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Neil Day, The Covered Bond Report: 
Christoph, perhaps you can kind of 
set the scene a bit. What are the over-
arching and key characteristics of the 
savings banks sector that you would 
highlight?

Christoph Anhamm, NORD/LB: To 
start with, it’s worth noting that the con-
cept of savings banks is about 200 years 
old. And ever since then, it has spread 
across the country, meaning there are sav-
ings banks in every single village, county 
and city — currently, we have something 
like 383 different savings banks in Ger-
many. That’s about 20% less than 15 years 
ago, which is a sign of the consolidation 
underway in the sector. Nationwide, there 
are roughly 6,700 branches and 4,000 self-
service points, again, less than 15 years ago, 
and another sign of cost efficiency and con-
solidation.

One of the main characteristics of this 
group is actually its coherent depositor 
protection system, of which not only the 
savings banks themselves are members, but 
also the Landesbanken and the Landes-
bausparkassen, so it’s a widespread sys-
tem. It has always proven to work well in 
the event of a crisis of a particular savings 

bank, and in the case of Landesbanks.
In terms of market share, the savings 

banks have about 30% of the retail mar-
ket in Germany, and also around 30% of 
the residential housing market. In terms 
of money transfers, the savings bank sec-
tor has a market share of about 40%-45%, 
which indicates how important the sec-
tor is for retailers, as well as for SMEs and 
smaller sized companies.

And then regarding today’s main topic, 
about 40 different savings banks have a li-
cence to issue Pfandbriefe. Of the 10 larg-
est, six are already frequent issuers of larger 
sized transactions, meaning sub-bench-
marks and benchmarks.

Day, The CBR: And then turning to the 
individual issuers, what would you 
each highlight that is distinctive about 
your particular institution, for exam-
ple, the ownership structure, regional 
activity, credit profile?

Katja Karstaedt, Sparkasse Bremen: 
We are one of the few savings banks that 
operates as a public limited company. We 
were founded 200 years ago by citizens for 
citizens of the city of Bremen, in the form 
of an economic association. In 2004, the 

economic association was converted into a 
holding company, whose sole asset is Die 
Sparkasse Bremen AG.

Special in the composition of our ad-
ministrative board is that it consists pre-
dominantly of Bremen businesspeople and 
no politicians. So we have more economic 
competence than political authority in 
our administrative board to manage our 
Sparkasse.

We are a savings bank in a city state, 
so we are particularly committed to the 
residents of the city of Bremen and the im-
mediate region around Bremen. That’s re-
flected in our credit profile. Our loans are 
residential in nature, and like our corporate 
lending business, firmly rooted in our re-
gion, Bremen and the surrounding area.

We are also deeply rooted in our local 
community. That’s reflected in our social 
commitment in over 600 institutions in 
our city.

Lastly, a feature of our savings bank 
is that we are working with very flat 
hierarchies, because we are a network 
organisation.

Christian Schaefer, Kreissparkasse 
Köln: As the name suggests, we are based 
in Cologne. Our headquarters is right in 
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the centre of the city, at Neumarkt. How-
ever, the name is somewhat misleading, 
because our sponsoring public entities are 
the four counties surrounding the cities of 
Cologne and Bonn. In fact, the name de-
rives from the former Landkreis Köln, an 
administrative area that existed until 1975 
and was then dissolved as part of a territo-
rial reform, comprising parts of Cologne 
and what is today the Rhein-Erft-Kreis. 
That is why we also offer our services in 
the city, still maintaining three branches, 
but this area is actually the core business 
territory of Sparkasse KölnBonn. That is 
the historical and structural context that 
explains why there are two savings banks 
with the name Köln in it, both operating in 
and out of Cologne.

But accordingly, we focus on the eco-

nomically strong surrounding region of 
these two cities, where people have a high-
er disposable income than the rest of North 
Rhine-Westphalia, and our business area is 
larger than the island of Mallorca.

Last year we surpassed the €30bn bal-
ance sheet threshold, and therefore the 
next step is the transition to the direct su-
pervision of the ECB and the SRB in the 
coming year.

That’s pretty much us in a nutshell.

Giancosimo Walter, Sparkasse Dort-
mund: Sparkasse Dortmund is located in 
the Ruhr Valley, which is a very densely 
populated region in Germany. It was in the 
past famous for the steel and coal industry, 
but we underwent some structural changes, 
so the industry is not that strong here any-

more. Here in Dortmund, the area evolved 
into one with more service-oriented indus-
try, logistics and more technology, which 
made the regional economy less depend-
ent on a single industry. We as Sparkasse 
Dortmund also supported this structural 
change, e. g. the technology park here in 
Dortmund to foster start-ups, which also 
helped to sustain jobs in other areas.

Sparkasse Dortmund operates in Dort-
mund, but in 2022 merged with the Stadt-
sparkasse Schwerte. Schwerte is a city of 
around 50,000 people right next to Dort-
mund — Dortmund has a population of 
around 600,000. We are now operating only 
under the name of Sparkasse Dortmund.

Anton Fuchs, Berliner Sparkasse: First 
of all, our ownership differs from that of 
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other German savings banks. As Berliner 
Sparkasse, we are part of the German Sav-
ings Banks Finance Group (Deutscher 
Sparkassen- und Giroverband, DSGV), 
and also the joint liability scheme that was 
mentioned earlier — in that respect, we 
are no different to the other savings banks. 
However, we are the only savings bank that 
is fully owned by all the other savings banks 
in Germany. This also means that our super-
visory board includes board members from 
other savings banks, i.e. banking profession-
als, and — as mentioned earlier regarding 
Sparkasse Bremen — this provides addi-
tional expertise and stronger governance.

