact, neither Ursem (Rabobank) nor Kermode (UBS) specifically mentioned joining the BEI 
and/or the 'Soft Commodities' Compact in their recommendations to Swedish banks. While 
Kermode (UBS) did not mention the Compact at all when asked to give recommendations to 
Swedish banks, Ursem (Rabobank) mentioned that the BEI and the 'Soft Commodities' Compact 
have been less significant than the roundtables as regards helping the bank move towards an 
improved commitment to forests and biodiversity. However, Ursem (Rabobank) also added that 
this was a result of the fact that Rabobank has already established such policies and standards 
and that the 'Soft Commodities' Compact was just a confirmation of the work the bank was 
already doing. Hence, Ursem’s (Rabobank) statement does not necessarily mean that the 'Soft 
Commodities' Compact would not be useful for banks that are just beginning their journey in 
developing commitments to forests and biodiversity. 

However, since the 'Soft Commodities' Compact has a quite narrow timeframe set at 2020, it 
might be difficult for banks that are just beginning to develop commitments, processes and 
methods to sign such a pledge. On the other hand, as was mentioned in chapter 4.6, having a 
specific, time-bound plan can help motivate the bank and help the bank achieve better results at 
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a faster rate. The author’s recommendation for Swedish banks is to consider whether achieving 
zero net deforestation in supply chains by 2020 would be a reasonable goal for the bank, and if 
so, join the 'Soft Commodities' Compact. If the bank does not feel that it can sign the 'Soft 
Commodities' Compact it may still be a good idea to follow the development of the Compact and 
the signatory banks to find inspiration and tips on how to move towards zero net deforestation 
in supply chains.  

Stücheli (Credit Suisse) also recommends Swedish banks to join the Environmental and Social 
Risk Analysis Training Programme provided by UNEP FI, in which banks can learn more about 
how to establish and implement environmental and social risk management systems into their 
lending processes. Moreover, Stücheli (Credit Suisse) recommends Swedish banks to make use 
of the process framework the set of sector specific guidelines provided by the IFC, which, 
although having been developed for project finance activities, can be used beyond its original 
application area. Stücheli (2015b) also recommends Swedish banks to educate employees in the 
area of biodiversity to make sure commitments are applied in practice throughout the banks 
business areas. Lastly, Stücheli (2015b) recommends Swedish banks to collaborate with credible 
NGOs, such as WWF, who are knowledgeable on biodiversity. All in all, these seem like useful 
recommendations for Swedish banks.  

Based on the discussion above, the author has developed the following recommendations to 
Swedish banks: 

o Become members of the RTRS, the RSPO and the GRSB and make use of the 
opportunities to learn from other banks, to join working groups and to get in touch with 
clients. However, view these initiatives as a good starting point and investigate 
opportunities to develop policies and standards that go even further in their 
commitment to forests and biodiversity. 

o Consider whether achieving zero net deforestation in supply chains by 2020 would be a 
reasonable goal for the bank, and if so, join the 'Soft Commodities' Compact. If the bank 
does not feel that it can sign the Compact, follow the development of the Compact and 
the signatory banks to find inspiration and tips on how to move towards zero net 
deforestation in supply chains.  

o Join the Environmental and Social Risk Analysis Training Programme provided by UNEP 
FI. 

o Make use of the process framework and the set of sector specific guidelines provided by 
the IFC, which, although having been developed for project finance activities, can be 
used beyond its original application area. 

o Keep an open mind to collaborations with credible NGOs who are well-informed about 
biodiversity issues. 

4.9 Criticism of the banks  
From the results it is clear that the investigated banks have been subject to some alarming 
critique. The gravity of this critique makes is difficult to raise Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse as 
good practice examples without also considering the limitations of the banks’ policies, processes 
and methods. A central question regarding the criticism that has been raised against the banks is 
whether or not the critique proves that the banks have breached their own policies or not.   

The somewhat sweeping terminology used in the different banks’ policies and standards make it 
fairly difficult to determine whether the actions described in the critique chapter are always in 
direct violation to the banks’ policies. For instance, a common feature in Rabobank’s soft 
commodity supply chain policies is to request clients to “refrain” from deforestation of primary 
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forests, protected areas, areas supporting HCVs and areas containing significant concentrations 
of biodiversity. Moreover, all clients must abide by applicable laws and regulations (Rabobank, 
2014i; kjlegf; h). Yet, the critique chapter reveals that Rabobank has provided large corporate 
loans to companies that have been accused of contributing to vast, and at times illegal, 
deforestation of pristine forests in forests reserves and in areas that support the critically 
endangered Southern Bornean orangutan.  

