
SAVINGS BANKS' SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE
ACTIVITIES, A WEALTH OF EXPERIENCE
April 2006

R
E
P
O

R
T



A COMMITMENT TO UNITED NATIONS GLOBAL COMPACT PRINCIPLES

The European Savings Banks Group's recent declaration of participation to the 
United Nations Global Compact initiative reflects the collective, public and strong 
commitment of its members in favour of sustainable development and Corporate 
Social Responsibility, throughout Europe. ESBG, as a business organisation, will give 
input to improve the uptake, implementation and strategic integration of UN Global 
Compact Principles into its members’ business activities.

ESBG members' initiatives described in the present report converge with the UN 
Global Compact general objectives. They more specifically focus on Principle 1 (sup-
port and respect of the protection of internationally proclaimed human rights), 
Principle 6 (elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and occupation), 
Principle 7 (support to a precautionary approach to environmental challenges) and 
Principle 8 (promotion of greater environmental responsibility).
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Contributing to the improvement of living conditions, supporting the local economic 
development and building greater social cohesion in the local communities where 
they operate is an integral part of savings banks’ identity and one of their distinc-
tive features amongst financial players. These commitment to society activities, 
traditionally developed by savings banks, are however only one of the pillars of the 
broader Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) approach, increasingly developed by 
savings banks on all European markets. Savings banks have progressively adopted 
a balanced and comprehensive approach to socially responsible practices, covering 
a whole range of aspects, including economic (e.g. regional development, financial 
inclusion), social relations (e.g. work force life-long learning, training), and envi-
ronmental (e.g. preservation of natural heritage, protection of the environment 
campaigns) issues.

The main purpose of this report is to present the diversity and wealth of experience 
that savings banks have developed throughout Europe in the field of socially respon-
sible activities. It illustrates this joint commitment with concrete case studies from 
a range of European countries, offering an overview of the fields in which savings 
banks are active, and providing examples of what they concretely do, how they inno-
vate to adhere to stakeholders’ needs and diversify their initiatives. It also highlights 
the decisive contribution that savings banks make to communities development 
thanks to their locally focused project policy, based on the proximity relationship 
with stakeholders and beneficiaries.
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INTRODUCTION

PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES OF THE REPORT

Contributing to the improvement of living conditions, supporting the local economic develop-
ment and building greater social cohesion in the local communities where they operate is an 
integral part of savings banks’ identity and one of their distinctive features amongst financial 
players. These commitments to society activities, traditionally developed by savings banks, are 
however only one of the pillars of savings banks’ broader Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
approach. Their long-term commitment towards meeting the critical needs of local commu-
nities and society have increasingly materialized by the integration of social, environmental 
as well as economic concerns in their business operations and stakeholder relations. Savings 
banks have thus adopted a balanced and comprehensive approach to socially responsible 
practices, covering a whole range of aspects, including economic (e.g. regional development, 
financial inclusion), social relations (e.g. workforce life-long learning, training), and envi-
ronmental (e.g. preservation of natural heritage, protection of the environment campaigns) 
issues (the so-called “triple bottom-line“ approach). 

The main purpose of this report is to present the diversity and wealth of experience that 
savings banks have developed throughout Europe in the field of socially responsible activi-
ties. It illustrates this joint commitment with concrete case studies from a range of European 
countries, offering an overview of the fields in which savings banks are active, and providing 
examples of what they concretely do, how they innovate to adhere to stakeholders’ needs 
and diversify their initiatives. It also highlights the decisive contribution that savings banks 
make to communities development thanks to their locally-focused project policy, based on the 
proximity relationship with stakeholders and beneficiaries. 

Nevertheless the report can by no means claim to cover all the aspects of savings banks’ CSR 
engagement. Although no comprehensive statistics are available, it is not too bold to say 
that thousands of initiatives and activities take place and billions of euros are spent each 
year on this behalf. The sustainable approach of savings banks is a “work in progress”. The 
report therefore touches upon initial projects and programmes launched by savings banks in 
innovative areas, such as socially responsible investment, and will be supplemented by further 
examples as experience develops.

THE “STAKEHOLDER” MODEL OF SAVINGS BANKS

Throughout Europe, savings banks share common values, such as local ties, a positive attitude 
to all customers not excluding certain categories of clients, together with a socially responsi-
ble behaviour. Savings banks therefore embody a “stakeholder” model, seeking to bring value 
and return to the whole community of stakeholders, which surround them (investors, suppli-
ers, customers, employees and the local community in which they operate). 

In so doing, savings banks are driven by the conviction that alongside their commercial activi-
ties, they also assume a social responsibility. Nonetheless, savings banks are for-profit financial 
institutions, which seek to reach the highest level of efficiency and competitiveness, to best 
serve their clients and enhance their profitability. Against the background that the sustain-
able commitments of savings banks is frequently undertaken through an attribution of a 
proportion of profits, enhanced profits mean a larger contribution of resources is available 
for socially committed activities. The business motives are therefore also part of the savings 
banks’ approach to socially responsible activities.
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DECENTRALISED ORGANISATIONS, SUPPORTING REGIONAL AND 
LOCAL COMMUNITIES

Thanks to their traditional decentralised organisation and large distribution network, savings 
banks have built strong local roots and gained extensive experience in developing relation-
ships with major stakeholders in the local communities. Thus, they are deeply involved in the 
life of the area where they operate and have a thorough understanding of the socio-eco-
nomic challenges and environment. They actively contribute to local and regional economic 
and social development, including in the most remote areas and underserved communities. 
In most cases, European savings banks favour the financing and supporting of projects with a 
targeted outreach, tailored to the local and regional citizens’ needs. The multiplicity of these 
focused actions create decisive input for local economic dynamism and place savings banks in 
a unique position to act as catalyst for local action.

A VARIETY OF VEHICLES FOR EFFICIENT RESPONSIBLE 
CONTRIBUTIONS

Savings banks’ commitment is expressed in different ways from one country to the other and 
this reflects the diverse legal and social traditions across Europe. Socially responsible activities 
are administered either by the savings banks directly or by other ad hoc vehicles set up for 
this specific purpose. 

Foundations for example were established by savings banks throughout Europe primarily to 
undertake such tasks. In Italy, they play a major role in projects linked to the preservation and 
promotion of cultural heritage. They also carry most of the savings banks’ projects in Sweden. 
In Germany, the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe is much more than a competent financial services 
provider. It gives crucial impetus to and constitutes a driving force for the regions. With 390 
000 employees, the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe represents the largest employer and vocational 
trainer in the German banking industry. The German savings banks express their close ties and 
solidarity with the people in the regions also through their strong involvement in establishing 
foundations. Indeed, they are Germany’s most important and oldest donors, with more than 
500 foundations nationwide, operating in all these areas and spheres of social life.

In Spain, the savings banks’ model enables them to devote a substantial part of their profits 
to what is known as the Obra Social, whose allocation, distribution, policy and administra-
tion are decided independently by the savings bank. French savings banks have launched the 
Local and Social Economy Projects (Projets d’Economie Locale et Sociale, PELS), a programme 
through which they finance local projects that will foster business or economic value and 
support people in fragile social situations. These various operational solutions adopted for 
the implementation of socially responsible activities can be combined with one another, in 
order to reach the best efficiency. For example, French and Spanish savings banks also operate 
through foundations. 

All in all, what needs to be taken into consideration is not the structure on which socially 
responsible activities are carried out, but the value and positive results for social cohesion 
provided by such activities. Locally rooted, long-standing, continuous and sustainable social 
investments and contributions, which provide direct return to society and to the economy, 
should be recognised, encouraged and promoted. Thanks to the development of savings 
banks’ regular reports regarding their CSR activities, the general public and interested parties 
have easy access to transparent, updated and accurate information about their involvement 
and the impact of the processes and projects launched in the various CSR fields.
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1.  SAVINGS BANKS, KEY PLAYERS FOR LOCAL ECONOMIC  
DEVELOPMENT

Historically, savings banks have been the first intermediaries to secure the savings and invest-
ments of the local population, which they mobilised to reinvest and develop their surround-
ing communities. Building on their decentralised network, their deep knowledge of the 
local needs, specificities and actors, they naturally grew as the privileged financial partner 
for local and regional economic projects. They have built business relationships with major 
actors of the local development and growth. Thus, they have become the drivers of the local 
economic dynamism, both for the financing of infrastructures through partnership with the 
local authorities, and for microprojects aimed at creating jobs and reducing social exclusion. 
Over time, savings banks have strengthened their relationship with local development actors 
by upgrading their services to adapt them to their evolving needs. 

1.1. Partnering with local authorities

Present throughout Europe at regional and local level, savings banks work in partnership with 
local authorities and other local public bodies. They are particularly active in providing for 
instance, housing finance to low-income families as part of their policy to secure social cohe-
sion. They are also natural intermediaries in the allocation of the European structural funds 
and facilitate an enabling financial environment for the implementation of various regional 
programmes initiated both at national and European level. 

Case Study 1: Savings banks in Germany - Involved in the URBAN European 
project for local development

    German savings banks support local authorities in connection with town or regional mar-
keting, property management or private real estate development. In that respect, the 
Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe is actively supporting the German/Austrian URBAN network 
within the framework of the joint initiative of the European Commission, designed to help 
local authorities successfully meet their economic, social and ecological challenges. The 
German/Austrian network provides a platform for the exchange of experiences concerning 
the daily work, problems and solutions within the URBAN programme. Given the decentral-
ised organisation of savings banks, they are able to offer affordable and sustainable solu-
tions, tailored to the local needs and realities.

    Indeed, the stimulation of SME growth constitutes a major focus of the URBAN project. For 
this reason and regarding the close relationship between savings banks and SMEs business, 
European savings banks, in particular Caja Madrid in Spain and Erste Bank Group in Austria, 
are also fully dedicated intermediaries of the EU SME Guarantee Facility programme man-
aged by the European Investment Fund (EIF) on behalf of the European Commission, which 
opens guarantee to financial institutions free of charge.

 

Case Study 2: Savings banks in Spain – Running attainable housing plans

    High price of housing is currently a major problem in Spain. It is particular severe in the 
case of youngsters who can hardly afford to buy or rent an apartment. In order to alleviate 
this problem, Caja Vital, together with the local authorities, has designed the “Vitalquiler” 
(Vital + rent) programme. The saving bank has built more than 70 apartments as part of the 
social housing national programme. The idea is to subsidize the rent, in some cases up to 
75% and enable young people to have access to their own housing.




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    Caja Vital has another programme run together with the local authorities. It consists on the 
functional adaptation of apartments to old and dependent people. The aim is to enhance 
their mobility, security and independence inside their own home. The saving bank has cre-
ated a soft credit line and even direct funding for the adaptation of the buildings and apart-
ments to the needs and capabilities of old people. It has also created a service to enable 
these people to deal with the administrative procedure to assess their needs and facilitate 
their access to public subsidies.

    La Caixa´s 2004-2006 Strategic Plan foresees an extension of the number of groups that 
benefit from its programmes. The Attainable Housing Programme is one of these new social 
Programmes. 

    La Caixa´s Obra Social is promoting a park of attainable housing to be rented to people 
with particular difficulty in accessing the current property market. This difficulty is due to 
the high cost of rented accommodation, particularly for people under the age of 30 and 
people over 65 years old. The flats of this park are between 40 and 50m2 approximately, 
built according to functionality and environmental sustainability criteria. 

    The objective of La Caixa´s Obra Social is to promote 1,000 dwellings in an initial phase 
and, in a second phase, a further 2,000 homes with protected rent between €110 and €240 
per month. To carry out this initiative, Obra Social has established contacts with Public 
Administration bodies and has signed collaboration agreements with various town coun-
cils. 

    In December 2005, La Caixa completed 54 homes built in Catalonia and 148 in Vicálvaro 
(Madrid). In both locations the homes will be offered to young people and people over the 
age of 65. 

Case Study 3: Savings banks foundations in Italy - Social Housing Project

    Cariplo Foundation is one of the largest Italian banking foundations, whose origins date 
back to 1815, when a significant endowment left to the Lombardy community was used to 
start banking activities in order to ease the development of the local social conditions and 
economy. Some two hundred years later, Fondazione Cariplo is a not for profit organisation 
that still uses the original endowment, which has grown to some billion euros, for social and 
economic development objectives. 

    Since the year 2000 the Cariplo Foundation has included social housing in its key lines of 
activity. After some years focussed on grant-making schemes to promote social housing 
initiatives, Cariplo Foundation completed a Feasibility Study and decided to set up a spe-
cialised Foundation, as a vehicle to promote the launch of Real Estate Investment Funds in 
order to develop social housing projects.

    The new Foundation for Social Housing (FHS) intends to enable the development of new 
housing built on land acquired at low cost, to be managed by non-profit organisations oper-
ating in accordance with pre-defined rules. The accommodation will be provided at below-
market rents and will be allocated to specific target groups (e.g. older people, students, 
immigrants, single income households etc.). The project involves close collaboration with 
the public administration, with both the Region of Lombardy and the Local Government 
Association being represented on the board of FHS. The initial aim of the Foundation is to 
raise a Fund of €50 million - for which indications of interest have already been received 
during the pre-marketing phase - which will be combined with a further €50 million of 
finance in the form of debt.  It is anticipated that around 1000 properties will be developed 
in the Region of Lombardy, distributed across approximately 5 schemes of average size.

 

1.2. Building the bridge between economic and social needs: microfinance projects

Microfinance consists of the provision of financial services such as credit, savings, and insur-
ance to poorer individuals or communities, which are often un-served or under-served by 
traditional financing institutions. It thus seeks both to promote economic development and 
to reduce social exclusion. 

European savings banks are responsible for numerous initiatives in this area, most often to 
enable individuals or microenterprises to get access to basic material and tools to launch their 
business projects and enable them to get back to work. Microcredit has therefore led to the 
creation of a substantial number of jobs at local level throughout Europe and greatly con-


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tributed to fighting social exclusion. Within the European Union, ESBG members have imple-
mented their micro-credit policies either directly themselves or via specialised organisations. 
Savings banks consider micro-credit in the context of enterprise policy, but also recognize 
the role that such finance plays in encouraging enterprise as an element of a policy of social 
inclusion.

Case Study 1: Savings banks in France – Microcredit programmes

    The French savings banks support people who do not possess the security required by the 
traditional banking circuits to carry out their new business creation projects by granting 
them microloans. Evidence reveals that allocated funds have allowed many unemployed 
people to set-up micro-enterprises. Hence, the French Savings Banks Group has developed 
partnerships with mentoring networks to provide business support services in order to fur-
ther assist micro-entrepreneurs get their projects off the ground. The French savings banks 
grant entrepreneurs (helped by the mentoring networks), micro-credits (on average €3,300 
per loan) and offer them a current account with a means of payment, thereby putting in 
place a basis to develop a long-term banking relationship. 

    From 2001 to 2004, over €50 million of available funds went directly or indirectly to jobless 
people willing to set-up their own business. This has led to the creation of approximately 
5,000 jobs.

