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Chapter 2

Financial Activity of the
Commercial Banks 1

The year 2002 was a difficult one for the Israeli economy, and the worst
experienced by the banking system in the last decade. A combination of
domestic and external factors had an adverse effect on the activity, risk
exposure, and financial results of the banking system. The banking system
was influenced by macroeconomic conditions, chief among them the recession,
but it also influenced them, and its moderating effect could increase in the
future.

The year was notable for the cessation of the expansion of bank credit to
the public, and this remained at its 2001 level after having risen continuously
and markedly for the last decade, in years of both boom and recession. The
deterioration in 2002 stemmed primarily from the contraction of the supply
of credit by the banks, but also from the fall in demand for it by firms and
households, because of the recession.

The quality of credit from Israel’s banking system has also deteriorated in
the last two years, making increased loan-loss provision necessary. This eroded
banks’ capital and led to greater caution in extending credit. Credit substitutes
offered by extra-bank intermediaries continued to contract in 2002, because
of the slump in the capital markets in Israel and abroad and the rise in the risk
premium ascribed to Israel’s economy and firms in it, in view of the ongoing
deterioration in economic activity and the geopolitical situation.

Another change that characterized 2002 was the real decline in the supply
of the public’s deposits in banks and the general contraction of the public’s
asset portfolio, after positive growth rates for the past ten years. The contraction
stemmed from the fall in disposable income and the private saving rate, as
well as the erosion of the value of the shares in the public’s portfolio. An

1 Unless specified otherwise, this chapter refers to the activities in Israel of the commercial banks. This
year our calculations also include data from Jerusalem Bank and two foreign banks (HSBC and Citibank),
while the data for Trade Bank are not included.
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examination of the public’s asset portfolio shows a marked shift away from
unindexed deposits to those indexed to the CPI and foreign currency—due to
the marked rise in the inflation rate as well as to local-currency depreciation.
There was also an appreciable decline in the proportion of shares in the portfolio
due to the erosion of their value, and a rise in residents’ investments in banks
abroad.

Interest rates in local-currency activity channels rose during 2002 as a result
of the hike in the Bank of Israel’s key interest rate, which was part of monetary
policy, and the increase in net borrowing by the government, restriction of
credit by the banks, and greater interbank competition for sources. The effects
of all these left the total net interest margin close to its 2001 level (1.9 percent,
compared with 2.0 percent in 2001), and the net interest margins in other
intermediation segments also remained at similar levels to the past, with the
exception of the foreign activity segment, where it rose.

1. INTRODUCTION

The recession evident since 2000:IV has worsened in the last two years, adversely affecting
the economic activity, performance, and exposure to risk of the banking system in 2002.
For the first time there was been a real decline in the assets of the commercial banks (–2
percent), compared with an average growth rate of 9 percent in the last five years, and
they stood at NIS 695 billion (Table 2.1). The contraction of the banks’ assets was due
mainly to the cessation of the expansion of credit to the public alongside the accelerated
decline in cash and deposits in banks (–13 percent), while there were no significant
changes in the other assets. With regard to banks’ liabilities, there was a marked fall in
deposits of the public—especially unindexed deposits—a decline in deposits from banks,
and an increase in bonds and subordinated notes.

The deepening of the recession in 2002 was expressed by a 3 percent decline in per
capita GDP and business-sector product, a rise in the unemployment rate—to 10.3
percent—and a reduction (the first time for many years) in private consumption (–0.5
percent), in the wake of the entrenchment of individuals’ assessments that their income
would be affected on an ongoing basis. The economic developments were accompanied
by shocks to the money and capital markets, reflected by the acceleration of the inflation
rate to an annual 6.5 percent—considerably above the price stability target—local-
currency depreciation vis-à-vis the major currencies (9.8 percent against the dollar and
14 percent against the currency basket), a slump in the domestic and foreign capital
markets (a decline of 25 percent in the Tel Aviv 100 index and of 31 percent in the
Nasdaq), and increased uncertainty in all these markets.

The economic slowdown of the last two years derived from the sharp drop in demand,
due in turn to two main developments: 1. The Intifada, which led to greater uncertainty
in the political-security situation and the business environment; this primarily affected
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tourism, construction, exports to the Territories, and investment by nonresidents. 2. The
global slump in trade and bursting of the high-tech bubble, which caused demand for
and exports of high-tech products to plummet.

Economic developments in Israel and abroad influenced the behavior of the banks
and the public, and hence the extent of bank credit and deposits of the public in banks.
The supply of bank credit contracted for several reasons: 1. The deterioration in the
quality of bank credit—because of the worsening recession the extent of problem loans
soared, as did loan-loss provision; this caused bank managers to adopt a more cautious
policy with regard to credit than in the past, expressed in the establishment of stricter
criteria for extending credit and restriction of its supply. 2. The fact that the risk-weighted
capital ratio was close to the required limit. Consequently, the banks in Israel, encouraged
by the Supervisor of Banks, acted to raise the minimum capital ratio to a higher level
than that required by the Supervisor of Banks (9 percent), in order to improve their
robustness and ranking by international rating agencies, as well as to enable them to be
licensed as financial holding companies by the US supervisory authorities.2

 Demand for credit by the public was affected by two opposing developments: 1.
Because of the income effect due to the contraction of economic activity, firms’ and
households’ financing needs apparently declined too. 2. The substitution effect, on the
other hand, which reduced the supply of sources from nonbank financial intermediaries,
served to increase the demand for bank credit. The security situation, the absence of any
indication that the economy was emerging from the recession, the slump in  the capital
markets in Israel and abroad, and the downgrading of Israel’s credit rating in the course
of the year by the three major rating agencies, from ‘stable’ to ‘negative,’ reduced the
ability of Israeli firms to raise capital in Israel and abroad, to obtain direct credit from
abroad, and to make use of financing from venture capital funds. Flows of bank credit3

and its substitutes amounted to NIS 32 billion in 2002, compared with NIS 77 and NIS 107
billion in 2001 and 2000 respectively, and the share of bank credit in total credit and its
substitutes fell to its lowest level for many years (Table 2.2). Thus, credit from the banking
system accounted for only 28 percent of total credit, compared with an average of 60
percent in the last five years.

