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Scope of ESMA’s response

This answer was prepared by ESMA from the viewpoint of securities regulators.

Some of the questions in this consultation offer response options that require a clear-cut choice between
certain alternatives. ESMA gathered a single European response to these questions. However, in some
cases the choice of a specific alternative needs to be read in the context of the accompanying narrative
comments. When this is the case, additional information is included in the comment boxes provided by
the EUSurvey tool or added by ESMA, either when a comment box is not available in the EU Survey
tool or when the text of the comments provided exceeded the limit foreseen in the EUSurvey tool.

Lastly, please note that ESMA refrained from responding to questions which were directed at companies
or which fell outside ESMA’s remit. In these cases, ESMA did not tick any of the boxes in the
guestionnaire.
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Section |I. Questions addressed to all stakeholders on how the
financial sector and the economy can become more
sustainable

Question 1: With the increased ambition of the European Green Deal and the urgency with which we
need to act to tackle the climate and environmental-related challenges, do you think that (please select
one of the following):

Major additional policy actions are needed to accelerate the systematic sustainability
transition of the EU financial sector

Incremental additional actions may be needed in targeted areas, but existing actions
implemented under the Action Plan on Financing Sustainable Growth are largely sufficient

No further policy action is needed for the time being

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 2: Do you know with sufficient confidence if some of your pension, life insurance premium or
any other personal savings are invested in sustainable financial assets?

Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 2.1:

If yes, do you consider that you have had sufficient access to information with regard to the integration
of sustainability criteria and options to invest in sustainable financial assets?

Please explain and specify whether you searched for the information yourself or whether the information
was made available to you. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Not applicable

If no, would you like to be offered more information with regard to the integration of sustainability criteria
and options to invest in sustainable financial assets and divest from non-sustainable assets?

Yes
No

X Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

If necessary, please explain your answer to question 2.1. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Not applicable




Question 3: When looking for investment opportunities, would you like to be systematically offered
sustainable investment products as a default option by your financial adviser, provided the product suits
your other needs?

Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 4: Would you consider it useful if corporates and financial institutions were required to
communicate if and explain how their business strategies and targets contribute to reaching the goals
of the Paris Agreement?

Yes, corporates

Yes, financial institutions
X Yes, both
No

Don’'t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 4.1: If no, what other steps should be taken instead to accelerate the adoption by corporates
and financial sector firms of business targets, strategies and practices that aim to align their emissions
and activities with the goals of the Paris Agreement? [Box max. 2000 characters]

Not applicable

Comment box added by ESMA

Clarity on the extent to which business strategies and targets relate to clear goals for climate action
could contribute to providing the necessary anchor to enable investors to assess the credibility of
claims made by issuers of their efforts in the sustainability space. However, ESMA notes that in order
to be effective such link should be supported by clear disclosure standards that would make it
possible to achieve comparable, relevant and reliable information on issuer’s ability and progress
made to meet these high-level goals.

Question 5: One of the objectives of the European Commission’s 2018 Action Plan on Financing
Sustainable Growth is to encourage investors to finance sustainable activities and projects.

Do you believe the EU should also take further action to:

1 2 3 4 5 Don’t
(strongly | (disagree) | (neutral) (agree) (strongly | know/No
disagree) agree) opinion

Encourage investors
to engage, including
making use of their




voting rights, with
companies
conducting
environmentally
harmful activities that
are not in line with
environmental
objectives and the
EU-wide trajectory for
greenhouse gas
emission reductions,
as part of the
European Climate
Law, with a view to
encouraging these
companies to adopt
more sustainable
business models

Discourage investors
from financing
environmentally
harmful activities that
are not in line with
environmental
objectives and the
EU-wide trajectory for
greenhouse gas
emission reductions,
as part of the
European  Climate
Law

Question 5.1: In case you agree or strongly agree with one or both options, what should the EU do to
reach this objective? [Box max. 2000 characters]

Not applicable

Comment box added by ESMA

While not taking a position on this matter, ESMA would nevertheless highlight that in its advice to the
European Commission on Undue Short-term pressure on corporations, ESMA recommended to
consider whether a vote on the non-financial statement as prepared in accordance with the Non-
Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD)!could serve as an effective tool for investors to voice any
concern they might have on the way investee companies approach sustainability risks.

! https://www.esma.europa.eu/press-news/esma-news/esma-responds-european-commission-consultation-revision-nfrd.
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Section Il. Questions targeted at experts

Question 6: What do you see as the three main challenges and three main opportunities for
mainstreaming sustainability in the financial sector over the coming 10 years? [Box max. 2000
characters]

Challenges

e ESG disclosures by companies: in the applicable legislation, significant limitations to the
ability of investors and the public at large to rely on ESG disclosure that is comparable,
reliable and relevant. In particular, we concur with the challenges identified in the
European Commission’s consultation document on the review of the Non-Financial
Reporting Directive (NFRD) and ESMA has made proposals with regards to the
improvement of the status quo with respect to, most notably, mandatory standardisation
of the disclosures and the proportionate expansion of the personal scope of the NFRD.
These and other actions set out in ESMA’s response are needed to address the lack of
appropriate disclosures already in the shorter term.

e ESG ratings: lack of a legally binding definition and comparability among providers, no
legal requirements to ensure transparency of underlying methodologies.

e Risk assessment: steps needed to enhance management of climate- and environment-
related risks. These include increasing the availability and quality of data both from
financial market participants and from companies, increasing investor awareness and
expertise in in the area of climate- and environment- related risks.

e Ensuring proper implementation and application of new legislation given the intense
legislative activity at EU level in the last few years.

Opportunities

e Supervision and enforcement: no longstanding supervisory practices exist, thus the
opportunity to build a consistent supervisory framework through coordination among
national supervisory authorities and through setting up EU level supervision for certain
specific actors such as accredited verifiers for green bond standards or ESG rating
providers. Ensuring consistent supervisory practices across national authorities is of high
relevance to address regulatory and supervisory arbitrage risks and safeguarding the
effectiveness of supervision e.g. in addressing greenwashing (e.g. for the consistent
application of the Taxonomy requirements).

e  Building resilience in the financial system: the improved awareness on the risks relating
to different sustainability factors, also taking into account the effects of the COVID-19
crisis, should trigger better management and preparation to address the consequences
of severe events triggered by environmental as well as social crises and possibly also
prevent them.

e  Strengthening financial education: increasing financial literacy on sustainability matters is
important to both retail investors and finance professionals.

¢ Influencing the international agenda: Developing world-wide standards improve cross-
border business and provide investors with comparable information leveraging on the role
of ESMA in the broader international community of regulators in IOSCO and also on the
European Commission’s Platform on Sustainable Finance.

e Consistency across different areas of legislation: as legislation is just being developed,
there is an opportunity to ensure that these address sustainability related risks and
issues in a comprehensive manner. ESMA stands ready to advise the Commission on
upcoming legislation in this respect. Moreover, it is important that a proportionate
approach is taken to the requirements put on SMEs to avoid subjecting them to any
unnecessary administrative burden, also taking into account the current recovery efforts
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following the COVID-19 outbreak. Indeed, a positive environment is needed for SMEs to
be able to deliver financial services related to sustainability. Finally, attention has to be
paid to any potential negative impact that new legislative initiatives may have on
financial innovation.

One clear example where there is a need for building consistency is with respect to what
we could call the sustainability reporting chain, to ensure that the information that
financial market participants are required to report on the ESG profile of their
investments build on comparable, relevant and reliable information publicly reported at
company level by (actual or future) investee companies. In this respect, there is room to
ensuring the alignment between the disclosures required by the Disclosure Regulation
and any future disclosure requirements that may be set out for corporate ESG
disclosures under the revised NFRD which could be expanded in a proportionate way to
SMEs.

Question 7: Overall, can you identify specific obstacles in current EU policies and regulations that
hinder the development of sustainable finance and the integration and management of climate,
environmental and social risks into financial decision-making? Please provide a maximum of three
examples. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Lack of standardised disclosure regime for issuers relating to sustainability reporting. This is an area
where ESMA and the other ESAs can provide technical standards similar to other areas of disclosures
linked to sustainable finance. ESMA has expressed its proposals on the improvement of the
disclosure regime for companies in its response to the EC consultation on the revision of the NFRD.

Lack of consistency of definition relating to sustainable investments and sustainable activities across
different areas of legislation: for example the notion of Do No Significant Harm (DNSH) is inconsistent
between Disclosure Regulation and Taxonomy Regulation.Furthermore, the COVID-19 has further
exposed the relevance of the social dimension into financial decision-making. It will remain a
challenge to factor the aspects relating to this dimension into financial decision-making taking into
account the lack of a definition of social aspects.

Question 8: The transition towards a climate neutral economy might have socio-economic impacts,
arising either from economic restructuring related to industrial decarbonisation, because of increased
climate change-related effects, or a combination thereof. For instance, persons in vulnerable situations
or at risk of social exclusion and in need of access to essential services including water, sanitation,
energy or transport, may be particularly affected, as well as workers in sectors that are particularly
affected by the decarbonisation agenda.

How could the EU ensure that the financial tools developed to increase sustainable investment flows
and manage climate and environmental risks have, to the extent possible, no or limited negative socio-
economic impacts? [Box max. 2000 characters]

Appropriate disclosure, consistent and converged supervision of the ‘do no significant harm principle’
and the development of a taxonomy addressing the social implications of certain activities will be a
necessary tool to complement those concerning environmental implications and prevent the
emerging risk of social-washing. Investment flows could then be directed towards activities that meet
both environmental as well as social objectives, to the extent possible.




Question 9: As a corporate or a financial institution, how important is it for you that policy-makers create
a predictable and well-communicated policy framework that provides a clear EU-wide trajectory on
greenhouse gas emission reductions, based on the climate objectives set out in the European Green
Deal, including policy signals on the appropriate pace of phasing out certain assets that are likely to be
stranded in the future?

1 — Not important at all

2 — Rather not important

3 — Neutral

4 — Rather important

5 — Very important

X Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 9.1: What are, in your view, the mechanisms necessary to be put in place by policy-makers
to best give the right signals to you as a corporate or a financial institution? [Box max. 2000 characters]

Not applicable

Question 10: Should institutional investors and credit institutions be required to estimate and disclose
which temperature scenario their portfolios are financing (e.g. 2°C, 3°C, 4°C), in comparison with the
goals of the Paris Agreement, and on the basis of a common EU-wide methodology?