Case Study 2: Lloyds TSB in the UK – The Community Development Venture 
Funds project

    Lloyds TSB has been involved in a wide range of projects, providing capital for loan funds 
to business start-ups, micro-businesses and social enterprises. The creation of Community 
Development Venture Funds was one of the five recommendations of their Social Investment 
Task-force to meet the needs of growth businesses unable to attract traditional capital to 
fund that growth. Since the creation of this task-force Lloyd’s TSB has contributed to a wide 
range of programmes creating a favourable environment for entrepreneurs willing to invest 
in under-served communities. Recently Lloyds TSB provided a £1 million loan fund with the 
support of the Department of Trade and Industry’s (DTI) Phoenix Fund. The Loan Fund acts 
as lender of last resort, allowing those people over 50 who are not in work and cannot raise 
finance from conventional sources, to set up a business. 

    In England the Bridges Fund initiated by the DTI’s Phoenix Fund aims to raise £20 million 
from the private sector, including banks, pension funds and social entrepreneurs, to invest 
in established businesses run by entrepreneurs in under-invested communities in England. 
Lloyds TSB Scotland has committed £3 million to this venture.

Case Study 3: Savings banks in Spain – Microcredit as an employment oriented 
strategy

    Savings banks in Spain have a long tradition of providing social credits to under-served 
financially excluded communities. Caja de Granada in particular chairs the International 
Association of Social Pledging Credit Establishments1 and like Caixa Galicia and Caixa 
Catalunya, grants micro-credits through their foundations, mainly in the regions where they 
operate. Caja Granada recently organized a symposium with all its microcredit holders to 
exchange experiences.

    Caixa Catalunya’s Fundación Un Sol Mon has for example a micro-credit programme, which 
operates mainly regionally. It supports income-generating activities for individuals and 
cooperatives, which have no access to the traditional financial system due to their lack of 
guarantee/collateral. These micro-credits aim to finance the purchase of merchandise and 
new plant machinery or premises in order to help start and grow the business. In addition 
to their economic feasibility, projects presented must respect the environment. The aver-
age individual micro-credit has been around €7,900 and almost €1,900,000 was granted in 
2003. In the same year, more than 550 jobs were created through both individual and group 
micro-credits. 

    Spanish foundations active in the micro-credit area work with what they call support enti-
ties, which present the micro-credit projects and conduct their evaluation. They are also 
responsible for assisting potential entrepreneurs to define their activity, assess the viability 
of projects and, once the micro-credit has been granted, for providing technical advice 







1  The International Association of Pledging Establishments is about to change its name to International Association of 
Social Pledging Credit Establishments.
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Case Study 4: Savings banks in Spain – Taking part to the International Year of 
Microcredit

 International Year of Microcredit 2005 had a significant reflection in Spanish savings banks 
and hence, several initiatives were carried out.

 Caja Granada, Chair of the International Association of Social Pledging Credit Establishments, 
was appointed as Spanish Focal Point of the Year of Microcredit by the United Nations. 
Apart form coordinating the contributions to the Blue Book, it led a major exhibition on 
microcredit in Spanish savings banks, a joint effort to communicate the importance of this 
financial tool and the support of the Spanish savings banks.

 The Spanish Savings Banks Foundation (FUNCAS) published the White Paper of Microcredit 
as a conclusion of the celebration of the International Year of Microcredit. This document 
summarizes the activity carried out in this area. It shows how Spanish savings banks granted 
4,116 social microcredits in the lasts four years representing over €46 million. In addition, 
Spanish savings banks grant mirocredits in collaboration with the Official Credit Institute 
per an amount of €10 million.

 Between 60 and 80% of these microcredits were taken up by immigrants due to their lack of 
banks guarantees, difficulties in access to the traditional credit system and an enterprising 
character. 



    and monitoring the funded actions throughout the lifetime of the micro-credit. They provide 
a supervisory role to the micro entrepreneurs and function as the intermediary between the 
foundation and the final beneficiary.

    Caixa Catalunya’s Foundation has also recently launched an initiative called MICROFIN that 
targets microfinance to Spanish non-governmental organisations (NGOs), in order to pro-
mote the development of sustainable microfinance systems.

    Since its establishment, Caixa Catalunya’s microcredit programme both in Spain and in devel-
oping countries amounted to €6 million, 8,000 credits with an average of €750 per credit. 
For other savings banks, amounts reached €1.68 million and 278 credits for BBK, €1.57 mil-
lion and 174 credits for Caixa Galicia, €2 million and 190 credits for Caja Granada and €14 
million and 1,000 credits for La Caixa.

    Pawn shops loans still exist in Spain, alongside microcredit programmes. These shops are at 
the origin of savings banks establishment in Spain and they still have and important role to 
play as regards small credits. 20% of them are hold by immigrants who find a place where 
they can get small loans without any requirement of guarantees or account balance. 



15

2. SAVINGS BANKS, SUPPORTERS OF SOCIAL INCLUSION

The very existence of European savings banks is rooted in the notion of assistance and support 
to the poor and the contribution to social progress. Savings banks foundations were indeed 
originally created specifically to combat poverty and social exclusion and its direct negative 
impacts. Savings banks’ actions in the social field now focus on providing means to encourage 
autonomy and initiative, rather than the simple provision of aid. They target people in fragile 
situations or who are seeking to attain self-reliance and benefit from long-term programmes 
with a specific mentoring along the various steps. A number of savings banks’ projects com-
bine social projects with other initiatives -e.g. microfinance, social integration through the 
preservation of natural and cultural heritage etc, always aiming at a balanced, more equitable 
and enterprising society.

Savings banks’ decentralised networks enable them to provide access to financial services to 
the public both in urban and rural areas, through branches, outlet and other delivery chan-
nels such as ATMs. This is an additional, significant and efficient tool to fight against financial 
exclusion.

Case Study 1: Lloyds TSB in the UK – Support to local communities through the 
Foundation for England and Wales

    The Lloyds TSB Foundation for England & Wales2 is a grant-making trust, which supports 
charitable organisations, which help people, especially those who are disadvantaged or 
disabled, to play a fuller role in communities throughout England and Wales. Key to its suc-
cess and efficiency is its presence in and active engagement with communities in England 
and Wales. That is why it is based locally in nine English regions and Wales and its regional 
structure enables it to respond effectively to local social needs.

    The funding goes to charities working in the fields of social and community needs and 
education and training, and the main grants programmes are designed to address essential 
community needs (family support, challenging disadvantage and discrimination, promoting 
effectiveness in the voluntary sector). Support particularly targets small community-based 
charities where small amounts of funding can make a significant difference to local people’s 
lives.

    Examples of such funding would include:
   -  in the North East of England, a grant was made to the Durham and Darlington Racial 

Equality Council, which works towards the elimination of racial discrimination and pro-
motes equality of opportunity and good relations between persons of different racial 
groups. The funds will be used for computer equipment and staff costs for a “one stop 
shop” translation and interpreting service for statutory authorities, voluntary sector and 
small community organisations within the area. A need for the service was identified in 
part due to the growing numbers of refugees and asylum seekers in the area.

   -  In East Midlands, the Fingertouch Braille Group provides mutual support for visually 
impaired people in South Derbyshire, also enabling members to learn and improve their 
Braille reading skills. The group meets on a weekly basis, providing transport for its 14 
members from rural Derbyshire. The Foundation provided a grant to cover transport costs, 
rent and Braille books to ensure the charity could continue its work, challenging the dou-
ble disadvantage of disability and rural isolation.

   -  In the South East of England, the St Jude’s Women’s Refuge provides temporary, safe 
accommodation for women and children fleeing any form of physical or emotional vio-
lence. It received a donation to fund the salary of the Children’s Development Worker 
who is responsible for providing responsive and stimulating learning opportunities for the 
children at the refuge.

Case Study 2: Savings banks in Spain – Social inclusion through a wide network 
of branches and Obra Social schemes

 One of the main reasons for the creation of savings banks was the fight against social 
exclusion. Spanish savings banks have several ways to implement this purpose:

   -  Financial inclusion: savings banks in Spain have the largest network of branches in the 
country: 21,560 in 2004, covering 97% of total Spanish population. This figure has been 
increasing, against the trend in the rest of the financial system. The savings banks’ network 





2 http://www.lloydstsbfoundations.org.uk
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of branches represents 54% of the total network in Spain. The national network is the 
most “dense” in the EU15, representing 97 branches per 10,000 inhabitants, against 49 of 
the rest of EU15 . Savings banks are present in small municipalities. In fact, 50% of these 
branches are open in towns with less than 50,000 inhabitants, 28% in towns with less than 
10,000 inhabitants. Savings banks are the only financial institution in 13,5% of Spanish 
towns, which means that these towns would have no financial services otherwise. In most 
cases, these branches are non-profitable in financial terms, but savings banks consider that 
keeping the branch open is part of their purpose of supporting social inclusion. 

   -  Financial inclusion by Obra Social: in 2005 the first study that evaluates the impact of 
Savings banks’ social action in Spain was released. This study, made by external consultants, 
showed how 96% of the Spanish population is covered by savings banks´ Obra Social. This 
Obra Social scheme represents an active cohesion element of the population because less 
inhabited areas, elderly population and less income social groups are the priorities of its 
activities.

Case Study 3: Savings banks in France – Targeted and local solidarity initiatives

    The French Savings Banks promote social inclusion and social solidarity either directly by 
the financing of specific projects or indirectly via the “Fondation Caisse d’Epargne pour la 
Solidarité”.

    The specific projects are developed and financed locally in the various Caisses d’Epargne 
catchments areas, which favour targeted actions in order to support local communities and 
individuals. Examples of these initiatives would include the following:

   -  in order to raise awareness about the Down’s Syndrome disease and provide teachers with 
support material, the association ”Bouge avec moi” benefited from funds granted by the 
Caisse d’Epargne des Pays de la Loire to design and produce two cartoon books: “How can 
you explain why a pupil with Down’s Syndrome is different?” and “How can I react?”. The 
action contributed to improving the integration of children concerned in the society;

   -  an association from Pays du Hainaut, called “Minos Insertion”, active in supporting people 
in difficulty finding jobs in the protection of the environment, gardening and building sec-
tors received funds from its local Caisse d’Epargne to buy a utility vehicle, enabling trans-
portation of the power tiller and greenhouse installation equipment to the Association’s 
various sites.

    The Fondation Caisse d’Epargne pour la Solidarité was created by the French savings banks 
and aims at combating social exclusion and promoting social solidarity. It received funds for 
a total of €15.2 million by the French savings banks in 2001. The Foundation finances pro-
grammes which support individuals who gradually become increasingly dependent owning 
to their age, disability or disease, or who suffer from illiteracy (see 3.2, Case Study 2.).

Case Study 4: Erste Bank in Austria – Partnership with Caritas

    The Erste Bank Group with nearly 12 million customers is the leading financial services group 
in Central Europe, and Caritas is one of the largest providers of social welfare in all Central 
European countries. In this context, Erste Bank and Caritas are linked not only by a long-
lasting partnership but also by a shared feeling of responsibility, namely to enhance the 
future development of Central and Eastern Europe in economic and social respects. Support 
for the annual Austrian campaign “Rich Austria Helps Poor Austria” and the annual East 
European campaign run by Caritas form the key focal aspects of the many years of partner-
ship between Erste Bank as financial service company and Caritas as social service provider. 
In the scope of their general partnership with Caritas, the Sparkassen want to make a con-
tribution to social peace and the development of multifaceted, stable and socially coherent 
civic societies in the “New Europe”.




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The initiative “Getting Older. Remaining Human” which was run by Erste Bank with the 
charity successfully for the first time in 2003 was continued again in 2005. The aim of this 
initiative is to draw the attention of the population to questions and issues around the so-
called “ageing society” and to illustrate solutions for the associated challenges. A first-class 
congress and a nation-wide information tour with media cooperation on the part of ORF and 
the Kronen Zeitung newspaper helped to make the general public more aware of the need 
to safeguard the quality of life for senior citizens with information about the corresponding 
services offered by the charity and its partners. The initiative was supported by numerous 
events organised by the local Sparkassen.

Case Study 5: Savings banks foundations in Italy – Financing social entrepreneurs 
to create employment opportunities

    Compagnia di Sviluppo Imprese Sociali (COSIS) set up by the Foundation Cassa di Risparmio 
di Roma (Fondazione CR Roma) is a financial company that issues loans to social coopera-
tives and other non profit bodies. The projects financed are all aimed at combating social 
and financial exclusion and creating employment opportunities for low income people and/
or disadvantaged people hired by the social cooperatives. The funding has been provided 
by the Foundation CR Roma and through the issuance of “social” bonds as well as trough 
access to European funds.

    COSIS was set up in Italy in 1995 by the Foundation CR Roma through the Foundation 
Europa Occupazione (FEO), with the mission to support the growth and development 
of social entrepreneurs all over Italy, and especially those in Southern Italy. In addition 
to Fondazione CR Roma, several important Italian companies, such as Autostrade S.pA., 
Capitalia, Telecom Italia are – directly or indirectly - shareholders of COSIS, which is one of 
the main actors specialized in banking services for social enterprises or social cooperatives. 
Total shareholders’ capital is €21.3 million. COSIS’ business model seeks to leverage external 
financial resources for projects which match COSIS’ business mission. COSIS has progressively 
widened up its market but its main customers remain social enterprises. 

    One completed experience of co-financing is the Sovvenzione Globale Oasis, the first expe-
rience of the use of funds from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) for the 
support of the start and the growth of social enterprises. Through the Sovvenzione Globale 
Oasis, 87 projects have been financed for a total of €13.6 million and 843 new jobs have 
been created. The funds have been supplied in the form of social capital and active loans. 

Case Study 6: SNS REAAL Fund in the Netherlands – Showing solidarity

 Through the SNS REAAL Fund, SNS REAAL Group seeks to express its commitment to 
social responsibility and solidarity in a concrete way, in the form of a social dividend. For 
this reason, the fund gives financial support to projects that further general community 
interests with an idealistic or social content. The focus areas of the SNS REAAL Fund are Art 
and Culture, Health and Care, Sport and Recreation, Nature and Environment, Education, 
Restoration (cultural heritage) and social community activities. When granting requests, 
attention is paid to regional distribution. In 2004, the SNS REAAL Fund spent over 1,5 
million euros in support of a wide variety of activities and projects. Every year, an overview 
is published mentioning all the projects supported by the fund.

 The Fund makes money available for requests, an example of which is the contribution to 
the Prix de Rome, which is the Dutch “state” prize that is geared towards encouraging the 
artistic development of young Dutch and foreign sculptors who work in the Netherlands. 
The Fund also takes the initiative in starting innovative projects. For example, to mark 
the 10th anniversary of the Fund, a special performance of the requiem of Mozart was 
organised in the great hall of Vredenburg Muziekcentrum in Utrecht, in collaboration with 
the Ensemble Lyrique.