In the public’s asset portfolio and the supply of its deposits there was a real 4.6 percent
decline in 2002, for the first time in ten years. The contraction of the supply of deposits
stems from the reduction in both disposable income (by 3.4 percent, compared with a
rise in previous years) and the private saving rate (to about 18.6 percent, compared with
an average of 20.3 percent in the last decade). However, because alternative investments
were less worthwhile, due to the negative yields in the mutual and providence funds and

2 One of the conditions for obtaining a license of this kind is a minimum capital ratio of at least 10
percent.

3 Flows of bank credit are calculated as the difference in gross outstanding bank credit (credit plus the
general, supplementary, and special loan-loss provision) at the end of the year compared with the end of the
previous year. The calculation is made using credit flows, since credit substitutes, such as capital raised in
the capital market, are in terms of flows rather than stocks.
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erosion of the value of shares traded in the stock market, most of the decline in private
saving was in nonbank investment, while the fall in the supply of deposits of the public
was relatively moderate. The banks’ demand for deposits of the public derives to a great
extent from their need for credit, so that the demand for bank credit increased the banks’
demand for sources of various kinds, including deposits of the public.

Two main changes characterized the development of the public’s assets in 2002: 1. A
shift from unindexed, local-currency assets to those indexed to the CPI or foreign currency,
in contrast with the trend in previous years, because of the marked rise in the inflation
rate and inflationary uncertainty, as well as local-currency depreciation. 2. A decline in
the share of the public’s nonbank assets, due largely to the erosion of the value of the
public’s shares. The variables which affect the public’s decisions regarding investments
in banks (in the various indexation segments) and not in banks (mainly in the capital
market), derive not only from expected yields in each investment channel but also from
the public’s level of sophistication and risk-aversion. It is generally assumed that
conservative customers tend to prefer the banking system to other alternatives, as its
deposit terms, yields, and fees are usually certain and known in advance. Investment in
some capital market channels, on the other hand, could give high yields but involve a
high level of risk, which could be expressed in the real erosion of the capital. Consequently,

most of the public’s investment in the
capital market is implemented via provident
and mutual funds, enabling individuals to
avoid having to monitor market
developments on an ongoing, daily basis.

A long-term examination of the
distribution of the public’s assets shows that
the public’s assets in banks have risen at a
similar rate since 1994 (8.6 percent on
average), except for a decline in 2002. The
annual rates of change of the public’s
nonbank assets were not uniform, being
influenced to a great extent by prices
(revaluation of securities in the portfolio),
as reflected in the high correlation between
the General Share-Price Index and the
public’s nonbank assets (a correlation
coefficient of 83 percent, Figure 2.1).

An examination of credit by indexation
segment shows that credit remained at its
2001 level but its composition changed
(Table 2.3). Foreign-currency credit to
residents rose by 3.5 percent, while local-
currency credit contracted. Part of the
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growth of foreign-currency credit is
explained by the diversion of demand by
Israeli firms; these formerly raised capital
abroad, but since it was difficult to do this
in 2002, they increased their demand for
domestic credit. The expansion of foreign-
currency credit was concentrated in the first
half of 2002, when the dollar interest rate
was lower than that on local currency, and
expected exchange-rate changes were
lower than the actual ones; as a result, the
cost of foreign-currency credit was
perceived as being low. In the second half
of the year the demand for foreign-currency
credit declined because of greater
uncertainty regarding future exchange-rate
changes which increase the risk implicit in
the high price of credit. In 2002 the
continuous expansion of unindexed credit
was checked for the first time, and it dipped
by 2 percent, in view of increased

uncertainty regarding the development of inflation. CPI-indexed credit was the cheapest
credit substitute, and it remained at its 2001 level of NIS 101 billion (Table 2.3 and
Figure 2.2).

Several other important developments characterized the activity of the banking system
in 2002:
• There was a marked decline in cash and deposits in the Bank of Israel and other
banks (down by 13 percent, i.e., NIS 21 billion). In the past the banks channeled their
surplus sources in the unindexed segment to Bank of Israel deposits, within the framework
of the auctions for monetary deposits, where the return is risk-free. The decline in deposits
derived from the Bank of Israel’s reduced need to use deposit auctions in order to absorb
excess liquidity, as a result of the fall in capital inflow. In addition, at the beginning of
2002 there was a change in the monetary policy instruments, with a gradual reduction in
these auctions and their substitution by issues of Treasury bills, the ceiling on which was
removed (see Box 2.1).
• Households’ investment abroad—especially in deposits—rose. Transfers by individual
residents amounted to $ 2.4 billion (some $ 1.4 billion in deposits in banks abroad, and
the rest in purchases of foreign securities by mutual funds). This was due in part to the
increased security uncertainty and country risk, as perceived by depositors, in view of
the worsening of the recession in 2002 and increase in bank risk, as reflected by the
lower ranking accorded to the major banks by the international rating agencies during
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the year. These were compounded by the income tax reform, which widened the tax base
of capital income while partly consolidating tax rates on it, as well as by legislation
regarding money laundering, which may also have contributed to the desire to transfer
deposits abroad. The deposits thus transferred were usually placed in foreign banks rather
than in overseas offices of Israeli banks (see Chapter 4).
• Monetary and fiscal policy, on the basis of which the central bank’s key interest rate
was raised several times in the course of 2002, as well as the extent of the government’s
borrowing requirements, served to increase local-currency interest—both long- and short-
term. The development of interest rates was not uniform throughout the year: in the first
half real interest declined, because of the high inflation rate, while in the second half the
real interest rate rose considerably. Dollar interest declined in step with the Libor interest
rate, but in real local-currency terms it rose in the first half of 2002 as a result of the local-
currency depreciation, but fell in the second half. Interest rates arising from financial
intermediation were also affected by the supply and demand of bank deposits and deposits
of the public. The contraction of the supply of credit, expressed in the decline in bank
credit substitutes and stricter policy in extending bank credit, served to raise the interest
on credit. In addition, the decline in the supply of deposits of the public, as well as
interbank competition for these sources, acted to increase the interest on sources. These
developments led to stability in interest-rate spreads in most segments, and the relative
stability of net interest margins. The total net interest margin remained at almost the
same level as in 2001 (1.9 percent vis-à-vis 2.0 percent).
• A long-term examination shows that there is convergence between interest rates in
the various segments as regards deposits and credit, as a result of the liberalization of the
money markets, with temporary deviations at times of sharp shifts in exchange and inflation
rates. Shifts of this kind characterized 2002, as did marked differences in interest between
the various segments.

2. CREDIT TO THE PUBLIC

The balance of bank credit4  to the public in 2002 was NIS 430 billion, similar to its 2001
level, compared with two-digit growth rates in the previous four years, while GDP fell by
about 1 percent (Figure 2.3 and Table 2.3). The marked upward trend in the credit/GDP
ratio evident in the last ten years—the result of the far greater expansion of bank credit
than of economic activity—was checked in 2002 (Figure 2.4). Nevertheless, this high
ratio in Israel relative to other western countries attests to the predominance and centrality
of the banking system in financial intermediation activity, and particularly to the
considerable exposure of the banking system to credit risk, as GDP is the main source for
credit repayment (see Chapter 5).

