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While banks may not have the same direct impact on the 
environment as organisations involved in mining or manufacturing 
industries, financial institutions carry as much of the responsibility 
for creating a greener future as higher carbon emitters.

While the direct impact of financial institutions on climate 
change may be nominal when compared to that of com-
panies involved in high carbon emissions industries, the 

potential held by the world’s banks to influence many areas of business 
and society means they have a significant responsibility for promoting 
and enabling environmental sustainability and moving the world towards 
a sustainable, low carbon, energy efficient future. 

However, for this influence to be effective and deliver lasting en-
vironmental and social benefits, banks need to be leading by example 
– not only through their own carbon reduction efforts or green finance 
philosophies, but also through effective initiatives that encourage and 
enable all their stakeholders to participate in the creation of a greener 
future. 

During its more than 20-year environmental sustainability journey, 
the Nedbank Group has experienced, first hand, the power for posi-
tive change that can be unlocked through this combination of financial 
innovation and social inclusion. In this institution’s experience, govern-
ments, businesses and individuals are more than willing to involve 
themselves in environmental sustainability. Often, all they need is 
the opportunity to do so. Since the operations of financial institutions 
typically allow them broad access to all these sectors of society, they 
are ideally positioned to create such opportunities for environmental 
partnerships and shared participation.

Achieving leadership in environmental sustainability is a strategic 
objective. However, this leadership role has nothing to do with attempt-
ing to be the bank that throws the most money at green initiatives, 
and everything to do with fully embracing our green responsibilities, 
creating opportunities for all to become environmental ‘activists’, and 
putting our influence to the best possible use.

Benchmarking investment in a greener future
In line with this vision of leading at environmental sustainability and 
driving the development of the country’s green economy, Nedbank 
Group launched South Africa’s first Green Index in July 2011. 

The primary aim of the Green Index is to measure the performance 
of the top environmentally conscious organisations listed on the JSE. 
It effectively tracks the performance of companies that are selected 
for inclusion on environmental criteria, with a primary focus on their 
responses to carbon and climate change risks and opportunities. 

The rules-based index uses a transparent participant selection 

methodology built around objective and independent data. The index is 
calculated by an independent calculation agent and daily values are pub-
lished by data service providers such as I-net, Bloomberg and Reuters.

To ensure its objectivity, the index is built on the Carbon Disclo-
sure Project database and the UN (United Nations) register of Clean 
Development Mechanism projects in South Africa. It combines these 
environmental credentials, with liquidity screening criteria, to create 
an investable index.

The premise for the index is that companies that are better posi-
tioned for a changing environment are better suited to sustain their fu-
ture performance and should, over the long run, outperform their peers. 

Enabling greener investment
Building on the success of the Green Index, the Group followed it 
with the creation of South Africa’s first Green Exchange Traded Fund 
(ETF) - effectively giving South African businesses and individuals the 
opportunity to invest based on their environmental convictions and, 
in so doing, contribute to the environmental sustainability progress of 
the country as a whole. 

The BGreenETF, which was listed on the JSE on 01 December 
2011, enables investment in companies that have been rated by the 
Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) as being amongst the best disclosers 
on climate change issues and the strongest performers in responding 
to climate change. More than this, the ETF rewards companies that 
have registered Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) projects based 
in South Africa with the United Nations. 

The incredible market response to this innovative environmentally-
focused investment solution in the eight months since its inception 
offers tangible evidence of the rapidly increasing demand by South 
African investors – both individual and institutional – for investment 
opportunities that encourage companies to raise their contribution to 
environmental sustainability without sacrificing the potential for solid 
long-term returns. 

At a time when the sustained global economic and political turmoil 
has caused many to lose confidence in their corporate and political 
leaders, the BGreen ETF represents an opportunity for individuals to 
take back control of their own futures by securing good investment 
growth and encouraging businesses they trust to keep having a positive 
influence on the future of the planet.

However, the value of the Green Index and BGreen ETF extends 
beyond the appeal these hold for environmentally conscious investors. 
The ETF has more than realised its objective of encouraging companies 
to re-assess their carbon footprints and enhance their climate change 
efforts in order to make it onto this important ‘green’ benchmark and 
expose themselves to the growing numbers of investors seeking out 
environmentally active business in which to invest. In the relatively 
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How does one transfer the responsibility for sustainability to the general 
populace? A number of ideas have been tested, including deciding how 
best to finance projects, and how to offer an investment vehicle that 
consider only those companies that have pinned their environmental 
colour to the mast, as it were.
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short time since the ETF was launched, the number of companies that 
meet the minimum participation criteria has increased from 33 to 43. 