In cases where the logging can be proved illegal it is clear that Rabobank has breached its own 
policies, but in other cases the verdict is not as distinct. Since Rabobank states that clients should 
“refrain” from deforestation in protected areas and in areas with significant biodiversity rather 
than stating that clients under no circumstances can engage in such activities it is difficult to fully 
confirm whether the bank has breached its policies or not. However, the bank’s involvement 
with these companies should certainly be considered problematic, especially in the light of the 
bank’s commitment to the 'Soft Commodities' Compact. If nothing else, Rabobank’s involvement 
with companies such as Bumitama Agri deeply questions the credibility of the bank’s policies and 
the way in which they are implemented, thereby making the bank more vulnerable to 
accusations regarding greenwashing.  

The fact that UBS has been accused of being involved in several money laundering deals with 
clear links to deforestation, illegal logging and exploitation of biodiversity hot spots must be 
considered highly problematic as regards raising UBS as a good practice example in the area of 
forest and biodiversity protection. Although these accusations mainly focus on establishing 
whether or not UBS has breached national laws and its own policies regarding money laundering 
rather than the policies on deforestation, it is clear that UBS’s involvement in these deals stands 
in direct contrast to the bank’s Environmental and Social Risk Policy Framework. Regardless of 
whether the bank’s involvement in these cases is a result of ignorance or a lacking due diligence 
process, this critique suggests that UBS’s policies may not be strict or comprehensive enough to 
truly combat deforestation and biodiversity loss.  

As regards the critique that has been voiced against Credit Suisse it seems pretty clear that the 
bank supports activities that are at odds with the bank’s Forestry and Agribusiness Policy. For 
instance, although the bank, “as a general rule”, has committed not to finance or advise 
companies that operate in HCVF or in primary tropical moist forests, the bank has provided large 
corporate loans to companies that have been accused of contributing to deforestation in HCV 
areas, in tropical moist forests and in areas that support critically endangered species. Moreover, 
although the bank claims it “seeks to promote” good forestry and agribusiness practices while 
also discouraging net forest conversion and the resulting biodiversity loss, the bank chose to stay 
with a company who lost is FSC certification on account of poor forestry practices and whose 
activities result in clear net forest conversion.  

However, just like Rabobank, Credit Suisse uses a terminology that makes it difficult to fully 
establish that the bank’s involvement with these companies breaches the bank’s policy. By 
defining certain commitments “as a general rule” or by stating that the bank “seeks to promote” 
certain standards, the bank does not really make any firm commitments to anything. Again, this 
increases the bank’s vulnerability to accusations regarding greenwashing and it could also be 
argued that using this type of vague terminology makes it less clear for bank employees how to 
translate the bank’s commitments into practice.  

Another point that becomes apparent in the critique chapter is the importance of considering 
forest and biodiversity issues in other sectors than soft commodity sectors. For instance, 
Rabobank, UBS and credit Suisse have all been accused of contributing to vast deforestation and 



58 
 

biodiversity loss by providing finance and/or investment management to companies involved in 
mining. It should be noted that the present study focused on investigating banks’ policies, 
methods and processes in soft commodity sectors while less focus was given to policies in the 
mining sector etc. Hence, it is not up to this study to conclude whether the investigated banks 
have beached their commitments in, for instance, the mining sector. However, the critique 
chapter still highlights the importance of having strong policies to protect forests and 
biodiversity in all sectors.  

All in all, the critique chapter proves the importance of avoiding vague terminology when 
defining commitments, processes and methods. Using sweeping statements does not only 
reduce the credibility of the bank’s standards, thereby increasing the bank’s vulnerability to 
accusations regarding greenwash, but is also increases the risk of causing confusion among 
employees who may feel unsure of how to translate the bank’s standpoints into practical 
decision making on a day-to-day basis. Moreover, the critique that has been raised against the 
investigated banks proves the importance of defining commitments, processes and methods 
that are strict and comprehensive enough to truly combat deforestation and biodiversity loss. 
This is also closely connected to the importance of not just having policies and standards in 
place, but also ensuring that these are implemented in practice. Lastly, the critique chapter and 
the discussion above highlight the importance of having strong policies to protect forests and 
biodiversity in all sectors.  

Based on the discussion above, the author has developed the following recommendations to 
Swedish banks: 

o Avoid using vague terminology when defining commitments, processes and methods. 
Vague terminology does not only reduce the credibility of the bank’s standards, thereby 
increasing the bank’s vulnerability to accusations regarding greenwash, but it may also 
reduce employees’ understanding of how to translate the bank’s standpoints into 
practice. 

o Make sure the bank’s commitments, processes and methods are strict and 
comprehensive enough to truly combat deforestation and biodiversity loss. 

o Make sure these commitments, processes and methods are implemented in practice.  
o Standards to protect forests and biodiversity should go beyond soft commodity supply 

chains and cover all sectors associated with forest and biodiversity risks.  