4 Credit to the public is that extended by all the ordinary commercial banks and refers solely to balance-
sheet credit at the bank’s responsibility, and only to activity in Israel.
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Firms’ financing needs can be met by several sources: credit from domestic and foreign
banks, capital raised on the domestic and foreign capital markets, financing via venture
capital funds, and credit extended by institutional investors.5  The credit supplied by
domestic banks6  rose by an annual average of NIS 45 billion in 1997–2001, constituting
60 percent of total sources of finance. This trend changed in 2002, when credit from the
banking system rose by only NIS 9 billion (down by 80 percent from the average of the
previous five years) and accounted for only 28 percent of total credit (Figure 2.5 and
Table 2.2). Thus, the steep rise in the banking system’s share of finance to the economy,
evident since 2001, was checked. The main substitute for bank credit was capital raised
on the capital market; the ability of a firm to raise money in this way depends first of all
on the state of the economy and—to a lesser extent—on that of the firm itself.

5 There are other credit substitutes, such as R&D subsidies provided by the government and benefits
provided under the Encouragement of Capital Investments Law, but these are not available to all individuals
and firms, and hence are not examined here.

6 Data on the credit balances of the banking system refer to stocks, representing the total credit owed to
the banks, while data on capital and credit taken from venture capital funds refer to flows, expressing the
new sources of finance provided by them to firms. In order to examine the development of the various
alternative sources of finance, we estimate credit flows from the banking system (commercial and mortgage
banks) as the difference between gross credit balances at the beginning and end of the year.
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In years when the stock exchange is
booming most firms, even the less
successful ones, manage to raise capital, and
this sometimes leads to financial bubbles
and market value that is far in excess of
book value. This is what happened with the
share issues of many start-ups in 1999. The
reverse is the case in a capital market
recession, when most of the public stays
away from the capital market, so that even
successful firms have difficulty raising
capital. The slump in the capital markets in
Israel and abroad, and the higher cost of
raising capital on the various stock
exchanges in 2002 reduced firms’ ability to
raise capital there. In addition, the
acceleration of inflation, a higher
government borrowing requirement, and
apprehensions that the government would
be unable to attain its deficit target all
caused investors to demand a higher risk
premium, as reflected by the rise in yields
on local-currency bonds (Shahar and
Gilon). These high yields hampered firms’
ability to borrow in the capital market,
intensifying the credit squeeze. Capital
raised in this market (in Israel and abroad) amounted to NIS 11 billion—further to the
decline in this sphere, which stood at NIS 34 billion in the peak year of 2000. Most  of
the capital raised in 2002 was through corporate bonds (up from NIS 2.9 billion in 2001
to NIS 4.7 billion in 2002); their increased share in total borrowing is characteristic of a
recession, when the public prefers to invest in short-term bonds (as a substitute for shares)
which pay interest irrespective of the company’s profit. Capital raised via share issues
remained at the same level as in 2001 (NIS 5.7 billion), considerably less than in previous
years. Venture capital funds represent another source of finance for firms, and this channel
has developed in recent years due to the readiness of these funds to finance the activities
of start-ups. In 2000, when the number of start-ups in Israel soared, financing via venture
capital funds reached a peak of NIS 14 billion, but since then it has plummeted, standing
at only NIS 5.4 billion in  2002.

Israeli firms can also borrow abroad. The readiness of foreign lenders to finance Israeli
firms depends to a great extent on the state of the economy, its potential for growth, and
the extent of risk ascribed to it. In 2002 the rating of the major banks was downgraded
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and the economy performed negatively, so that direct credit from abroad amounted to
only NIS 4.6 billion. Nevertheless, this was more than in 2001, however, partly due to
the revaluation of credit in real local-currency terms and partly—some $ 300 million—
to the purchase of bonds issued by the Israel Electric Corporation by foreign investors.7

In order to gain a better understanding of the factors behind the development of credit,
as well as of the characteristics of agents who borrow from the banking system, below
we review credit by indexation segment and industry, and also examine credit extended
in order to purchase controlling interests.

a. The distribution of credit by indexation segment

The development of credit by indexation segment is affected by two main factors: the
first is the lifetime of the project for which finance is sought and the nature of the firm’s
activity. Thus, for example, long-term investments are usually financed by long-term
credit (primarily CPI-indexed), while importing and exporting firms tend to take foreign-
currency credit. The second factor is the relative interest rate on each kind of credit. At

each point in time firms assess the expected
real cost of the different kinds of credit, in
accordance with expectations regarding the
development of credit, inflation, and the
exchange rate. This calculation also takes
uncertainty and fluctuations in the price of
credit into account.

Total bank credit to the public amounted
to NIS 430 billion8  in 2002, similar to its
level in 2001 (Table 2.3)—after expanding
by double-digit figures in recent years—
alongside a rise in its price during the year
(Figure 2.6).

The rise in the share of unindexed credit
in total credit evident in the last three years
came to a stop in 2002, and it declined by
about 2 percentage points (to some 38
percent). This credit finances short-term
credit and hence serves as a substitute for
unindexed credit. The ongoing downward
trend in the share of CPI-indexed credit was
also checked in 2002, and this amounted to
24 percent of total credit, similar to its share
in 2001 (Table 2.3, Figure 2.2).

 7 The remaining increase in credit derived from suppliers’ credit and new loans.
8 Credit to the public, which includes credit guarantees, rose by about 1 percent to stand at about NIS 535

billion.
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(i) Unindexed credit
After four years in which unindexed local-currency credit rose markedly (by 22 percent
on average), it reached some NIS 169 billion at the end of 2002—down by 2 percent
from 2001 (Table 2.3). The development of credit over the year was not uniform:
outstanding credit declined by 8 percent in the first half because of increased uncertainty
with regard to the course of inflation at that time. In the second half of the year, in view
of the stability of the inflation rate and uncertainty as regards its course, demand for this
credit rose again. The composition of unindexed credit changed during the year: at the
beginning, when the Bank of Israel cut its key interest rate, the nominal interest on all
credit categories fell (Table 2.4 and Figure 2.7). The public preferred to increase the
share of long-term unindexed credit (term credit) at the expense of short-term interest
(overdraft facility and on-call deposits), in order to reduce financing costs while interest
rates were low and inflation expectations high. In the first half of the year the share of
term credit in total unindexed credit rose from 42 to 46 percent, whereas in the second
half this trend stopped. This development is characteristic of an economic slump, when
banks limit overdraft facilities to firms, while credit intended to reinforce firms’ working
capital and restructure their debt (term credit) expands. In 2002, for the first time since
1997, on-call deposits declined (by 5 percent). This credit is extended to firms for short
terms, and its decline is explained by banks’ desire to reduce it and extend other term
credit, with a higher interest rate, instead. Overdraft facilities, which are usually given to
firms, and households’ overdrawn bank accounts, expanded by about 1 percent, similar
to the rate in 2001. The share of excess credit in this credit has risen gradually, from 29
percent in 1999 to about 34 percent at the end of 2002, reflecting individuals’ and firms’
financing difficulties (Figure 2.8). The Supervisor of Banks has been monitoring this
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development because it impairs full transparency and proper disclosure to customers:
thus, for example, the customer does not know for sure what is his credit limit from the
bank, whether he is permitted to deviate from that limit, and if so under what
circumstances. The contract between the bank and the customer specifies the credit
framework made available by the bank to the customer, and also that there is to be no
deviation from it. From banks’ returns, however, it transpires that there have been
exceptional and frequent departures from the overall credit framework, and that the banks
do not appear to have acted to reduce them—whether by increasing the amount permitted
within the framework, collecting the amount of the deviation, or requiring that customers
eliminate the overdraft immediately. The Supervisor of Banks intends to deal with the
various aspects of the problem.