Apart from illustrating the desire by organisations to be part of an 
investment opportunity that is clearly attractive to investors, this steady 
growth in the number of constituent companies mirrors the increasing 
corporate commitment to environmental, social and governance issues. 

This is evidenced by the fact that the more than 1 100 institutional 
investment management companies and professional service providers 
are now signatories to the United Nations Principles of Responsible 
Investment (UN PRI) - a collection of voluntary guidelines for investment 
companies and entities that have a desire to address environmental, 
social, and corporate governance (ESG) issues. Between them, these 
UN PRIsignatory companies manage over US$30-trillion in assets, 
which is clear proof that sustainability thinking is becoming increas-
ingly mainstream.

Nedbank’s development of the BGreen ETF was a direct result of 
our recognition that the world’s financial institutions are the most obvi-
ous link between organisations that are becoming more environmentally 
aware in their operations and investors who have a desire to encourage 
them to continue along that path. 

Making green investment accessible to all
Nedbank recently took this enabling role in terms of facilitating green 
investment a step further through the introduction of the Green Savings 
Bond – a unique savings product that enables South Africans to align 
their savings commitments to their green consciousness.

A first in South Africa, the Green Savings Bond is innovatively struc-
tured to give individual investors the opportunity to grow their savings 
via highly competitive interest earnings while, at the same time, directly 
supporting the development of South Africa’s renewable energy sector.

To encourage maximum participation, the product has a low mini-
mum investment requirement of R1 000, carries no investment costs, 
offers a capital guarantee and gives investors a choice of investment 
terms of between 18 months and five years. 

However, the appeal of the product lies not only in the ability it 
offers consumers to develop a much-needed savings habit. All of the 
capital raised via the Green Savings Bond is earmarked for investment 
into the various renewable energy projects and initiatives financed 
by Nedbank Capital. This means that an investment in the product is 
both a secure way for individuals to save towards their future, and an 
easy means of helping to secure that future through supporting the 
development of renewable energy. 

Realising renewable energy through effective public 
private partnership
Of course, there is more to the achievement of a green South African 
economy than merely encouraging and enabling individuals and institu-
tions to invest in a more environmentally aware manner. 

Renewable energy is a vital component in the green economic mix, 
and the realisation of government’s vision for renewable energy to play 
an increasing role in the country’s economic and environmental future 
is only possible with buy-in from the financial institutions that will be 
required to provide funding for it. 

Based on this understanding, Nedbank Capital has acted as 
the investment partner to 37% of the preferred bidders selected in  

Phase 1 of the government’s REIPP programme and supported 39% of 
the allocated renewable energy capacity in Phase 2. This included 18% 
of the solar, 57% of the wind, and 70% of the hydro energy initiatives 
that were approved as part of the REIPP programme. 

The completion of the first two REIPP phases is evidence of govern-
ment’s commitment to realising its vision of a future South Africa that 
is powered significantly by renewable energy. But the responsibility for 
the achievement of this vision cannot rest solely on the shoulders of 
government, which is why the private sector, and financial institutions 
in particular, need now to demonstrate their commitment. 

Nedbank’s willingness to do this stems from our understanding 
that the achievement of a significant renewable energy sector in South 
Africa holds benefits that extend far beyond just carbon emissions 
reductions. For one, a vibrant and growing renewable energy sector 
offers massive sustainable job-creation opportunities both in the me-
dium term as infrastructure is created and in the long term thanks to 
the skills needed to run and maintain that infrastructure. 

Global renewable energy participants have already demonstrated 
their commitment to investing in the country through the establishment 
of manufacturing facilities for renewable energy components in South 
Africa and numerous other upstream and downstream opportunities. 
Now local renewable manufacturers and financiers have a clear respon-
sibility to do the same if our country’s fledgling renewable sector is to 
have any hope of success. 

Conclusion
Given that the achievement of a green economy will benefit all South 
Africans, it is essential that all South Africans take responsibility for its 
development. Banks can, and must, play a key role in creating opportuni-
ties for such environmental involvement – whether through facilitating 
investment in green companies or buildings, the financing of renewable 
energy infrastructure, or developing innovative products that allow more 
people to become actively involved in preserving the planet.

This level of effective opportunity creation is, however, only pos-
sible if financial institutions fully recognise that environmental sustain-
ability is not something that can, or should, be harnessed for political 
leverage. Neither is it a ‘cause’ that should be supported by businesses 
merely for reputational gain. And it is certainly not a soft issue on the 
list of South African companies’ sustainability priorities. 

It is only when significant financial and intellectual investment 
into making environmental sustainability more accessible to all South 
Africans forms part of the strategic plans of the world’s financial institu-
tions - rather than being just another line item on their corporate social 
investment budgets - that they will become the truly effective drivers 
of the green economy that they can, and should be. 
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