4.10 Credibility and limitations of the results  
Another aspect that should be discussed is the credibility and the limitations of the results. One 
of the most apparent flaws in this respect is the very limited number of banks included in the 
investigation. If more banks had been interviewed and examined this would certainly provide an 
even deeper understanding of how international banks are working to reduce their impact on 
forests and biodiversity. Moreover, it would have been easier to identify possible trends in a 
credible way.  

Another apparent flaw is the manner in which the banks were selected. Since the banks were 
chosen as a result of their high scores in the ranking provided by the Forest 500, this means that 
the selection of banks is very dependent on the specific scoring methodology applied by the 
Forest 500. It would, of course, be more reassuring if the selected banks would have been 
rewarded with high scores in several different rankings. However, the author of the present 
study was unable to find other credible rankings with a clear focus on deforestation issues.  
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Moreover, since the Forest 500 is limited to issues related to deforestation, it should also be 
noted that the banks that have been selected for this study may very well receive lower scores in 
rankings that take more biodiversity-related aspects into account. This proved to be true in the 
case of Rabobank who received only three out of ten possible scores in the ranking provided by 
the Dutch Fair Bank Guide in the theme “Natuur”, which focuses on biodiversity (Eerlijke 
Bankwijzer, 2015). However, as stated in the scope, this study focuses on finding useful ways for 
Swedish banks to start approaching biodiversity issues by, as a first step, confronting issues 
related to deforestation. Hence, Rabobank still constitutes an inspiring example when it comes 
to forest protection.  

Another possible issue as regards the selection of banks is the fact that only those banks who 
were willing and/or able to perform an interview were included in the study. This creates a risk 
that the study only includes banks that have the resources and/or that have ulterior motives to 
perform an interview. However, since the focus of the present study is not to compare and 
analyse different bank’s level of scrutiny as regards forests and biodiversity, but rather to 
provide inspiring examples of how banks can start working with these issues, this problem is not 
regarded critical for the credibility of the results.  

The credibility of the results can also be questioned given that a large part of the results is based 
on information provided by the banks themselves, which creates a significant risk of biased 
information. This is one of the reasons why it was deemed important to balance the first part of 
the results, in which the information provided by the banks is presented, with a second part that 
presents critique that has been raised against the banks. Still, the results should be interpreted 
with caution given the inherent risk of bias.  

In this context it should also be noted that the author has not been able to find any credible 
evidence to support that the investigated banks’ efforts to reduce deforestation and biodiversity 
issues has had any real impact in practice. More precisely, the author of the present study has 
not been able to find any specific reporting regarding concrete accomplishments made by the 
investigated banks. This makes it very difficult to establish whether the banks’ policies, processes 
and methods are really successful in reducing deforestation and biodiversity issues. This issue is 
especially troublesome since it questions the true impact of the standards applied by the 
investigated banks. Unfortunately, this means that the author of the present study cannot 
guarantee that the investigated banks are truly successful in reducing their negative impacts on 
forests and biodiversity in practice. However, it must be considered unlikely that Swedish banks 
would reduce their performance as regards protecting forests and biodiversity by adopting 
stricter and more well-defined forest and biodiversity standards that are in line with the 
recommendations presented in this study.  

Yet another issue related to the credibility of the results is the author’s limited experience of the 
financial world. Many terms and concepts related to the banks’ activities were new to the 
author, which creates a risk for misinterpretation and confusion. Moreover, the author often 
perceived the banks’ statements regarding their commitment to forests and biodiversity to be 
quite sweeping or generalised, both in the interviews and in the material provided on the banks’ 
webpages. For instance, in its  Forestry and Agribusiness Policy, Credit Suisse declares that the 
bank seeks to “discourage net forest conversion” and the resulting biodiversity loss and that “as 
a general rule” the bank will not finance or advice forestry or agribusiness companies that 
operate in HCVFs or in primary tropical moist forests. By using this type of terminology, which is 
common in the statements of all three banks, banks are able to communicate a commitment to 
forests and biodiversity without really promising anything. This made it difficult for the author to 
determine where the line between commitment and practical application is drawn. 
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It should also be noted that issues related to deforestation and biodiversity loss apply to many 
different sectors and areas. This means that the investigated banks often specified their 
commitment to forests and biodiversity in several different sector policies, statements and 
contexts. The fact that information regarding the banks’ forest and biodiversity commitments 
was so spread out and appeared in so many different places, from policies and standards to 
annual reports and general statements, made it difficult to gather all information in a complete 
way. Hence, it is possible that the investigated banks have more complete commitments to 
forests and biodiversity than what has been presented in this study. Note that a special focus has 
been given to deforestation issues in soft commodity supply chains and that less attention has 
been given to deforestation issues in, for instance, the mining sector.  