There does not appear to have been any change in the distribution of unindexed credit
to firms and private customers in the last two years, and the share of credit to firms
constitutes some 80 percent of total new unindexed credit. In December 2001 the
Supervisor of Banks issued a regulation requiring the banks to report on activity, financial
results, and risks, by profit centers, in view of the shift of emphasis in banking activity,
so that it is now divided up into independent profit centers according to category of
customer. The profit centers are discussed in Chapter 3.

(ii) CPI-indexed credit
CPI-indexed credit, which is generally long-term and used to finance investment and
consumption of durables, rose by some 3 percent, after expanding by 8 percent in 2001,
to stand at NIS 101 billion. The 9 percent decline in gross domestic investment served to
reduce firms’ demand for long-term credit, which is primarily CPI-indexed. Despite the
fall in total investment, some of its components—mainly in the transport infrastructure,
which consists of long-term projects—continued to rise sharply in 2002.

In view of the adverse credit situation and the ongoing slump in the capital markets in
Israel and abroad it would appear that the financing of credit-intense infrastructure projects
such as roads and desalination installations can be implemented using the BOT and PFI
methods, which aim at obtaining the involvement of the private sector.9  Thus, sources
for these projects may be institutional bodies, such as insurance companies, or provident
and pension funds.

9 BOT, Build-Operate-Transfer; PFI, Private Finance Initiative. In projects of this kind a national or
international tender is published by the Ministry of Finance, and is awarded to an independent entity, defined
as the concession-holder. The concession-holder operates and maintains the project, benefits from the resulting
profits for a pre-set period, and eventually returns the project to the State. In projects of this kind some bank
financing is defined as of limited recourse, and international entities are allowed to participate in the tender
(in either a participatory or a financing capacity).
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(iii) Credit denominated in and indexed to foreign currency
Foreign-currency credit continued to expand by about 2 percent in 2002 (Table 2.3), and
amounted to NIS 160 billion at the end of the year—up by NIS 3.7 billion over 2001.
The increase in foreign-currency credit was extended to residents, whereas credit to
nonresidents was down by 5 percent from 2001. The increase in foreign-currency credit
can be explained by the wider interest-rate differential between Israel and abroad, which
made it more worthwhile to take credit in foreign currency.10  On the other hand, the
fluctuations in the local-currency exchange rate, and especially the expectations of
depreciation which increased in the course of the year, partly offset the worthwhileness
of taking foreign-currency credit, especially in the second half of the year. Part of the
increased demand for foreign-currency credit derived from the difficulties encountered
by Israeli firms in raising capital abroad. As regards real costs, it transpires that for most
of the year the ex post cost of this credit exceeded that of unindexed credit, which is the
main substitute for foreign-currency credit from the banking system. This was due to the
local-currency depreciation—by 14 percent against the currency basket and 9.8 percent
against the dollar (Figure 2.6).

The development of residents’ demand for foreign currency was not uniform throughout
the year: until July this credit rose (also in dollar terms), but declined subsequently,
continuing to do so until the end of the year. In the first half of 2002 expectations of
exchange-rate shifts were below the actual changes, so that the cost of foreign-currency
credit was perceived as being low. At the end of August there was some local-currency
depreciation, and this trend accelerated in mid-September against the backdrop of the
worsening security situation and increased fears that the international rating agencies
would downgrade Israel’s credit rating. During this period outstanding foreign-currency
credit declined in dollar terms. In the second half of the year demand for foreign-currency
credit fell—despite the 5 percent local-currency depreciation against the dollar—because
the assessment of risk in this market remained high, as expressed in the implicit volatility
of NIS/dollar options.

The greater expansion of foreign-currency credit than of foreign-currency deposits in
the first half of 2002 was financed principally by the decline in the deposits abroad of
Israeli banks (by some 33 percent, Table 2.5). In the second half of the year, however,
and especially in and after August, the Bank of Israel announced the gradual reduction of
the Tier 2 reserve requirement until its eventual abolition. Once it is completely annulled
foreign-currency deposits will have to comply with the Tier 1 reserve requirement that
applies to all deposits of the public (6 percent on deposits of up to 6 days, and 3 percent
on deposits of between a week and a year). The reduction of the reserve requirement by
1 percent a month reduces the banks’ compulsory deposits with the Bank of Israel and

10 The Fed interest rate was 1.75 percent in the first three quarters of 2002, and 1.25 percent in the last
quarter; the Bank of Israel’s interest rate was higher, and rose markedly during the year.
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releases about $ 200 million a month, which can be directed to credit to the public. In
fact, towards the end of the year, with the increase in freed-up sources, the banks once
again increased the balance of their deposits in banks abroad to its level at the beginning
of the year.

b. Credit for the purchase of controlling interests

One explanation of the expansion of credit in recent years is that it is due to the credit
extended to the financial services industry (which excludes banks) in order to finance
the acquisition of controlling interests; this increased by some 5 percent, and the credit/
GDP ratio rose from 1.7 to 1.8 (Table 5.4). In 1998 and 1999 credit to this industry rose
massively (by an average of 70 percent), increasing the credit/GDP ratio from 0.7 to 1.7.
Most of this growth derived from credit extended for the purchase of controlling interests
in order to finance privatization. In the last two years the privatization process has run
out of steam, so that this credit was used primarily for purchases in the business sector.
Outstanding credit for the purchase of controlling interests was NIS 29 billion—similar
to the amount in 2001. Some 29 percent of this credit was intended for the purchase of
controlling interests in companies providing financial services, such as banks, and 23
percent was for the purchase of communications and computer services companies.