BSK 1818 AG is the sponsor and origi-
nator of Berliner Sparkasse. We have this 
for legal reasons. We use BSK 1818 AG to 
issue securities and we conduct our main 
client business through Berliner Sparkasse, 
the brand of our company established in 
Berlin.

Day, The CBR: That’s different to 
when you participated in last year’s 
roundtable.

Andrej Schiebler, Berliner Sparkasse: 
Indeed, we changed our name last year. 
The name of our sponsor and originator 
was until July 2025 Landesbank Berlin AG. 
The new name that we have chosen is BSK 
1818 AG, which reflects the name of Ber-
liner Sparkasse and the year in which it was 
established. With this change, we have left 
behind our history as a larger Landesbank 
in the early 2000s.

Day, The CBR: Christoph, how 
might some of the features the issu-
ers have highlighted affect the way 
the savings banks are positioned 
in the market, vis-à-vis each other 
and also other Pfandbrief-issuing 
banks?

Anhamm, NORD/LB: Besides the differ-
ent ownership structures, each and every 
savings bank is characterised by the eco-
nomic structure of the region in which it is 
active, the main industries and businesses 
of the region, and also by the main compet-
itors it faces locally, which could be other 
regional banks, commercial banks, or, to 
some extent, also Landesbanks.

Savings banks’ regional nature is one 
feature investors can focus on. They don’t 
have to look at the whole of Germany; if 
they like, for instance, Munich, but not 
Frankfurt, they can buy one and not the 
other. So they can take a view in that re-
spect based on their opinion of one region 
or another.

What is generally true of the savings 
banks and noteworthy is that on average 
they have a lower share of commercial real 
estate assets in their cover pools. It var-
ies, of course, from bank to bank, but for 
non-savings bank issuers, CRE exposure 
in cover pools is on average 28%, whereas 
for savings banks, the average is about 
10%. It varies between around 5% up to 
a maximum of something in the mid-30s, 
but looking at the main issuers today, it 
is around 10%-15%. A key criticism of 
Pfandbrief issuers, particularly from for-
eign investors, is that they often have too 
high a share of CRE exposure, and the sav-
ings banks can respond to that in a posi-
tive way, given the low proportion of it in 
their cover pools.

You can argue that the frequency of is-
suance by savings banks, due to their size, 
isn’t as high as that of the larger banks, 
which is sometimes seen as a less posi-
tive aspect by investors, and also that sub-
benchmarks might not be as liquid as 
benchmarks — but I believe we will discuss 
those topics more later on.

Day, The CBR: Christoph, you already 
referred to how many of the top sav-
ings banks are active in sub-bench-

marks and benchmarks. How has 
such issuance developed?

Anhamm, NORD/LB: This is a sector 
characterised by significant growth rates. In 
2023, savings banks issued just three larger 
sized transactions, meaning sub-bench-
marks and benchmarks. In contrast, last 
year, we had 11. In the old days, we had two 
or three savings banks being active. Now we 
have 10. And that number is probably in-
creasing: we are quite positive about at least 
one more issuer that yet hasn’t issued a sub-
benchmark or benchmark coming to the 
market with one this year, and then there are 
another one or two in the pipeline, probably 
for 2027. So this is an ongoing growth story.

The overall amount issued so far this 
year is just three transactions totalling 
€1bn, all of which came in February. That is 
less than the four deals seen in the equiva-
lent period last year, but, for whatever rea-
son, savings bank are typically more active 
issuance-wise in the second part of the 
year than the first. This could be because 
they gain a better idea of their exact fund-
ing needs as the year develops, since sav-
ings banks are typically very well-funded 
through deposits, and so whatever arises 
in terms of new business, for example, may 
determine any additional funding needs.

Day, The CBR: How has your issuance 
developed?

Fuchs, Berliner Sparkasse: Starting 
with last year, 2025 was another success-

Anton Fuchs, Berliner Sparkasse: 
‘2025 was another successful year in 

market funding for us’

Christoph Anhamm, NORD/LB: 
‘The savings banks on average have 

a lower share of CRE assets’
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ful year in market funding for us. We is-
sued two syndicated sub-benchmarks. The 
first, in January, was a €250m public sector 
Pfandbrief with a tenor of five years. The 
second, in October, was a €300m seven 
year mortgage Pfandbrief. Both transac-
tions were very successful. We had strong 
participation from Germany, including 
typical German investors, bank treasuries 
and savings banks, which is very important 
to us. We also saw a high proportion of of-
ficial institutions, as well as some demand 
from abroad, which was noteworthy.

This year, we haven’t yet issued a syn-
dicated Pfandbrief. We are a regular issuer 
of covered bonds, with 12 sub-bench-
marks outstanding. We also aim to issue 
at least one syndicated sub-benchmark 
Pfandbrief this year, too, but this will be 
later in the year.

We kicked off 2026 by issuing 11 sen-
ior preferred and senior non-preferred 
private placements. We have clear MREL 
targets and timelines for achieving them, 
so it made sense for us to start with senior 
funding already in the first quarter. Senior 
markets were very favourable at that time, 
so it was logical for us to start with senior 
and then do the covered later. The timing 
depends on broader considerations, and 
our January issue last year shows that it is 
not typical for us to issue later in the year.