Yes, institutional investors

Yes, credit institutions
X Yes, both
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Comment box added by ESMA

As previously mentioned in response to Question 4.1., the clear reference to climate action goals
relating to the Paris Agreement is key to provide concrete evidence regarding the compatibility of
investment strategies and portfolios with specific sustainability objectives. Climate scenarios
information at portfolio level could be a useful tool to contribute to efforts to avoid green-washing.

In this respect, ESMA notes that various tools are currently available for climate scenario analysis
and that it would provide relevant information to provide common requirements and reference
scenarios, with the objective of achieving the necessary comparability in this area.

ESMA also notes that Article 4(2)(d) of the Disclosure Regulation already requires that institutional
investors (financial market participants) disclosing the principal adverse impacts of their investment
decisions on sustainability factors must disclose “their alignment with the objectives of the Paris
Agremeent”. The joint ESAs’ draft RTS (currently under consultation) further specifies in Article 10
that this Paris Agreement alignment disclosure has to include “forward-looking scenarios”.




However, ESMA also notes that the methodologies to align portfolios with specific temperature
scenarios vary widely and are complex. The Commission may wish to consider further measures to
make methodologies more robust and enhance transparency in this area.

Question 11: Corporates, investors, and financial institutions are becoming increasingly aware of the
correlation between biodiversity loss and climate change and the negative impacts of biodiversity loss
in particular on corporates who are dependent on ecosystem services, such as in sectors like agriculture,
extractives, fisheries, forestry and construction. The importance of biodiversity and ecosystem services
is already acknowledged in the EU Taxonomy.

However, in light of the growing negative impact of biodiversity loss on companies’ profitability and long-
term prospects,? as well as its strong connection with climate change, do you think the EU’s sustainable
finance agenda should better reflect growing importance of biodiversity loss?

X Yes
No

Don’'t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 11.1: If yes, please specify potential actions the EU could take. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Several initiatives® have recognised the relevance of biodiversity loss as a source of key risks for
businesses as well as financial institutions. When such risks are material to an understanding of the
performance, position and impact of its activities, ESMA notes that such risks should be disclosed.
However, ESMA also notes that the mechanism of effect of the way in which biodiversity loss may
turn into material risks may be difficult to determine and quantify. ESMA therefore believes that
specific guidance should be provided to business and financial institutions as to how to adequately
monitor, measure and mitigate those risks and what public disclosure of those risks should be
provided. In this respect, as part of the revision of the NFRD, specific disclosure requirements should
be provided to address also biodiversity while also envisaging due diligence requirements when it
comes to the identification, monitoring and mitigation of these risks. To address the importance of
biodiversity, ESMA also notes that in the Joint Consultation Paper on ESG disclosures, the 3 ESAs
propose specific requirements aiming at providing transparency on this important area which qualifies
as one where any adverse impacts constitute principal adverse impacts.

Question 12: In your opinion, how can the Commission best ensure that the sustainable finance agenda
is appropriately governed over the long term at the EU level in order to cover the private and public
funding side, measure financial flows towards sustainable investments and gauge the EU’s progress
towards its commitments under the European Green Deal and Green Deal Investment Plan? [Box max.
2000 characters]

2 See for instance “The Nature of Risk - A Framework for Understanding Nature-Related Risk to Business,” WWF, 2019

8 OECD - Biodiversity: Finance and the Economic and Business Case for Action — May 2019; NGFS - A call for action Climate
change as a source of financial risk — April 2019; G. Schellekens and J. van Toor - Values at risk? Sustainability risks and goals
in the Dutch financial sector — Dutch National Bank 2019
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https://www.oecd.org/environment/resources/biodiversity/Annexes-Biodiversity-Finance-and-the-Economic-and-Business-Case-for-Action.pdf
https://www.banque-france.fr/sites/default/files/media/2019/04/17/ngfs_first_comprehensive_report_-_17042019_0.pdf
https://www.banque-france.fr/sites/default/files/media/2019/04/17/ngfs_first_comprehensive_report_-_17042019_0.pdf
https://www.dnb.nl/en/binaries/Values%20at%20Risk%20-%20Sustainability%20Risks%20and%20Goals%20in%20the%20Dutch_tcm47-381617.pdf
https://www.dnb.nl/en/binaries/Values%20at%20Risk%20-%20Sustainability%20Risks%20and%20Goals%20in%20the%20Dutch_tcm47-381617.pdf

*
%

* esma

*

Stronger enforcement and supervision at the EU level could help monitor the implementation of policy
actions over the long term. The ESAs and the National Competent Authorities should be entrusted
with clear roles under the EU’'s Green Deal and Green Deal Investment Plan. Direct
authorisation/supervision at EU level for certain specific actors, as well as strenghtening the ESAs’
coordination functions would contribute to build comprehensive supervision across the EU.

In addition, as ESMA, we believe that there are certain areas where it is important to create
consistency with the other technical work that we are undertaking in the area of sustainable finance.
For instance, in the context of the revision of the Non-Financial Reporting Directive, we see a role for
ESAs to be responsible for the standardisation work for companies’ disclosures, as highlighted in the
ESMA'’s response to the EC consultation on the revision of the NFRD. Please see Q:7 for further
details.

Question 13: In your opinion, which, if any, further actions would you like to see at international, EU, or
Member State level to enable the financing of the sustainability transition? Please identify actions aside
from the areas for future work identified in the targeted questions below (remainder of Section Il), as
well as the existing actions implemented as part of the European Commission’s 2018 Action Plan on
Financing Sustainable Growth. [Box max. 2000 characters]

International standardisation in the field of disclosures of corporates as well as other financial market
participants is an objective that could facilitate cross-border investment in the area of sustainable
finance. In the context of securities regulation, NCAs and ESMA are ready to contribute via IOSCO’s
Sustainability Task-Force. Such international standardisation should address both environmental and
social aspects.

In addition, the high number of private sector initiatives calls for monitoring by public bodies and
collaboration at international level.

1. Strengthening the foundations for sustainable finance

In order to enable the scale-up of sustainable investments, it is crucial to have sufficient and reliable
information from financial and non-financial companies on their climate, environmental and social risks
and impacts. To this end, companies also need to consider long-term horizons. Similarly, investors and
companies need access to reliable climate-related and environmental data and information on social
risks, in order to make sound business and investment decisions. Labelling tools, among other
measures, can provide clarity and confidence to investors and issuers, which contributes to increasing
sustainable investments. In this context, the full deployment of innovative digital solutions requires data
to be available in open access and in standardised formats.

1.1 Company reporting and transparency

In its Communication on the European Green Deal, the Commission recognised the need to improve
the disclosure of non-financial information by corporates and financial institutions. To that end, the
Commission committed to reviewing the Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD) in 2020, as part of
its strategy to strengthen the foundations for sustainable investment. A public consultation is ongoing
for that purpose.
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https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2019%3A640%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014L0095
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014L0095
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12129-Revision-of-Non-Financial-Reporting-Directive/public-consultation
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The political agreement on the Regulation on establishing a framework to facilitate sustainable
investment (‘Taxonomy Regulation’) places complementary reporting requirements on the
companies that fall under the scope of the NFRD.

In addition to the production of relevant and comparable data, it may be useful to ensure open and
centralised access not only to company reporting under the NFRD, but also to relevant company
information on other available ESG metrics and data points (please also see the dedicated section on
sustainability research and ratings 1.3). To this end, a common database would ease transparency
and comparability, while avoiding duplication of data collection efforts. The Commission is developing a
common European data space in order to create a single market for data by connecting existing
databases through digital means. Since 2017, DG FISMA has been assessing the prospects of using
Distributed Ledger Technologies (including blockchain) to federate and provide a single point of access
to information relevant to investors in European listed companies (European Financial Transparency
Gateway - EFTG).

Question 14: In your opinion, should the EU take action to support the development of a common,
publicly accessible, free-of-cost environmental data space for companies’ ESG information, including
data reported under the NFRD and other relevant ESG data?

X Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 14.1: If yes, please explain how it should be structured and what type of ESG information
should feature therein. [Box max. 2000 characters]

A European single access point (ESAP) for all companies’ information would bring significant benefits,
as it would enable investors to invest their funds without hindrance across borders, compare and take
into account without undue effort both financial and non-financial considerations, and businesses to
raise funds from a diverse range of sources, irrespective of their location.

ESMA believes that the ESAP should be a single platform hosted on ESMA’s website, serving the
needs of traditional and electronic data users, and a one-stop-shop for both financial and non-financial
information. The ESAP should be a hybrid system whereby information is collected at national level
(by OAMSs) and is then aggregated by ESMA at European level. It should create a one-step access
to all information, which should be classified on the basis of a limited nhumber of metadata and free
for visualisation and/or download. The ESAP would be a complex project to set up which the
European Commission should provide ESMA and all other relevant actors adequate time and ad hoc
funds and resources.

The ESAP should primarily focus on periodic and ongoing company-level information prepared by
companies pursuant to securities markets legislation. As a first step, therefore, it should include all
non-financial statements disclosed by companies listed on EU regulated markets pursuant to the the
NFRD next to all issuers’ financial information (e.g. pursuant to the Transparency Directive, the
Prospectus Regulation, Shareholders Rights Directive, etc). This would allow investors to access all
financial and non-financial information of listed companies from one single database.

At a later stage, the scope of the ESAP could be expanded on a voluntary basis to non-listed
companies (especially for data reported under the NFRD), and potentially to a broader range of
sustainability-related information disclosed pursuant to sustainable finance legislation.
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https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14970-2019-ADD-1/en/pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/policies/building-european-data-economy
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/company-reporting-and-auditing/company-reporting/transparency-requirements-listed-companies_en#eftg
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/company-reporting-and-auditing/company-reporting/transparency-requirements-listed-companies_en#eftg

This view was also supported by the High Level Forum on the CMU.

The ESAP is also an example of how new technologies could support sustainable finance (see
Questions 57-59).

Question 15: According to your own understanding and assessment, does your company currently
carry out economic activities that could substantially contribute to the environmental objectives defined
in the Taxonomy Regulation?*

Yes
No

X Don’'t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 15.1: If yes, once the EU Taxonomy is established (end-2020 for climate change mitigation
and adaptation — Assuming that for climate change mitigation and adaptation, it would be based on the
recommendations of the TEG for the EU Taxonomy), how likely is it that you would use the taxonomy
for your business decisions (such as adapting the scope and focus of your activities in order to be
aligned with the EU Taxonomy)?