In December 2002 the Supervisor of Banks issued a regulation tightening the restrictions
on extending credit for the purchase of controlling interests; this was because of the state
of the economy and the high risk that characterizes such credit which, because it replaces
equity, carries a high level of financing, increasing both the rate of leverage and financial
risk.11   Data for December 2002 indicate that the level of financing of some 55 percent of
this credit was above 80 percent. Payment of interest and principal on this credit is
generally based on the purchased corporation’s ability to distribute high, permanent cash
dividends to shareholders, and in some of these loans the only collateral is the shares
purchased, so that the bank has no possibility of obtaining the debt from the borrower
(no right of recourse). The share of non-recourse loans for the purchase of controlling
interests amounted to 48 percent. With the passage of time, about 16 percent of the loans
reached rates of financing that were above 100 percent—due to accrued interest and the
effect of local-currency depreciation on foreign-currency credit.

c. Credit by principal industry

The demand for credit by firms and individuals is directly connected with their activity.
In view of the deepening recession and reduction in firms’ sources of finance (both

11 Furthermore, the owners of such firms have a motive to direct their activities to projects with large
potential profits and high risks, because if they succeed the owners will benefit from large profits, and if they
fail the banks will bear a large proportion of the loss.
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within and outside the banking system), it is particularly important to examine the
development of the credit/GDP ratio, as this is one of the indices of the quality of credit
and the ability to repay it. In most principal industries the credit/GDP ratio was stable or
rose slightly, and the total ratio was similar to its level in 2001—1.8. Credit by principal
industry includes credit on the balance sheet and off-balance-sheet credit risk, and activity
solely in Israel of the entire banking system on a consolidated basis (Table 5.4). A detailed
analysis of credit developments within each industry is given in Chapter 5.

3. OTHER PRINCIPAL USES

In recent years the unindexed local-currency
segment has been characterized by a surplus
of deposits of the public over credit to the
public. Most of these surplus sources were
directed to other uses in the unindexed
local-currency segment, and some served
to finance uses, primarily in the foreign-
currency segment. One of the main uses
made by the banks of surplus sources in the
unindexed segment was for deposits with
the Bank of Israel through deposit auctions.
The balance of these deposits12  reached a
peak of NIS 61 billion in December 2000,
and dipped to NIS 43 billion at the end of
2002 (Table 2.6 and Figure 2.9). For the
banks they constitute an alternative use to
extending credit or investing in Treasury
bills, and are characterized by a similar level
of risk to the latter. Their share in the
commercial banks’ total unindexed local-
currency assets fell from 30 percent in
previous years to 17 percent at the end of
2002.

There were two reasons for the marked
decline in the extent of the banks’ deposits
with the Bank of Israel. First, the central

12 The balance includes the interest-bearing deposits of the monetary auctions and reserve requirement
deposits.
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bank’s need to use deposit auctions as a way of absorbing surplus liquidity declined as a
result of the fall in capital inflow (both gross and net). Gross capital inflow represents
total investment in Israel by nonresidents, and this fell from $ 11.5 billion in 2000 to
$ 3.8 billion in 2002. Capital inflow is offset in part by capital outflow by residents, and
the difference between the two is net capital inflow. The development of the latter in the
last two years indicates a downward trend, reducing the need to sterilize it. Second, since
the beginning of the year the instruments of monetary policy have changed, involving
the gradual reduction of the monetary deposit auctions—previously the main instrument
of absorbing liquidity—and removal of the ceiling on the extent of Treasury bills issued
(Box 2.1). This development, together with high nominal yields13  on Treasury bills and
unindexed bonds, led to a rise in the balance of unindexed securities in banks’ nostro
accounts. Thus, the average balance of Treasury bills rose from NIS 5.6 billion in 2001
to NIS 8.7 billion in 2002. This increase was concentrated in the first three quarters of
the year, while there was a trend reversal towards the end of the year, when the banks
sold Treasury bills to the public and mutual funds in order to realize capital gains, meeting
the great demand that arose at the end of the year in view of the tax exemption on this
channel in 2003. The banks’ holdings of other unindexed bonds also rose considerably—
from NIS 7.2 billion in 2001 to an average of NIS 15.6 billion in 2002.

Local-currency depreciation vis-à-vis the euro (by 14 percent) led to the transfer of
money from deposits in domestic banks to banks in the eurozone. The balance of deposits
in banks abroad amounted to NIS 29 billion—up by 7 percent over 2001.

Box 2.1
The Cancellation of the Ceiling on Treasury Bill Issuance

Until 2001 the principal instrument for managing liquidity on an ongoing
basis was the auction for the banks’ time deposits with the Bank of Israel.
This situation changed at the end of 2001, as part of the economic program
introduced by the government and the Bank of Israel, which made structural
changes in the financial markets, among them the removal of the ceiling on
the issuance of Treasury bills in February 2002 and its establishment in law.
The Bank of Israel now conducts monetary policy by means of daily and

13 The increase in nominal yields derived from expectations of a rise in the Bank of Israel’s key interest
rate, greater uncertainty regarding macroeconomic policy, misgivings as to the government’s ability to attain
the deficit targets, and the deterioration in the political and security situation, causing investors to demand a
risk premium. Throughout most of 2002 there were also extensive withdrawals from unindexed local-currency
mutual funds, which sold their holdings in Treasury bills and other liquid assets, thereby contributing to the
rise in yields. The large withdrawals and decline in prices reduced the value of these funds’ assets from
NIS 36.5 billion in December 2001 to NIS 21.2 billion at the end of 2002.
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weekly auctions for the banks’ deposits,1 thereby influencing the interest rate
in the financial and capital markets.

The removal of the ceiling on the amount of Treasury bills that may be
issued has led to a gradual change in the use of this monetary instrument by
the Bank of Israel. During 2002 the average balance of Treasury bills held by
the public rose from NIS 35 billion to NIS 41 billion, while the banks’ auction
deposits with the Bank of Israel fell from an average of NIS 50 billion in
2001 to NIS 34 billion in 2002. In the wake of the increase in the balance of
Treasury bills and the tax exemption on this form of investment in 2003, the
general public (excluding institutional investors) increased its holdings of
them, from about NIS 10 billion in 2001 to some NIS 17 billion in 2002, as
the yield on this channel was higher than that on unindexed deposits. Other
investors, including mutual funds and banks, also increased their holdings,
albeit to a lesser extent.