Walter, Sparkasse Dortmund: We have 
been active on the public market since 
2024, so we’re relatively young in compari-
son to some other savings bank issuers in 
this roundtable. Our last issuance was in 
March 2025 and it was very successful. 
Like Berlin, the backbone of our investors 
are the German ones, also from the sav-
ings bank sector. But we were very happy 
about the interest from foreign investors, 
with 30% of demand coming non-German 
accounts, from all across Europe, also from 
the Nordics — I think the investor market-
ing was very successful in this area.

We typically want to issue such bonds 
every 12 to 18 months — we are only fo-
cused on mortgage covered bonds. We are 
planning to issue one bond this year — so 
there could be something coming soon.

Schaefer, KSK Köln: 2025 was our 
comeback year in the capital markets. 

Early in the year, we returned after a pro-
longed absence, as the first German sav-
ings bank issuer of a Green Pfandbrief in 
sub-benchmark format. At the same time, 
this transaction represents the first Green 
Pfandbrief issued by a savings bank that 
is backed exclusively by retail mortgage 
loans, i.e. traditional owner-occupied resi-
dential housing finance. This issuance was 
voted best sub-benchmark deal of the year 
by GlobalCapital in Seville last September. 
This means that we more than achieved 
our objectives for 2025.

Looking ahead, as I said before, hav-
ing now become the first municipal sav-
ings bank in Germany to surpass a bal-
ance sheet volume of €30bn, we expect to 
maintain our regular presence in the capi-
tal markets going forward, to support our 
future growth trajectory. It’s highly likely 
that we will return to the capital markets 
again this year, but with a conventional 
sub-benchmark issuance.

Karstaedt, Sparkasse Bremen: We 
issued our second sub-benchmark 
Pfandbrief in October 2025. We are also 
relatively new in this market, as our first 
sub-benchmark issue was in 2024. We 
wanted to enter the capital market with 
a sub-benchmark Pfandbrief to enhance 

our refinancing strategy.
We are quite happy with our experience 

so far. Last year we had only a short time 
to plan our issuance, but we achieved dis-
tribution of around 90% in Germany and 
10% in other countries, and reached new 
investors. That was very good for our refi-
nancing plans.

For 2026, our focus is to continue the ex-
pansion of our cover pool, because we want 
to continue to issue in the capital market 
in the near future. We are currently work-
ing very intensively to issue also a Green 
Pfandbrief, although a smaller one, not in 
sub-benchmark format. We have already 
completed the framework and the second 
party opinion. We wouldn’t expect to issue 
another sub-benchmark Pfandbrief until at 
least 2027 to cover our refinancing need in 
addition to our healthy customer deposits.

Day, The CBR: Christian, what was the 
rationale for KSK Köln returning to 
sub-benchmark Pfandbrief issuance?

Schaefer, KSK Köln: Our last previous 
sub-benchmark had been in 2016. The rea-
son we stopped being a regular issuer was 
that we had a lot of retail funding coming 
in. This started right after the euro crisis 
and accelerated during Covid, so there was 
no need to go to the capital markets.

But in 2018 we started collecting energy 
performance certificates and so generated 
a huge green cover pool, and last year we 
thought it was time to tap into this poten-
tial and issue a comeback covered bond in 

‘We thought it was 
time to tap into this 

potential’

Sparkasse Dortmund 
Dortmund-Mitte branch
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green format. Given our current growth 
trajectory, we want to maintain this issu-
ance. It will not always be in green format 
— this year, as I said, we will have a tradi-
tional sub-benchmark, but maybe green 
the following year.

Day, The CBR: Christoph, you touched 
on the pros and cons of benchmarks 
versus sub-benchmarks earlier. What 
are the key considerations here? And 
how can we expect the sector to de-
velop in this regard?

Anhamm, NORD/LB: One of the key 
characteristics of savings banks issuance, as 
mentioned, is that aside from the larger in-
stitutions, issuance is typically every 12 to 
18 months or thereabouts. That’s why not 
all the 10 active banks are out every single 
year — there may be six this year, or eight 
next year, for example. This is due to the 
fact that they simply have limited balance 
sheet sizes — large, but limited, due to their 
excellent access to the retail market via de-
posits and term deposits. At the same time, 
they want to diversify their investor base 
away from that typically reached via private 
placements, into a broader investor base in 
the institutional sector, as well as other sav-
ings banks as investors or other second tier 
investors, and clearly foreign accounts.

The big and perennial question then is 
whether to issue a benchmark or a sub-
benchmark. In this regard, it’s worth bear-
ing in mind individual balance sheet sizes 
and what it then means for an institution to 

issue a €500m transaction. If your balance 
sheet is €7bn, €8bn or €10bn, that would 
mean having a very significant proportion 
of your balance sheet redeeming at a single 
point of time. It could therefore be prefer-
able from a banking perspective, let alone a 
regulatory perspective, to issue sub-bench-
marks — which in itself may already be a 
big step. By issuing sub-benchmarks every 
12-18 months, you can then build up a nice 
maturity profile. That’s the strategy most of 
the savings banks are currently employing. 
There are only a very limited number, two 

or three, issuing benchmark-sized transac-
tions — and from what I’ve heard and seen, 
it will remain that way. So for the time 
being, the savings bank sector will prob-
ably continue to be dominated by the sub-
benchmark issuance strategy.

