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Dear President of the European Economic and Social Committee, Dear Christa,  

Dear member of the European Parliament,  

Dear representative for the PT presidency of the Council, 

Dear EESC members, Dear colleagues,  

Dear ladies and gentlemen that are connected via our webstream, 

 

Let me heartily welcome all of you to our online conference "Improving the framework for sustainable 

finance". 

The ECO section of the European Economic and Social Committee has taken the initiative to organise this 

conference after consultations with the cabinet of the EESC president, Ms Christa Schweng, who I am very 

happy to welcome here with us. She is participating from Vienna. In her intervention Ms Schweng will tell 

you more about the EU leaders she has talked to on the importance of the topic of sustainable finance. 

Sustainable finance is an important, and also a relatively broad, topic. We have therefore invited a 

comprehensive range of experts, policymakers, stakeholders, and civil society representatives. 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/improving-framework-sustainable-finance/webstream


Sustainable finance generally refers to the process of taking due account of environmental, social and 

governance (ESG) considerations when making investment decisions in the financial sector. The aim is to 

encourage longer-term investments where the money flows into more sustainable economic activities and 

projects. 

The environmental considerations we talk about may refer to climate change mitigation and adaptation, as 

well as to the environment more broadly, such as the preservation of biodiversity, pollution prevention.  

The social considerations may refer to issues of inequality, inclusiveness, labour relations, investment in 

human capital and communities, as well as human rights issues. 

The governance considerations deal with the governance of public and private institutions, including 

management structures, employee relations and executive remuneration, plays a fundamental role in 

ensuring the inclusion of social and environmental considerations in the decision-making process. 

So it is about three elements: E-S-G: environmental, social and governance. 

------- 

The initiatives on sustainable finance at EU level also aim, in particular, at supporting the delivery on the 

objectives of the European Green Deal by channelling private investment into the transition to a climate-

neutral, climate-resilient, resource-efficient and just economy, as a complement to public money. 

So in our conference today, when it comes to the EU initiatives, we will hear a lot about green finance, 

ecological issues, and the greening of the economy.  

But I would like to remind you that we must not reduce sustainable investment to the only aspect of green 

investment. 

It is equally important to look at the social element, and also at the governance element. That is also what 

our Committee has underlined in three opinions that we adopted in 2018 on the Commission action plan on 

financing sustainable growth and the legislative proposals that came with it. Our rapporteur, Carlos Trias 

Pintó, who will speak in the second panel, will certainly also come back to this. In these opinions, the EESC 

agreed with the initial focus on the ecological element.  

In a certain way, it is also easier to measure and rank CO2 emissions, pollution levels, or energy 

consumption   -  as compared to an evaluation of the quality of work, where we look at the whole production 

chains, or the possibility of collective bargaining, and workplace safety, for example.   -   Similarly, 

assessments concerning corporate governance are not so easy to judge, and therefore more difficult to 

include in an EU framework. 

But I am calling on policy makers to continue efforts and to bring forward sustainable investments also in 

the social and governance sphere. 

-------- 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en


Let me go into a bit more detail regarding different angles to approach sustainable investment: 

Sustainable investment is overall about where and how we invest our money. And where we do not invest 

it. 

---- 

There is on one hand the so-called passive approach to principle-based investment:  

Sustainable Investors focus on the selection of titles for their securities portfolios:  

On the one hand, they sell and no longer invest in the shares of companies whose behaviour they do not 

agree with. And they buy, on the other hand, shares of projects they like, such as green projects, for example, 

but also of companies that respect workers' rights, that have faire production chains, and that do not engage 

in aggressive tax planning.  

Such behaviour could theoretically affect share prices, if there are enough followers. This approach, which 

is also known as ‘screening’, requires a comprehensive analysis, which is provided by companies 

specialising in SRI.  

We have speakers today among us from institutions that provide such services. 