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Case Study 7: Montepio Geral in Portugal – Solidarity with children in need

 Montepio Geral promotes local solidarity initiatives either directly by donations to various 
social solidarity institutions or by voluntary work in partnership with social solidarity 
institutions, in which employees mobilise to collect donations (books, toys and clothes) for 
children in need.

 Worthy a special mention is the solidarity action for children suffering from cancer and their 
families, through a “Believe” account aimed at raising funds for the construction of a home 
to accommodate familiers of children under oncological treatment. The initiative includes 
a donation raising campaign “Believe – Association of parents and friends of children 
suffering from cancer” and the voluntary work with the involvement of Montepio Geral’s 
employees.

Case Study 8: West LB in Germany – Youth employment farm in Wessels/North 
Rhine-Westphalia

 In the weakly structured region of the northern Ruhr, the Hertener citizen foundation 
promotes a special employment project for younger people who have serious school and 
skill deficits. This group is in particular affected by the regional high unemployment rate and 
is endangered to be driven to the brink of society. At a restored farm, the young people are 
given the possibility for apprenticeships and traineeships in organic agri- and horticultural 
fields, so that they are able to gain access to employment markets. Furthermore, the farm 
offers projects and excursions for schools and groups to learn more about organic farming 
and the importance of food. 

 The WestLB, convinced of the necessity of this social project, provided the necessary funds 
for the purchase of the farm property, while further contributions were made by state-
ministeries of North Rhine-Westphalia and numerous non-governmental organizations. To 
ensure the success of this project, WestLB also continues to provide financial support for the 
social and educational work in 2005 and 2006. 




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3.  SAVINGS BANKS, ACTIVE CONTRIBUTORS FOR  
THE IMPROVEMENT OF COMMUNITY LIFE

3.1.  Contributing to the values of democracy through active citizenship

Closely related to their region and people, savings banks are keen to invest in citizens’ volun-
tary actions and promote civil and social engagement at local and regional level to enhance 
the cohesion of the communities.

Case Study 1: Savings banks in Germany - Voluntarily - for me, for us, for others

 Savings banks in Germany are significant partners of civil groups in their regions and 
thus play an important role in the process of generating scope for- and recognition of 
voluntary work, one of the supporting pillars of social interaction. Members of the German 
Bundestag came together with municipal umbrella associations and savings banks in 2003 
to launch the initiative “Voluntarily – for me, for us, for others”, building on their respective 
long-standing ties with voluntary projects. By taking part in local projects, they support 
volunteers on site with events such as the “Civil Engagement Expedition”. This initiative 
brings innovative projects into the public eye by providing an opportunity to discuss 
with the actors on site when visits of the projects are organised in the regions. Moreover, 
the expedition’s events also look at what is holding back voluntary work in Germany 
(bureaucratic hurdles, assistance needed from local authorities, problems to be solved at 
the federal level etc). The results of the regional expedition’s events are documented in an 
expedition report, which becomes the status report on civil engagement in Germany. 

Case Study 2: SNS REAAL Group in the Netherlands – Volunteer work

 SNS REAAL Group wants to give employees the opportunity to give time to the community 
and therefore encourage volunteer work initiatives:

   -  Special leave: if employees want to use their holidays to make it possible for youth groups, 
the elderly or invalids to have a decent holiday, they can make use of the special leave 
option. They are given half of these days including pay. Special leave can cover a maximum 
of fifty percent of the average hours worked per week by the person submitting the 
request.

   -  LaLuz: LaLuz is a charitable foundation that brings together highly educated professionals 
during their free time and idealistic organisations that need specific expertise and 
experience. As volunteers, outside working hours, these professionals can fulfill specific 
positions in the management board or implement specific assignments. Within the SNS 
REAAL Group, Netwerk, the platform for young, highly educated professionals has 
entered into an alliance with LaLuz. Netwerk hopes thus to give shape to the need among 
its members for more social involvement.

Case Study 3: Caja de Ahorros del Mediteraneo in Spain – Employees Volunteer 
Association

 Savings banks are the first private entity in the promotion of volunteers in Spain. Spanish 
savings banks granted over €4,8 million in 266 specific actions to promote volunteering. 

 A good example of these activities is the Volunteer Association of Employees of Caja de 
Ahorros del Mediterráneo (CAM). This savings bank founded a Volunteer Association of  
Employees in 2005. The idea of creating this association came from a survey inside the 
institution that showed that 621 employees were interested in this type of activities. Their 
goal is to promote and facilitate social activities for savings bank´s employees and their 
relatives by organising social improving actions.

 During 2005, this association organized 15 activities distributed in three areas: environment, 
international cooperation and social inclusion. Some examples are the reforestation of 
part of a field with native trees, immigrants technical assistance or cooperation with 
international NGOs. Around 200 people are currently members of the association. 


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Case Study 4: Sparkasse Leipzig in Germany - Prize for freedom and future of media 

 The freedom of speech and diversity of opinions are basic principles of democratic societies. 
Especially the historical experiences in 20th century Germany with two totalitarian political 
systems have sensitized the need for critical journalism. 

 To encourage journalists, publishers and media institutions for showing willingness to take risks, 
personal engagement, courage and conviction for the freedom of speech, the Sparkasse Leipzig 
awards since 2001 a “Prize for freedom and future of media”. Leipzig is also a symbolic location 
for the prize awarding as in 1989 the peaceful revolution, which overthrew the communist 
system of Eastern German, started in Leipzig’s Nikolaikirche. The Sparkasse wants to promote 
the democratic tradition and donates therefore this prize. So far, awarded prize winners have 
been journalists from Germany, Italy, Czech Republic, Russia, Ukraine, Moldavia, Palestine, Israel 
and the USA as well as several media institutions.

Case Study 5: Allgemeine Sparkasse Oberösterreich in Austria - “Helping to help” 
campaign

 The campaign “Helping to help” stands for years of cooperation between the Oberösterreich 
Sparkasse and the largest regional print medium. The aim is to honour those citizens who  
provide fast, direct and uncomplicated help for those in need, in a convincing, selfless manner. 
Under the patronage of the Landeshauptmann (head of the regional government), a jury 
awards prizes every year to twelve exemplary projects.

3.2. Supporting educative projects to improve living conditions

Savings banks facilitate access to education and training all around Europe, through the develop-
ment of pedagogical tools, the granting of scholarships, the funding of universities’ expansion etc. 
They are motivated by the strong belief that educated people increase their chance of becoming 
socially integrated active citizens, with access to the employment market. Savings banks also insist 
on their role in educating people on specific money matters, with the objective of preventing 
social exclusion and over-indebtedness. 

Case Study 1: Savings banks pan-European project - European Stock Market Training
    
Planspiel Börse – Stock Market Training is a learning game, which was launched by the German 
savings banks in 1983. It now involves more than 300 000 participants per year from Austria, 
France, Italy, Latvia, Luxembourg and Spain, with the active support of their national savings 
banks association. The exercise involves judiciously investing and managing a virtual investment 
portfolio, buying and selling shares and the aim is to help school students gain a more intimate 
knowledge of the workings of the economy as a whole and in particular the stock market and the 
factors that influence its performance in both a realistic and hands-on way. The European charac-
ter of the game adds a further educational aspect and gives young people the chance to broaden 
their horizons and develop a feeling for other cultures and mentalities. 

Case Study 2: Savings banks in France - Support to financial education and preven-
tion

    In France, savings banks develop pedagogic and information tools to help the general public 
handle money matters via the association “Finances & Pédagogie”3 , set up in 1957. It is a certi-
fied training entity, with 25 regional correspondents. It plays an educational and training role, 
but also a preventive role in combating over-indebtedness and financial exclusion through its 
involvement in social insertion and cohesion programmes. 

    Finances & Pédagogie also leads specific projects such as the development of a computer tool 
for budget planning, which takes account of the entire economic and social situation of a 
given person. This tool has been developed on the basis of a public partnership with the Social 
Employment Department of the Northern Region (SSTRN), based on local needs and specificities. 


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3 See www.finances-pedagogie.caisse-epargne.fr
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It offers a solid support for users’ teaching efforts, as it allows for both the planning and 
analysis of the budget status, and tailors the programme to individual situations.

     The Fondation Caisse d’Epargne pour la Solidarité organizes the operation “Knowledge 
for success” in partnership with the National Agency for the Promotion of Literacy and the 
French Ministry of Defence. The objective is to offer support to young people aged 17 to 25 
whose illiteracy was detected during the day of national service, with a view to encouraging 
them, gradually, to pursue training leading to a qualification, to find a job or alternatively 
to create their own enterprise.

   Case Study 3: Savings banks in Germany – Educating households on  
financial matters through “Geld und Haushalt”

    A similar institution to “Finances et Pédagogie” is “Geld und Haushalt” of the Sparkassen-
Finanzgruppe in Germany. The main objectives of this household consultancy service estab-
lished on a Federal level in 1958 are: 

   -  to equip private households with better financial management skills and thus to improve 
their financial scope for action;

   - to enhance the population’s general knowledge of financial matters;

   - to prevent excessive debt.

    “Geld und Haushalt”’s means of action include:
   -  free offers of consultancy for customers and non-customers of the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe 

alike and targeted cooperation with the academia and politics (e.g. the Federal Ministry 
for Family Affairs);

   -  brochures on financially-relevant consumer topics (more than 750,000 brochures are dis-
tributed every year via the savings banks network, call centers and NGOs) and PC software 
for budget planning;

   -  web-based programmes for targeted budget consultancy for individual private households 
and financial ratio analysis via post or internet;

   -  a lecture service geared to external educational institutions, societies, associations and 
social institutions ( on average each year roundabout 1,400 information events).

“Geld und Haushalt” participates in ongoing projects within the framework of the UN decade 
of “Education for sustainable development 2005-2014”, in the research project “Future of 
Private Households” and in the restructuring of consumer lending policies. 

Case 4: Savings banks in Germany - Start-Up Internet game for  
young entrepreneurs

    In 2000, German savings banks inaugurated the Start-Up Internet Game4 with the aim of 
promoting the young entrepreneurs of tomorrow. Conquering new markets, developing 
business strategies, working together in a team – these are some of the goals of the nation-
al internet business game for school students between the ages of 16 and 21.

    The game helps future heads of business come to terms with working independently, prov-
ing also beneficial to their own personal development. In twelve exciting tasks, the teams 
make contact with real businesses and put together a step for step business plan for their 
fictional company.


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4 See www.startup-initiative.de/gruendungswerkstatt
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Case Study 5: Savings bank in Croatia - Top scholarships for top students

    With the aim of supporting Croatia´s best students Erste & Steiermärkische Bank5 developed 
the project ‘Top scholarships for Top Students’. Out of hundreds of applicants, every year 
the best students (8 in 2002, 25 in 2003) are handed out scholarships in the amount of HRK 
4,000, which is the highest scholarship available in Croatia. Through this scholarship pro-
gramme, Erste & Steiermärkische Bank seeks to emphasize the importance and necessity of 
investing in knowledge and education for young people.

    The policy of distributing scholarships to students is widespread among Europe’s savings 
banks6 .

Case Study 6: Savings bank in Norway – Support to youngsters’ enterprises

    The Norwegian savings banks have through decades had a close relationship and coopera-
tion with the school system in Norway. The cooperation has traditionally been concentrated 
on various activities to support the education of the pupils in saving and how to master the 
individual and the household economy.

    In the recent years the savings banks have given higher priority to support and strengthen 
the work of young enterprise within the school system. The main aim is to give young peo-
ple better knowledge and understanding of how business works and how new enterprises 
are being established. This is done by offering programmes and advice to the students so 
they can establish businesses and enterprises on their own.

    These programmes are offered to all levels within the school system, i.e. to the primary and 
the secondary schools and to the universities. The number of schools and young people that 
have been participating is steadily increasing. Studies in Norway have shown that 20 % of 
the young people that have been involved in these programmes have started their own 
business before the age of 34. The average in the population is 4%.

    The Norwegian savings banks and the Norwegian Savings Banks Association play an impor-
tant role in this work. They cooperate both with the national coordinating institution and 
directly with the schools. This cooperation is normally quite comprehensive and the savings 
banks often dedicate specific employees to survey and give advice to the groups of students 
that want to start their own business. The support from the savings bank involves practical 
advice as how to budget properly, how to make relevant market research, apply for a bank 
overdraft etc.

Case Study 7: Savings banks foundations in Italy – Prevention of usury practices

    The Monte die Paschal di Siena Foundation awarded grants worth € 663.228,45 in 1999, 2002 
and 2004 financial years to Misericordia in Siena, a non-profit organization whose main 
purpose is supporting weak social classes.

    Since 1998, Misericordia in Siena has elaborated a project to prevent usury practices. After 
Ministry of Economy and Finance’s recognition, this project has been extended at a regional 
level through the setting up of a Fund aimed to give securities to grant bank loans. Thanks 
to an agreement between the Tuscany Region and Misericordia, a system of information/lis-
tening centers has been set in the whole regional territory to let the fund operate.

    Single person, families, small entrepreneurs (traders, craftsmen, farmers etc.) who are 
meeting financial difficulties and cannot obtain bank credit (due to complaints, distraints, 
over-indebtedness, etc.), can apply to one of the 20 centers located throughout the Tuscany 
Region.  In each center, voluntary workers are at disposal to offer advice and suggestions 
to solve problems. If the legislative requirements are met, Misericordia can give collateral 
securities for banking loans, whose re-payments will be planned with interested parties. 100 
voluntary workers with various professional backgrounds (bankers, psychologists, lawyers 
etc.)  supply information, advice and assistance to potential usury’s victims in the utmost 
secrecy. They evaluate problems, research and suggest solutions, select applications for 
funds and – for those considered as eligible – propose to give securities in the favor of banks 
that have an agreement with Misericordia and afterwards decide on loans granting. Several 
cases have been solved without giving securities but revising family budgets, renegotiating 
loans with banks, arranging financial plans for small concerns, agreeing the settlement of 
debits or sustainable forms of payment with creditors.


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5 With the support of its mother company Erste Bank from Austria
6  Other ESBG members such as CECA (Spain), Foreningsparbanken (Sweden), ACRI (Italy) and 

Sparkassen (Germany) have developed scholarship allocation programmes as well.
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    In the second half of 2004, on the initiative of Misericordia in Siena, Fondazione Toscana 
for usury prevention (ONLUS) was constituted, aiming to pursue usury prevention service 
carried out by Misericordia, taking over their activities and obligations.

Case Study 8: Caixa Terrassa in Spain – “Learn to Manage your Money” Pro-
gramme

 The aim of the “Learn to Manage your Money” programme launched by Caixa Terrassa is 
to promote planned, responsible management of personal and domestic finances among 
young people. It is in this context that the programme introduces conceptual approaches 
to everyday finances, referring to money as a limited resource which is obtained through 
effort and must be managed responsibly, encouraging saving and planning at the very heart 
of domestic finances.