Walter, Sparkasse Dortmund: Sparkas-
sen are indeed bound by their limited bal-
ance sheet sizes.

Previously, we only issued private place-
ments with just a few investors — this was, 
I would say, a manual job: you didn’t re-
ally know who may be interested in your 
covered bonds. We then moved to the 
sub-benchmarks, where we reached 50-60 
investors with our issuance, so this was a 
really big step for us. For sure, there would 

be positives if we took the next step and 
issued a benchmark, and this would be 
possible for Sparkasse Dortmund, but this 
would not be very sustainable, because our 
cover pool is limited for this size. We want 
to build a curve and to be respected by in-
vestors as a frequent issuer. They now know 
that we will come every 12-18 months and 
can mark in their calendar that we will be 
issuing next year — this is our main goal. 
As well as being an issuer, we are an inves-
tor ourselves and we know what we appre-
ciate from other issuers, and we want to be 
a reliable issuer in that sense.

Day, The CBR: In Berlin, you have 
been the stalwart of the sub-bench-
mark market for many years. What 
are the pros and cons versus bench-
mark issuance, and is there any pros-
pect of you changing tack?

Schiebler, Berliner Sparkasse: This is 
a question we are often asked. First of all, 
it is well known that, as an issuer, we really 
love the sub-benchmark segment. Since 
2014, we’ve been focused on the sub-
benchmark segment, and we have con-
sistently implemented a sub-benchmark 
strategy over a whole decade. The benefit 
for us is that we have a well-diversified lia-
bility structure. The most important thing 
for a savings bank is always customer de-
posits. Our customer deposits provide a 
very reliable and cost-effective source of 
funding and reduce our reliance on capital 
markets. This stability enables us to pur-
sue strategic opportunities within the sub-
benchmark segment, while mitigating the 
risks associated with market volatility. 
Leveraging customer deposits allows us to 
maintain a balanced approach to funding, 
with complementary sub-benchmarks, 
supporting our sustainable growth. So, if 
you ask us about benchmarks, we gener-
ally would not rule out a benchmark issu-
ance, because we have a €7bn cover pool 
for mortgage Pfandbriefe. However, this 
would only be the case if we had a very 
strong loan business, or if customer de-
posit growth lost momentum. At the mo-
ment, neither of these scenarios is fore-
seeable. But the cover pool itself would 
be large enough to support a benchmark 
issue.

Kreissparkasse Köln  
head office, Cologne

‘We have a well-
diversified liability 

structure’
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Schaefer, KSK Köln: The Sparkassen 
Pfandbrief sub-benchmark sector contin-
ues to gain recognition, with a number of 
issuers having effectively opened the door 
to additional issuers within the space. So I 
believe the segment has found its place in 
the capital markets.

As a major savings bank, we hold 
€6bn of untapped cover pool capacity, 
which clearly demonstrates our ability to 
launch a benchmark transaction. But we 
would then have this sizeable maturity 
concentration, which would pose a chal-
lenge for liquidity management, and par-
ticularly in regards to maintaining suffi-
cient liquid overcollateralisation within 
the cover pool for the segment. So all 
these considerations have to be carefully 
weighed up against each other. Nonethe-
less, we currently feel very comfortable 
with the sub-benchmark format.

Karstaedt, Sparkasse Bremen: Like the 
others, we, too, love the sub-benchmark 
format as it is easy to manage in terms of 
the maturity structure and liquidity man-
agement. Also, like Dortmund, we want to 
build a curve. Taking the size of our cover 
pool into account, too, we likely will not is-
sue a benchmark covered bond.

Day, The CBR: What has been your 
experience with investor marketing 
so far, in general and with respect 
to international accounts? Is there a 
correlation between your efforts and 
demand?

Karstaedt, Sparkasse Bremen: I imag-
ine it is similar to the activities of our peers, 
our marketing activities have mostly been 
targeted at German investors. For example, 
we hold roadshow and roundtables with 
our Landesbanken, such as NORD/LB, to 
present Sparkasse Bremen. That helps us 
to arouse interest among investors beyond 
those that we saw in the past when we is-
sued Namenspfandbriefe. And we are cur-
rently launching our international market-
ing efforts.

Walter, Sparkasse Dortmund: We have 
done some international investor mar-
keting. However, we also profit from the 
Sparkasse brand, because so many sav-
ings banks are doing investor marketing, 
also with international investors, and they 
therefore recognise the brand and know it 
better. They understand that while every 
savings bank is different, they also have a 
lot in common, and that their cover pools 
are mainly residential, and they are solid 
investments. So while we are doing market-
ing for ourselves, it is also to the benefit of 
all savings banks.

We use the different channels: in per-
son, digital, or in print, as with this round-
table. So it’s constant marketing, not just 
right before a transaction — we try to do 
our marketing all year-round, whenever in-
vestors are interested in information about 
us. That’s our experience.