In this context, the author would also like to, once again, emphasise that the focus of this study 
has been to investigate how international banks have approached deforestation issues in their 
client base. Hence, the fact that this study has only mentioned the investigated banks’ approach 
to deforestation does not mean that these banks do not have policies, processes and methods in 
place to tackle other causes of biodiversity loss, such as pollution, invasive species etc. 

Lastly, it can be questioned whether the policies, standards, processes and methods presented 
in the results are directly transferable to Swedish banks. Due to time restrictions, the author of 
the present study has not been able to investigate and analyse the compatibility between 
Swedish banks and the banks that have been investigated in this study. At worst, this means that 
Swedish banks may feel that they differ so much from the investigated banks in terms of number 
of clients, level of exposure to forest risks etc. that they do not feel that the methods and 
processes of the investigated banks are applicable to their own activities. However, it must be 
regarded unlikely that Swedish banks, even if different in size and exposure, should find no 
inspiration at all from the examples presented in this study. Either way, this offers an 
opportunity for future studies to determine the exact way in which the processes and methods 
could be transferred to Swedish banks.  

All in all, this study makes no claim to be complete or definitive in any sense. Based on the 
discussion above it is clear that the results of the present study do not only have a limited 
application area, but should also be interpreted with caution due to the questionable credibility. 
Instead, the present study offers a first attempt to inspire Swedish bank on how to start 
approaching issues related to forests and biodiversity, and the recommendations prescribed to 
Swedish banks should not be interpreted as an exact formula for success but rather as a general 
framework of useful start-up tips. Moreover, this study proves that deeper and more 
comprehensive studies are needed in this area. 

4.11 Future studies  
There are numerous possible studies that could be performed to enhance the understanding of 
how banks can improve their commitments to protect biodiversity. First off, the present study 
has been performed with a clear focus on how banks can reduce their negative impact on 
biodiversity by improving their commitment to protect forest habitats. However, as mentioned 
earlier, biodiversity loss is also triggered by a number of other factors including invasive species, 
pollution, (human) population growth and overexploitation of resources. Hence, there is plenty 
of opportunities for future studies to investigate how banks can reduce their negative impact on 
biodiversity by addressing issues regarding invasive species, pollution etc.  

Another aspect that could certainly be explored further is the possibility for banks not only to 
reduce their negative impacts on biodiversity, but also to increase their positive impact on 
biodiversity by directing capital towards biodiversity-enhancing projects and companies. One 
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way of raising capital and investment for biodiversity-friendly projects is through green bonds – 
a concept that has grown increasingly popular in recent years (Coalition for Environmentally 
Responsible Economies, 2015). Just like this study has focused on bringing home examples of 
how international banks are working to reduce their negative impact on biodiversity, future 
studies could focus on how international banks are working to channel capital and investments 
to biodiversity-enhancing projects and activities.  

Another interesting development in the area of biodiversity-responsible banking is the concept 
of conservation banking. Conservation banking, also known as biodiversity banking, involves the 
trading of biodiversity offsets. A simplified explanation of the concept is that companies or 
individuals whose activities cause harm to critical habitats can compensate for that destruction 
by buying biodiversity credits to ensure that similar habitats are protected elsewhere. The 
concept of conservation banking started in the 1970s in the U.S. as an attempt to increase the 
protection of wetlands and today there are more than 400 wetland banks in the U.S. alone 
(Levitt, 2010). Although conservation banking is a highly controversial concept associated with 
both issues and opportunities, future studies in this area would certainly be valuable to Swedish 
banks.  
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5 Conclusions 
The present study proves that Swedish banks have a lot to learn from their international 
competitors as regards integrating forest and biodiversity considerations into their finance and 
investment practices. To begin with, there a number of voluntary industry initiatives, such as the 
UN PRI, the UNEP FI, the Equator Principles, the CDP, the RTRS, the RSPO, the FSC and the 'Soft 
Commodities' Compact,  that can help Swedish banks communicate, define and implement an 
improved commitment to protect forests and biodiversity. Moreover, the examples provided by 
Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse serve as inspiring examples for how to develop internal 
policies, methods and processes to confront forest and biodiversity issues.  