1 — Not likely at all

2 — Not likely
3 — Neutral

4 — Likely

5 — Very likely

X Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 15.2: If necessary, please specify your response to question 15.1. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Not applicable

1.2 Accounting standards and rules

Financial accounting standards and rules can have a direct impact on the way in which
investment decisions are made since they form the basis of assessments that are carried out to
evaluate the financial position and performance of real economy and financial sector companies. In this
context, there is an ongoing debate around whether existing financial accounting standards
might prove challenging for sustainable and long-term investments. In particular, some experts
guestion whether existing impairment and depreciation rules fully price in the potential future loss in

4 The six environmental objectives are climate change mitigation and adaptation, sustainable use and protection of water and
marine resources, transition to a circular economy, pollution prevention and control, protection and restoration of biodiversity and
ecosystems.
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value of companies that today extract, distribute, or rely heavily on fossil fuels, due to a potential future
stranding of their assets.

Recognising the importance of ensuring that accounting standards do not discourage sustainable and
long-term investments, as part of the 2018 Action Plan on Financing Sustainable Growth, the
Commission already requested the European Financial Reporting Advisory Group (EFRAG) to explore
potential alternative accounting treatments to fair value measurement for long-term investment portfolios
of equity and equity-type instruments. EFRAG issued its advice to the Commission on 30 January 2020.
Following this advice, the Commission has requested the IASB to consider the re-introduction of re-
cycling through the profit or loss statement of profits or losses realised upon the disposal of equity
instruments measured at fair value through other comprehensive income (FVOCI).

Question 16: Do you see any further areas in existing financial accounting rules (based on the IFRS
framework) which may hamper the adequate and timely recognition and consistent measurement of
climate and environmental risks?

Yes

X No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 16.1: If yes, what is in your view the most important area? (Please select as many options
as you like)

Impairment and depreciation rules

Provision rules

Contingent liabilities
X Other

Please explain why you think amending the impairment and depreciation rules is important. [Box max.
2000 characters]

Please explain why you think provision rules is an important area. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Please explain why you think contingent liabilities is an important area. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Please specify which other areas. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Please see in comment bubble/separate document.
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https://www.efrag.org/Assets/Download?assetUrl=/sites/webpublishing/Project%20Documents/1806281004094308/Technical%20advice%20letter%20Equity%2030%20January%202020.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regcomitology/index.cfm?do=search.documentdetail&Dos_ID=18970&ds_id=66506&version=1&page=1

Comment box added by ESMA

ESMA does not think that there is evidence that IFRS Standards hamper the adequate and timely
recognition and consistent measurement of climate and environmental risks. As discussed in ESMA’s
report on undue pressures on corporation (ESMA32-22-762), ESMA believes that the primary
objective of endorsed accounting standards is and should continue to be to promote transparency,
which is the approach which is ultimately the most beneficial for the performance of capital markets,
including their capacity to support sustainable and long-term investments.

While climate-change risks and other environmental risks are not covered explicitly by IFRS
Standards, the Standards do address issues that relate to them and require companies to consider
and disclose their impact, whenever those are material and relevant to the amounts recognised in
the financial statements.

In fact when preparing IFRS financial statements, companies need to consider whether emerging
risks, including climate and environmental risks, currently or potentially affect the amounts and
disclosures reported, and what information about the effect of such emerging risks on the
assumptions made in preparing the financial statement is material and thus should be disclosed to
users.

On the other hand, comments about the company’s overall approach to climate-related and other
business risks do not belong inside the financial statements and should rather be disclosed in the
management report. The transparency provided by IFRS Standards therefore constitutes and should
continue to constitute only one of the pieces of the complex jigsaw, which need to encompass also
high quality ESG disclosures.

1.3 Sustainability research and ratings

A variety of sustainability-related assessment tools (ratings, research, scenario analysis, screening lists,
carbon data, ESG benchmarks, etc.) are offered by specialised agencies that analyse individual risks
and by traditional providers, such as rating agencies and data providers. In the autumn of 2019, the
Commission launched a study on the market structure, providers and their role as intermediaries
between companies and investors. The study will also explore possible measures to manage conflicts
of interest and enhance transparency in the market for sustainability assessment tools. The results are
due in the autumn of 2020. To complement this work, the Commission would like to gather further
evidence through this consultation.

Question 17: Do you have concerns on the level of concentration in the market for ESG ratings and
data?

1 — Not concerned at all

2 — Rather not concerned

3 — Neutral

X 4 — Rather concerned

5 — Very concerned

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

15
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Question 17.1: If necessary, please explain the reasons for your answer to question 17. [Box max.
2000 characters]

A recent wave of acquisitions is leading to concentration of the market within large sustainability rating
agencies (SRAs). The risk is to recreate an oligopoly situation comparable to that of the credit rating
industry. There is also a risk of overreliance on ratings. A few SRAs clearly stand out as the main
actors in the market. This assessment rests on the observation that they are most often referred to
by firms and studies. Data on their actual market shares are to our knowledge not yet available and
would be difficult to define since the criteria for delimiting the market and its participants are not
established.

Reflecting the absence of a common definition of ESG ratings, there is no clear way to identify firms
that “qualify” as SRAs. Therefore, it is a challenge to estimate the number of SRAs in the market for
ESG ratings. Recently, firms such as S&P’s and Moody’s have entered the market by acquiring
specialised providers, i.e. the ESG rating arm of RobecoSAM (2020) or Vigeo Eiris (2019). Other
examples of consolidation include MSCI buying GMI Ratings (2014), the purchase of Oekom
Research by ISS (2018), Morningstar’'s acquisition of Sustainalytics (2017), and the takeover of
Beyond Ratings by the London Stock Exchange (2019). These are but a sample of the many
acquisitions that have taken place which also involved companies that offer other kinds of ESG-
related services such as research or investment services.

SRAs can be broadly categorised as follows:
- Established CRAs
- Benchmark administrators
- Financial data vendors
- Consultancies
- Specialised firms

However, there is some overlap between these categories, with the recent market consolidation trend
reflecting a broader strategy by large conglomerates to offer multiple types of ESG data-related
services.

Question 18: How would you rate the comparability, quality and reliability of ESG data from
sustainability providers currently available in the market?

1 - Very poor
X 2 — Poor
3 — Neutral
4 — Good
5 - Very good
Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 18.1: If necessary, please explain the reasons for your answer to question 18. [Box max.
2000 characters]

The comparability of ESG ratings data is low. Given the lack of a legally binding definition of what
an ESG rating is measuring it is not possible to compare ratings between sustainability rating
agencies (SRAs). ESG ratings can be grouped into three main categories:
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- ESG risk ratings: most common form, measure the exposure of entities to ESG risks and
how they are managed

- ESG impact ratings: measure the impact of entities on ESG factors

- Other ESG ratings: e.g. ESG disclosure levels, relevance of ESG ratings to credit ratings,
etc.

There are no legal requirements to ensure robustness and transparency of the methodologies
underlying ESG ratings. As a result, the ability of investors to conduct due diligence and to understand
what is being assessed is severely limited by several problems:

e Consistency: Berg et al. (2019) document the divergence between ratings from five prominent
SRAs.® They find that ESG ratings are 60% correlated compared with 99% for credit ratings from
the top 3 CRAs. These issues are explained by differences in measurement (measuring the same
object in different ways) and aggregation rules.

e Transparency: Owing to uneven ESG disclosures, ESG ratings can often be forced to rely on
inconsistent or non-comparable data, in some cases penalising the absence of public disclosures
in a manner that benefits larger firms able to obtain relevant ESG information. One problem cited
by investors is the lack of information regarding the assumptions made where data are
incomplete, insufficiently granular, or unavailable. The lack of consistency in methodologies is
aggravated by a lack of transparency, as methodologies are proprietary.

e Clarity: SRAs often assess business models rather than the nature of products or services
offered. While some SRAs assign absolute scores, others produce a grade distributed amongst
issuers within the same sector. This helps investors to identify which companies have stronger
credentials and allow comparison of companies with similar business models. However, it leads
to companies in controversial sectors obtaining high ESG ratings. The production of absolute or
relative ratings may reflect different SRA business models (relative scores are better suited to
index construction).

Question 19: How would you rate the quality and relevance of ESG research material currently
available in the market?

1 - Very poor
2 — Poor
X 3 — Neutral
4 — Good
5 - Very good
Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 19.1: If necessary, please explain the reasons for your answer to question 19. [Box max.
2000 characters]

ESMA does not have hard evidence on the quantity or quality of ESG research available to the
market.

Buy-side research is generally not available to the public, aside from occasional publications.

5 Berg et al. (2019), “Aggregate confusion: The divergence in ESG ratings”, MIT Sloan Research Paper No. 5822-19
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According to the UN PRI, sell-side research started integrating ESG information with traditional
financing information many years ago (https://www.unpri.org/listed-equity/esg-integration-in-sell-
side-equities-research/16.article).

Based on anecdotal evidence, the number of publications focusing on ESG matters or covering
ESG-related developments appears to have increased. This likely reflects i) the creation of
analytics team dedicated to ESG matters within specialised data providers, ii) the recruitment of
analysts on the buy side with a growing number of asset managers launching ESG products; iii)
increasing interest for sell-side research on ESG-oriented assets, in line with investor appetite for
such assets.

Question 20: How would you assess the quality and relevance of ESG ratings for your investment
decisions, both ratings of individual Environmental, Social or Governance factors and aggregated ones?

1 2 3 4 5 Don’t know
(very poor (poor (neutral) (good (very good | / No opinion
quality and | quality and quality and and
relevance) relevance) relevance) relevance)
Individual
Aggregated

Question 20.1:

If necessary, please explain the reasons for your answer. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Question 21: In your opinion, should the EU take action in this area?

X

Yes

No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 21.1: If yes, please explain why and what kind of action you consider would address the
identified problems. In particular, do you think the EU should consider regulatory intervention? [Box max.
2000 characters]

The issues concerning ESG ratings highlighted in Q.18.1 have implications for investor protection and
financial stability, but also for sustainable development in the long run. In addition, the inconsistency
and inaccuracy of ratings leads to issues down the ESG investment value chain. Capital misallocation
is likely, either unintentionally through the composition of ESG-rating based indices, or from
greenwashing and product mis-selling.

A regulatory framework establishing minimum standards for ESG ratings and ensuring supervision of
ESG rating providers would be an appropriate way to address the concerns highlighted and ensure
consistent and reliable standards of assessment in the ESG rating industry, and in the construction
and administration of ESG benchmarks (see also Q.33). The scope of these regulatory requirements
and the level of supervision entailed should be proportionate to the role that ESG ratings are given
within the broader regulatory framework.
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For instance, if a decision is taken that there should be incentives for investing in “green” or
“sustainable” products, within the prudential regulatory framework, then it would be appropriate for
these ratings and products to be subject to a regulatory or supervisory regime. Definitions would need
to be established and aligned as appropriate with other initiatives, such as the Taxonomy, together
with minimum standards on the transparency of methodologies and internal arrangements to prevent
conflicts of interest.