Fuchs, Berliner Sparkasse: Our core 
market is clearly Germany. However, there 
are other European countries with a strong 
covered bond investor base that are of in-
terest to us. In 2024, we relaunched our 
international investor marketing activities. 
Since then, we have visited Austria, Fin-
land, Belgium and Luxembourg. Like the 
other savings banks, our aim is to diversify 
our investor base, and we are delighted to 
welcome new buy-and-hold investors from 
the EU, particularly those we have had the 
opportunity to meet in person. Diversify-
ing our investor base is crucial for mitigat-
ing risk associated with relying on a single 
market, and engaging with a wider range 
of investors ensures the long-term sus-
tainability and resilience of our financial 
strategies. It’s difficult to measure the effec-
tiveness of individual marketing activities, 

whether domestic or international. How-
ever, we believe there’s a positive correla-
tion between these activities and investor 
demand.

Schaefer, KSK Köln: We recently re-
sumed our international marketing ac-
tivities, and, of course, our core area is still 
Germany. After such a long absence from 
the market, many investors now have free 
credit lines for us. And a green Pfandbrief 
in particular proved highly marketable 
internationally, especially in the Nordics, 
even without a traditional roadshow. We 
believe this issuance will serve as a door-
opener for us for future transactions. And 
as said before, the growing recognition of 
the Sparkassen Pfandbrief products, along 
with the underlying business model of fi-
nancing private residential real estate, reso-
nates very well with conservative investors 
here and abroad.

Anhamm, NORD/LB: The simple fact is 
that Germany has the largest investor base 
for covered bonds. So for a German institu-
tion to have German investors as its largest 
investor constituency is the most natural 
thing in the world. Almost every jurisdic-
tion in the covered bond market has a very 
strong domestic bias — countries such as 
Australia, New Zealand and Canada are 
exceptions. French investors buy more of a 
French covered bond than a German cov-
ered bond. The same goes for the Spanish, 
the Dutch, the Scandis or whoever. So there 
is a natural bias, which we can easily live 

Katja Karstaedt, Sparkasse 
Bremen: ‘Like the others, we, too, 
love the sub-benchmark format’

Christian Schaefer, KSK Köln: ‘A 
green Pfandbrief in particular proved 

highly marketable internationally’
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with, and which is a great advantage for our 
institutions.

At the same time, there is indeed an in-
crease in international marketing. Current-
ly, for a savings bank transaction, between, 
say, 70% and 80% goes to Germany. This 
would be an unusually high percentage for 
some other German issuers. Nevertheless, 
for savings banks, it reflects increasing dis-
tribution to international investors, most 
prominently to the Nordics, which on av-
erage account for something between 10% 
and 15% of allocations. This means, firstly, 
that we have been successful as a sector 
in marketing the concept up there, and 
secondly, that these investors clearly un-
derstand the concept of the Savings Banks 
Finance Group, as well as the advantages 
the banks provide, be it from the cover 
pool perspective or be it with their regional 
strengths.

Adding to our earlier discussion of 
benchmarks versus sub-benchmarks, what 
we understand from investors is that they 
rather prefer somebody who comes out 
every 12 to 18 months with a sub-bench-
mark, than somebody that comes out every 
three years with a benchmark. So frequen-
cy is indeed an important consideration: 
you need to give credit risk management a 
reason to look into the lines of individual 
issuers — should you come every year or 
so, then it makes sense for me to look at 
you; if you only come every three years, I 
may think twice about it.

Additionally, the recognition of the 
red “S” for savings banks is definitely in-
creasing. It is going international. There is 
greater awareness of this particular sector, 
and we are strong believers in that whole 
strategy being even more successful go-
ing forward. We probably won’t reach the 
stage where, say, less than 50% is placed 
with Germany. At the same time, every 
single investor we get outside this coun-
try increases diversification, and thereby 
increases the access of German issuers for 
not necessarily only Pfandbriefe, but also 
other products.

Day, The CBR: Some savings banks 
are working with triple-ratings for 
their Pfandbriefe, others a double-A 
rating. What are the explanations for 
and implications of this? Can we ex-

pect all savings banks to switch to a 
triple-A approach?

Karstaedt, Sparkasse Bremen: Spar-
kasse Bremen Pfandbriefe are not triple-A 
rated, but AA+ by Fitch. At the start of the 
rating process, we did not have sufficient 
time to collect all the necessary data to 
achieve a AAA rating from Fitch. We de-
cided that double-A+ would be enough, 
and we saw oversubscription of four and 
five times in our last issues, so indeed the 
rating was not a problem — nor for the 
pricing: although we started with guidance 
wider than triple-A rated Pfandbriefe, we 
were able to tighten in 7 bp in 2024 and 
6bp in 2025.

Nevertheless, we are weighing up the 
costs and the benefits involved in doing the 
work necessary to gain a rating based on 
comprehensive data, and we may get it this 
year, I hope.

Fuchs, Berliner Sparkasse: We have a 
triple-A rating for our Pfandbriefe here in 
Berlin. We began issuing covered bonds 
after German reunification, in the early 
1990s, and since 2004 our Pfandbriefe have 
been rated triple-A. This comes in addition 
to the extensive documentation and strict 
asset controls, as mentioned earlier.

The triple-A rating is helpful when it 
comes to pricing — some investors care 
about a triple-A rating. However, investors 
also pay attention to the quality and over-
collateralization of the cover pool. In our 
case, this means clearly focusing on our 

core market of Berlin-Brandenburg, only 
including performing loans in the cover 
pool, having a very transparent cover pool 
without any derivatives, and having over-
collateralization of €4bn in our mortgage 
cover pool.