A common feature among the investigated banks is to confront issues related to deforestation 
and biodiversity loss by formulating policies that address the production of some of the most 
forest intense commodities in the world, namely soy, palm oil, beef and timber (including pulp 
and paper). These policies often include the commitment to refrain from finance and/or 
investment deals that contribute to deforestation in primary forests, in areas that support HCVs, 
in UNESCO World Heritage Sites, in Ramsar Wetlands and in areas protected by the IUCN. To 
ensure that prospective clients live up to these standards, a common approach is to make sure 
clients are members of and certified according to the principles of the RTRS, the RSPO and the 
FSC.  

Although none of the investigated banks perform their own audits (with the exception of the 
audits Rabobank performs to monitor soy producers in Brazil), the audits performed by the 
RTRS, the RSPO and the FSC help ensure continuous compliance among certified soy, palm oil 
and timber clients. If, however, a client is found to be non-compliant, the banks differ in their 
response. While two of the banks prefer to engage with the client, thereby utilising their 
influence as a shareholder or financier and reducing the risk that the client will simply turn to 
another bank, the third bank argues that engagement is time-consuming and not always 
effective, and therefore prefers to terminate the relationship with the client in case of non-
compliance.  

Although Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse have all been recognized as frontrunners as regards 
protecting forests, the banks have also been subject to some alarming criticism which suggests 
that the banks’ policies, methods and processes are not always sufficiently comprehensive or 
well-defined. As a result, the author’s recommendations to Swedish banks have been formulated 
in a way that emphasizes the need to go beyond the examples provided by Rabobank, UBS and 
Credit Suisse and establish even stricter and broader commitments. Some of the most important 
recommendations to Swedish banks include the call to i) avoid using vague terminology when 
defining commitments, processes and methods ii) make sure these commitments, processes and 
methods cover all sectors associated with high forest risks iii) make sure these commitments, 
processes and methods apply not only to finance deals but also to investment banking services  
iv) use the RTRS, RSPO and FSC certification schemes as a basis for the screening and monitoring 
processes, but be sure to complement these schemes with research, due diligence and sample 
audits performed by the bank itself. For a complete summary of the author’s recommendation 
to Swedish banks, see chapter 6.  

However, the recommendations provided to Swedish banks should be viewed as a general 
framework for how to start addressing issues related to deforestations and biodiversity loss, and 
not as an exact recipe for success. The recommendations make no claim to be complete or 
impeccable in any sense. Moreover, due to the lack of credible evidence to support that the 
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policies, methods and processes employed by the investigated banks have had any real impact in 
practice, the author of the present study cannot guarantee that the practices employed by the 
investigated banks, and the recommendations that have been derived from them, are truly 
successful in reducing deforestation and biodiversity issues in practice.  

It should also be noted that some recommendations may not be applicable to all banks and 
Swedish banks should therefore consider their individual situation and their individual exposure 
to forest risks and adopt the recommendations accordingly. Moreover, it should be noted that 
the present study, and the recommendations presented in it, have focused on how banks can 
reduce their negative impacts on biodiversity by, as a first step, improving their commitment to 
protect forest habitats. To achieve true change and to ensure the long-term preservation of 
biodiversity, banks must also develop commitments to combat other causes of biodiversity loss, 
such as pollution and the spreading of invasive species.  

Conclusively it can be said that banks have a strong connection to biodiversity loss. If it was not 
apparent before, the examples provided in the critique chapter certainly emphasizes banks’ 
influence over the diversity of life on this planet. This, itself, means that banks hold the power to 
either continue contributing to the extinction of species or to help slow the process and protect 
global biodiversity. As we are now facing the sixth mass extinction period in the history of Earth, 
the need for banks to take on a greater responsibility for the impacts of their finance and 
investment activities is more acute than ever. With great financial power comes great 
responsibility, and if banks do not take immediate action to help foster biodiversity, they will not 
only risk the long-term economic profit of their own finance and/or investment deals, but they 
will also undermine the very life support system of Earth. Hence, the fact that Swedish banks 
received such low scores in the ranking provided by the Fair Finance Guide in the theme 
“biodiversity” should be not taken lightly and Swedish banks should sincerely consider adopting 
the recommendations presented in this study.  
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6 Recommendations to Swedish banks  
Below are the author’s summarised recommendations to Swedish banks. The recommendations 
are based on the discussions presented in chapter 4 and should serve a general framework for 
how to start approaching issues related to forests and biodiversity. The recommendations are 
presented using more or less the same research themes that were presented in chapter 2.1.4 
and offer tips on how banks can i) start formulating a commitment to protect forests and 
biodiversity ii) start learning about ways to support markets with zero net deforestation iii) 
develop a screening process iv) develop a monitoring process v) reason as regards engagement 
and exclusion practices vi) reason as regards goals and reporting vii) maximise benefits and 
tackle challenges viii) learn from the tips provided by other banks and ix) learn for other banks’ 
mistakes. Some recommendations reappear several times under different themes, although not 
always in the exact same phrasing or context. Rather than seeing this as unnecessary repetitions, 
interpret the reappearance of these recommendations as a confirmation for their importance 
throughout all activities.  