It may also be necessary for the Commission to take a holistic view of the regulation and supervision
of the ESG rating industry, as increased levels of market concentration have resulted in umbrella style
rating providers who provide a suite of different rating and rating like services. Given the level of
concentration in the market for ESG ratings as well as ESG rating providers often being members of
larger groups such as CRAs, ESMA sees benefit in taking up direct supervisory responsibilities for
these actors. This would help avoid having a patchwork of regulatory or supervisory mandates for
what are in essence consolidated rating providers. Any decisions by the EU legislators should be
supported by a cost-benefit analysis. In this context, it is important to note that the supervisory
framework has to ensure consistent supervision of sustainability related financial services across the
EU, including across NCAs and ESMA.

1.4 Definitions, standards and labels for sustainable financial assets and
financial products

The market for sustainable financial assets (loans, bonds, funds, etc.) is composed of a wide variety of
products, offered under various denominations like ‘green’, ‘SDG’, 'transition', ‘ESG’, 'ethical’, 'impact’,
‘sustainability-linked’, etc. While a variety of products allows for different approaches that can meet the
specific needs and wishes of those investing or lending, it can be difficult for clients, in particular retail
investors, to understand the different degrees of climate, environmental and social ambition and
compare the specificities of each product. Clarity on these definitions through standards and labels can
help to protect the integrity of and trust in the market for sustainable financial products, enabling easier
access for investors, companies, and savers.

As set out in the 2018 Action Plan on Financing Sustainable Growth, the Commission services started
working on:

developing possible technical criteria for the EU Ecolabel scheme for retail funds, savings and
deposits, and

establishing an EU Green Bond Standard (EU GBS).

The Commission also committed to specifying the content of the prospectus for green bond issuances
to provide potential investors with additional information, within the framework of the Prospectus
Regulation.

EU Green Bond Standard

The Technical Expert Group on Sustainable Finance (TEG) put forward a report in June 2019 with 10
recommendations for how to create an EU Green Bond Standard (EU GBS). This was completed with
a usability guide in March 2020, as well as with an updated proposal for the standard (see Annex 1).

The TEG recommends the creation of an official voluntary EU GBS building on the EU Taxonomy. Such
an EU Green Bond Standard could finance both physical assets and financial assets (including through
covered bonds and asset-backed securities), capital expenditure and selected operating expenditure,
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as well as specific expenditure for sovereigns and sub-sovereigns. The standard should in the TEG’s
view exist alongside existing market standards.

The overall aim of the EU GBS is to address several barriers in the current market, including reducing
uncertainty on what is green by linking it with the EU Taxonomy, standardising costly and complex
verification and reporting processes, and having an official standard to which certain (financial)
incentives may be attached. The TEG has recommended that oversight and regulatory supervision of
external review providers eventually be conducted via a centralised system organised by ESMA.
However, as such a potential ESMA-led supervision would require legislation and therefore take time,
the TEG suggests the set-up of a market-based, voluntary interim registration process for verifiers (the
Scheme) of EU Green Bonds for a transition period of up to three years.

Below you will find four questions in relation to the EU GBS. A separate dedicated consultation with
regards to a Commission initiative for an EU Green Bond Standard will be carried out in the
future. Please note that questions relating to green bond issuances by public authorities are covered in
section 2.7 and questions on additional incentives can be found in section 2.6.

Question 22: The TEG has recommended that verifiers of EU Green Bonds (green bonds using the EU
GBS) should be subject to an accreditation or authorisation and supervision regime. Do you agree that
verifiers of EU Green Bonds should be subject to some form of accreditation or authorisation and
supervision?

X | Yes, at European level

Yes, at national level
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 22.1: If necessary, please explain the reasons for your answer to question 22. [Box max.
2000 characters]

Third-party verifiers of Green Bond Standards will be required to conduct rigourous and reliable
assessments of issuer’s green bond frameworks. The Green Bond market is small, in its infancy and
concentrated in four countries that make up two thirds of the market (France, Germany, the
Netherlands and Luxembourg). Corporate green bond issuance is the highest in France and in the
Netherlands. Given these market characteristics and the limited legacy NCA supervision in this field,
building supervisory capacities at a central European level would ensure economies of scale and the
development of the required specific supervisory expertise. Moreover, in terms of supervision, ESMA
could already leverage on its experience in supervising CRAs given the similarities of activities and
actors. In some cases it can even be expected that third party verifiers will be part of wider CRA
groups.

Question 23: Should any action the Commission takes on verifiers of EU Green Bonds be linked to any
potential future action to regulate the market for third-party service providers on sustainability data,
ratings and research?

X Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant
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Question 23.1: If necessary, please specify the reasons for your answer to question 23. [Box max.
2000 characters]

Please refer to the response provided under question 21. It may be necessary for the Commission to
take a holistic view to the regulation and supervision of third-party verifiers as well as ESG ratings
and research providers, as increased levels of market concentration are likely to result in umbrella
style rating providers who provide a suite of different rating and rating like services. A unified approach
to the regulation of all rating providers (and related sustainability assessments such as third party
verification) would help avoid creating a patchwork of regulatory or supervisory mandates for what
are in essence consolidated rating providers.

Question 24: The EU GBS as recommended by the TEG is intended for any type of issuer: listed or
non-listed, public or private, European or international. Do you envisage any issues for non-European
issuers to follow the proposed standard by the TEG?

X Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 24.1: If necessary, please specify the reasons for your answer to question 24. [Box max.
2000 characters]

Difficulties may arise for green bond issuances whose proceeds are invested outside the EU in
non-EU projects. Given that the Green Bond Standard requires alignment with the EU Taxonomy
it will be difficult to demonstrate that the Green Bond Standard was being adhered to if the
proceeds are invested in countries that have not replicated EU standards. A level playing field has
to be ensured.

Prospectus and green bonds

Question 25: In those cases where a prospectus has to be published, do you believe that requiring the
disclosure of specific information on green bonds in the prospectus, which is a single binding document,
would improve the consistency and comparability of information for such instruments and help fight
greenwashing?

1 — Strongly disagree

2 — Disagree
3 — Neutral
4 — Agree

X 5 — Strongly agree

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant
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Question 25.1: If necessary, please specify the reasons for your answer to question 25. [Box max.
2000 characters]

ESMA points out that under PR Article 6(1) the prospectus should include all the necessary
information for an investor to assess the ‘green’ characteristics of a bond. However, this minimum
information is not specified in Level 1 or Level 2 text. In ESMA’s view, it is possible to identify (e.g. in
a building block) a minimum set of standardised information relating to the green elements of an offer
. Examples of such material disclosure include information on the use of proceeds to finance or re-
finance new and/or existing green business or projects, the framework adopted by the issuer
concerning its strategy for the selection of green projects and the possible alignment of green projects
with the EU taxonomy, the potential existence of third party verification of the framework and
allocation of proceeds, possible commitment by the issuer to provide periodic reporting on the use of
proceeds and where such information can be obtained, as well as an indication of whether the issuer
intends to comply with voluntary green bond standards.

Mandating the disclosure of this type of information, which is already available to green bond issuers
and commonly communicated in roadshows and included in marketing material, would ensure that
investors have access to material information that is pertinent to determine if a bond is green.
Furthermore, issuers and their advisors would operate under legal certainty over the specific
information that needs to be disclosed in a prospectus, a key factor which would speed up the
approval of the prospectus.

Standardisation of the disclosure requirements in green bond prospectuses would additionally make
it easier for investors to compare different bond issuances in order to assess the green elements of
the offers. Consistency of information disclosed in different parts of the prospectus would also be
enhanced as green bond issuers would have to provide coherent disclosure about the greenness of
the projects financed by the offer in one single document. Moreover, investors would be able to
monitor compliance of green bond issuers with the information disclosed in the prospectus and if
necessary, hold them to account, resulting thus in limiting ‘greenwashing’.

Question 26: In those cases where a prospectus has to be published, to what extent do you agree with
the following statement: “Issuers that adopt the EU GBS should include a link to that standard in the
prospectus instead of being subject to specific disclosure requirements on green bonds in the
prospectus”

X 1 — Strongly disagree

2 — Disagree
3 — Neutral
4 — Agree

5 — Strongly agree

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 26.1: If necessary, please specify the reasons for your answer to question 26. [Box max.
2000 characters]

ESMA points out that including in the prospectus a link to the EU GBS standard does not suffice to
ensure investor protection. However, ESMA considers that it could be possible for the information
disclosed by issuers adopting the EU-GBS to be incorporated by reference in the prospectus to allow
issuers to comply with their prospectus disclosure obligations.
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ESMA, though, notes that the recommendations of the EU Technical Expert Group’s (TEG) for the
establishment of the EU-GBS have not yet been taken forward. Therefore, the specific elements of
the EU-GBS set out in the TEG’s proposal may not be fully reflected in a future legal act. ESMA,
nevertheless, suggests allowing the incorporation by reference in the prospectus of information that
issuers adopting the EU-GBS have already disclosed elsewhere, provided that the core components
of the EU-GBS are fully consistent with the specific disclosure requirements for green bond issuances.

In ESMA’s view this alignment is key for investor protection in order to ensure that the same level of
disclosure is provided in green bond prospectuses regardless of whether the issuer is a voluntary
adopter of the EU-GBS or not. Therefore, ESMA considers that all green bond issuers should be
subject to the same disclosure requirements, which should be set out in legislation. Issuers which
voluntarily adopt the EU-GBS can fulfil those disclosure requirements by incorporating by reference
the information disclosed in compliance to that standard provided that there is full alignment with the
minimum disclosure requirements for green bond prospectuses.

Expanding the list of information that can be incorporated by reference in a prospectus pursuant to
Article 19 of the Prospectus Regulation to include information disclosed by issuers that voluntarily
adopt the EU-GBS will give access to investors to relevant and up-to-date information at the time of
the prospectus approval. Furthermore, ESMA notes that scrutiny of this information by competent
authorities would provide investors with comfort regarding its consistency with the overall information
disclosed in the prospectus.

Other standards and labels

Already now, the Disclosure Regulation defines two categories of sustainable investment products:
those promoting environmental or social characteristics and those with environmental or social
objectives, the latter being defined as ‘sustainable investments’. Both types of products have to disclose
their use of the EU Taxonomy, for the environmental portion of the product.