Schiebler, Berliner Sparkasse: So, 
while triple-A is indeed important, and a 
positive factor, but there’s more to it than 
just the rating.

Schaefer, KSK Köln: We have a Aaa 
Moody’s rating for our Pfandbriefe and a 
Aa3 issuer rating. From our perspective, 
a triple-A rating is essential, especially if 
you’re issuing in sub-benchmark format, 
because if you want to reach the LCR clas-
sification of 2A, you need a good rating. 
Moreover, if you want to address a broader 
investor base alongside this LCR eligibility, 
a triple-A rating is a prerequisite. Whether 
a double-A rating is sufficient is ultimately 
the decision of each savings bank in the 
context of their own funding strategy. And 
as a rule, the syndicate will play a key role 
in determining how good is the placement 
potential, and if a triple-A or double-A rat-
ing is needed.

Walter, Sparkasse Dortmund: We think 
that the triple-A rating is a quality label in 
itself. It’s widely known and maybe needs 
less explanation than a AA+ — some inves-
tors are not familiar with why these ratings 
may differ. On the pricing side, some say 
it makes a difference — sometimes you 
maybe see it, sometimes you don’t. I think 
this may be a question for Christoph. But 
at Sparkasse Dortmund, we said, OK, we 
are fairly new to the market, we don’t want 
to have to explain our rating, but just show 
investors we have a very good cover pool, 
with all the added extras cited by Berlin, 
and this is why we went for the triple-A, 
and we would do it again if faced with the 
question.

Anhamm, NORD/LB: If everybody had 
the choice and it were that easy, everybody 
would offer triple-A Pfandbriefe. But we 
have to bear in mind, as was already men-
tioned, that it requires quite a bit of data, 
and data management internally that not 
every institution necessarily has, be that 

Giancosimo Walter, Sparkasse 
Dortmund: ‘The triple-A rating is a 

quality label in itself’
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because of its size, the availability of staff, 
or cost sensitivities. So depending on 
these and their needs, institutions may or 
may not go for triple-A. The trend is in-
deed probably towards triple-A, based on 
what we have just heard and also what we 
are hearing across the industry. However, 
there are good reasons to go for double-A 
in particular if you opt for a Fitch rating, 
because it is relatively easy to achieve AA+ 
due to the underlying rating of the Savings 
Banks Finance Group, as such. With the 
same amount of data and work, you could 
probably also achieve triple-A from Scope, 
but investors are principally focused on the 
major three, with Moody’s and Fitch ap-
parently being the ones people currently 
opt for.

Does this have an impact on pricing? 
Well, pricing is determined by so many 
different factors that it’s hard to determine 
whether a notch difference in rating is a 
significant driving factor. There is also, for 
instance, the frequency of issuance, the 
composition of the cover pool, the size of 
the issue and its implications for liquid-
ity and LCR recognition, and the different 
profiles of the issuers in the market — the 
combination of all those will determine 
pricing, so it’s very hard to say that an indi-
vidual component is responsible for 0.5bp-
1bp one way or the other — and to my un-
derstanding, there is no statistical evidence 
on the actual impact of any of these indi-
vidual factors.

We also have to note — with due rec-
ognition to the vdp — that the Pfandbrief 

itself is a brand name, very well known 
internationally. So simply saying that you 
are a German Pfandbrief issuer gives you 
a certain credit among international as well 
as domestic investors, and puts a ceiling on 
your spread.

Day, The CBR: Turning to ESG mat-
ters, Christian, you’ve already spoken 
a little about how the EPCs contribut-
ed to your green bond initiative. Can 
you tell us more about KSK Köln’s 
broader strategy on this front?

Schaefer, KSK Köln: Sustainability has 
always played an important role across all 
our business areas. As a result, we’ve been 
awarded a sustainability rating of prime 
status with ISS since 2016. Our above-aver-
age ESG commitment was also a key factor 
in the second party opinion for our green 
bond.

This commitment did not result in a big 
greenium for us when issuing the green 
bond, but it led to a broader investor base, 
which was reflected in the oversubscription 
of the issuance.

Day, The CBR: Katja, you mentioned 
that Sparkasse Bremen is planning a 
Green Pfandbrief. What was the cata-
lyst for this?

Karstaedt, Sparkasse Bremen: We 
also maintain an ESG rating from ISS with 
prime status since 2022. We have reflected 
ESG considerations via our sustainability 

strategy, and strictly implement and moni-
tor them in our own investments. It’s very 
important to us — it’s in our DNA. That is 
our main driver to issue a green bond. The 
main challenge for us at the moment is the 
quality of the data, because not only is it 
important for us to issue a green bond, but 
the reporting afterwards must be of high 
quality. So that involves a lot of work. But 
we are endeavouring to achieve this and 
hope to be able to issue our green bond in 
2026.

Day, The CBR: How is ESG reflected 
in your activities in Berlin and Dort-
mund? And what are your thoughts 
on green, social and sustainable 
bond issuance?

Schiebler, Berliner Sparkasse: Con-
cerning the overall ESG performance of 
BSK, I would highly recommend taking a 
look at our externally-audited sustainabil-
ity report, which is CSRD-compliant, and 
available online.

In terms of funding and the market as 
a whole, we have seen that ESG issuance 
from banks actually fell last year. There 
were lots of issuances from sovereigns and 
sub-sovereigns, but reduced activity from 
banks. One possible reason for this is that 
major players have already reached their 
critical mass in terms of assets, and this 
is resulting in a stagnation of new credit 
business. We have also observed that inter-
national investors are not paying as much 
attention to ESG as they did in the previous 
years.