6.1 Formulating a commitment to forests and biodiversity  
When developing a commitment to protect forests and biodiversity, Swedish banks should 
consider the following thoughts and recommendations:  

o A good starting point when formulating a commitment to forests and biodiversity is to 
develop policies that address the production of the most forest intense commodities in 
the world, namely soy, palm oil, beef and timber (including pulp and paper). However, 
given the wide range of commodities that are grown in tropical forests, these policies 
should be complemented with more complete and all-embracing standards that cover all 
sectors and commodities associated with forest risks. 

o Commit to refrain from finance and/or investment deals that contribute to deforestation 
in primary forests, in areas that support HCVs, in Ramsar Wetlands, in UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites or in areas protected by the IUCN. However, since scientists have 
suggested that existing systems of protected areas fail to conserve biodiversity in a 
systematic way, also keep a lookout for more recent developments as regards the 
identification of significant biodiversity areas, such as KBAs. 

o Carefully consider what the bank’s main risk exposures are and join those voluntary 
industry initiatives that are most likely to help address those issues. Applicable voluntary 
industry initiatives are listed in chapter 3.1.  

o To achieve true change and to avoid public complaints, make sure policies, processes and 
methods apply not only to finance deals (corporate loans, project financing, credits etc.), 
but also to investment banking services (helping companies raise money on the market 
by issuing company bonds and stocks). Also make sure investors are continuously 
informed about the social and environmental impacts associated with the companies 
included in the bank’s investment portfolios. 

6.2 Supporting markets with zero net deforestation  
When trying to find ways of supporting markets with zero net deforestation, Swedish banks 
should consider the following thoughts and recommendations:  

o No matter whether or not the bank is a signatory of the 'Soft Commodities' Compact, 
follow the Compact’s progress as regards developing methods to support markets 
producing palm oil, timber products, soy or beef without contributing to deforestation.   
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6.3 Developing a screening process 
When developing a screening process, Swedish banks should consider the following thoughts 
and recommendations:  

o The RTRS, RSPO and FCS certification schemes can help assist the primary assessment of 
prospective soy, palm oil and timber clients, but be careful to remember that these 
certification schemes are not flawless and should therefore by complemented by 
research and due diligence performed by the bank itself. Also be sure to formulate a 
well-defined screening process for other commodities, such as beef, that are also 
associated with high forest risks. 

o Investigate the possibility to adopt or develop a web-based compliance tool that can 
evaluate clients using risk indicators. Such a tool greatly eases the bank’s screening 
process. The consultancy firm RepRisk can help provide the bank with key information on 
companies that can be used in the compliance tool. However, given RepRisk’s 
dependency on well-functioning and independent media, RepRisk should be used with 
caution and be supplemented by research performed by the bank itself, especially in 
cases where the client under investigation is active in areas that are known to have 
limited or biased media surveillance. 

o Establish a clear risk escalation process that applies to all business units of the bank, 
thereby guaranteeing a certain level of environmental performance throughout the 
entire bank while also efficiently eliminating low-performing clients at an early stage.  

o By using an approach where clients cannot only be rejected or approved, but can also be 
approved with conditions, the bank can make sure that clients associated with small, but 
acceptable, risks are subject to strict conditions and enhanced surveillance.  

6.4 Developing a monitoring process 
When developing a monitoring process, Swedish banks should consider the following thoughts 
and recommendations:  

o The RTRS, RSPO and FSC are suitable to serve as a basis for the monitoring of soy, palm 
oil and timber clients, but this monitoring should, at least, be complemented with 
unannounced sample audits performed by the bank itself. The frequency and scrutiny of 
this complementary monitoring should be adjusted depending on the specific risk level 
of each client’s operations and geographic location. 

o Also make sure to establish a well-defined monitoring process for other type of clients 
that are not subject to RTRS, RSPO or FSC monitoring.   

o The Equator Principles can serve as a basis for the monitoring of projects, but 
complementary sample audits performed by the bank itself is encouraged.  

