
High-level Expert Group sets EU on course for 

ambitious approach for sustainable finance 

The EU is seeking to expand its global leadership on sustainability issues in the area of finance. Against 

the backdrop of the Paris Climate agreements, the EU convened a High-Level Expert Group (HLEG) on 

Sustainable Finance, comprising 20 senior experts from civil society, the finance sector and academia. 

The pensions sector is represented by Alecta and APG. In July the HLEG presented its interim report, 

which kicked off a stakeholder consultation, to which PensionsEurope has responded. 

There are a number of observations and recommendations that directly affect pension funds. For 

example, there is the suggestion that EIOPA’s stress test could potentially cover ESG risks in the future, 

with a focus on climate change. Next, the EU should develop a single set of principles of fiduciary duty 

and related concepts of loyalty and prudence. This would then need to be translated into relevant 

pieces of regulation, including IORP II. The report also references Article 173 of the Energy Transition 

Law and argues it could be a model for disclosure on ESG investments by pension funds. 

Furthermore, the report alleges there is a positive link between pension schemes performance and 

their size, business model and governance arrangements, as well as their adoption of leading practices 

for responsible investment. It also argues that ideally governance arrangements ensure “that 

beneficiaries are consulted on their ESG preferences and have a voice in the investment process; board 

or trustee members have suitable skills, knowledge and resources; and board decision-making is 

transparent and accountable.” 

PensionsEurope has responded to the consultation and will work with the European Commission to 

translate the HLEG’s commendable objectives into concrete and realistic policy measures. We 

highlighted our concerns on the practicalities and usefulness of integrating ESG risks in stress tests. 

We also argued any reporting requirements for pension funds should focus on measurable and 

objective information, while imposing a proportionate additional administrative burden. Finally, we 

have made a number of suggestions how to help institutional investors like pension funds to take 

onboard ESG considerations. 

The final report is expected in December 2017, but already we can draw some conclusions about its 

role. First off, the European Commission means business when it comes to sustainable finance. 

Although the HLEG is not part of the Commission, significant resources have been dedicated to the 

interim report. Commissioners Jyrki Katainen and Valdis Dombrovskis have been keen to throw their 

weight behind the interim report. It is already clear that legislative proposals will follow in the first 

part of 2018. 

Second, the HLEG is taking a very comprehensive approach going beyond the issue of ESG investing 

alone. The interim report looks at all sectors, processes and regulatory frameworks of the financial 

system. PensionsEurope understands that the HLEG has been encouraged by the Commission to be 

ambitious without taking too much account of the practicalities of implementing its 

recommendations, such as political feasibility. On the other hand, HLEG Chair Christian Thimann from 

AXA has said the group is not afraid to address issues that the Commission might find controversial, 

such as the impact of prudential and accounting standards on long-term investment. 

 