 The central pillar of the programme is a role-playing activity which lasts approximately 
two and a half hours, and is conducted on a stage located in a hall of the Cultural Centre 
of the Caixa Terrassa savings bank. The set shows a typical city street with all the essential 
features of the economy and commerce: the home, a shop, a branch of the Caixa Terrassa 
to conduct transactions and take out financial services and products and a neutral space, 
where students can reflect on unexpected situations, a place for good management skills to 
play their part.

 Depending on the age group, the programme has two versions. The first one is intended 
for the upper cycle of primary education, pupils aged between 10 and 12, and focuses on 
general aspects of looking after personal finances. The second one is intended for pupils in 
the second cycle of secondary education, aged between 14 and 16, and is more complex in 
its contents, dealing with how to manage family finances.

 Since the year 2000, a total of 44,000 pupils have benefited from the project, at some two 
hundred primary and secondary schools from various cities of Catalonia. Over the course of 
the last five years, the savings bank has invested a total of €1,250,000 in this educational 
programme. The programme has always gone down very well with teachers, who give a 
positive evaluation to the appropriateness of the content and language for young learners, 
and the motivation of the various elements involved.

Case Study 9: Sparkassenstiftung Bielefeld in Germany – Promotion of special 
education schools 

 The promotion of education is an important target on the way towards a dynamic and 
competitive future, as evidenced by the EU Lisbon strategy and the OECD Programme for 
International Student Assement (PISA). While promotion mostly supports existing education 
elites, disadvantaged pupils are more likely endangered to be forgotten.

 The German Sparkassen are well aware of such disadvantageous developments in society 
and therefore support special education schools which take care for disabled children and 
young people. The Sparkassenstiftung Bielefeld for example promoted 15 local schools in 
2004. With this contribution, the schools were able to initiate and extend projects and to 
acquire further auxiliary materials, like computer and sports equipment.

Case Study 10: Savings bank in Austria – Business and School Consortium (AWS)

 As part of the Business and School Consortium, the Sparkassen work together with the 
Austrian Chamber of Commerce (wko) to provide all schools in Austria with teaching 
materials about economics and money, on an outstanding didactic basis prepared in an 
exciting manner by competent experts. The aim is to convey practical, hands-on economic 
know-how to the school students. The range of material extends from specifically customised 
media packages with factual information, work sheets, games and foils via multi-lingual up-
to-date documents through to exclusive seminars for teachers, rounded off by a current 
online service.


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3.3. Promoting science and research

Support to research programmes and scientific projects is an area in which European savings 
banks are substantially involved in. They support projects aimed at deepening knowledge 
in the economic and financial fields, but the scope of their contributions is wider and they 
encourage research in other scientific fields, such as arts and culture or natural sciences. They 
intervene through individual researcher and technology institutes grants giving or through 
institute funding.

Case Study 1: Savings bank foundation in Sweden - Applied research in the field 
of financial planning

    Savings bank foundation Skåne is one of the eleven initial savings banks foundations 
in Sweden with a grant-giving mandate in the field of research and education, culture, 
company development and entrepreneurship. As the second largest savings bank foundation 
in Sweden, Skåne has provided grants since 1995 to the total amount of €18 million in its 
region. About 40% of this amount was allocated to research and education. Priority is given 
to research projects in the field of the private as well as public economy. 

    One of the first - and the largest - projects in this field was a grant of €1,300,000 to 
the Institute of Economic Research at Lund University. The research covers the financial 
planning of households and small firms. The program is multidisciplinary and the research 
is mainly of an applied nature. The project aims at investigating the interaction between 
on the one hand financial markets and financial institutions and on the other hand, 
households and small firms. More precisely it seeks to analyse financial planning and the 
capital accumulation of the small actors, from a legal as well as an economic perspective. 
Furthermore the program examines the function and efficiency of financial regulation and 
the market for financial services and financial information. 

    This research programme has been in progress for seven-year period and, when published, 
it will have an important impact on the public debate and on legislation.

Case Study 2: Savings banks in Germany - Support to research in financial and 
scientific fields

  I n Germany, Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe makes an essential contribution for the promotion of 
research and science. This is a substantial component of the social commitment performed 
by the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe.

 Given their special technical link to financial markets, the business and social sciences are 
primarily supported by the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe. But it also promotes research on 
other scientific and academic disciplines like, for example, the arts and culture, natural 
sciences and law. 

 Nearly half of all savings banks (ca. 470) are backing scientific facilities and research 
institutions. The savings banks take an active part in the financing of endorsed professorships 
and chairs at colleges and universities and give out promotion and scientific awards. 
Research activities are supported by the institutions of the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe in the 
form of allowances and scholarships.

    S-Wissenschaftsförderung (Academic Sponsorship unit) is a non-profit institution at 
Federal  level supported by German savings banks, Landesbanken, Regional savings banks 
associations and associated partners. Established in 1955 the Wissenschaftsförderung 
accomplishes an important social and political task of the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe in 
Germany. The Wissenschaftsförderung provides a strong link between science, universities 
and the Savings Banks Group. It promotes academic research and teaching in the fields of 
money, banking and financial markets. It takes up present-day topics of banking practice, 
disseminates research findings and serves the transfer from science into practice.


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Case Study 3: Bayerische Sparkassenstiftung in Germany – Promotion of an 
academy for palliative medicine and nursing 

 The Bayerische Sparkassenstiftung supports the development of qualified measures which 
ensure a good education of palliative medical personal. The foundation of an academy 
for palliative medicine and nursing in Bamberg in 2002, close to the local clinic, where an 
interdisciplinary research group has dealt in the field of palliative medicine for more than 
ten years, was therefore promoted.

 Although medical care is focused to cure and save life, there are even today incurable 
illnesses. In these cases, palliative medicine offers a special comprehensive medical 
treatment for critically-ill patients, so that they can enjoy a human environment at the final 
stage of their life. Hence, this kind of medical treatment requires a well qualified education 
and further training of numerous professionals, ranging from nurses and social workers to 
doctors and psychologists. Unlike Anglo-Saxon countries, the palliative medical system in 
Germany does not have comparable qualitative standards. Nevertheless, this sector becomes 
more and more important for society, especially in the confrontation with the aspects of 
dying, death and mourning.

3.4. Promoting national heritage and culture for all

Savings banks extensively contribute to the preservation and restoration of cultural natural 
heritage in local communities throughout Europe, with the idea that bringing culture into the 
community is a success factor in raising awareness of active citizenship, and over the long-
term intensifies the feeling of integration in the local and regional community.

Savings banks are experienced in working closely with local public bodies to develop coop-
eration projects and raise efficiency of the initiatives undertaken. They have also developed 
innovative partnerships in sponsoring events and major exhibitions and competition.

Case Study 1: Savings banks in Germany – Art and culture promotion projects

    In Germany, the institutions of the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe represent the largest non-
governmental patron in art and culture. They support museums, exhibitions, culture events 
and artists on site. About one-sixth of all private cultural promotion is carried out by the 
Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe. 

    The diversity of projects and activities is in this respect as colourful and varied as cultural life 
itself. Big exhibitions with an international reputation, like for example the Documenta in 
Kassel, one the most celebrated exhibitions of modern art worldwide, are supported as well 
as regional and local projects for junior talents.

    Music, dance, painting, photography: there is an engagement of the Sparkassen-
Finanzgruppe in almost all fields of art and culture. Local choirs, cabaret and school theatre 
groups are supported. The savings banks and their foundations safeguard the conservation 
of art from their region, by keeping up collections and archives. They support museums and 
exhibitions in order to facilitate access to art and culture for all citizens.

    Just to present one initiative out of the multitude of projects and activities in the field of 
art and culture; through its many years´involvement as partner in the young musicians´ 
competition “Jugend musiziert” (see below), the most important nationwide junior talent 
competition for classical music, the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe is setting standards for talent 
promotion in Germany. 


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Case Study 2: Savings banks in Germany - “Jugend musiziert” competition

    “Jugend musiziert” is the most highly regarded classical music competition for young people 
in Germany. It has been held every year since 1963 and is currently under the patronage of 
the President of the Federal Republic of Germany. More than 15,000 talented young musi-
cians take part each year in more than 160 regional competitions all over Germany, where 
the young musicians can qualify for the event at national level. 

    The competition supports the study of music amongst young people and also spotlights 
particular talent, which would profit from additional financial assistance. Thus the first aim 
of “Jugend musiziert” is to motivate as many young people as possible to make music them-
selves – as solo musicians or as part of a group. This stems from the belief that the study of 
music is an important instrument in stimulating the personal development and creativity of 
young people.

    The other aim of “Jugend musiziert” is to seek out undiscovered talent and support espe-
cially gifted young people. This aim is made possible by means of numerous prizes and 
sponsorship measures. Its success can be judged by the fact that many of today’s famous 
musicians such as Anne-Sophie Mutter and Frank Peter Zimmermann have formerly been 
awarded with distinctions at the “Jugend musiziert” competition.

    The Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe has been an important sponsor of “Jugend musiziert” for 
more than 40 years. Its financial commitment expresses an understanding of the importance 
of investing in young people’s future and providing systematic support for gifted young 
musicians. That is why the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe is committed on all three competition 
levels, providing financial support for the events, as well as numerous prizes and regional 
scholarships on both state and national levels.

Case Study 3: Savings banks foundations in Italy – Project development in the 
South of the country

    At the end of 2003, the 88 Italian banking foundations provided grants for a total of €1,143 
million of which € 340 million in favour of projects dedicated to art and culture. They 
included renovation projects, exhibitions, and other access to culture initiatives, which were 
engaged in cooperation with entities involved in socially oriented endeavours (cultural and 
charitable associations, local authorities, hospitals and healthcare facilities, religious organi-
sations, libraries and museums).

    In the art and culture sector, the Foundations providesprovide thousands of projects. One 
of the most significant exampleexamples is the recent initiative: “development South of 
Italy”. The project has been promoted by ACRI (national representative of the Banking 
Foundations and of those banks that are part of the savings banks system) to favour the 
re-balancing, at national level, of the destination of resources supplied by foundations of 
banking origin. In 2003, the area chosen for this project has been the promotion of cultural 
districts for the economic development of the artistic, cultural and environmental heritage 
in the Southern regions (Campania, Calabria, Basilicata, Molise, Puglia, Sicilia, Sardegna). 43 
foundations took part in the project, for a total amount of resources of circa €26 million. 
The financing foundations, together with the foundations that are located in the regions 
concerned (engaged in an important function of organisational support and establishing 
the connection to the local institutions and operators), intervened directly, divided up in 
groups (one for each region concerned). Each one of these groups was active in detect-
ing projects to support as well as the relative financing. Competitions have been issued to 
assign the financial contributions to the projects presented by local operators. In some of 
the concerned regions, in addition or as an alternative to the above-mentioned competi-
tions, autonomous programmes of intervention, defined by the foundations engaged in the 
region, have been realised.
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Case Study 4: Savings banks foundations in Spain – Supporting art for better 
social integration

    Spanish savings banks foundations have facilitated the development of art and culture, 
which has been an undeniable factor in the social balance and integration in Spain. All sav-
ings banks devote important resources to activities in this field, mainly by supporting librar-
ies, exhibition rooms, museums, theatres, auditoriums, concerts, photography contests, 
cultural visits etc. As a whole, OBRA Social allocates more than €526, 38 million to culture. 

    The underlying purpose is two-fold: bring the international and universal art and culture 
closer to citizens by promoting local art and culture. Examples of the commitment of 
Spanish savings banks sustainable commitment to the protection of the rich artistic and 
cultural national heritage include the allocation of important resources by the two local 
savings banks for the restoration of the various chapels of the Cathedral of Burgos, which is 
one of the most important examples of the late Gothic in Spain. The funding of the integral 
restoration and consolidation of the structures of the baroque Chapel of Santa Tecla, which 
will require years of intense work was part of this programme.

    Spanish savings banks commonly restore and renovate old buildings and palaces and convert 
them into cultural or artistic centres, so that the people can use and enjoy them. This would 
for example be the case for:

   -  Caixa Manresa has bought the old monastery of Sant Benet de Bages together with the old 
surrounding buildings. This architectural group of buildings has a relevant historical and 
local value. The project consists in restoring and converting the group into a cultural and 
tourist centre. Being an essential part of the local culture, it will include a cooking school 
led by Ferrán Adrià, one of the best world cooks;

   -  savings banks in the Castilla-León region have a on-going commitment with the pro-
gramme called “Las Edades del Hombre” (The Ages of Human Being”), led by the regional 
government. The aim of this long-standing programme is to show and restore the enor-
mous ecclesiastic and religious artistic pieces in small churches, monasteries, convents, etc. 
in the region. By means of this programme the public is able to better know and see the 
tremendous cultural and artistic heritage owned by the church. This programme consists 
on thematic exhibitions, displayed in different towns of the Castilla-León region. It has 
even traveled to Antwerp (Belgium) and New York (USA).

Case Study 5: Savings banks in Austria – Art and cultural sponsorship

    Professional artistic and cultural sponsorship is part of the Salzburg savings bank’s corporate 
philosophy. In 1998, together with the regional authorities, they developed the campaign 
“Salzburger cultural assets” and together with Erste Bank, created their own cultural fund.  
This long-term (multiple year) support programme has laid down as its aim “the strength-
ening of the cultural meaning and identity of the region of Salzburg“ and promotes on 
the one hand, measures to protect and maintain cultural inheritance and on the other, to 
promote access to this inheritance for the general and international public.

Case Study 6: Erste Bank in Austria – Promotion of contemporary Art in Central 
Europe

    In 2002, Erste Bank, the leading institute of Austria’s Sparkassen created the Tranzit platform 
to promote contemporary art and culture in Central Europe, with focal accents in the Czech 
Republic, Slovakia and Austria. Tranzit offers artists and art theoreticians the possibility of 
developing artistically and socially relevant strategies and creative approaches. The plat-
form aims to detect local needs and also offer a chance to those who are not in the focus 
of attention of current cultural policy. In this way, an active contribution is to be made to 
continuous, visionary and qualitative development of society and art in Central Europe.

Case Study 7: SNS REAAL Fund in the Netherlands – Support to young designers

 In 2004, the exhibition Asking the Right Questions was held in the Dutch Museum of 
Architecture. The goal was to introduce design processes and design philosophy in 
architecture to a broad spectrum of the public. This was achieved by taking the special 
educational approach of the Rietveld Academy in Amsterdam as a departure point. This 
approach is centered on discovering your own design style. The project was supported by 
the SNS REAAL Fund to the tune of 5,000 euros.
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Case Study 8: Savings banks in Spain - “Art for a Century” traveling exhibition

 CECA, the Spanish Confederation of Savings Banks, and the Reina Sofía National Art 
Museum (MNCARS) launched in 2005 the third and final phase of the exhibition “Art for a 
Century”, which since 2002 has taken works by Spain’s major 20th century artists to sixteen 
cities around the country.

