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Jackie cameron takes a look  
at how the environmentally 

conscious are keeping their 
investments green

Saving
the planet
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business investments

hese days you don’t have to 

stand by as South Africa’s big 

manufacturers spew dirty clouds 

into the atmosphere or pump toxic waste 

into the nearest river, or feel helpless to call 

to account the heads of all those energy- 

guzzling high-rises that add glitter to our 

cities’ night-time skylines with lights on 

across whole floors of empty office space.

Those investors with environmental 

consciences now have weapons at their 

disposal. Thanks to pressure by govern-

ment and lobby groups and a smattering 

of green-themed investment options, it 

has become easier to place your money 

where it will work for you and the planet 

at the same time.

Changes to pension-fund regulation 

mean many of us have automatically 

become greener investors. Here’s how  

it works: guidelines are now in place to 

ensure trustees of every retirement fund 

(including the one you’re saving into) pay 

closer attention to whether underlying 

investments are ultimately good or bad 

for the environment.

These investments include shares of 

companies listed on the JSE, as well as 

corporate bonds. They are also found 

outside retirement funds, in unit-trust 

funds and other collective-investment 

schemes and in individual share portfolios 

– so the changed rules don’t just have an 

impact on retirement-fund investors.

Your fund’s managers will have to  

pay much more attention to whether all 

the companies available for investment  

in through the JSE are doing more to 

minimise pollution and other earthly sins 

linked to their operations. Companies 

that don’t show enthusiasm for tackling 

environmental problems can, in time, 

expect share prices to slump as invest-

ment appetite for them wanes. 

Senior executives often own shares  

in the companies they work for and are 

rewarded with even more shares. So it’s 

in their interests to have a compelling 

environmental strategy.

According to Sunette Mulder, a senior 

policy adviser with the Association for 

Savings & Investment SA, the latest pen- 

sion-fund regulatory amendment is not 

the only good news for the environment. 

The government’s employee pension fund 

has decided to do business mainly with 

professionals who invest responsibly  

from an environmental perspective. 

The fund, with its staggering assets of 

nearly R1 trillion under management, wields 

enormous power in the investment world. 

Mulder observes, ‘Being a signatory to the 

United Nations Principles for Responsible 

Investment code isn’t a ticket to winning 

a mandate from Africa’s largest pension 

fund, though, all else being equal, not 

being one could remove an investment 

manager from the race.’

Allied to this, pension funds, fund 
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managers and financial service providers 

have adopted the Code for Responsible 

Investing in South Africa (Crisa) to pledge 

commitment to assessing environmental, 

social and governance issues, as well as 

all-important financial details. ‘If a Crisa 

adoptee is investing on your behalf, you 

can be a bit more confident your money 

is not being used by environmentally 

unethical people,’ says Mulder.

The upshot of all this is that more 

executives will be encouraged to follow 

the lead of companies such as Anglo 

American Platinum (or ‘Amplats’ as JSE 

stock-market investors call it), which has 

formulated an ambitious strategy to beef 

up its green credentials. Developing under- 

ground mining locomotives that produce 

electricity out of gas, instead of chewing 

through coal, and finding more ways to 

use waste water are just two of the many 

steps Amplats is taking to improve its 

reputation for environmental awareness.

Others will join the race to encourage 

new ways of reducing the world’s reliance 

on dirty fuels, such as introducing cost- 

effective renewable-energy technologies. 

Leading the charge is Nedbank, which 

offers a savings bond that takes a mini- 

mum investment of R1 000 and uses this 

money to finance wind and solar plants  

in South Africa. 

Besides making it easier for its banking 

customers to access planet-friendly invest- 

ments, Nedbank has also added several 

green-themed options to the range of 

collective investment schemes on offer, 

including the greenest basket of shares 

available in South Africa. The Nedbank 

BGreen ETF (Exchange Traded Fund) 

tracks the Nedbank Green Index, a selec- 

tion of some of the largest JSE companies 

considered to be more transparent about 

carbon emissions and forward-thinking 

about tackling climate change.

Responsible-investment specialist 

Angelique Kalam of Futuregrowth Asset 

Management says that, generally, ETFs 

are safer than choosing single stocks, as 

they provide more diversification. In this 

case, the index being tracked ‘considers 

how well underlying companies are dis- 

closing and managing climate change 

issues,’ she says of the medium-to-high- 

risk collective-investment fund.

Nedbank has many other green 

David Couldridge, investment analyst at 

responsible-investment-oriented Element 

Investment Managers. He believes investing 

with noble environmental intentions is a 

journey, and says, ‘I don’t believe there is 

any pure green investment anywhere at 

this point.’

Some investors opt for companies 

aiming to improve their environmental 

track records, and remove them from  

a portfolio if they don’t achieve their  

green goals. 

Couldridge says that if you want to 

follow the green theme, you can screen 

investments based on your values, so you 

don’t buy companies that are obviously 

harming the environment. 

There are also ‘impact’ investments, 

says Couldridge. These companies try  

to generate economic returns as well  

as environmental benefits, and they’re 

usually linked to new technologies.

‘These are very difficult for ordinary 

investors to access. They are found more 

in the private equity space,’ he says of 

this exciting, but also potentially high- 

risk, investment avenue. 

Nevertheless, there are some impact 

investment opportunities available on  

the JSE. Stockbroker Warwick Lucas of 

Imara SP Reid points to Howden Africa 

Holdings, which makes smoke-scrubbing 

systems, and Metair Investments, which 

will produce fuel-efficient stop-start car 

batteries, as examples. 

Other companies such as waste-

management specialists Interwaste 

Holdings and eco-tourism business 

Wilderness Safaris may also appeal  

to environmental activists, he believes.

There’s no doubt green investing is 

becoming increasingly important for 

investors. But, as Lucas says, environ-

mental considerations have always made 

practical sense. ‘For the private investor, 

the concern would be highest where 

being dirty creates a financial liability,’  

he says. 

South Africa’s ist of green investments 

may be short, but it’s set to grow. And it’s 

not just the feel-good factor or govern-

ment pressure that’s likely to sway punters. 

With the shares represented in Nedbank’s 

Green Index generally performing better 

than the stockmarket average, the signs 

are that planet-friendly investing can 

produce healthy returns. And, as we 

know, money talks. 

initiatives. Its bank branches are awash 

with promotional material encouraging 

customers to protect animals, plants and 

other natural resources. It claims to be a 

carbon-neutral bank, using carbon credits 

to offset unavoidable emissions. Carbon 

credits effectively allow companies to buy 

the leftover amount of carbon emissions 

(and a greener reputation) if other com- 

panies produce less than their allowances.

So, if Nedbank is so environmentally 

focused, wouldn’t investing directly in its 

JSE-listed share be the ultimate South 

African planet-friendly investment option? 

That depends on how you assess environ- 

mental friendliness.

Some might argue Nedbank lends 

money to companies that are environ-

mental offenders, and therefore still has 

work to do on its green scorecard, says 

You can screen investments based 
on your values, so you don’t buy 
companies that are  obviously 
harming the environment