The removal of the ceiling on Treasury bill issuance is expected to adversely
affect banks’ profits and risk exposure in four ways:
1. The preference for Treasury bills over unindexed deposits will reduce the
supply of unindexed sources available to banks and raise the interest on them,
thus narrowing the interest-rate spread.
2. Banks’ income from operating fees on Treasury bills (custody and ledger
fees on securities) will apparently be lower than their net interest income on
deposits of the public.
3. Treasury bills, which have a longer term, than deposits, are expected to
lead to a longer duration of assets, and as a result banks may find themselves
having to sell Treasury bills unexpectedly and irregularly in order to manage
ongoing liquidity, thereby incurring losses.
4. The replacement of banks’ relatively short-term deposits with longer-term
Treasury bills could lead to a rise in the banks’ operating needs.

4. THE SUPPLY OF DEPOSITS OF THE PUBLIC TO THE BANKING SYSTEM,
AND THE PUBLIC’S ASSET PORTFOLIO

In 2002, for the first time since 1994, there was a real contraction in the public’s asset
portfolio, especially in the supply of its deposits, which constitute the main source for
banks’ activity. The value of the public’s assets stood at NIS 1,190 million, down by 4.6
percent from 2001 (Table 2.7). The main factors affecting the supply and composition of
the public’s financial assets were the slump in the capital markets in Israel and abroad,

1 In 1998 the 3-month deposits were cancelled, and in July 2002 the monthly deposits were
cancelled.
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which eroded the value of securities, the recession in Israel and the decline in disposable
income, which reduced the public’s ability to save, and the rise in economic uncertainty
and exchange-rate changes, which dictated a shift away from unindexed activity.

As stated, as a result of macroeconomic developments, including the decline in the
private saving rate,14  the public’s portfolio contracted, after an average annual growth
rate of 12 percent in the preceding decade. The development of the public’s assets was
not uniform in the two halves of the year: in the first half there was a marked shift in the
composition of the public’s asset portfolio, as a result of the reduction of the interest rate
at the end of 2001 and the rise in both expected and actual inflation; these factors led to
a change in the public’s preferences regarding the composition of its asset portfolio, with
a rise in demand for instruments that hedge against inflation, and this served to increase
the share of CPI-indexed deposits at the expense of unindexed ones. Concurrently, the
contraction of the interest-rate differential between Israel and abroad—in the wake of
the interest-rate cut at the beginning of the year and increase in economic uncertainty—
served to augment apprehensions regarding the possibility of local-currency depreciation,
impelling the public to divert sources to deposits denominated in or indexed to foreign
currency. At the same time, the sharp decline in the capital markets in Israel and abroad
throughout the year eroded the value of the tradable portfolio. In the latter half of the
year, following the sharp interest-rate hikes in June, the public’s assessment of expected
yields changed again, expectations of depreciation plummeted, and consequently the
share of unindexed deposits rose once more at the expense of foreign-currency ones.

Another marked shift in the composition of the public’s asset portfolio was the 15
percent increase in residents’ investments abroad, after this had contracted in 2001. These
investments were influenced—particularly in the first half of the year—by the uncertainty
in the money markets in Israel alongside the contraction of the interest-rate differential
between Israel and abroad, the deterioration in Israel’s security situation, and the rise in
its country risk, as perceived by investors. Transfers to deposits abroad continued in the
second half of the year, albeit less intensively than in the first half (due to the decline in
uncertainty regarding fiscal and monetary policy, and the rise in the interest-rate
differential), but still at a considerably higher rate than in the past. Total transfers by
individual residents to bank deposits abroad amounted to $ 1.4 billion in 2002, most of it
in the first half of the year (monthly averages of $ 164 million from February to July, and
$ 66 million from August to December).

The public’s assets can be divided into those deposited in banks and those held outside
banks, primarily in capital markets in Israel or abroad. In the last decade this distribution
of the public’s assets was directly affected by developments in the capital market (Figure
2.1). In years when share prices rose and stock market activity intensified the share of
the public’s assets in banks fell, and vice versa. On the basis of this distribution, and
because of the slowdown that characterized the capital market throughout the year, the
share of the public’s assets in banks rose at the expense of those not in banks, in line with

14 The net private saving rate was 18.6 percent in 2002, down from 19.8 percent in 2001.
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developments in 2001. The decline in the public’s assets not in banks is explained mainly
by the real 29 percent erosion of the value of the shares in the public’s asset portfolio,
which was consistent with the real fall in the General Share-Price Index in 2002 (by 25
percent). The slump in the stock market was also reflected by low daily turnover and
limited capital raised, as a result of the recession, deteriorating security situation,
apprehensions regarding the war in Iraq, and downgrading of the credit rating of the
major commercial banks by international rating agencies.

Despite the decline in the extent of the public’s assets, its holdings of Treasury bills
and bonds grew notably in 2002.15  Holdings of Treasury bills rose at the expense of
unindexed deposits, due to the income-tax reform which went into effect in January
2003 whereby investment in Treasury bills is tax exempt for that year.16  With respect to
bonds, the acceleration of inflation and inflationary uncertainty led to an increase in the
share of CPI-indexed bonds at the expense of unindexed ones. In addition, as a result of
the local-currency depreciation and considerable exchange-rate volatility the public
increased its holdings of dollar-indexed bonds.

Deposits of the public, by indexation segment

The composition of the deposits of the public is affected primarily by the expected relative
interest rates on each type of deposit, as well as by the volatility of interest, inflation, and
exchange rates.

In 2002, for the first time since 1993, the upward trend of the share of unindexed
local-currency deposits was checked (Table 2.7), and it even dipped slightly, to about 22
percent of the public’s assets. In 1993 unindexed deposits constituted less than 10 percent
of the value of the portfolio, and from then until 2001 their share rose continually, as a
result of the disinflationary process and the convergence of the inflation rate to price
stability, as is accepted in western economies. The reduction of inflation risk in the last
decade (as regards both the absolute inflation rate and inflationary uncertainty) together
with tight monetary policy made unindexed deposits more worthwhile than the various
indexed ones. In 2002, however, as inflation uncertainty increased and confidence in
monetary policy was eroded, the balance of unindexed deposits fell by about 10 percent,
to stand at NIS 266 billion at the end of the year.