 This third travelling exhibition is entitled “Abstractions/Figurations (1945-1975)”, and 
includes 145 works (34 paintings, 10 sculptures, 8 photographs and 2 ceramic pieces) by such 
major artists as Tapiès, Chillida, Oteiza and Antonio López. On this occasion, in addition to 
work from the Reina Sofía’s vaults, works from the permanent collection have also been 
selected, as these were felt to be essential in order to understand such a complex and 
diverse artistic period as that which ran from the end of the Civil War to the beginning of 
political transition in 1975.

 The exhibition has so far travelled to sixteen Spanish cities courtesy of fourteen savings 
banks. 

 The project was born out of a cooperation agreement signed by MNCARS and CECA 
with the aim of publicising contemporary art and culture, with a particular focus on the 
wider dissemination of the plastic arts in Spain in the 20th century. “Art for a Century. Art 
Collections from the Reina Sofía National Art Museum” is divided into four stages covering 
the main artistic movements of the last century in Spain. The first phase was dedicated to 
the final years of the 19th century and the very first creations of 20th-century artists. Under 
the title “The Changing Century (1881-1925). The Vaults of the MNCARS”, the exhibition 
Tvisited ten Spanish cities with works by first level twenty-nine artists.

 The second of the travelling exhibitions in the cycle focused on the cultural tide which 
swept through Europe in the mid-1920s, leading to a complete artistic renewal featuring 
the contribution of movements such as the “Ultraists” and the generation of poets of 1927. 
The exhibition put on display in fifteen Spanish cities various key works by such artists as 
Picasso, Dalí, Juan Gris, among others.

Case Study 9: Savings banks in France – The Belem Foundation, heritage promo-
tion meets social projects

 Recognised as an entity in the public interest and set up in 1980, the Belem Foundation is 
the custodian of the sole survivor of the great fleet of 19th-century French square-rigged 
sailing ships and the only vessel of its age (108 years) still to sail. 

 The Foundation’s purpose is to promote France’s sailing traditions and objects, and to 
maintain and operate the Belem as a training ship. Every year, the ship receives 1 000 to 1 
500 trainees as well as groups from companies and local authorities. At the initiative and 
with the assistance of Caisse d’Epargne, more voyages are organised for educational or 
integration purposes. The Foundation makes sure the Belem attends a number of nautical 
events in France and other countries.

 More information from http://www.fondationbelem.com/

Case Study 10: Ostdeutsche Sparkassenstiftung in Germany – Restoring of church 
windows in Frankfurt/Oder

 Since the end of the Cold War, numerous cultural goods have returned from Russia to the 
reunited Germany which were taken as war reparation after World War II. In 2002, the 
Russian State returned the medieval church windows of the Marienkirche in Frankfurt/
Oder which have been missed since their shift to Russia. These windows are distinguished 
examples of high gothic art which are very famous for their bible stories in high qualitative 
brilliant colours in 111 mosaics. Similar to the donations of the Frankfurt citizens during the 
construction of the church in the 14th century, nowadays the restoration and reinstallation 
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of the windows into its former place require also big financial contributions. 

 Since 2002, the Ostdeutsche Sparkassenstiftung has therefore started, in cooperation with 
the local Sparkasse, several initiatives to collect the needed amount. Every private donated 
euro is supported by the Sparkassen with two additional euro, so that the people are 
encouraged to support the project more easily.

Case Study 11: Kärntner Sparkasse in Austria – International young musicians 
contest

 The violin and its young masters are the focus of the Kärntner Sparkasse Wörthersee Music 
Stipend 2004 which is held in Velden am Wörthersee every year in May. In just a few years, 
the event has become a real stepping stone for young musicians. The finalists and winners 
receive top-rate invitations for concerts and opera performances from major institutions, 
vouching for the high artistic quality of the competition. 

 Kärntner Sparkasse aims to provide a stage for young up-and-coming music talents and 
to jump-start their successful careers as musicians. With this competition, the private 
foundation Kärntner Sparkasse and Kärntner Sparkasse Aktiengesellschaft have set a 
striking accent in Kärnten’s cultural landscape. The competition is well received by young 
musicians (37 participants from 15 countries in 2004) and has already become extremely 
well established in the musical landscape of Austria’s music colleges. Efforts to include music 
colleges in Slovenia and Italy are also showing pleasing signs of success.

3.5. Encouraging sport development

Savings banks’ contribute to enlarging the number of people practicing individual or team 
sport as a hobby. They also intervene both to support top-league sportpeople and students.

Case Study 1: Savings banks in Austria – Schools Sports Leagues

For 30 years now, all Austrian Sparkassen have been supporting the country’s two largest 
school sports competitions: the football schools’ league for boys and the volleyball schools’ 
league for girls. Every year, altogether more than 1000 teams with 15,000 children aged 
between 12 and 14 years take part in these competitions. Prior to the introduction of the 
schools’ leagues, Austrian schools offered practically no opportunity to play these two team 
sports. It was only following the commitment shown by the Sparkassen in 1975 that school 
competitions were held, starting on a regional level and concluding in May or June in the 
form of federal championships on a national level. The Sparkassen not only provide the teams 
with all their equipment but are also involved in organising the competitions.

Case Study 2: Savings banks in Germany – Promotion of popular and top-level 
sports

Sport makes an essential contribution to the identity of the regions. Direct fundings of the 
Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe in 86,000 sports clubs helps keeping people exercising and practis-
ing popular sport (Breitensport). 

At the same time the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe wishes to help individual sportsmen and 
women achieve top performance levels. And as regards the promotion of major talents and 
tomorrow´s champions, the elite sport schools established for that special purpose enjoy the 
active and financial support of the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe. 

Moreover, the savings banks further the concept of fair play in sports in manifold ways. The 
institutes actively support initiatives tackling the issue of fair play in school sports or award 
prizes to individual persons and teams whose fair attitude and good sportsmanship make 
them a role model for others. 
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Case Study 3: Erste bank in Austria – Running campaign

 Many Sparkasse customers have realised that running is not only good for their health but 
also offers an ideal balance to their everyday working lives. To provide the best possible 
support, the Sparkassen group has created an initiative under the heading “Erste Bank 
Sparkasse Running” to cover all its sponsored running events. The aim is to provide an 
opportunity for all ambitious runners to enhance their performance and to pit their strength 
against others. Austria holds around 500 public running events every year. More than 100 
are now already supported by the Sparkassen and Erste Bank, from the Marathon to the 
City Race. The choice of event was influenced by various quality criteria such as exactly 
measured distances, net timing and appeal of the course. In addition, the “Erste Bank 
Sparkasse Running Cup” was created as an Austrian competition consisting of altogether 
nine events in all federal states.

4. SAVINGS BANKS, DEVELOPING NORTH/SOUTH COOPERATION

Sharing experience and know-how with financial market players from “developing” markets 
is part of European savings banks’ general commitment in favour of the development of pro-
fessional financial institutions, with sophisticated organisation and structures and high-qual-
ity products and services for the benefit of end-customers and the stability of markets.

Case Study 1: International cooperation between savings banks for traineeship

    In the framework of the World Savings Banks Institute (WSBI), European savings banks, in 
line with their local involvement and social commitment, provide financial training and 
organise exchanges of experience to the benefit of employees and counterparts from sav-
ings banks in developing countries. Examples of such cooperation programmes include:

   -  the provision of Asian savings banks representatives with teaching skills to multiply under-
standing of mobilisation of financial assets via a train the trainer seminar, supported by 
the French Federation of Savings Banks;

   -  an exchange of best practice between Latin American and Caribbean banks and Spanish 
savings banks and the Multilateral Investment Fund/Inter-American Development Bank 
(MIF/IADB) on remittances;

   -  members’ study tours to fellow member savings banks with the purpose of learning about 
recent developments on a very particular subject, which was the case of a visit organized 
for 7 high-ranking delegates from the Thai member Government Savings Bank of Thailand 
(GSB) to savings banks in Germany, Sweden and Belgium. The visit tackled the topic of 
Management Information systems and intended to provide WSBI Thai member with a 
broad overview on different experiences within the savings banks worldwide network;

   -  other study tours have been organized with a slightly different goal, which was that of 
developing a framework for cooperation between WSBI members, which was the case 
of a visit organized for five board members of Korean member Dongbu savings bank to 
member savings banks in Spain, France, Germany and Sweden. Several months after the 
visit, Dongbu Mutual Savings Bank concluded Memoranda of Understanding with two out 
of the four member institutions visited, namely Swedbank (Swedbank) and the Deutscher 
Sparkassen –und GiroVerband (Germany).

    Savings banks employees and staff therefore benefit from a worldwide platform of training 
skills, which give access to the opportunities for transfer of knowledge and business that 
exist within the international network. This demonstrates savings banks’ commitment to 
develop internal know-how through professional skills, as a key means to foster dialogue 
and bilateral and multilateral cooperation.







31

Case Study 2: Savings banks in Germany – Foundation for International  
Cooperation 

    In 1992, Germany´s Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe established the Sparkassenstiftung für inter-
nationale Kooperation (Savings Banks Foundation for International Cooperation, SBFIC) as 
a conduit for the development policy commitment of the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe.

    Right from the outset SBFIC has been a pro-active supporter of financial service providers 
whose focus is on the general public and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). SBFIC 
aims to enhance the professional capacity of its partner institutions, empowering them to 
better meet the needs of their target groups, focusing business operations on the SME and 
small-customer sector.

    SBFIC promotes and advises the institutional and economic development of savings banks 
and similar financial institutions in central and eastern Europe and in developing countries 
across Africa, Asia and Latin America.

    Since the Foundation was inaugurated it has worked together with its partner institutions 
in more than 75 development projects in over 45 countries. Currently among many different 
activities SBFIC carries out a project in the Republic of South Africa, establishing in a partner 
institute a modern bank management system for the entire bank including an expansion of 
the target customer group - from the mine workers of South Africa and their families

    to all the inhabitants of the mining cities and the resident small and medium-sized enter-
prises. It contributes to the further development of the savings banks system in Mexico. It 
is, together with other partners from the World Savings Banks Institute, involved in a con-
sultancy project designed to reform the Chinese banking system, focussing on the establish-
ment of an independent banking supervisory authority, training concepts and measures for 
bank executives and specialists. 

    SBFIC has been involved in Microfinance projects and activities thus contributing to 
increasing access to finance in underdeveloped regions. It is the agent of the Sparkassen-
Finanzgruppe carrying out the activities of the Reconstruction and Development Fund of 
the German Savings Banks Group which has been created after the Tsunami catastrophe in 
the Indian Ocean with focussed projects in Sri Lanka and Aceh (Indonesia).

Case Study 3: ASN – Novib Fund in the Netherlands – Support to sustainable 
development initiatives in developing countries

 Novib aims for sustainable development by supporting initiatives of poor people in 
developing countries and giving them a voice. Novib has three goals: working with partners 
in the long-term fight against poverty in Africa, Asia and Latin America, the former Soviet 
Union and Eastern Europe, informing people here better and standing up for the interests 
of the poorest people when decisions are being made. In fighting poverty, Novib co-operates 
with local organisations who work for and with the poorest people. Novib wants to achieve 
improvements in their living standards through financial contributions and services.

 The ASN-Novib Fonds allows intermediary financial institutions to finance growth in their 
investment and lending projects. The Fund aims to contribute to the fight against poverty 
by financing small-scale businesses in developing countries. There is particular attention to 
the social aspects of loans to be granted. Through these large loans, the ASN-Novib Fonds 
is helping thousands of small businesses which have not previously been eligible for loans 
from official banks or were reliant on loan sharks at high rates of interest. Most of the 
loans go to financial service providers who, in turn, use them mainly for small loans to new 
businesses or street traders. In 2004, new loans/projects were developed with institutions in 
Cambodia, Bosnia/Herzegovina and Mongolia. 
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SAVINGS BANKS’ INCLUSIVE AND 
INNOVATIVE APPROACH TO CSR

1. SAVINGS BANKS, CONDUCTING DIALOGUE WITH STAKEHOLDERS

Savings banks traditionally embody a “stakeholder” model, seeking to bring value and return 
to the whole community of stakeholders which surround them, and not only to their financial 
partners. These stakeholders would include investors, but also suppliers, customers, employ-
ees and more generally the local community in which savings banks operate. Savings banks 
permanently interact with the various categories of stakeholders, ensuring that their views 
are sought and given consideration at the various stages of a given project, enabling them to 
make balanced and fully informed long-term strategic decisions.

This is particularly reflected in the support given to specific customers and the attention given 
to the development of the employees. Some savings banks’ stakeholders management process 
also required the setting up of dedicated internal networks of CSR contact people, responsible 
in their respective business departments for raising awareness of their colleagues on the CSR 
notion and regular reports to the management on progress and achievements made.

Savings banks are also keen to share their extended CSR experiences and exchange best 
practices with other committed parties and actively contribute to policy debates at all levels: 
national, European (European Commission, MEPs, Committee of the Regions, CSR Europe), 
and international (United Nations Global Compact and local Networks, Global Reporting 
Initiative/United Nations Environment Programme-Financial Initiative ).

1.1.  Being more accessible to clients and giving them the choice for their social 
contribution

Case Study 1: SNS REAAL Group in the Netherlands – A more user-friendly web 
site

Internet plays a central role in modern banking. The home page of SNS Bank received on 
average 826,000 visitors per month in 2004. For physically restricted people, the internet is 
often indispensable. To find out how user friendly the web site of SNS Bank is, the site – www.
snsbank.nl – was tested by the Foundation Bartiméus Accessibility in 2003 for accessibility and 
usefulness. This led to recommendations that formed the basis of the adjustments made to 
the site in 2004. The renewed site makes greater user of colour, for example, making it easier 
to find the various different topics. Navigation has also been improved: the drop-down menus 
that visually and physically handicapped people had difficulty with have disappeared. Also, a 
search function has been introduced that helps customers to ask the right questions in order 
to find specific information.

Case Study 2: Caja Navarra in Spain –“Tú eliges, tú decides” (You choose, you 
decide)

Caja Navarra is implementing a new strategic policy in order to be considered as the “Savings  
Bank of its clients”. The main initiative of this policy is the programme “You choose, you 
decide”. It consists in giving the clients the power to decide the areas in which social action 
is going to be dedicated. 

Caja Navarra splits its social action in 8 main areas: Disability and Assistance, Research, 
Environment, Cooperation, Sports and Leisure, Culture, National Heritage and Employment. 
All clients contracting any financial service with Caja Navarra are asked to choose one of these 
areas. By doing so, clients are not only taking a financial decision, but also a social one that 
relates them with the people that are going to receive that donation. 