6.5 Engagement and exclusions  
As regards engaging with non-compliant clients and/or excluding non-compliant clients, Swedish 
banks should consider the following thoughts and recommendations:  

o In case of non-compliance, let the specific circumstances of each case decide whether to 
engage with the client or whether to exclude the client immediately. This process should 
be carefully formulated and well-defined to ensure consistency over time and 
throughout all bank divisions. An important factor that should be considered in this 
process is the bank’s leverage power with the specific client as well as the client’s 
willingness to change.  

o In cases where the bank decides to engage with the client, produce a well-defined action 
plan with time-bound targets that map the specific steps the client must take to improve 
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its performance. Use this action plan to measure progress and to evaluate whether a 
continued engagement is justifiable or not. The action plan should also specify which 
consequences the client can expect if the action plan is not followed.  

o Employ an especially strict due diligence process before entering into relationships with 
contractual agreements that limit the bank’s option to exit.  

6.6 Goals and reporting  
As regards setting up goals and reporting on activities and/or progress, Swedish banks should 
consider the following thoughts and recommendations:  

o Continuously update policies and guidelines to make sure they are consistent with the 
most recent knowledge and attitudes concerning sustainability, but also formulate more 
specific, time-bound goals that will help the bank measure progress and achieve higher 
results.  

o Report on the number of transactions that have been evaluated for forest and/or 
biodiversity risks to demonstrate that the bank is actively working to reduce these issues. 
Refine these statistics by specifying the number of transactions that have been rejected, 
approved or approved with conditions.  

o Also be sure to report on specific accomplishments the bank has achieved on its journey 
to reduce deforestation and biodiversity loss. One way of doing so is to be transparent as 
regards the number of cases where the bank has engaged with clients to improve their 
performance and report on the results of such engagements. If low-performing clients 
are subject to action plans, the bank should demonstrate its commitment to that plan by 
reporting on the clients’ improvement progress against the specific steps in the action 
plan. Also report on the repercussions clients have faced when the action plan has not 
been followed.  

6.7 Maximising benefits and tackling challenges  
To maximise benefits and tackle challenges associated with taking on a greater responsibility for 
forests and biodiversity, Swedish banks should consider the following thoughts and 
recommendations:  

o Consider how your bank is perceived by current and potential customers. By being 
perceived as a responsible bank you will not only reduce the risk of losing clients but also 
increase the opportunity of gaining new clients.  

o It has been suggested that doing business with companies and/or projects that have high 
sustainability standards makes more long-term economic sense and studies have shown 
that such companies have a higher market value.  

o Make sure commitments and their practical application are clearly defined to avoid 
misinterpretations and to reduce the bank’s vulnerability to accusations regarding 
greenwashing.   

o Join and promote collaborations between financial institutions to collectively raise the 
bar on biodiversity and help create a level playing field.  

o The argument that banks might impede economic development in developing countries 
if they adopt stricter standards for forests and biodiversity is untenable from a long-term 
perspective. Seize sustainability-related business opportunities to support economic 
growth that does not degrade forests and biodiversity in developing countries. 

6.8 Learning from other banks’ recommendations 
Considering the tips provided by Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse, Swedish banks should 
consider the following thoughts and recommendations (note that the recommendations below 



68 
 

are not direct recommendations from the investigated banks, but have been formulated by the 
author based on the discussion presented in chapter 4):   

o Become members of the RTRS, the RSPO and the GRSB and make use of the 
opportunities to learn from other banks, to join working groups and to get in touch with 
clients. However, view these initiatives as a good starting point and investigate 
opportunities to develop policies and standards that go even further in their 
commitment to forests and biodiversity. 

o Consider whether achieving zero net deforestation in supply chains by 2020 would be a 
reasonable goal for the bank, and if so, join the 'Soft Commodities' Compact. If the bank 
does not feel that it can sign the Compact, follow the development of the Compact and 
the signatory banks to find inspiration and tips on how to move towards zero net 
deforestation in supply chains.  

o Join the Environmental and Social Risk Analysis Training Programme provided by UNEP 
FI. 

o Make use of the process framework and the set of sector specific guidelines provided by 
the IFC, which, although having been developed for project finance activities, can be 
used beyond its original application area. 

o Keep an open mind to collaborations with credible NGOs who are well-informed about 
biodiversity issues. 