Question 27: Do you currently market financial products that promote environmental characteristics or
have environmental objectives?

Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 27.1:

If yes, once the EU Taxonomy is established,®> how likely is it that you would use the EU Taxonomy in
your investment decisions (i.e. invest more in underlying assets that are partially or fully aligned with the
EU Taxonomy)?

1 — Not likely at all
2 — Not likely

3 — Neutral

4 — Likely

5 — Very likely
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Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

If necessary, please specify the reasons for your answer to question 27. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Question 28: In its final report, the High-Level Expert Group on Sustainable Finance recommended to
establish a minimum standard for sustainably denominated investment funds (commonly referred to as
ESG or SRI funds, despite having diverse methodologies), aimed at retail investors.

What actions would you consider necessary to standardise investment funds that have broader
sustainability denominations?

No regulatory intervention is needed

X The Commission or the ESAs should issue guidance on minimum standards

Regulatory intervention is needed to enshrine minimum standards in law

Regulatory intervention is needed to create a label

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 29: Should the EU establish a label for investment funds (e.g. ESG funds or green funds
aimed at professional investors)?

Yes
X No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 29.1:

If yes, regarding green funds aimed at professional investors, should this be in the context of the EU
Ecolabel?

Yes
No

X | Der‘tknow/no-opinion+ not relevant

If necessary, please explain your answer to question 29. [Box max. 2000 characters]

The EU has a comprehensive framework for investment funds in the UCITS and AIFMD frameworks.
It is possible to create ESG or green funds targeting either retail or professional investors through
these broad frameworks. The EU has also already created specific legal frameworks within AIFMD
for social entrepreneurship funds and for long-term investment funds.

As the Commission notes, the new Disclosure Regulation has categorised sustainable products into
those with environmental or social characteristics on the one hand and those with sustainable
investment objectives on the other. The Disclosure Regulation will require extensive disclosures from
product manufacturers on their products. It would be premature to create new product standards for
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professional investors by new legislation until the experience from the EU Ecolabel for retail investors,
and the disclosures emanating from the Disclosure Regulation are taken into account.

While there could be distributional benefits to a label for professional investors, over-reliance on such
a label could lead to lower due diligence by professional investors regarding product characteristics
or objectives, jeopardising the usefulness of the product disclosures that are required by the
Disclosure Regulation. In addition, investments would primarily be encouraged to the labelled
products instead of incentivising a wider innovation for sustainable products.

Question 30: The market has recently seen the development of sustainability-linked bonds and loans,
whose interest rates or returns are dependent on the company meeting pre-determined sustainability
targets. This approach is different from regular green bonds, which have a green use-of-proceeds
approach.

Should the EU develop standards for these types of sustainability-linked bonds or loans?

1 — Strongly disagree

2 — Disagree
X 3 — Neutral
4 — Agree

5 — Strongly agree

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 30.1: If necessary, please explain your answer to question 30. [Box max. 2000 characters]

The market for sustainability-linked bonds, which includes financial instruments where the coupon
rate or payment depends on the achievement of sustainability objectives, is still nascent.
Sustainability-linked bonds are useful to incentivise sustainable investments, also reflecting a low
burden from reporting on and disclosure of the proceeds allocation. This also implies that the
potential risk of “impact washing” is high, which warrants close monitoring of market developments
and risks.

Before EU-wide standards are developed, ESMA recommends that an assessment of the benefits
and the costs associated with the development a regulatory framework be carried out. Market
growth has led to the recent launch of industry principles in Europe, and it is worth monitoring how
far these will help in reducing “impact washing” risk and improving reporting standards.

In the long run, it will be crucial to ensure that the objectives of these instruments are fully aligned
with widely-recognised principles such as the UN Sustainable Development Goals. Furthermore,
as these instruments link ESG performance to bond pricing, developing standards will facilitate
holding actors accountable, improve disclosure and simultaneously hinder impact washing.

This also applies to financial instruments where distribution of payouts are continguent upon/linked
to reaching pre-defined sustainability targets, especially social impact bonds, and social bonds,
which have seen an increase in issuance during the Covid-19 crisis and are already gaining
prominence.
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Question 31: Should such a potential standard for target-setting sustainability-linked bonds or loans
make use of the EU Taxonomy as one of the key performance indicators?

1 — Strongly disagree

2 — Disagree
3 — Neutral
X 4 — Agree

5 — Strongly agree

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 31.1: If necessary, please explain your answer to question 31. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Standards for sustainability-linked securities would obviously require reference to a taxonomy.
However, the EU Taxonomy only covers environmental aspects, implying that it would only be
adapted to securities that are linked to environmental objectives.

Other sustainability-linked assets (e.g. bonds linked to social objectives) would require the
development of a different taxonomy (e.g. a social taxonomy). However, ESMA recognises the
significant challenges associated with the development of such frameworks.

Question 32: Several initiatives are currently ongoing in relation to energy-efficient mortgages (see for
instance the work of the EEFIG (Energy Efficiency Financial Institutions Group set by the EC and the
United Nations Environment Program Finance Initiative or UNEP FI) on the financial performance of
energy efficiency loans or the energy efficient mortgages initiatives) and green loans more broadly.
Should the EU develop standards or labels for these types of products?

Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 32.1:

If yes, please select all that apply:

a broad standard or label for sustainable mortgages and loans (including social and
environmental considerations)

a standard or label for green (environmental and climate) mortgages and loans

a narrow standard or label only for energy-efficient mortgages and loans for the renovation of
a residential immovable property

Other

If other, please specify what type of standard or label on sustainability in the loan market you would
like to see. [Box max. 2000 characters]
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Question 33: The Climate Benchmarks Reqgulation creates two types of EU climate benchmarks - ‘EU
Climate Transition’ and ‘EU Paris-aligned’ - aimed at investors with climate-conscious investment
strategies. The regulation also requires the Commission to assess the feasibility of a broader ‘ESG
benchmark’.

Should the EU take action to create an ESG benchmark?

X Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 33.1:

If yes, please explain what the key elements of such a benchmark should be. [Box max. 2000
characters]

We understand this question as referring to the set-up of specific requirements for benchmark
administrators to establish EU ESG benchmarks similar to those already in place for climate
benchmarks. As indicated in the action plan of the commission on sustainable finance,
administrators have been developing ESG benchmarks to capture sustainability goals. While these
ESG benchmarks are subject to the overall requirements of the Benchmarks Regulation (BMR),
they lack specific requirements regarding the ESG methodologies which may affect their reliability.
As a response, the Climate Benchmarks Regulation has created two new types of benchmarks
focusing on climate investment strategies including methodology requirements designed to reflect
the compatibility with the objectives of the Paris Agreement.

While these two new types of benchmarks address the Environment factor, they do not include
investment strategies related to the Social or Governance factors. Therefore, ESMA considers that
setting out requirements for a broader ESG benchmark would help to take into account the Social
and Governance considerations in the market and to achieve sustainability goals to reorient
efficiently capital flows.

ESMA believes that more transparent and sounder sustainable indices methodologies are needed
to reduce greenwashing. In terms of content, the legislative proposal could provide, inter alia, criteria
for the choice and weighting of the underlying assets and if any exclusions should be applicable.

In addition, the establishment of a regulatory framework for ESG ratings will enhance the reliability
of ESG Benchmarks (see Q18 and Q21)

ESMA is further of the view that ESG benchmarks should be set-up after the adoption by the market
of the newly designed climate benchmarks. In addition, as the BMR already includes extensive
disclosure for all benchmark administrators that pursue ESG objectives and therefore that this new
legislative proposal should avoid adding additional disclosure requirements for administrators,
except for the disclosures linked to the methodology of the ESG benchmarks.

If no, please explain your answer to question 33. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Question 34: Beyond the possible standards and labels mentioned above (for bonds, retail investment
products, investment funds for professional investors, loans and mortgages, benchmarks), do you see
the need for any other kinds of standards or labels for sustainable finance?
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Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 34.1: If yes, what should they cover thematically and for what types of financial products?
[Box max. 2000 characters]

15 Capital markets infrastructure

The recent growth in the market for sustainable financial instruments has raised questions as to whether
the current capital markets infrastructure is fit for purpose. Having an infrastructure in place that caters
to those types of financial instruments could support and further enhance sustainable finance in Europe.

Question 35: Do you think the existing capital market infrastructure sufficiently supports the issuance
and liquidity of sustainable securities?

1 — Strongly disagree

2 — Disagree
X 3 — Neutral
4 — Agree

5 — Strongly agree

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 35.1: If you disagree (scores of 1 and 2), please list the main problems you see (maximum
three). [Box max. 2000 characters]

The current EU market infrastructures appear to have handled the high-speed growth of the markets
in sustainable instruments adequately so far. We have focused on the green bond market as this is
the most mature within sustainable securities and information is easily identifiable in the data reported
to ESMA and published by the Climate Bond Initiative. Green bonds share the same technical
characteristics as standard bonds but differ in the obligation to use the proceeds for a defined “green”
purpose, which in itself does not necessarily make a difference for the actual issuance or trading of
the bond in the secondary markets.

As an illustration of the market growth, the share of private-sector green bonds increased from 0.2%
in 2015 to 2% in 2019 of the EU corporate bond market (see ESMA report on Trends, Risks and
Vulnerabilities). Trading activity in green bonds in the EU is taking place mainly OTC (for roughly 40%
of volumes) and bilaterally via systematic internalisers (for another 30%), while the remaining part is
traded mainly on multilateral trading facilities (MTFs) and organised trading facilities (OTFs), and
marginally on regulated markets (RM). This breakdown is relatively similar to the one observed in the
broader bond market, although the share of OTC trading is even larger for the overall bond market.
The data also suggest that green bonds are made available for trading in a large number of venues
throughout the EU (i.e. 38 MTFs, 14 OTF, 15 RM and 70 SlIs), although sometimes with very low
volumes.
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As for any new market, investors may face liquidity issues in terms of e.g. bid-ask spreads, trading
volumes and number of market participants, but there are signs that liquidity is increasing. For
example, there has been a significant increase in the number of market participants both on the buy
side (increase in green funds and ETFs) and the intermediary side (high number of Sls active on
green bonds in Europe).

As a result, it appears that the existing structures of the larger bond market are evolving to accompany
issuers and investors growing interest in green bonds. There is less evidence in relation to other types
of sustainable investments and market developments in this respect should be monitored. The
development of sustainable finance could be further supported via the use of targeted incentives: for
example, trading venues could provide for a reduction (or exemption) of listing fees for sustainable
securities, both for initial listing and on-going annual listing fees.