100% of its social action was distributed by the decision of its clients in 2005. In 2006, Caja 
Navarra wants to improve this programme by giving its clients the possibility to choose con-
crete programs that will receive part of the benefits of their financial services. 
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1.2. Accompanying customers in their business projects

As part of their general objective of supporting the local economic development, savings 
banks have developed an integrated approach to one of their main customer segment: SMEs. 
Thus, they do not only provide loans to SMEs, but also a number of services, such as support 
to new enterprises by placing in-house start-up advisors at their side, or the provision of 
technical assistance. Savings banks in Spain, France, Austria, The Netherlands and Germany 
have even gone as far as to set up special SME bank branches to provide a quality compre-
hensive service tailored to SMEs’ specific needs. They also operate special centres that assist 
and inform SMEs about markets, new business or tax-related promotions, and run special 
programmes to promote the creation of innovative local companies. Joint projects have also 
been established to take advantage of technological developments, leading to outcomes such 
as computer programmes adapted to SME needs.

Case Study 1: Savings banks in Germany  – Financial services for  
small and microenterprises

    Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe in Germany is the major provider of financial services to small and 
medium sized enterprises. Overall market share in corporate finance on average adds up to 
more than 40 per cent. As a rule they can claim that the smaller the companies, the higher 
the market share of the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe in this particular segment. In lendings to 
enterprises with an annual turnover of up to half a million euro the market share reaches 
70 per cent. Among the small and medium sized enterprises, three quarters have some sort 
of relationship with a savings bank, 60 per cent with the savings bank as their main bank. 

    As universal banks, the savings banks supply the whole range of financial services to cor-
porate customers. More than half of business start-ups are financed by the Finanzgruppe. 
Start-up Competition and Deutscher Gründerpreis for new companies attract around 20,000 
potential entrepreneurs a year and the Gruppe has equity shares in half of all German inno-
vation and  technology centres. 

    In addition to its own activities, the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe participates in government 
supported schemes to provide small scale loans to microenterprises. For example, in 2004 
savings banks and Landesbanken had a share of 56 percent  in the KfW-programmes 
“StartGeld” and “Mikrodarlehen”.

Case Study 2: Savings banks in Germany – Business angels and information 
centres

    Savings banks and regional banks in Germany are primary providers of business financing, 
which has been and continues to be a key form of SME financing. In the last few years 
more than half of all business start-ups in Germany were financed by the institutions of the 
Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe. The Group provides support through its 80 private equity compa-
nies, which in 2004 invested a total of more than €1 billion.

    Because entrepreneurial success is not just a matter of creativity, but often one of experi-
ence, savings banks are increasingly assigning business angels to new companies. These 
knowledgeable business managers not only have a wealth of experience to offer new 
companies, but a wealth of contacts amassed over a long period of time which they can 
use to help smooth the way into various distribution channels. The business angels invest-
ment company run by the Sparkasse Hannover for example, was the first company in the 
Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe to focus its business activities exclusively on this sector, thereby 
helping to strengthen regional economic clout by combining business experience with 
conceptual creativity. This approach complies with the declared objective of the Sparkassen-
Finanzgruppe to offer new companies a secure and sustainable future.

    A central backup-service called EuropaService has been launched by the Sparkassen-
Finanzgruppe to provide support, advice and information to corporate customers on sub-
jects related to conducting business in the European market. Focus is on EU funding and 
financing programmes, country information for investment and trade, and searches for 
business partners abroad. EuropaService now is an official Euro info centre (EIC) accredited 
by the European Commission, and it is also a member of the Europe-wide network of almost 
300 EICs in some 45 countries. 

    Based on its privileged contacts and access to European databases and communication sys-
tems acessible through this network, the EuropaService is well placed to provide companies 
with competent advice and information on European matters. This covers the whole range 
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7 See http://www.go-gruendercenter.net 

of economic, legal and social aspects of the Internal market. Furthermore EICs are actively 
involved in the interactive policy making (IPM) process of the European Commission. In this 
framework, EuropaService also delivers feedback to Brussels on the situation of SMEs and 
their problems with the functioning of the internal market. For that reason German sav-
ings banks are an essential actor for the European observatory on SMEs and the European 
Commission. 

Case Study 3: Savings banks in Austria – Go! Gründeroffensive

    The Austrian savings banks facilitate a number of credit actions for SMEs. Particular focus is 
on the start-up of new companies. One scheme put in place by Austrian savings banks which 
has existed for a number of years is the ‘Go! Gründeroffensive’7 which provides assistance 
for the creation of companies and extends support to newly created firms. It offers the 
assistance of a network of experienced advisors and entrepreneurs, and proposes adapted 
and individual support tools to enable companies to develop and to grow: financing mod-
els, evaluation of risks, decision planning etc. Regular workshops are also organised in all 
the Austrian regions in order to provide training to entrepreneurs.

Case Study 4: Savings banks in Norway – Promoting sustainable development 
locally and regionally through SME support

    The Norwegian savings banks have through decades given central priority to the work 
for achieving a sustainable development on the local and the regional level. The activities 
– which are mainly concentrated towards SMEs – comprise the provision of venture and 
seed capital  canalized through various funds aiming to establish new companies and to 
strengthen the existing industry.

    The savings banks – particularly in rural areas – put much effort in the work of creating 
and organizing a positive climate for SMEs through arranging conferences, studies (e.g. on 
the new tax regulations and the way in which they will impact the enterprises, information 
session with ministers from the central government to give briefings on current topics of 
discussion to leaders from the local and regional industry) and different cooperation activi-
ties in order to improve the position of smaller enterprises.

    Most of the regional savings banks are active in financing and organizing regular studies 
and analyses in order to obtain better knowledge of the main factors that affect the actual 
situation for the industry and the employment in the region and to predict the develop-
ment ahead.

1.3. Raising CSR awareness of SME clients

Case Study 1: El Monte Savings Bank in Spain - CSR for SME’s guide

 El Monte Savings Bank collaborated with the Spanish not-for-profit organization “Corporate 
Social Responsibility Watcher” (Observatorio de RSC) in the elaboration of “CSR for SMEs’ 
Guide” (Guía RSC para PYMEs). This document was totally financed by the Spanish Savings 
bank. 

 The idea of this project came time ago when the European Commission in its Communication 
of July 2002, expressed the necessity of the creation of tools helping SMEs in the 
implementation of CSR practices. 

 SMEs should approach CSR as a competitive advantage, an important element that enables 
them to create value for the company and their surrounding  society. However, CSR has not 
reached many SMEs. The objective of this guide is to provide some basic orientations in 
order to integrate good practices in day–by-day activities of small and medium businesses 
as a first step in CSR. Moreover, it offers some mechanisms to facilitate the integration of 
CSR in their management model. This publication also exposes how relevant is for SMEs the 
application of CSR practices due to the social impact that they have in their communities.


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 “CSR for SMEs’ guide” was presented for the first time in Seville the 7th of November 
2005. After this presentation, many other political and economic institutions showed their 
interest in the guide. According to this interest, there have been other presentations in 
Huelva, Navarra, Valladolid, Barcelona and in the forthcoming months it will be presented 
in Madrid and Mallorca and other main Spanish cities in collaboration with other local 
public institutions and businesses associations.  

 El Monte Savings Bank is also planning on award the best small or medium business CSR 
practitioner with an economic prize. Details will be published at the end of this year. 

Case Study 2: SNS Reaal Group in The Netherlands - Contribution to GRI SME 
Handbook

 SNS Reaal Group’s CSR initiatives for SME clients include assistance given in the framework 
of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) in 2004, with the creation of the SME Handbook. 
The Handbook is aimed at helping SMEs enter the world of sustainability reporting, and 
was created by GRI in response to the many requests received for a “beginner’s guide”. It 
offers a step-by-step guide and practical “how-to” advice on using the GRI Guidelines, so 
that SMEs can easily and effectively create valuable sustainability reports.

 The Handbook draws from the experiences of organisations that have used the Guidelines 
to report, sharing case studies of SMEs which tell their stories about their the process, the 
costs, and the benefits of reporting. The Handbook aims at encouraging more SMEs to 
implement sustainability reporting in their businesses.

 Several of SNS Reaal Group’s business clients formed a feedback panel to GRI and together 
with some expert’s support from SNS Reaal Group’s Asset Management Department assisted 
GRI in creating a draft version of the SME Handbook and became their first users.

 More information : http://www.globalreporting.org/news/updates/article.asp?ArticleID=360

Case Study 3: Savings banks in France – Promoting CSR practices amongst SMEs 
through the “Cordé” initiative

 In 2004, the Caisse d’Epargne des Alpes launched the so-called “Cordé” initiative, based on 
the know-how of Vigeo, an independent rating agency. “Cordé” aimed at promoting CSR 
practices amongst SME, by providing them a software (free of charge) which allows them 
to conduct a self-evaluation of their CSR practices and to initiate a structured sustainable 
development process. The tool is synthetic and pedagogical with a three-pillar approach: 
vigilance focus, inventory of fixtures and final diagnosis (identification of vulnerability and 
excellence areas, definition of an action plan). The process does not lead to any standard 
label or certification, but may lead to an extra-financial rating at a low price, given the 
auto-diagnosis contribution.

 This initiative proved very successful and raised strong interest amongst SMEs. Therefore, 
this product is progressively offered by other regional savings banks.


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1.4. Encouraging workforce quality development and empowerment

Savings banks apply a very active professional training policy:
-  French savings banks allocated more than 5% of their salary bill to training (Social Audit 

2001) compared to the 1.5% required by law. Part of this training was realised in coopera-
tion with major French business schools;

-  the Spanish savings banks operate professional training schools. Among them, Escuela 
Superior de Cajas de Ahorros (ESCA), enjoys one of the best reputations in the country and 
is also open to the  employees of other financial institutions;

-  the European Savings Banks Group (ESBG), and the World Savings Banks Institute (WSBI), 
operate training programmes for savings banks employees at world level. Besides, ESBG was 
among the social partners from the banking sector that have recently signed a joint state-
ment recognising the importance of lifelong learning and exploring factors that help to 
build a culture conducive to learning.

Case Study 1: Savings banks in Germany – the Life Long Learning experience

    In Germany, Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe represents - with a work force of 390 thousand 
employees in more than 600 individual undertakings - the largest employer and vocational 
trainer in the German banking industry. The further educational development of its work 
force is one of the key targets of the group in order to defend its strong position on the 
German banking market. An integrated system of education and training is offered to the 
staff on all levels, stages and localities.

    Indeed every second vacancy for apprentices/trainees is made available by the savings banks 
and their interlink partners. During the whole working life further short- and medium-term 
training courses are offered either in-house by the more than 600 individual enterprises 
of the group or in one of 11 savings banks academies which operate on a regional and 
national level.

    In view of the ever increasing qualification demands the banking industry makes on its 
workforce, the trend towards upgrading of skills is going to continue. As a response 
to this development the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe has founded its own state-approved 
Hochschule - University of Applied Sciences in summer 2003. The Hochschule der Sparkassen-
Finanzgruppe - University of Applied Sciences - Bonn offers performance-oriented employ-
ees of financial institutions the opportunity to obtain an internationally recognized aca-
demic degree in parallel to their vocational training or professional activity. 

    With this Hochschule a new generation is at the start. Its special features are: 
   -  a solid foundation on international standards;

   - practice-related new and quality-secured programs of study;

   - the integration of university education and advanced professional training;

   -  a successful studies-guaranteeing, web-based learning, tutorial and student support con-
cept via the Internet.

Case Study 2: SNS REAAL Group in the Netherlands – Room for education

 SNS REAAL Group asks a flexible approach of its employees and the ambition to develop 
continually. Increasing employees’ skills takes centre place and improves career prospects. 
A lot of space is given to developing individual qualities, varying from specialised training 
programmes and external courses, to management development.

 The Competence Development programme for example was set up to help employees to 
rise to managerial or specialist positions within the Group. This programme consists of a 
broad managerial training course for young, talented employees. At this point in time, 
the programme comprises three different elements, each focused on a special target 
group in the organisation (Talent Development Programme, Young Executive Programme, 
Management Programme).


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Case Study 3: Caja Madrid in Spain – Employee Satisfaction Surveys

 Caja Madrid is one of the few Spanish financial entities that has developed Employee 
Satisfaction Surveys. In 2004, Caja Madrid elaborated this survey for the fourth time. The 
main goal is to get to know the general employee satisfaction in the organization and to 
identify the main sources of satisfying and unsatisfying experiences of their employees. 
According to the results, Caja Madrid determines the processes and elements where is 
necessary to intervene and implements the appropriate measures to improve employee 
satisfaction through a strategic plan. They measure the effectiveness of this plans in 
subsequent surveys.

 In 2004, Caja Madrid included topics related to work-life balance, customer service, the 
implication of the entity in environmental, cultural and social development, identification 
of the employees with corporate values, and the possibility of employees´ participation in 
the improvement of the institution. 

 The methodology is based on an online survey. This has eliminated paper surveys, contributing 
to the “0 Paper Project”, enabling the completion of the questionnaires, information flow 
and the elaboration of the final report. At the same time, this methodology  guarantees the 
confidentiality of the information.  

Case Study 4: Savings banks  in Austria – New salary and career system for 
Sparkasse employees

In the name of its member Sparkassen, in 2000 the Austrian Sparkassenverband elabo-
rated and concluded a new salary and careers system in joint collaboration with the Federal 
Sparkassen Committee of the Austrian Trade Union Federation. This system complies with the 
requirements for responsible CSR and contains certain principle elements previously unknown 
in a company of this size. It creates an ideal balance between security and changes for indi-
vidual development and careers, promoting qualification, motivation and experience of the 
workforce. The system is accompanied by a series of measures for staff promotion. 

The individual Sparkassen reinforce the submitted salary and career system with their own 
individual measures in terms of family and health policy. For example, Erste Bank is pushing 
the LIFETIME project as a means of preparing for the progressive overaging of society. The Tirol 
Sparkasse Innsbruck was distinguished for its staff welfare programme “VitaliS”, Kitzbühel 
Sparkasse received the award as “Austria’s best employer 2004”, Sparkasse Mühlviertel-West 
was named “Healthiest Company in the Region”, Graz Sparkasse in Steiermark was named 
“Women- and family-friendliest company” in the state. Imst Sparkasse received the “Banks 
Oscar” for “staff management”. 

The new salary and careers system was submitted for the 2006 Trigos Prize in the competition 
for the best CSR project in the workplace category.


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1.5. Implementing transparency and corporate governance principles

As key institutions on financial markets, savings banks in Europe are committed to integrity, 
transparency and accountability of their operations towards all their stakeholders (corporate 
shareholders, investors, clients, employees, suppliers etc). They have put in place a number of  
mechanisms by which corporate managers are held accountable for corporate conduct and 
performance.

Building on their stakeholder model, some European savings banks actually involve some 
stakeholders representatives in their governing bodies, ensuring transparency of their delib-
erations and taking account of interested parties’ views in their decisions. Savings banks’ 
commitment to disclosure and transparency means that relevant information is made, on 
a timely basis, to interested parties, especially on matters regarding the financial situation, 
the performance ownership and the governance structure. Finally, the savings banks’ overall 
corporate governance framework intends to ensure the strategic guidance of the company, 
the effective monitoring of management by the Board, and the board´s accountability to the 
company and the stakeholders.
 