6.9 Learning from other banks’ mistakes  
Considering the critique that has been raised against Rabobank, UBS and Credit Suisse, Swedish 
banks should consider the following thoughts and recommendations:   

o Avoid using vague terminology when defining commitments, processes and methods. 
Vague terminology does not only reduce the credibility of the bank’s standards, thereby 
increasing the bank’s vulnerability to accusations regarding greenwash, but it may also 
reduce employees’ understanding of how to translate the bank’s standpoints into 
practice. 

o Make sure the bank’s commitments, processes and methods are strict and 
comprehensive enough to truly combat deforestation and biodiversity loss. 

o Make sure these commitments, processes and methods are implemented in practice.  
o Standards to protect forests and biodiversity should go beyond soft commodity supply 

chains and cover all sectors associated with forest and biodiversity risks.  
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Appendix - Interview questions  
Below are the questions that were presented to the bank representatives during the interviews. 
Due to time restrictions and the varying type of commitments of each bank, all questions were 
not presented to all banks. It should also be noted that in the interviews with Rabobank and UBS 
there was a significant focus on the banks’ commitment to the 'Soft Commodities' Compact. This 
means that instead of asking Rabobank and UBS about their general commitment to protect 
forests and biodiversity, the questions focused more specifically on the bank’s commitment to 
achieve zero net deforestation in supply chains by 2020.  

Drivers 

1. What were the biggest drivers motivating the bank to integrate forest and biodiversity 
aspects into the bank’s finance and/or investment practices?  
 

2. Is there a financial gain in integrating forest and biodiversity aspects into the bank’s 
finance and/or investment practices?   
 

Supporting markets with zero net deforestation  

3. If the bank is a signatory of the 'Soft Commodities' Compact: The 'Soft Commodities' 
Compact includes a commitment to work “with CGF supply chains to find appropriate 
ways to finance the growth of markets producing palm oil, timber products, soy or beef 
without contributing to deforestation” (CISL, 2015c, p. 3). Could you explain how the 
bank is planning to finance such markets? 
 

Screening 

4. Could you describe the decision-making process the bank follows to ensure that new 
investments and/or lending activities are in line with the bank’s commitment to protect 
forests and biodiversity?  

5. Are external consultants involved in this process?  

 

If yes: 

What type of consultants?  

Monitoring 

6. Does the bank arrange audits to ensure continuous compliance among clients?  

If yes:  

o Does the bank perform the audits itself (second-party audit) or 
does the bank employ an independent third party to perform the 
audits (third-party audit)? 

o How often are the audits performed?  



II 
 

o Can you give a few examples of audit criteria that the companies 
must fulfil?  

o In what way are audits valuable?  
 

If no: 
o Why not?  
o How does the bank ensure continuous compliance among 

clients?  

Engagement and exclusions 

7. What actions are taken if a company that the bank is already invested in is not able to 
meet the bank’s standards as regards biodiversity? 
 

8. How does the bank decide whether to end the relationship with the company or whether 
to stay with the company and employ active ownership to try to improve its 
performance? Where do you draw the line? 
 

9. In cases where the bank chooses to engage with the company, does the bank help the 
company improve its performance in any way?  
 

10. In cases where the bank chooses to engage with the company, is the company required 
to meet the bank’s standards within a set time frame? 
 

11. What happens if the company cannot improve its performance sufficiently within that 
time frame?  
 

12. What are the benefits of excluding ill-performing companies immediately rather than 
employing active ownership to try to improve the company’s performance? 
 

13. What are the benefits of employing active ownership rather than excluding ill-
performing companies immediately? 
 

14. Is the bank’s ability to influence a company affected by the type of financial relationship 
between the bank and the company? That is, does it matter whether the bank provides 
investment banking services or whether the bank provides financing to the company in 
question? 

Goals and reporting 

15. Does the bank have any specific time bound targets to achieve as regards the bank’s 
forest and biodiversity standards? 
 

16. Does the bank publicly disclose its compliance against the bank’s forest and biodiversity 
commitment, by, for example, reporting the number of investments where the 
commitment applies? 

If yes: 

o In what way? 

 



III 
 

If no: 

o Why not? 
 

Benefits and challenges  

17. What are the biggest challenges of integrating and maintaining a strong commitment to 
forests and biodiversity in your finance and/or investment practices? 
 

18. What are the biggest benefits of integrating and maintaining a strong commitment to 
forests and biodiversity in your finance and/or investment practices? 
 

19. What is your next step as regards integrating and maintaining a strong commitment to 
forests and biodiversity in your finance and/or investment practices?  
 

20. How important do you consider collaboration between different financial institutions to 
be in terms of maintaining a strong commitment to forests and biodiversity? 
 

Recommendations  

21. Do you have any recommendations to Swedish banks that are looking to integrate forest 
and biodiversity aspects into their finance and/or investment practices? 

 

 