Question 36: In your opinion, should the EU foster the development of a sustainable finance-oriented
exchange or trading segments that caters specifically to trading in sustainable finance securities and is
better aligned with the needs of issuers?

X Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 36.1: If necessary, please explain the reasons for your answer to question 36. [Box max.
2000 characters]

ESMA is of the view that the development of sustainable finance-oriented exchanges, or possibly
segments of already established exchanges which target trading of sustainable finance securities,
could contribute to promoting the trading of such type of financial instruments. Nevertheless, the
potential benefits of such initiative should be evaluated against the possible risks, among which there
would be the introduction of further fragmentation in EU market structures.

In ESMA’s view the creation of dedicated segments could provide incentives both for investors and
for issuers focussed on ESG issues and represent one step to the way towards mainstreaming ESG
across all market segments. While it would be important to carefully assess the experience of the
markets where such segments already exist, ESMA notes that on the investors’ side, the creation of
such targeted segments could facilitate identification of ESG investment opportunity and contribute
to the dissemination of information on ESG projects. In order to foster investors’ confidence, it would
appear necessary to establish in the first place homogeneous criteria at the EU level for admission to
trading, which issuers should adhere to, and promote harmonization of information to be disclosed
on ESG issuances.

The creation of such type of segments could also enhance the visibility of issuers which adhere to
ESG factors in their projects or corporate policies and facilitate their access to capital locally and
cross-border. This may incentivise, for instance, SME issuers to seek funding from capital markets,
but also attract mature companies which could use such opportunity to enhance the visibility of
ongoing ESG projects. To ensure that those segments attract a level of liquidity that creates
economies of scale for issuers, there may also be a need for regulatory initiatives to promote such
segments. Such initiatives could be crafted in a manner which promotes long termism in investment.
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ESMA also acknowledges that such type of initiative could pose some challenges for EU market
microstructures. To avoid the fragmentation of trading and investors that the creation of dedicated
segments could create, exchanges could focus on the visibility and accessibility of ESG investments,
without necessarily adding a segregation in terms of place of execution. Additionally such segments
would need to list, to ensure a sufficient liquidity, both well established companies and SMEs.
Nevertheless, such companies have different needs which might be complex to integrate.
Furthermore, at this stage it could be complex to categorise ESG companies as many companies are
in a transition stage, where not all the projects can be labelled as ESG.

Question 37: In your opinion, what core features should a sustainable finance—oriented exchange have
in order to encourage capital flows to ESG projects and listing of companies with strong ESG
characteristics, in particular SMEs? [Box max. 2000 characters]

In ESMA’s view, in order to encourage capital flow to ESG projects, a sustainable finance-oriented
exchange should adopt arrangements targeted at increasing the visibility of ESG securities. This
result can be achieved through the creation of dedicated segments or section of the exchange website
which allow direct access to ESG products.

On the investors’ side, in order to promote and facilitate trading in ESG securities, the exchange
should provide expertise to facilitate understanding of ESG products. Sharing of existing standards,
principles or best practices, together with the deployment of educational resources and expert
assistance can improve understanding ESG investment risks and advantages, and consequently
attract investors on this market.

On the issuers’ side, stock exchanges could provide guidance on ESG reporting, through the
production of documentation helping companies gain a clear understanding of what ESG information
should be displayed to investors. This type of guidance would also meet the demand from investors
of a consistent approach to ESG reporting, facilitating an investment decision process which takes
into consideration ESG aspects.

Exchanges should also adopt a specific focus to encourage ESG related SME listings. In this context,
exchanges could provide education to issuers to ensure they undertake the opportunities markets
offers. For example, helping SMEs in the identification and display of their ESG features could
promote their attractiveness on markets both domestically and internationally. To this aim, targeted
guidance in the listing process and advice in preparing initial and on-going information would be
recommendable. Furthermore, exchanges could undertake measures to enhance liquidity, such as
market making schemes and where deemed appropriate encourage the use of specialist liquidity
providers.

1.6 Corporate governance, long-termism and investor engagement

To reflect long-term opportunities and risks, such as those connected to climate change and
environmental degradation, companies and investors need to integrate long-term horizons and
sustainability in their decision-making processes. However, this is often difficult in a context where
market pressure and prevailing corporate culture prompt corporate managers and financial market
participants to focus on near-term financial performance at the expense of mid- to long-term objectives.
Focusing on short-term returns without accounting for long-term implications may lead to
underperformance of the corporation and investors in the long-term, and, by extension, of the economy
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as a whole. In this context, investors should be driving long-termism, where this is relevant, and not
pressure companies to deliver short-term returns by default.

The ongoing COVID-19 outbreak in particular underscores that companies should prioritise the
long term interests of their stakeholders. Many companies in the EU have decided to prioritise the
interests of key stakeholders, in particular employees, customers and suppliers, over short-term
shareholder interest (The European Central Bank also recommended on 27 March 2020 that significant
credit institution refrain from distributing dividend so that “they can continue to fulfil their role to fund
households, small and medium businesses and corporations” during the COVID-19 economic shock).
These factors contribute to driving long-term returns as they are crucial in order to maintain companies’
ability to operate. Therefore, institutional investors have an important role to play in this context. As part
of action 10 of the Action Plan on Financing Sustainable Growth, in December 2019 the European
Supervisory Authorities delivered reports (ESMA report, EBA report, EIOPA report) that had the
objective of assessing evidence of undue short-term pressure from the financial sector on corporations.
They identified areas within their remit where they found some degree of short-termism and issued
policy recommendations accordingly. For instance, they advise the adoption of longer-term perspectives
among financial institutions through more explicit legal provisions on sustainability.

Question 38: In your view, which recommendation(s) made in the ESASs’ reports have the highest
potential to effectively tackle short-termism?

Please select among the following options.

Adopt more explicit legal provisions on sustainability for credit institutions, in particular related
to governance and risk management

Define clear objectives on portfolio turn-over ratios and holdings periods for institutional
investors

Require Member States to have an independent monitoring framework to ensure the quality
of information disclosed in remuneration reports published by listed companies and funds
(UCITS management companies and AIFMS)

X Other

Question 38.1: If other, please specify what other recommendation(s) have the highest potential to
effectively tackle short-termism. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Reference is made to ESMA’s advice on undue short-term pressures (Ref.: ESMA30-22-762, 18
December 2019). In ESMA’s view, each of the proposals in the report should be implemented to
maximise effectiveness, and these proposals should as such be seen as a single package. However,
ESMA points out that its proposal on the monitoring framework for remuneration is one of the key
proposals included in its advice on undue short-term pressures.

Question 39: Beyond the recommendations issued by the ESAs, do you see any barriers in the EU
regulatory framework that prevent long-termism and/or do you see scope for further actions that could
foster long-termism in financial markets and the way corporates operate?

Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

31


https://www.ecb.europa.eu/ecb/legal/pdf/ecb_2020_19_f_sign.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/180308-action-plan-sustainable-growth_en
https://www.esma.europa.eu/press-news/esma-news/esma-proposes-strengthened-rules-address-undue-short-termism-in-securities
https://eba.europa.eu/eba-calls-banks-consider-long-term-horizons-their-strategies-and-business-activities
https://eba.europa.eu/eba-calls-banks-consider-long-term-horizons-their-strategies-and-business-activities
https://www.eiopa.europa.eu/content/potential-undue-short-term-pressure-financial-markets
https://www.esma.europa.eu/press-news/esma-news/esma-proposes-strengthened-rules-address-undue-short-termism-in-securities

*
%

* esma

*

Question 39.1: If yes, please explain which barriers you see and / or what action(s) could help foster
long-termism in financial markets and the way corporates operate.

Please list a maximum of 3 barrier(s) and / or a maximum of 3 action(s). [Box max. 2000 characters]

N/A

The Shareholder Rights Directive |l states that directors’ variable remuneration should be based on
both financial and non-financial performance, where applicable. However, there is currently no
requirement regarding what the fraction of variable remuneration should be linked to, when it comes to
non-financial performance.

Question 40: In your view, should there be a mandatory share of variable remuneration linked to non-
financial performance for corporates and financial institutions?

X Yes

No

Don’'t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 40.1: If yes, please indicate what share of the variable remuneration should be linked to
non-financial performance. [Box max. 2000 characters]

ESMA has ticked Yes not to indicate that it agrees there should be a mandatory share of variable
remuneration linked to non-financial performance, but to indicate that there should indeed be a link
between non-financial performance and variable remuneration, as explained further below.

Firstly, in general, ESMA highlights that clear and full corporate disclosure on directors’ variable
remuneration, including its link to financial and non-financial performance, is an essential starting
point to improve market practice and we are still far from reaching that goal. As suggested in ESMA’s
advice on undue short-term pressures, the Commission’s draft guidelines provided for in the SRDII
could be improved to enhance disclosure around variable remuneration and its link to non-financial
performance. In addition, ESMA suggests that the Commission should closely monitor the
implementation and effectiveness of its guidelines and consider the use of more binding tools should
the guidelines fail to bring about the envisaged level of disclosure across Member States.

Secondly, in response to Question 40, while ESMA understands that linking a minimum share of
variable remuneration to non-financial performance could be foreseen as an effective tool in order to
quickly improve market practices in this area, it considers that any such provision should be subject
to the comply-or-explain principle in order to allow companies sufficient flexibility to cater for their
specificities and gradually adjust their practice. Such comply-or-explain mechanism could be applied
on the basis of codes of conduct to be developed by issuers. ESMA also highlights that it would be
important to prevent the misuse of any new requirement in this area which may give rise to the risk of
green-washing. In connection to question 41, such codes of conduct should also address the specific
list of ESG factors to be included as a minimum across different industries. In addition, ESMA finds
that — should a rule be introduced to link a minimum share of variable remuneration to non-financial
performance — such tool should be non-binding and its effectiveness should be reviewed after a
limited amount of time (e.g. five years) to see how market practice has evolved.
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With reference to Question 41, a similar approach should be applied to the use of specific metrics as
parameters for directors’ variable remuneration so that companies are provided with adequate
flexibility to cater for their specificities and can gradually adjust their practices.

Question 41: Do you think that a defined set of EU companies should be required to include carbon
emission reductions, where applicable, in their lists of ESG factors affecting directors’ variable
remuneration?

Yes
No

X Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

The Shareholder Rights Directive Il introduces transparency requirements to better align long-term
interests between institutional investors and their asset managers.