The steep 2 percentage-point cut in the Bank of Israel’s key interest rate in December
2001, and its immediate effect on unindexed local-currency deposits, alongside the rise
in inflation expectations derived from the capital market, made unindexed local-currency
deposits less worthwhile. In the first half of 2002 real yields on these deposits ranged
between –0.1 and 0.5 percent—considerably below those on deposits in the other
indexation segments and on unindexed bonds (Table 2.4). In December 2001 and January

15 Mainly nontradable bonds held in provident, advanced study, and pension funds, and in life insurance
schemes.

16 The public’s demand was met due to the cancellation of the ceiling on Treasury-bill issuance and
extensive withdrawals from local-currency mutual funds.
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2002, when there was considerable uncertainty, the public preferred the most liquid
channels, especially short-term SRO deposits, even increasing the share of these at the
expense of the other deposits, adjusting its behavior to developments in the financial
markets. From then until 2002:III there was a continuous decline in all types of unindexed
deposits, but this trend reversed in 2002:IV, when unindexed deposits began to expand
again, together with their share in total deposits of the public. In 2002:IV the yields on
unindexed deposits rose—following the hike in the Bank of Israel’s key interest rate
which brought it to 9.1 percent. The uncertainty in the markets appears to have abated
somewhat in this period—due inter alia to the approval of the national budget by the
Knesset, assessments that the US government would grant additional defense aid and
guarantees, and to the reduction of the interest rate in the US and the eurozone, causing
further local-currency appreciation.

CPI-indexed deposits rose substantially in
2002 (by 10 percent, i.e., NIS 12 billion),
for the first time in five years, after falling
continuously in previous years (Table 2.8).
This represented a positive accrual of some
NIS 3.1 billion in approved CPI-indexed
savings schemes and a negative accrual of
about NIS 1.3 billion in foreign-currency-
indexed schemes (Figure 2.10). The public
generally uses CPI-indexed deposits for
medium- and long-term savings, their main
component (75 percent) being approved
savings schemes. One explanation for the
rise in indexed deposits is the need to hedge
assets against inflation because of the rise
in the rate and variance of inflation, as well
as the diversion of money from mutual and
provident funds, which constitute an
alternative investment channel to these
deposits. In 2002 the real yield in mutual
funds specializing in indexed bonds and

Israel Bonds was a negative 7.5 percent, and withdrawals amounted to NIS 4.2 billion
(after positive accrual in the preceding three years). The provident funds also showed a
negative real yield of 6.9 percent, and their balance shrank by NIS 4 billion to stand at
NIS 120 billion. The real decline in the balance of the provident funds stemmed from net
withdrawals of NIS 3 billion and the erosion of their value due to the negative yields.
The high volatility of the capital market and the poor performance of the funds, alongside
the high, safe yield (averaging 4.2 percent) provided by the banks on savings schemes,
explain the transition to savings schemes and CPI-indexed deposits.
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Foreign-currency deposits—both denominated and indexed—of the public (residents
and nonresidents) rose by some 2 percent in dollar terms, and amounted to $40.9 billion
(Table 2.5). The development of the balance of deposits in dollar terms during 2002 was
in line with the fluctuations in the exchange rate: in the first half of the year the acceleration
of local-currency depreciation (by about 15.5 percent against the dollar) led to an increase
in the balance of foreign-currency deposits (by an annual rate of 6.8 percent), since when
the gradual appreciation (about 5 percent) has caused foreign-currency deposits to contract,
as this investment channel has become less worthwhile. Throughout the year the reduction
of tax on dollar deposits in Israel from 35 to 15 percent (as part of the income-tax reform)
served to make investment in Israel more worthwhile than investment abroad (see Box
2.2).

Nonresidents’ deposits account for about half of foreign-currency deposits. In the
1990s they rose steadily, due to the significant expansion of nonresidents’ financial activity
in Israel because of the improvement in the country’s financial standing. This trend peaked
in 2000, and remained static at $ 20 billion in 2001 and 2002. About 80 percent of
nonresidents’ foreign-currency deposits are in deposits of up to a year, and about 10
percent are for periods of up to three months—but experience has shown that the deposits
are renewed upon maturity and held for long terms. The standstill in the rise in
nonresidents’ deposits in 2002 derived from the persistence of security incidents in the
region, the low dollar interest rate on short-term dollar deposits, which constituted an
incentive to switch to other financial assets—not necessarily in Israel—and the law against
money laundering, which went into effect in 2002, making investors apprehensive
regarding the exposure of their identity and business.

Box 2.2
The Tax Reform and its Implications for the Banking System

On 1 January 2003 the tax reform introduced as an amendment to the Income
Tax Ordinance, 2002 went into effect. The reform includes the very gradual
reduction of the direct tax burden on labor income, the expansion of the tax
base on capital income, partial consolidation of tax rates on capital income,
and the determination of tax rates on an individual basis. In the framework of
the reform it was decided inter alia to tax the interest on deposits, savings
schemes, local-currency bonds, and Treasury bills, as well as capital gains on
transactions in securities traded on the stock market, derivatives, and
investments in mutual and provident funds. The tax rate on the interest on
CPI- and exchange-rate-indexed deposits and bonds was reduced, however.

The reduction of tax on foreign-currency investment channels in Israel, on
the one hand, and the imposition of tax on the interest on local-currency
investment instruments, on the other, is expected to encourage a switch to
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local-currency channels. The taxation of long-term investments (savings
schemes and pre-pensionary accrual in provident funds) is expected to lead to
a transition to investment in short-term, liquid instruments, thereby reducing
the supply of long-term sources and making them more expensive. This will
adversely affect the financing of infrastructure investments and lead to higher
mortgage interest rates.

At present the banks charge turnover tax on securities (0.5 percent of the
sale value on Israeli securities, rising to 1 percent on 1 July 2003; 5 percent
on foreign securities). This tax causes distortions, as even losses are taxed. In
fact, banks’ returns indicate that because of the system of deduction at source,
customers’ stock-market activity has contracted, particularly in shares. The
extent of money transfers to abroad has also fallen, because the reduction of
the tax rate on dollar deposits in Israel from 35 to 15 percent has made
investment in Israel relatively more worthwhile. Banks’ returns also show
that there has been a swing from long-term deposits, such as savings schemes,
to shorter-term ones of up to one year. The public does not yet appear to have
internalized the principles of the reform, because of its complexity, expressed
in the multiplicity of tax rates, uncertainty regarding the reporting requirement,
and the various kinds of mutual funds, etc.

In January 2003 the banking system collected NIS 100 million on behalf
of the government for implementing the tax reform. This amount (NIS 20
million of which was for stock-market activity, and the rest for interest on
deposits) is consistent with the forecast annual income from the tax reform—
NIS 1.2 billion. The tax is deducted at source from customers’ deposits and
transferred to the tax authorities with an average lag of one month, during
which the banks benefit from this money.