Case Study 1: Savings banks in Spain – An advanced policy of stakeholders’ 
involvement, transparency and corporate governance

    Savings banks in Spain operate in a demanding environment that has introduced major 
changes in the governing structures of financial institutions. Public authorities enhance 
transparency in order to preserve the sound stability and credibility of the Spanish financial 
markets. And Spanish savings banks have responded to this challenge implementing policies 
of total transparency and democracy in their governing bodies.

    The main governing bodies in a Spanish saving bank are:
   -  General Assembly, Supreme representative, governing and decision-making body. Members 

of the General Assembly represent the different stakeholders of the savings bank.

   -  Board of Administration. This body is responsible for the administration and financial man-
agement of the savings bank and its Obra Social, according to the aims and purpose of the 
savings bank. Reproduces the same composition as the General Assembly

   -  Control Commission. Monitors that the work of the Board runs according to the guidelines 
set up by the Assembly and the financial legislation. 

    Savings banks in Spain are private foundations with no capital representation. Moreover, 
they have a social purpose. These two features combined lead to a direct presence of 
stakeholders in the governing bodies, as has already been mentioned. The average percent-
age of stakeholders representation in the whole savings bank sector in Spain is: 

   Customers     36%
   Municipalities and local administrations  25%
   Founders     12%
   Employees     10%
   General interest organisations   8%
   Regional governements   9%

    As from 2005, all savings banks are publishing an Annual Report on Corporate Governance 
where they state:

   - the structure and functioning of the governing bodies;
   -  credit, collateral and guarantee operations granted to members of the governing bodies 

or groups represented in them;
   - business structure and risk control systems;
   -  report of the Investments Commission, assessing the investment operations developed by 

the savings bank;
   -  wages and fees received by the members of the Board and the managerial staff.

    This report is a sample of the commitment of savings banks to transparency and good gov-
ernance. Spanish savings banks also include comprehensive information in their websites 
related to general information, financial information and corporate governance.
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 Case Study 2: Savings banks in France – “Sociétaires” as part of governing bodies

    The French Savings Banks are “sociétés anonymes coopératives” (cooperative limited compa-
nies). In 2004, 3.1 million “sociétaires”, cooperative shareholders were invited to the annual 
general meeting of 450 SLEs (“Sociétés Locales d’Epargne”), owners of the 31 regional sav-
ings banks. SLEs are managed by a board of directors, who are elected by the cooperative 
shareholders. The boards of the SLEs meet regularly to analyze the savings bank activity, 
to make suggestions in terms of products and services. Specific trainings on topics such as 
banking activity, financial analysis are dedicated to the representatives of the cooperative 
shareholders so that they can successfully fulfil their assignment. 

Case Study 3: SNS REAAL Group in the Netherlands - Employee participation in 
decision-making: giving the employees a voice

 At SNS REAAL Group, employees participate in decision-making. They can make their 
voices heard and exert influence on the course of affairs in the organisation. In this way, 
they are involved in promoting their own interests and those of the company. Employee 
participation in decision making within SNS REAAL Group is structured in layers:

   -  on a decentralised level, the participation in decision-making takes place through the 
Branch Committee. In principle, each company has its own Branch Committee.

   -  representatives of different Branch Committees form the Works Council at SNS Bank and 
REAAL Verzekeringen.

   -  above them is the Central Works Council (COR in Dutch) of SNS REAAL Group, in which 
representatives from both Works Councils have seats. The COR deals with issues that rise 
above the branch or local level and have a bearing on the entire SNS REAAL Group.


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1.6. Savings banks introducing CSR criteria in their relations with suppliers

Case Study : Savings banks in Spain - Promoting CSR along their value chain
 Some Spanish savings banks are beginning to require some kind of ethical, social and 

environmental commitment to their suppliers, as a way to promote CSR along their value 
chain. Caja Navarra, for example, has included an annex in their supply contracts by which 
suppliers commit themselves to respect the principles specified in the UN Global Compact. 
El Monte published in 2003 a Code of Conduct and Social Responsibility, which includes a 
chapter for relations with suppliers. It aims at establishing loyal, transparent and long-term 
commercial relations. This Code regulates the procedures to follow for contracts and the 
positive or negative criteria to be considered. 

1.7. Enhancing CSR practices and spreading CSR culture

Case Study 1: Savings banks in France - Enhancing CSR practices via a CSR rating 
and dedicated organisation and tools

    The French savings banks take active part in promoting and enhancing the transparency 
and credibility of their CSR practices. Firstly, in 2002, each regional savings bank conducted a 
self-evaluation of its CSR practices. This self-evaluation was based on a questionnaire includ-
ing 123 indicators in the 6 majors CSR domains (Governance and cooperative sharehold-
ers, Human resources, Civil society, Clients, Suppliers, Environment). Secondly, in 2003, the 
Savings Banks Group opted for a CSR rating by Vigeo, an independent CSR rating agency. 
This rating aimed at evaluating the savings banks’ performance with regards to the most 
relevant CSR criteria and at identifying strengths, weaknesses and progress trend. 

    Furthermore, the sustainable development commitment and policy of the French Savings 
Banks Group is based on a dedicated organization and specific tools.

   -  in terms of organisation, a Steering committee was launched. It now meets every 2 to 3 
months. It defines the main objectives, elaborates the annual action plan and verifies its 
carrying out. A network of 40 so-called “Sustainable Development managers” was set up. 
It includes one dedicated manager per regional savings bank and per subsidiary, who is in 
charge of the implementation of the Sustainable Development policy at local level. Finally, 
a dedicated team at national level is responsible for the elaboration of the sustainable 
development policy, for the development of sustainable development tools. It is also pro-
active in terms of new initiatives.

   -  in terms of dedicated tools, an IT management control database on sustainable develop-
ment was set up. Each Sustainable Development manager provides information on 123 
indicators. Therefore, the information can be consolidated, indicators can be tracked, and 
trends may appear. A newsletter on sustainable development is also issued on a regular 
basis to raise awareness of the savings banks’ employees.

Case Study 2: Savings banks in France – Raising awareness amongst cooperative 
shareholders and partners

In 2004, an important initiative was taken during the annual general meetings of local sav-
ings banks of the Group (Sociétés Locales d’Epargne, SLE) to raise awareness of cooperative 
shareholders. First, an introductory presentation on sustainable development was made to 
cooperative shareholders and second the latter were offered, a guide, issued in partnership 
with WWF, on “how to be daily environment friendly”. 

Another initiative can illustrate French Savings Banks commitment to raise CSR awareness 
amongst their partners: the Group organised several visits to the “Beddington zero energy 
development” site (BEDZED), the UK’s largest carbon neutral eco-village, for its partners (local 
authorities, social housing organisations, experts…), with the objective of mobilising them on 
environmental solutions at local level.
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Case Study 3: Savings banks in Austria – Annual publication on CSR achievements 

    An activity report describing Austrian savings banks responsible social and economic achieve-
ments is published on a yearly basis, under the aegis of the Sparkasse Verband Osterreich. 
It illustrates the contributions made throughout the country in the fields of local develop-
ment, education, youth, charity actions, culture, sport, environment etc, and gives a number 
of concrete examples of successful experiences and best practices.

Case Study 4: Savings banks in Spain – Providing CSR tools and training through 
the national association

    The Spanish savings banks are fully autonomous in the definition of their policies and CSR 
is not an exception. Nevertheless, the purpose of the Spanish Association of Savings Banks 
(CECA) in this field is to provide its members with useful tools and training, as well as to 
articulate a corporate image of savings banks as precursor of CSR in the Spanish society.

    In 2004 and 2005, CECA has launched several initiatives following these guidelines:
   -  An intranet website where daily updated news and contributions can be retrieved. Access 

is restricted to savings banks staff, particularly people involved or interested in CSR poli-
cies. News, reports, interviews,… all this is regularly updated and recorded in a data base 
system, classified by categories. The possibility of chats and online discussions is also fore-
seen.

   -  Workshops organised by the School of Savings Banks (ESCA) and addressed to savings 
banks members, but also to banking staff and other interested parties out of the savings 
banks sector. So far, CECA has organized 3 sessions, ranging from general and public policy 
aspects to more focused topics such as organizational and management implications and 
CSR perspective in credit and investment activities.

   -  Strategic Forum where all Boards of Administration and Commission Control members of 
all Spanish savings banks gathered for the first time in history. The theme of this major 
event was “Savings Bank, precursors of CSR”, highlighting the contribution of savings 
banks to Spanish economy and society since their origins in the XVIII century. This Forum 
was honoured with the presence of the Prime Minister and Their RR.HH. The Prince and 
Princess of Asturias, as well as other high profile speakers.

   -  Publication of the first CSR Report for the whole savings bank sector. This report collects 
information on the economic, environmental and social dimension of savings banks´ activ-
ity and their relations with their stakeholders. It also underlined the commitment of sav-
ings banks to transparency and good governance and their vision of business. It can be 
retrieved at www.ceca.es. 

     In its role as the sector representative before public authorities, CECA is involved in the work 
of the Expert Forum organized by the government, the employers´ organization CSR com-
mittee and will be interviewed by the Sub-Commission on CSR in Congress.

Case Study 5: SNS REAAL Group in the Netherlands – A CSR Group policy devel-
oped around the Accessibility, Transparency and Integrity concepts

 SNS REAAL Group is convinced that conducting business in a socially responsible way is an 
important condition for continued growth in a heavily competitive market and a means to 
justify its existence. SNS REAAL Group expects it to improve its relationship with customers 
and to increase employee motivation, to strengthen the powers of innovation within its 
organisation and give internal impetus. Doing business in a socially responsible way will 
thus lead to further improvements in financial results. In their attempt to give impetus to 
socially responsible business, SNS REAAL Group has selected themes such as: 

   -  ‘accessibility’: products and services must be usable to and meaningful for a broad section 
of society;

   - ‘transparency’: products, services and rates must be clear to customers;
   -  ‘integrity’: customer trust is crucial for a financial retail specialist such as SNS REAAL Group.    

It can be earn by living by the principle of integrity.

 SNS REAAL Group is actively working to integrate corporate social responsibility further into 
group policy. A committee for corporate social responsibility that plays the role of initiator 
and coordinator in socially responsible business was set up. SNS REAAL Group also published 
its 1st sustainability report in 2004 (http://www.shareholder.com/shared/DynamicDoc/
SNS/986/SNS_SustainabilityReport2004.pdf).
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Case Study 6: Savings banks in Germany – “David 2006”, an initiative to encour-
age small-scale CSR projects

With the idea that CSR projects developed locally and with a limited budget often demonstrate 
a high level of inventivity and innovation, the Deutsche Sparkassen- und Giroverband 
organized a competition called “David 2006” to support and make “small” CSR projects 
more visible. There were no specific criteria for participation, except for the financial frame 
of the projects which needed not to exceed an amount of 7.500 Euro. A great number 
of projects participated and their activities included contributions in environmental, 
educational, social and humanistic fields. 

Hence, the three award prize winners show very well the exemplary creativity and unusual 
conception which are typical and necessary for small projects: a festival of traditional chimes 
in the city of Kassel, the regional history competition “Andreas-Möller-Geschichtspreis“ 
in Freiberg and a project in Schrobenhausen where sun couches at the municipal open-
air pool, manufactured by joiner trainees, are rented for further financial support of 
water lifeguards. The competition offered the possibility to present the success of local 
commitments to social responsibility.
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2.  SAVINGS BANKS, INNOVATIVE ACTORS IN THE FIELD  
OF ENVIRONMENT

European savings banks bring financial support to a variety of environmental projects ranging 
from the development of new techniques for environmentally friendly wastewater treatment 
to the preservation of endangered landscapes. In this regard, savings banks also undertake 
various initiatives aimed at raising public awareness of the importance of protecting and 
preserving the physical environment. They also promote the development of new recycling 
techniques, help revitalise exploited areas and contribute to the improvement of the efficient 
use of resources. The mobilisation of savings banks in favour of the environment is part of 
their contribution to the development of a sustainable living environment for citizens and 
their commitment to a balanced development model.

Case Study 1: Savings banks in Spain – Raising awareness and training citizens in 
environmentally friendly attitudes 

    The Fundació Territori i Paisatge8 (territory and landscape foundation), created by Caixa 
Catalunya Obra Social in Spain at the end of 1997 is active in the preservation of natural her-
itage and landscape and raises awareness among the population of the need to protect the 
environment. The Foundation acquired parts of the territory that represent well-conserved 
natural environments and subsequently managed them with the co-operation of conserva-
tionist institutions, other non-governmental organisations and public bodies. 

    Again in Spain, the Caja de Ahorros del Mediterráneo Obra Social carries out an ongoing 
educational task among children, youths and adults in order to stimulate environmental 
values in society.  Environment Educational Centre Torre Guil (Centro Educativo del Medio 
Ambiente Torre Guil) is the most advanced environmental centre in Europe and aims at 
actively promoting the values of socially-fair and environmentally sustainable development 
by training citizens in environmentally-friendly attitudes. This centre also researches biologi-
cal water depuration and solar panels for house and water heating, exhibits the various 
outcomes and organises national and international seminars, summer courses, congresses 
and contests.

Case Study 2: Savings banks foundations in the Czech Republic – Building net-
work of Greenways throughout the Central European regions

    The general sponsorship of the Moravian Wine Trails project was the first step towards a 
long-term cooperation between the Czech savings bank Ceská sporitelna and the Czech 
Environmental Partnership Foundation within its local programme Greenways (Zelené 
stezky). Ceská sporitelna became the general partner of the Czech Greenways programme 
in 2002 and, in 2003 became sponsor of the Czech Environmental Partnership Foundation.

    The Partnership Foundation is a non-profit organisation that has operated in the Czech 
Republic since 1991, and whose goal is to foster community-based development through 
environmental activities as well as through local economies projects. They include “soft” 
tourism, which seeks to preserve environment and heritage. The specific aim of the 
Greenways programme is to bring people, organisations and communities together to 
improve the quality of life in their area. The overall objective is to create a network of 
Central European Greenways (cycling and hiking trails, tourist routes, and development 
corridors etc) connecting hundreds of local initiatives with a social, cultural and economic 
dimension. The Greenways programme is also trying to create a model for the restoration 
of communities, towns and landscapes. It is officially supported by the national communi-
ties, the regions and the government, as well as the European Union and its delegation in 
Prague.

    Ceská sporitelna views the Greenways programme as a sensible and visionary initiative for 
the future development of the Central European region. Austrian savings bank Erste Bank 
Group is a major partner and enabler of this initiative in Central Europe.


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Case Study 3: Savings banks in France – Partners of the World Wild Fund

    The French Savings banks Group has given tangible expression to its commitment to the 
environment by signing a three and a half year agreement with the World Wild Fund 
(WWF), the principal international nature conservation organisation. This partnership 
focuses in particular on sustainable development and ecological certification of the Group’s 
forests, the promotion of the “ecological footprint” and sustainable lifestyles among all 
the employees of the Group, its customers and cooperative shareholders, the support to 
environmentally sustainable housing, in particular for social housing organisations, and the 
inclusion of environmental data in the specific projects that are financed directly by the 
regional savings banks.