Question 42: Beyond the Shareholder Rights Directive Il, do you think that EU action would be
necessary to further enhance long-term engagement between investors and their investee companies?

X Yes
No

Don’'t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 42.1: If yes, what action should be taken? Please explain or provide appropriate examples.
[Box max. 2000 characters]

Preliminarily, ESMA notes that the national transpositions of the revised Shareholder Rights Directive
(SRD 1) became applicable in most EU Member States (MS) in the course of 2019. As such, the SRD
Il has just started producing its effects in improving long-term engagement between investors and
their investee companies and the alignment of long-term interests between institutional investors and
their asset managers. In line with the Commission’s Better Regulation agenda, ESMA is of the view
that stability is an important element to ensure the effectiveness of regulatory frameworks and that,
before considering new regulatory actions, the Commission should give further consideration to the
proper application of the existing rules. In this regard, supervision at national level and its consistency
across MSs are key elements to ensure full application of the rulebook. It should be noted that ESMA’s
supervisory convergence powers in this area are currently limited due to the SRD Il not falling under
Art. 1 (2) of the ESMA Regulation.

With this caveat, ESMA makes reference to the actions proposed in sections 2.4.3/2.4.4 of its 2019
advice on undue short-term pressures, including in the context of the envisaged review of certain
provisions of the SRD II. Here, ESMA recognised that long-term investor engagement increasingly
addresses sustainability-related topics, for example, when it comes to AGM voting. In ESMA’s view,
sustainability goals have a great deal in common with long-term investments and therefore a proper
management of ESG risks is well aligned with long-term investor goals. In this context, ESMA
suggested some targeted improvements of the regulatory framework including in the direction of
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integrating ESG aspects more overtly in the SRD Il to make the relevant provisions more effective in
connecting long-term engagement activities and ESG factors.

Question 43: Do you think voting frameworks across the EU should be further harmonised at EU level
to facilitate shareholder engagement and votes on ESG issues?

X Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Comment box added by ESMA

In response to this question, ESMA would like to highlight two areas in which it could be relevant to
further harmonise voting frameworks across the EU to facilitate shareholder engagement and votes
on ESG issues.

Firstly, as ESMA suggested in its advice to the Commission on undue short-term pressures, ESMA
considers that the Commission should assess the impact of national legislation that has recently
introduced additional incentives (such as increased voting or dividend rights) to promote
shareholders’ long-term perspective. On the basis of this assessment, the Commission should
consider whether EU-harmonised incentives would be necessary. ESMA stands ready to assist the
Commission in relation to this work.

Secondly, ESMA is of the view that — in order to remove existing obstacles to cross-border voting —
it would be relevant to harmonise the technical aspects in these areas. Here, the Commission
Implementing Regulation (EU) 2018/1212 which establishes detailed requirements for shareholder
identification, transmission of information and facilitation of the exercise of shareholders’ rights is a
first step in this direction. As the Regulation has yet to become applicable, ESMA suggests that its
impact should be carefully monitored and assessed before further legislative or regulatory actions
are considered. However, ESMA considers that in the future it may be necessary to undertake further
steps, including harmonising the definition of shareholder and improving the use of technology to
facilitate remote voting.

Question 44: Do you think that EU action is necessary to allow investors to vote on a company’s
environmental and social strategies or performance?

X Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 44.1: If yes, please explain to question 44. [Box max. 2000 characters]

ESMA makes reference to the specific action proposed in sections 2.4.3/2.4.4 of its 2019 advice on
undue short-term pressures. Here, ESMA suggested that the Commission should carefully consider
whether, for those companies that fall under the obligation to publish a non-financial statement, a
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general advisory vote on that document could serve as an effective tool for shareholders to voice any
concern they might have on the way their investee companies approach sustainability risks. ESMA

indicated that this would be a preferable option to the introduction of ad-hoc votes on a specifi

document, such as a sustainability policy, as it would avoid duplications of disclosures and votes and

therefore reduce fragmentation of shareholders’ efforts and enhance engagement.

c

Questions have been raised about whether passive index investing could lower the incentives

to

participate in corporate governance matters or engage with companies regarding their long term

strategies.

Question 45: Do you think that passive index investing, if it does not take into account ESG facto
could have an impact on the interests of long-term shareholders?

rs,

Yes

No

X Don’t know Lro-epinientnotrelevant

Question 45.1:

If yes, in your view, what do you think this impact is, do you think that the EU should address it and
how? [Box max. 2000 characters]

Comment box added by ESMA

As regards the potential impact of passive index investing on the interests of long-term
shareholders, ESMA observes that the relationship is complex and would depend significantly on
the extent to which indices that the products track take into account ESG factors. While some
research has been conducted in this area, findings on the existence of a correlation / causal effect
are quite diverse and no clear consensus exists among academics. ESMA therefore suggests that
before drawing any conclusion, further research is needed in order to make a robust assessment of
which impact it might have on the interests of long-term shareholders if passive index investing does
not take into account ESG factors.

As regards whether and how to address the relationship between passive index investing and long-
term shareholders’ interest, the EU has already addressed this to a significant degree. The
Disclosure Regulation will impose significant transparency requirements on index funds and index
fund providers. As UCITS management companies, European index fund providers will have to
show the manner in which sustainability risks are integrated into investment decisions and the
impacts of those assessments. Also, from 2023, where the management company takes into
account principal adverse impacts of investment decisions at entity level, its index funds will have
to explain whether the product takes into account principal adverse impacts on sustainability factors
and show these impacts in periodic reporting.

These disclosures should have the effect of giving some visibility to investors about the impact of
passive index funds that do not take into account ESG factors. The EU should wait to assess the
impact of these rules before contemplating further measures.
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If no, please explain the reasons for your answer if necessary. [Box max. 2000 characters]

To foster more sustainable corporate governance, as part of action 10 of the 2018 Action Plan on
Financing Sustainable Growth, the Commission launched a study on due diligence (i.e. identification
and mitigation of adverse social and environmental impact in a company’s own operations and supply
chain), which was published in February 2020. This study indicated the need for policy intervention, a
conclusion which was supported by both multinational companies and NGOs. Another study on
directors’ duties and possible sustainability targets will be finalised in Q2 2020.

Question 46: Due regard for a range of ’stakeholder interests’, such as the interests of employees,
customers, etc., has long been a social expectation vis-a-vis companies. In recent years, the number of
such interests have expanded to include issues such as human rights violations, environmental pollution
and climate change.

Do you think companies and their directors should take account of these interests in corporate decisions
alongside financial interests of shareholders, beyond what is currently required by EU law?

Yes, a more holistic approach should favour the maximisation of social, environmental, as well
as economic/financial performance

Yes, as these issues are relevant to the financial performance of the company in the long term

No, companies and their directors should not take account of these sorts of interests

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Comment box added by ESMA

We address this question solely from the perspective of the ‘double materiality’ underlying the
requirements in the Non-Financial Reporting Directive when determining which non-financial
information to disclose. According to these requirements, an issuer must disclose not only non-
financial information which impacts its development, performance and position — and can as such
have a significance for its financial situation — but also non-financial information about the issuer’s
impact on its surroundings — which may not, at least in the short term, affect its financial situation.
The second kind of non-financial information will be relevant not only to investors but also to
customers, suppliers, employees, the public at large etc. (though some of these stakeholders may
also, to an extent, be interested in the first kind of non-financial information).

In order to ensure that the double materiality perspective not only relates to the information an issuer
discloses but also to the way it actually makes its decisions, ESMA considers it would be important
for companies and their directors to take account of a broader set of stakeholder interests in their
corporate decisions than what is currently required by EU law. Such an approach would furthermore
contribute to a more robust identification of potential risks which issuers may be subject to at present
or in the future, and it would generally facilitate issuers in taking a more long-term oriented decisions.

Question 47: Do you think that an EU framework for supply chain due diligence related to human rights
and environmental issues should be developed to ensure a harmonised level-playing field, given the
uneven development of national due diligence initiatives?
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X Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 48: Do you think that such a supply chain due diligence requirement should apply to all
companies, including small and medium sized companies?

X Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 48.1:

If yes, please select your preferred option:

All companies, including SMEs

All companies, but with lighter minimum requirements for SMEs

Only large companies in general, and SMEs in the most risky economic sectors sustainability-
wise

Only large companies

If necessary, please explain the reasons for your answer. [Box max. 2000 characters]

While ESMA suggests that SMEs in the most risky economic sectors sustainability-wise should be
subject to a new supply chain due diligence requirement, we wish to higlight that it would be important
to clarify in detail which specific sectors qualify as ‘most risky’ and take a proportionate approach to
any requirements imposed on SMEs to avoid subjecting them to any unnecessary administrative
burden.

2. Increasing opportunities for citizens, financial institutions and
corporates to enhance sustainability

Increased opportunities need to be provided to citizens, financial institutions and corporates in
order to enable them to have a positive impact on sustainability. Citizens can be mobilised by
providing them with opportunities to invest their pensions and savings sustainably or by using digital
tools to empower them to make their communities, their homes and their businesses more resilient.
Financial institutions and corporates can increase their contribution to sustainability if the right policy
signals and incentives are in place. Furthermore, international cooperation and the use of sustainable
finance tools and frameworks in developing countries can help build a truly global response to the
climate and environmental crisis.

As part of the European Green Deal, the Commission has launched a European Climate Pact to

bring together regions, local communities, civil society, businesses and schools in the fight against
climate change, incentivising behavioural change from the level of the individual to the largest
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multinational, and to launch a new wave of actions. A consultation on the European Climate Pact is
open until 27 May 2020 in order to better identify the areas where the Commission could support and
highlight pledges as well as set up fora to work together on climate action (including possibly on
sustainable finance).

2.1 Mobilising retail investors and citizens

Although retail investors today are increasingly aware that their own investments and deposits can play
a role in achieving Europe’s climate and environmental targets, they are not always offered sustainable
financial products that match their expectations. In order to ensure that the sustainability preferences of
retail investors are truly integrated in the financial system, it is crucial to help them to better identify
which financial products best correspond to these preferences, providing them with user-friendly
information and metrics they can easily understand. To that end, the European Commission will soon
publish the amended delegated acts of MIFID Il and IDD, which will require investment advisors to ask
retail investors about their sustainability preferences.

Question 49: In order to ensure that retail investors are asked about their sustainability preferences in
a simple, adequate and sufficiently granular way, would detailed guidance for financial advisers be
useful when they ask questions to retail investors seeking financial advice?