But although we see international head-
wind for ESG, our aim is to introduce an 
ESG product on the funding side, too. This 
could enhance our reputation as a sustain-
able and forward-thinking company. If you 
look at our business model, then you will 
see that we have a sufficient pool of loans 
that qualify as green or social. We are work-
ing on this, and we are ready to take action 
in the near future. But there is nothing final 
that we can announce yet.

Walter, Sparkasse Dortmund: The 
Sparkassen themselves are bound by their 
public service mandate, so they can be 
considered to be quite strong on the social 
side. In this regard, all the savings banks 

Sparkasse Bremen, Mühlenviertel 
Horn-Lehe branch
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invest heavily in their region, helping our 
customers to, for example, get more en-
ergy efficient housing and so on — where 
other banks maybe leave them behind, we 
support them. That’s one part of our ESG 
approach.

When it comes to social and green 
bonds, mainly because we lack the data, 
and therefore we don’t aim to issue such 
bonds in the near future. This can change 
at some time, but there would be this issue 
of data to tackle first.

Day, The CBR: Christoph, what is your 
perspective on the dynamics in green, 
social and sustainable bond issu-
ance from banks? Balanced against 
the headwinds we have heard men-
tioned, we have seen positive de-
velopments such as the first covered 
bond in EuGB format recently?

Anhamm, NORD/LB: What we observe 
is that — and Andrej already alluded to this 
—  there is, to a certain extent, less of a fo-
cus on the particular characteristics of the 
bond itself. So if somebody issues a green 
bond or social bond or regular bond, that 
is still important, but not as important as it 
used to be, at least for the time being. What 
there is a greater focus on is the overall sus-
tainability characteristics of the individual 
issuers. Do issuers follow certain policies? 
How do they run their business?

In this regard, it is quite important to 
underline what our colleagues at the sav-
ings banks have already said about the sus-
tainability approach of the sector. There is 
a commitment by the DSGV concerning 
sustainability and ESG that many savings 
banks have signed. This includes, for in-
stance: a commitment to trying to achieve 
the Paris Climate Agreement, as well as the 
17 UN SDGs; a commitment to systemati-
cally reducing the CO2 emissions in their 
own operations to zero by 2035; alignment 
with climate or ESG objectives when it 
comes to financing, proprietary invest-
ments and risk management; as well as pro-
moting climate protection by locally em-
powering their employees and supporting 
environmental development. So there are 
already a lot of ESG commitments across 
the savings bank sector, with individual 
institutions on taking their own actions 

on top of this. This is very important and 
definitely something we should promote 
further, to make sure that everybody un-
derstands the particular characteristics of 
the group when it comes to ESG topics — 
which is not necessarily just looking back 
on the 200 year history, but also what we 
aim for going forward, which is the same 
for the savings banks as well as the Landes-
banken, the whole group.

Day, The CBR: Sticking with that for-
ward-looking theme, but exploring 
other industry trends, firstly, artificial 
intelligence is hard to ignore in any 
sector these days. How is AI being 
integrated into the business policies 
of savings banks, and is it influencing 
your business strategies?

Schaefer, KSK Köln: Just a couple 
of weeks ago, in mid-March, Skipi, the 
Sparkassen KI Pilot, was introduced here at 
KSK Köln. Although it currently has some 
areas for growth, it is expected to soon en-
hance its ability to support searches across 
our internal sources, guidelines, intranet, 
and more. The focus is on supporting em-
ployees, not replacing them. At present, 
this doesn’t entail any change in the busi-
ness model. If anything, one could consider 
that the objective of this support is to gen-
erate additional time for client-facing ac-
tivities, particularly with the emphasis on 
preparing client meetings. Skipi’s capabili-
ties are being continuously expanded. KSK 
Köln also offers its employees and manag-

ers a wide range of training opportunities, 
to ensure that Skipi can be optimally inte-
grated into daily workflows and to provide 
the best possible support.

Walter, Sparkasse Dortmund: AI 
poses challenges, but it enables us to offer 
our customers simple tools to use, where 
a bank teller or other employee is not es-
sential, and so creates additional time for 
the important questions of our custom-
ers. So it won’t change how we as savings 
banks work — we won’t be a digital bank, 
or digital-only bank. Of course, customers 
expect to be able to use some services on-
line. But if you want to buy your home and 
you need advice, many people want to talk 
to a person who guides them and supports 
them. So AI is helping us to free up time 
for the really important parts of our work. 
I would also note that there are regulatory 
aspects attached.

Karstaedt, Sparkasse Bremen: It’s a 
similar story at Sparkasse Bremen. We use 
Copilot for many things. Our chief digital 
officer, Pranjal Kothari, is on our executive 
board, and he is responsible for strategic 
developments in the areas of digitalization, 
automation and AI. The most question for 
us is how we can use technological innova-
tions to make processes more efficient for 
increased customer value. The customer is 
the most important person for us, and so 
we use AI to make the experience better for 
them.

Fuchs, Berliner Sparkasse: I would echo 
much of what has already been said. Arti-
ficial intelligence enables faster decision-
making for us, and higher customer satis-
faction. We also use the S-KI Pilot, which 
is frequently used in customer services. In-
terview preparation time has been reduced, 
giving colleagues more time to spend with 
customers. While this new technology pro-
motes productivity, it does not change our 
business model as a savings bank.