Case Study 4: Savings banks in Austria – “Water is life” programme

    The Kärntner Savings Bank intends to bring closer the essential value of water to citizens, 
through its “Water is life” Programme, and its commitment to the national park Hohe 
Tauern. 

    The savings bank brings support to the “Wasserschule” (water-school), which provides 
awareness training for schools, with the aim to mobilise pupils and students on the con-
servation and sustainable use of the resource water. The concept of water- didactics has 
been specifically developed for it. Since 2000, a comprehensive picture of the importance 
of water at regional, national and international level is transmitted to students, through 
experimental and learning assignments. 

    The exhibition “Kärnten wasser.reich” (rich water of Kärntner) has been financially support-
ed by the Kärtner Sparkasse AG and an adventure hiking trail around the biggest waterfall 
of the national park, the “Jungfernsprung”, has also been created.

Case Study 5: Savings banks in Germany – Children awareness  
raising programme “Refuse trail”

    The quality of life in a region as a business place as well as a place to live in deeply depends 
on the state of the environment. To develop a caring and responsible approach towards 
our natural resources belongs to the most important and urgent questions of our time. 
Therefore the members of the German Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe, the savings banks, 
Landesbanken and associated partners, often in cooperation with their Foundations carry 
out  a multitude of projects for environment and nature protection on their doorsteps. 
Twelve foundations focus their major efforts on environmental work. 

    “Dem Abfall auf der Spur” (“Refuse trail”) for example is a project supported by the 
Foundation of Kreissparkasse Südholstein, in the North of Germany. In this project children 
can learn by playing what happens to household rubbish after being thrown into the rub-
bish bin. They easily will understand how their own personal behaviour can and will have an 
impact on how much refuse is produced and has to be dealt with - with all its consequences 
for the environment. 

No question of course, the savings banks institutes themselves use eco-friendly and resources 
conserving procedures. 

Case Study 6: SNS REAAL Group in the Netherlands – “A greener Group”

 The “A greener Group” initiative was launched by SNS REAAL Group to put into practice 
the concern for the environment inside the company. An environmental examination was 
carried out and in response to the findings, environmental goals were set in the areas of 
environmentally friendly accommodation, conservation of energy, recycling paper, company 
housekeeping and mobility. SNS REAAL Group’s environmental efforts must meet the same 
demands the Group place on other companies in terms of using green products.

 Two examples in the field of energy:
   -  Energy-consumption: for an office- based organisation like SNS REAAL Group, energy 

consumption is responsible for a large part of the environmental burden. The consumption 
is in the form of electricity, gas, diesel and the system for heating and lighting the office 
buildings. IT applications also often use large amounts of energy. Thanks to the flexible 
approach to work places and offices, SNS REAAL Group uses the surface area more 
intensively. Energy saving measures led to a decline in energy consumption per full-time 
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employee to 31 m³ in 2004 (2003: 36 m³). To monitor energy consumption and find out 
which energy- saving measures can best be enforced, an energy scan is planned for 2005.

   -  Use of green energy: in a bid to help reduce the greenhouse effect, SNS REAAL Group 
switched progressively over to green energy in 2003 and 2004. In 2003 green energy was 
purchased for use at ASN Bank, the offices in Alkmaar and for the SNS Bank off-premise-
cash dispensers. As of 1 January 2005 this was extended to virtually all SNS REAAL Group 
locations. This means that of the total energy consumed by SNS REAAL Group, 97% is now 
green. The goal is to become 100% green in 2005.

Case Study 7: SNS REAAL Group in the Netherlands – Water Fund project

 In November 2005, SNS REAAL Group took the initiative for a Fund that targets investment 
projects dedicated to sustainability, entrepreneurship and innovation in the field of water 
control and water management.

 Within the next 5 years, SNS REAAL Group will invest US$ 50 million in international water 
projects in Africa, Asia and Eastern Europe, targeting drinking water supply, sanitation, 
water purification and irrigation. The Fund will also invest in Dutch small and medium sized 
companies that are active in this field and stimulate sustainability in the field of water. 
The SNS REAAL Water Fund will exclusively select investments that comply with the social, 
environmental and economic criteria of SNS REAAL Group according to the triple bottom 
line investment strategy, serving People, Planet and Profit (3P).

 The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) welcomes the initiative of SNS REAAL 
Group as an opportunity for public private partnership in the water sector. Improving access 
to safer drinking water and sanitation is one of the eight Millennium Development Goals of 
the United Nations. 

 SNS REAAL Water Fund aims to become an easy to access competence centre for distribution 
and maintenance of knowledge in sustainable investment in water. This will stimulate 
further exchange of information on the three dimensions (3P) between government 
related organisations like the UN and private parties that are involved in water projects. 
A stakeholder platform will be formed that brings together parties interested in technical 
advice, identification of investments, development of successful projects, project monitoring 
and networking.

Case Study 8: West LB in Germany – Alternatives for Municipal Water Supply and 
Sewage Services

 Although more than three fourth of earth is covered with water, there is just a small 
percentage consumable for mankind.  In the very near future the supply with water will 
be even more difficult, so that an increase of efficiency management is inevitable. The 
German WestLB supports therefore a long-term research and development project to find 
alternatives in the field of municipal water supply and sewage management which are 
sustainable and cost-efficient for future times.

 An interdisciplinary cooperation of members from local authorities, water corporations, 
the private sector and the scientific community, led by the Fraunhofer Institute for Systems 
and Innovation Research, developed three scenarios for centralised and decentralised 
water infrastructure concepts. The future water supply and sewage service is designed to 
be ecological as well as economical for Europe’s urban environment, especially for regions 
which face limited water resources. In addition, the future necessity to handle water more 
carefully offers new prospects for manufacturers of such innovative technologies, so they 
can enhance exports and strengthen the economic capabilities of German industries.


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Case Study 9: Sparkassenstiftung Bielefeld in Germany - Promotion of Natur-
Schule Bielefeld

The NaturSchule in Bielefeld is an arrangement of several non-governmental institutions, 
specialised in the field of nature and environmental education. Its purpose is the promotion 
of environmental knowledge and comprehension to children and young people through 
projects outside everyday school activities. Furthermore, the school offers further educational 
training to teachers and other educational staff. In several projects on different sites, mostly 
farms, the participants gain direct insight and contact with nature. 

The Sparkassenstiftung Bielefeld therefore supports arrangements for groups with ten or 
more participants financially, so that fees for participants of the NaturSchule can be kept on 
a very low level.

Case Study 10: Steiermark Sparkasse in Austria – Safeguard of natural heritage

The Raabklamm gorge and the Gösserwände are not far from Steiermark’s capital town 
Weiz and border on the Almenland Teichalm-Sommeralm. Gulleys, racing water, footbridges, 
steep rock walls, old mills and an impressive animal diversity bear witness to the unspoilt 
nature of this romantic region. In addition, the 17 km Raabklamm is the longest cohesive 
gorge in Austria. Steiermark Sparkasse has decided to look after this natural jewel and had 
the fish stocks supplemented. A fisheries supervisor from Weiz who has known the area for 
decades, looks after the gorge. Agreements have also been reached according to which the 
Gösserwände are not used for forestry but left to grow naturally. The Steiermark Sparkasse 
has concluded the relationships respectively eco sponsoring initially for a ten year period.


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3.  SAVINGS BANKS, DEVELOPING SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE 
INVESTMENTS AND PRODUCTS

Savings banks progressively enter the socially responsible investment (SRI) field, which directs 
investment in companies which comply with a wide number of extra-financial criteria (cor-
porate governance, worker’s/contractor’s rights, business risk assessment, procurement policy 
and practice, political involvement etc). SRI increasingly influences long-term companies’ 
performance on all European markets, and financial institutions aim at reaching the most 
advanced approach of promoting social responsibility with the companies in which they 
invest. At this stage, most of savings banks provide ethical and environmentally sound finan-
cial products to their customers, in order to enable them to invest in companies with high 
social and environmental standards.

Case Study 1: ASN Bank in The Netherlands - The ethical banking model

    As an autonomous subsidiary of the Dutch SNS REAAL Group, the business approach of ASN 
bank focuses on the retail banking community and aims to promote ethical investment and 
sustainable development via its core business activities. This strategy, based on the ‘ethical 
banking’ label started in 1960 when ASN Bank was founded by the Dutch trade unions and 
the workers’ insurance company. 

    For its investment portfolio, ASN Bank looks for projects and companies that either reduce 
the negative effects of economic activity or, better still, contribute actively to a more sus-
tainable economy. ASN Bank developed a set of criteria against which it selects and assesses 
new projects, either for its own portfolio or for the funds managed. The internal environ-
mental policy, the protection level of human rights and the screening out for specific sectors 
such as the arms industry are the most relevant criteria against which the ethical assessment 
of ASN Bank is based. 

    ASN Bank is now gradually expanding its traditional portfolio based on its ethical research 
guidelines. Green investments and other projects have thus been added to its traditional 
portfolio. Savings accounts and deposit accounts provided by ASN Bank are also invested in 
accordance with the ASN Bank’s sustainability investment criteria and an open-ended invest-
ment fund for publicly listed and private companies has successfully been launched. 

      Stimulated by this success, ASN Bank developed a unique and innovative index for publicly 
listed companies, based on its ethical criteria. This index compares the performance of a 
traditional investment portfolio with a portfolio that meets its internal ethical criteria. It 
reveals an above the average performance as compared to the traditional index, mainly as 
if sustainability is part of the corporate business strategy, it avoids major and inefficient 
investments for the future. 

    Another significant part of the investment strategy of ASN Bank is the development of a 
fund aiming to finance small-scale enterprises and projects in developing countries. In the 
assessment of a project for this fund, the ethical criteria are also applicable, although they 
are adapted to the particular context of the fund. 

Case Study 2: Savings banks in France – Introducing ethics in financial products

    The Savings Banks Group was a pioneer in the field of socially responsible investment (SRI). 
It contributed to the launch of the investment fund FCP Insertion Emplois in 1994 and cre-
ated a socially responsible mutual fund Ecureuil 1,2,3… Futur in 1998. FCP Insertion Emplois 
is a leader within solidarity funds in France. Furthermore, Ixis Corporate & Investment Bank, 
the French Savings Banks’ financing and investment arm, manages the specialized European 
Carbon Fund (ECF). This fund, structured by the financial engineering department of IXIS, 
intends to purchase CO2 emission allowances and create the liquidity needed for this new 
market.


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Case Study 3: SNS Bank in the Netherlands - Stop smoking Savings Scheme

 On December 31 2004, SNS Bank started the Stop Smoking Savings Plan. People who 
wanted to stop smoking could invest in the money they saved as a result into a special 
account at SNS Bank. They were also invited to follow a course paid for by SNS Bank that 
motivated them to stop smoking. Finally, participants could also have their health checked 
by cardiologists. The campaign Stop Smoking ran until January 16, 2005.

Case Study 4: SNS Asset Management in the Netherlands – Sustainability Re-
search

 In the Netherlands, SNS Asset Management is market leader in sustainable institutional 
investments. SNS Asset Management manages a large number of portfolios on behalf of 
pension funds, social institutions and other institutional investors. In addition, SNS Asset 
Management manages assets for the portfolios of ASN investment funds and a large 
number of SNS investment funds.

 For example, SNS Asset Management performs systematic sustainability analyses that 
examine to what degree companies conduct socially responsible business. SNS Asset 
Management has established criteria for rating companies according to their environmental 
and social policies and corporate governance. ASN Bank has developed a sustainability index 
for small- and medium-sized European stock exchange-listed companies, together with 
other financial institutions. Questions, criteria and results are stored in PEARL, a unique data 
base. A special method has also been developed to compare the sustainability performance 
of different companies. SNS Asset Management is striving to become the knowledge centre 
in the Netherlands on socially responsible investment in European listed companies.

Case Study 5: BBK in Spain – Ethic deposits

 BBK is a Spanish savings bank that has developed an ethical product based on clients’ and 
savings bank´s solidarity. The main purpose of this product is to create a solidarity fund to 
provide financial services to people living in social exclusion that would not receive this help 
by traditional means. 

 This fund receives money from: 
   - Solidarity Deposits whose clients donate half of their yield to the fund, 
   - a little percentage of the return of the microcredits received from the fund, and 
   - BBK, who provides double of the amount obtained from the solidarity of the clients.

Case Study 6: OTP Hungary -Launching the first socially responsible investment 
(SRI) fund in the region

 OTP Hungary plans to launch an Emerging Europe Quality equity fund in 2006. An 
investment industry has recently grown up around the concept of socially responsible 
investment (SRI). OTP believes that many of the investment principles promoted by SRI 
should not be separated out, but are integral to responsible fund management in emerging 
markets like Central and Eastern European Countries (CEEC).

 The fund would invest in 40-50 listed equities in regional stock markets, including the 8 
new EU member states in CEEC, Croatia, Romania, and Bulgaria. The fund’s aim would be 
to ensure long-term out-performance by explicitly integrating corporate governance, social 
and environmental risks and opportunities in stock selection, alongside traditional financial 
analysis. The fund would seek to combine a holistic investment approach with company 
dialogue as a basis for catalysing improved management and performance.


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Case Study 7: Savings banks in France – Managing a financial product dedicated 
to employment, on a long-term process.

 The Caisse d’Epargne Group implements and manages the first Socially Responsible 
Investment mutual fund in France (Fonds Insertion Emplois), focused on companies 
promoting employment. The objective of the Insertion Emplois Fund (French FCP) is to 
invest: 

- 90 % of its assets in listed stocks of Euro zone companies with a ”good” social management 
record, i.e. companies which have not made any compulsory redundancies over the previous 
year or whose human resource policy focuses on under-privileged people;

- 10% of its assets in non-listed paper issued by organizations promoting integration into the 
workplace, providing creation of affordable jobs, which reduce the social exclusion. 

 For the listed stocks, the management process is handled by IXIS Asset Management, a 
Caisse d’Epargne subsidiary. It involves assessment and analysis along non-financial criteria, 
based on various information sources (reports, rating agency standards, inquiries etc). For 
the non-listed stocks, each job creation and promotion project is submitted for appraisal 
to France Active, a non-profit organization created under the aegis of the Fondation de 
France, Caisse des Dépôts et Consignations and several charitable organizations.

 Since its launch in 1994, Insertion Emplois Fund has supported 230 job-promotion 
organizations, recruiting over 10.000 employees. At the end of 2005, the assets of the Fund 
have reached € 134,8 million, i.e. a 78 % increase since the creation of the Fund. Social 
institutional investors such as corporate wage saving Plans represent the main type of client 
subscribing to the Insertion Emplois Fund.

 More information from http://www.ixis-am.fr
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