X Yes
No

Don’'t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 49.1: If necessary, please provide an explanation of your answer to question 49. [Box max.
2000 characters]

Guidance to financial advisors is indeed important and ESMA has already provided such guidance
through two sets of existing MiFID guidelines :

e MiFID Il guidelines on knowledge and competence of sales staff -
https://www.esma.europa.eu/sites/default/files/library/2015-1886 -
final_report_on_guidelines_for_the assessment of knowledge and competence.pdf
e  MIFID Il guidelines on suitability -
https://www.esma.europa.eu/sites/default/files/library/esma35-43-869-
fr_on_guidelines on_suitability.pdf
In particular on ESG-related aspects, ESMA is already updating its guidelines on suitability in order
to take into account the changes that are being introduced in the MiFID Il Delegated Regulation and
has issued a public consultation document (link).

However, ESMA is not in favour of providing firms with detailed indications on the questions that firms
should ask clients as market participants would tend to passively use the examples provided by
legislators. ESMA believes that a standard questionnaire for the collection of information from clients
would be against the spirit of the rules, as the number/granularity and type of questions asked will
necessarily depend on the firm’s business model, the types of products it offers, the types of clients
it serves, etc.

ESMA considers that the integration of sustainability risks within the MiFID Il requirements is better
done through a high-level principles-based approach.

38


https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-action/pact_en
https://www.esma.europa.eu/sites/default/files/library/2015-1886_-_final_report_on_guidelines_for_the_assessment_of_knowledge_and_competence.pdf
https://www.esma.europa.eu/sites/default/files/library/2015-1886_-_final_report_on_guidelines_for_the_assessment_of_knowledge_and_competence.pdf
https://www.esma.europa.eu/sites/default/files/library/esma35-43-869-_fr_on_guidelines_on_suitability.pdf
https://www.esma.europa.eu/sites/default/files/library/esma35-43-869-_fr_on_guidelines_on_suitability.pdf
https://www.esma.europa.eu/sites/default/files/library/2018-esma35-43-1210-_ipisc_cp_mifid_ii_sustainability.pdf

Question 50: Do you think that retail investors should be systematically offered sustainable investment
products as one of the default options, when the provider has them available, at a comparable cost and
if those products meet the suitability test?

Yes
No

X Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Comment box added by ESMA

In line with the expected revision of the MIFID Il Delegated Regulation, if a client were to express
clear ESG preferences, these need to be considered by the intermediary in the advisory process and
the assessment of suitability. In updating the guidelines on MIFID suitability requirements, ESMA will
aim to provide further guidance to firms on this important topic.

Question 51: Should the EU support the development of more structured actions in the area of financial
literacy and sustainability, in order to raise awareness and knowledge of sustainable finance among
citizens and finance professionals?

1 — Strongly disagree

2 — Disagree
3 — Neutral
4 — Agree
X 5 — Strongly agree

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

If you agree (scores 4-5), please choose what particular action should be prioritised:

1 2 3 4 5 Don'’t
(strongly | (disagree) | (neutral) (agree) (strongly knO\_N_/ No
disagree) agree) opinion
Integrate  sustainable X

finance literacy in the
training requirements
of finance
professionals

Stimulate cooperation
between Member
States to integrate
sustainable finance as
part of existing
subjects in citizens’
education at school,
possibly in the context
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of a wider effort to raise
awareness about
climate action and
sustainability

Beyond school
education,  stimulate
cooperation  between
Member States to
ensure that there are
sufficient initiatives to
educate citizens to
reduce their
environmental footprint
also through their
investment decisions

Directly, through
targeted campaigns

As part of a wider effort
to raise the financial
literacy of EU citizens

As part of a wider effort
to raise the knowledge
citizens have of their
rights as consumers,
investors, and active
members  of their
communities

Promote the inclusion
of sustainability and
sustainable finance in
the curricula of
students, in particular
future finance
professionals

Other

If you selected other (4-5), please specify what other action(s) should be prioritised. [Box max. 2000

characters]

Comment box added by ESMA
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Integrating sustainable finance literacy in the training requirements of finance professionals would be
helpful and would fit perfectly well with the proposed amendments to integrate sustainability in the
MIFID Il delegated acts.

MIFID Il requires staff giving investment advice or information about financial instruments or services
to possess the necessary knowledge and competence. This means, inter alia, that these staff should
have the appropriate qualifications through continuous professional development (e.g. education or
training).

Depending on the finalisation of the MIFID Il delegated acts, firms should take ESG considerations
into account when providing portfolio management or investment advice to clients. To be able to
recommend suitable ESG investment products to a client that has expressed ESG preferences, the
firm’s staff should have the necessary knowledge and competence with regard to such products.
Although effectively already required, the knowledge and competence requirements could be
strengthened in this respect by explicitly referring to sustainable finance literacy in the context of
appropriate qualifications of staff.

Sustainable finance can only work if consumers also are able to understand the issue at stake. Even
if a fanstatic job is being done with respect to disclosure on this topic, it will never be sufficient without
a financial education effort.

2.2 Better understanding the impact of sustainable finance on
sustainability factors

While sustainable finance is growing, there are questions on how to measure and assess the
positive impact of sustainable finance on the real economy. Recently, tools have been developed
that can be used to approximate an understanding of the climate and environmental impact of economic
activities that are being financed. Examples of such tools include the EU Taxonomy, which identifies
under which conditions economic activities can be considered environmentally sustainable, use-of-
proceeds reporting as part of green bond issuances, or the Disclosure Regulation, which requires the
reporting of specific adverse impact indicators.

Yet, an improved understanding of how different sustainable financial products impact the economy may
further increase their positive impact on sustainability factors and accelerate the transition.

Question 52: In your view, is it important to better measure the impact of financial products on
sustainability factors?

1 — Not important at all

2 — Rather not important

3 — Neutral

4 — Rather important

X 5 — Very important

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 52.1: For scores of 4 to 5, what actions should the EU take in your view? [Box max. 2000
characters]
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Investors are increasingly integrating ESG assets into their portfolios and are considering ESG
factors alongside traditional financial factors in their investment decision-making processes. The
drivers of demand for ESG investment are varied. Some investors seek to maximise a social outcome
while others focus on identifying ESG issues to reduce risks (for example excluding companies or
sectors with low ESG ratings from portfolios) or to detect undervalued opportunities. While financial
performance remains the main driver for most investments, willingness to invest sustainably
increasingly drives investors’ considerations. If investment products (e.g. funds, structured products,
etc.) are not to be assessed only based on their costs and performance anymore, it is essential to
have reliable impact metrics to assess their sustainability credentials which could then feed also more
reliable ESG ratings which are currently unsatisfactory (please see our responses to Q17 and Q18).
The draft Regulatory Technical Standard that the ESAs are developing under the Disclosure
Regulation provides metrics for principal adverse impacts of investments at entity level, which may
be used from 2023 also for products under Article 7 of the Disclosure Regulation. These metrics help
assess the negative impact of products on sustainability factors. ESMA highlights that it is important
that such metrics are built as far as possible on data collected at investee company level, hence the
importance of the consistent review of the NFRD requirements.

Question 53: Do you think that all financial products / instruments (e.g. shares, bonds, ETFs, money
market funds) have the same ability to allocate capital to sustainable projects and activities?

Yes
No

X Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 53.1: If no, please explain what you would consider to be the most impactful
products/instruments to reallocate capital in this way. [Box max. 2000 characters]

Comment box added by ESMA

In ESMA’s view, at this stage, there is not sufficient evidence to support any specific view regarding
the ability of different financial products/instruments to allocate capital to sustainable projects and
activities (including considerations of the cause and effect of such allocations).
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2.3 Green securitisation

Securitisation is a technique that converts illiquid assets, such as bank loans or trade receivables, into
tradeable securities. As a result, banks can raise fresh money as well as move credit risk out of their
balance sheets, thereby freeing up capital for new lending. Securitisation also facilitates access to a
greater range of investors, who can benefit from the banks’ expertise in loan origination and servicing,
thereby diversifying risk exposure. Green securitisations and collaboration between banks and investors
could play an important role in financing the transition as banks’ balance sheet space might be too
limited to overcome the green finance gap. The EU’s new securitisation framework creates a specific
framework for high-quality Simple, Transparent and Standardised (STS) securitisations, together with a
more risk-sensitive prudential treatment for banks and insurers.

Question 54: Do you think that green securitisation has a role to play to increase the capital allocated
to sustainable projects and activities?

1 — Not important at all

2 — Rather not important

3 — Neutral

X 4 — Rather important

5 — Very important

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 54.1: If necessary, please explain your answer to question 54. [Box max. 2000 characters]

In a situation where reliable standards can be created for what constitutes, for example, a “green”
auto loan, “green” mortgage or “green” home loan (see also the response to question 55), the
securitisation of these loans could play a valuable role in (i) allowing lenders to free up additional
lending capacity; and (ii) providing investors with a pool of investable “green” securities. In this
regard, securitisation is ‘special’ insofar as it allows investors to obtain exposure to (and thus allocate
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capital to) sectors of the economy to which they would normally have difficulty accessing otherwise.
In addition, compared to green bonds, green securitisation provides through the tranching
mechanism a broader investment opportunities thereby expanding the universe of potential
investors. Tthe maturity of securitisation instruments is also longer than many other financial
products available to investors. These factors makes securitisation instruments attractive products
from the perspective of financing a transition that must happen soon, and yet in a stable manner over
the long-term.

In addition, this approach could build upon the existing STS label, whereby it could be foreseen that
a securitisation composed of these green components could also conform to the STS requirements.
This could conceivably open the way for a double label approach of Green STS securitisations, with
the potential for proportionate incentives for investors.

Question 55: Do the existing EU securitisation market and regulatory frameworks, including prudential
treatment, create any barriers for securitising ‘green assets’ and increasing growth in their secondary
market?

X Yes
No

Don’t know / no opinion / not relevant

Question 55.1: If yes, please list the barriers you see (maximum three). [Box max. 2000 characters]

From the regulatory perspective, we note that, aside from a few basic fields where a securitisation
meets the Simple, Transparent, and Standardised (STS) requirements, the securitisation disclosure
requirements associated with the Securitisation Regulation do not contain substantial information on
the ‘greenness’ of underlying exposures. To the extent that investors seek to adapt and obey
investment guidelines that include investment in ‘green’ financial products, it will be difficult for
securitisations to be considered as ‘eligible’ by these investors, until there is sufficient transparency
to allow an informed opinion on the ‘greenness’ of the product to be formed. Additional transparency
does not necessarily have to constitute ext