Day, The CBR: It’s been noted how 
deposits are at the heart of savings 
banks’ models. Does demographic 
change and the increasing proportion 
of digital natives pose a risk to the 
customer base of savings banks? At 

Berliner Sparkasse,
Berlin-Johannisthal
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home in the UK, my 21 year-old son 
has a Revolut account — although my 
mum has switched from a high street 
bank to a building society that isn’t 
closing its branches.

Schiebler, Berliner Sparkasse: It’s inter-
esting to hear that your son has a Revolut 
account. My 19 year-old son has a savings 
bank account, and beside the award-win-
ning savings bank app, he really likes sav-
ings banks’ ATMs and branches where he 
can speak to someone in person if he has 
any problems.

First of all, demographic change is a 
very important topic, and we have a kind of 
advantage here because our core business 
area is Berlin. It is the largest and most pop-
ulous city in Germany, and we have expe-
rienced above-average GDP growth since 
2005. Berlin is also an area that is grow-
ing. It is a vibrant city that attracts young 
people and innovative start-ups. We have 
excellent universities, which is one of the 
reasons why Berlin is a popular destination 
for young people. This is also reflected in its 
demographics: the average age in Berlin is 
43 compared to 45 for Germany as a whole. 
That’s a solid foundation to build our busi-
ness on.

Looking to the future, we believe that 
the future of banking is hybrid. We provide 
banking solutions for digital natives, and 
we support new digitalisation initiatives 
within the Savings Bank Financial Group. 
However, we also have 100 branches across 
the city for customers who prefer in-person 

service. We believe that being close to our 
customers is in savings banks’ DNA.

Karstaedt, Sparkasse Bremen: We 
pursue a dual strategy: on the one side, the 
digital natives, on the other side, custom-
ers who value a physical branch and sup-
port in financial services. Both of them are 
our customers in every way. Whatever our 
costumers’ preference, they can use both 
opinions at any time — visiting a branch or 
using the app, because the Sparkasse app is 
very easy to use. So for us, it’s exactly the 
same as Berlin — and I imagine Köln and 
Dortmund would share this stance.

Schaefer, KSK Köln: Indeed. Like many 
banks, we’ve observed a shift of younger 
people towards neo-banks. However, in 
our case, this remains limited. We still have 
a market share of around about 40% of cus-
tomers below the age of 30. We positioned 
ourselves for digitally serving the younger 
generations, supported by the award-win-
ning Sparkassen app that has been men-
tioned, and a wide range of straightfor-
ward digital access channels, enabling us 
to address those digital natives. It’s perhaps 
worth mentioning that the savings banks 

are in the near future starting a Sparkas-
sen neo-broker, with very low transaction 
costs. We have also established a so-called 
“Team Finance”, where younger advisors 
engage with young customers on an equal 
footing. At least for the short term, such an 
approach mitigates the risk of ceding this 
business segment to other institutions.

Walter, Sparkasse Dortmund: It’s a 
question of infrastructure. We have the 
Sparkassen app, which for many years has 
been deemed the best banking app, so we 
serve digital natives with this. And straight-
forward services can be very well dealt with 
by apps and so on. But for major decisions 
that you take perhaps once in your life, you 
want to talk to a person — you need to 
trust somebody with your decisions, with 
their guidance — and this is something 

we can offer as a savings bank, that digital 
banks cannot offer. We, too, want to open a 
branch for the young, similar to what Köln 
is doing, where our young customers can 
talk to advisors who are about the same age 
as them, because sometimes savings banks 
have a bad image, with an old advisor who 
isn’t on the same wavelength and doesn’t 
know the needs of these younger custom-
ers. We want to mitigate this risk. So it’s a 
dual strategy, because we would want to 
want to keep both your mum and your son 
as customers.

Anhamm, NORD/LB: When it comes to 
this question of digital or neo-bank versus 
traditional banks, savings banks are one of 
the very few institutions who actually cover 
both, so the presence on the ground as well 
as being accessible online and via apps. And 
that approach is actually the best evidence of 
a really consistent ESG strategy, because it 
addresses the social aspect: everybody, irre-
spective of how accessible to you new tech-
nology is, can access their bank account. As 
I mentioned at the beginning, savings banks 
have 6,700 branches and 4,000 self-service 
points, which means roughly one point of 
contact for every 7,800 people in this coun-
try. And those services are accessible to peo-
ple even if they don’t necessarily have the 
greatest understanding of technology.

And looking at anecdotal evidence, one 
of my elder kids is currently thinking about 
buying a house, and guess what? When it 
came to the financing, the first thing they 
said is that they have an appointment at 
the savings bank around the corner next 
week. They have only been with online 
banks their entire lifetime, and all of a sud-
den, when it comes to that point, they go 
to the local savings bank — and I think 
that’s the final opportunity for the bank to 
catch them and get them on board, and to 
get the deposits as well. So there is some-
thing behind this whole story that you can’t 
escape. The savings bank sector can serve 
customers when it comes to something 
a bit more sophisticated than having an 
online account with a bit of brokerage at-
tached. That’s a very long term sustainable 
and thought-through approach. l

Andrej Schiebler, Berliner 
Sparkasse: ‘Being close to our  

customers is in savings banks’ DNA’
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