One of the EU initiatives, the so called sustainability taxonomy, aims at helping this, and I´m sure the 

Commission will tell us more about it.  

In the context of this passive approach, there can be exclusion criteria based on which certain branches or 

companies are excluded from investment portfolios: for example, nuclear power or tobacco, or gambling. 

On the classification of nuclear power there was a big debate when the co-legislators decided on the EU 

taxomonoy.  

There is another method than simply excluding certain assets: The "best in class approach": 

In the case of the Best-in-Class approach, no economic sectors are excluded a priori. Rather the ‘best’ 

companies are selected for investment from each sector. In other words, those companies are chosen which 

have a higher-than-average rating in accordance with certain criteria, such as environmental efficiency, 

social considerations or dealings with stakeholders within and outside the company.  

The Best-in-Class approach requires detailed analysis in order to be able to rank individual companies. 

Within the framework of this approach and SRI ratings it is expected that competition will emerge between 

companies with regard to their social, environmental and governance performance.  

----------------- 

  



And I would like to point out to yet another way that sustainable investment can be done: The so called 

active approach: 

The active approach to SRI utilises the opportunities offered by shareholders’ rights.  

On this basis, dialogue with companies is pursued in order to steer their behaviour in a desired direction.  

By participating in the discussions in shareholder meetings of listed companies, and by exercising voting 

rights based on shareholdings this pressure can be increased. In this area significant progress has been 

made in recent decades. Institutional investors, like pension funds, join forces for the purpose of concerted 

engagement or vote on the basis of recommendations. 

We have a representative with us today who can tell us more about that. (from the Swiss Association Ethos) 

----------- 

Ladies and Gentlemen, I would like to conclude with a concrete example of an important step forward in 

sustainable finance that I read about in the news in the beginning of February: 

It is an active step forward in sustainable investment in the form of shareholders´ action. The shareholder I 

will mention has certain principles, and has used the capital markets to exercise pressure on companies, 

with the ultimate aim of a change of behaviour. 

And the example I will bring connects with a policy area that the ECO section has shown serious interest 

in: The fight against tax fraud and tax evasion, and the fight against tax havens.  

In early February I read on the news that Norway’s sovereign wealth fund announced that it sold the shares 

it held of seven companies in the course of 2020, because of their aggressive tax planning and tax avoidance 

policies.  

So, they sold the shares they had been holding, because they disagreed with the corporate behaviour of the 

companies. 

Whilst this will not have massive repercussions on share prices if one small investor does that, a concerted 

action by many shareholders to sell a company's stock can bring share prices down, and in turn increase 

financing costs of the company. That could ultimately change the companies' behaviour. 

Whist the move is not very significant in size for the Norwegian wealth fund, and also the seven companies 

are small, it could set an important precedent amid an ongoing push in Europe to crack down on tax 

avoidance. 

But the chief executive of the wealth fund also said to expect more activity in this area as the fund moves 

to implement a 2016 government order to be more involved in global efforts to combat tax havens.  

----- 



Also tech giants that have been under investigation for aggressive tax planning, including Apple, Google’s 

parent company Alphabet, and Microsoft. The question now is whether EU sovereign wealth funds will 

follow Norway’s example. 

I would like to remind you also, in this context, that at the end of January this year the European Parliament 

adopted a resolution of the new subcommittee on Tax Matters calling for a tougher crackdown on tax 

havens, including an automatic blacklisting of any country with a 0% corporate tax rate. 

Now, let´s see if and how EU pension funds or wealth funds will follow this encouraging example from 

Norway.  

----- 

Ladies and gentlemen, there are important steps going forward in the field of sustainable finance, and we 

should continue along this path! 

A lot can be done, especially if forces are bundled and if we are pulling on the same rope. And a coherent 

sustainable finance framework of the EU will help us to reach our goals. 

I am looking forward to an interesting debate today, and I give the floor now to EESC president Christa 

Schweng. 

Christa, the floor is yours. 