5. OFF-BALANCE-SHEET AND DERIVATIVES ACTIVITY

The banks’ off-balance-sheet activity is conducted via two main channels:
1. Credit guarantees and liabilities; this activity, which consists of extending or
guaranteeing credit, includes securing credit, collateral for home-buyers under the Sale
(Apartments) Law, and other guarantees, unutilized credit lines (credit cards and authorized
overdrafts), and documentary credits. This activity involves exposure to risk, particularly
credit risk. Outstanding guarantees and liabilities for credit stood at NIS 264 billion at
the end of 2002, down by 5 percent from 2001, largely as a result of as-yet-unutilized
commitments to extend credit (Table 2.9), due to the tightening of the banks’ credit
policy.
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2. Activity in derivatives; this is conducted on behalf of banks’ customers or for the
banks themselves, as part of market risk management and reduction and as part of an
investment policy. These transactions are conducted against interest-rate, currency, and
securities risk by means of forwards, futures, and swaps, as well as exchange-rate, interest-
rate, index, and commodities options. Activity in derivatives involves credit, interest-
rate, market, and liquidity risks, in accordance with the kind of transaction.

Financial derivatives can be classified by four types:
1. Pure intermediation transactions, to which the bank is not a party and merely mediates
for a fee.
2. Guaranteed intermediation transactions, in which the bank is not exposed to market
risk by virtue of a counter-transaction implemented on the same business day, but is
exposed to it as an agent if the counterparty does not meet its obligations.
3. Hedging transactions, intended to hedge a specific balance-sheet transaction or defined
group of similar transactions. Hedging transactions have to meet several conditions,
such as a high correlation between changes in the fair values of the hedged item and
financial derivative, significant reduction of the financial risk implied in the hedged
item, and reduction of the bank’s exposure.
4. Other transactions.
The extent of the commercial banks’ activity in derivatives at face value rose by 10
percent in 2002, continuing the long-term trend, and the balance of these transactions
amounted to some NIS 797 billion (Table 2.10). The increase in derivatives was entirely
in currency contracts, which went up from NIS 506 billion in 2001 to NIS 585 billion in
2002, and derived from the need of both banks and their customers to hedge the risk
implicit in the exchange rates between different currencies, as several currencies displayed
considerable volatility in 2002 (see Chapter 5). These data are in line with the expansion

Table 2.9
Guarantees and Credit Commitments, 2001–2002

(NIS million, December 2002 prices)

Rate of
2001 2002 change (%)

Documentary credit 4,165 5,630 35.2
Credit commitments 34,059 33,583 –1.4
Home purchasers’ guarantees 17,948 19,018 6.0
Commitments for credit-card transactions 10,679 17,637 65.2

Other guarantees and commitments 44,057 35,069 –20.4
Unutilized credit-card quotas 41,457 37,211 –10.2
Unutilized overdraft quotas 50,077 52,654 5.1
Irrevocable commitments for credita 50,708 42,777 –15.6
Commitments to issue guarantees 11,255 9,921 –11.9
Guarantees to provident fund members 12,178 10,207 –16.2
Total 276,583 263,705 –4.7

a Approved but not yet extended.
SOURCE: Returns to Supervisor of Banks.
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of trading in the TA25 (Ma’of) dollar options, daily turnover in which was double that of
2001 and reached 25,000 units. In view of the increased interest in dollar options, in the
middle of 2002 the TASE (Tel Aviv Stock Exchange) also launched one-year options, in
the wake of the euro options that had been issued in November 2001 following the high
volatility in the euro market, which is a major component of Israel’s foreign trade.

Activity in derivatives can be classified on the basis of the counterparty. The data
show that other banks are the counterparty in 60 percent of cases, and customers in about
a third. The remaining players are the TASE, brokers, the government, and the central
bank. The counterparty to a transaction reflects the credit risk involved, so that the share
of credit exposure in total risk-weighted assets is used in calculating the risk-based capital
ratio. Transactions with brokers and customers are weighted at 100 percent, those with
other banks and the TASE at 20 percent, and those with the central bank are not weighted
at all. The growth in activity in derivatives has increased the need for capital, but this has
been almost entirely offset by the rise in the share of transactions weighted at only 20
percent (vis-à-vis banks) at the expense of those weighted at 100 percent (vis-à-vis brokers
and customers), which declined.

Box 2.3
Structured Products

In 2002, in view of the banks’ difficulties in obtaining sources due to the
decline in the public’s disposable income and inability to maintain former
saving levels, as well as the outflow of capital to banks abroad, the major
domestic banks intensified the development and marketing of structured
products. A structured product is a combination of several investment
instruments. Generally, the principal is guaranteed and is indexed to the CPI
or a specific index, while the interest rate is based on one or several derivatives
determined during the period of the deposit in accordance with market
conditions and depends on the performance of the various indices to which
the deposit is linked.

The uniqueness of the structured products lies in the fact that the investor
does not risk the principal, but receives it in full at the end of the deposit
period, while the uncertainty regarding the yield on the investment is expressed
solely in the interest rate. In return for forgoing an assured interest rate the
customer may obtain one that is above the market rate, but risks losing it
altogether. Although structured products are complex financial instruments,
the banks manage to market them as simple ones and even offer them to small
investors. In the past, when the markets were less sophisticated, investment
strategies of this kind were evolved solely for large customers.
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The main benefit to the customer in purchasing a structured product stems
from the considerable flexibility of the investment and the wider range of
alternatives. The benefit to the banks derives from the variety of financial
services offered and wider range of risk-free sources, as the banks inoculate
themselves against open positions through counter-transactions in the options
market. Structured products also limit banks’ liquidity risk, as they cannot be
opened during the deposit period.

Structured products have been in existence for ten years, having emerged
in the context of the decline in interest rates and low relative yields on
investments in the money and capital markets, greater volatility in the capital
and money markets (in prices of securities, as well as interest and exchange
rates), as well as the desire to reduce the risk implicit in various investment
strategies and maximize the yields on investments.

The Supervisor of Banks intends to undertake a far-reaching examination
of this topic, placing the emphasis on the various aspects of bank-customer
relations in everything connected with the terms of the association between
them. This will apply especially to the transparency and clarity of the
information given to the customer, and to the risk-management mechanisms
the banks employ for handling structured products.

6. INTEREST RATES AND DIFFERENTIALS, AND NET INTEREST MARGINS

a. Interest rates and margins in short-run activity

Most interest rates in the unindexed local-currency segment are short term and are largely
dictated by the Bank of Israel’s key interest rate. The latter was reduced by 2 percentage
points in December 2001, as part of a package deal intended to attain the inflation target
with lower interest rates for all terms, so as to bring the recession to an end by stimulating
employment and growth. This narrowed the gap between interest rates in Israel and
abroad at the beginning of 2002, and exerted pressure for local-currency depreciation
against the dollar. The decline in short-term nominal interest alongside the acceleration
of depreciation and its inflationary effect led the Bank of Israel to raise its key interest
rate in order to check inflation. The nominal interest rate was hiked by a cumulative 4.5
percent in June and July, putting a stop to the weakening of the NIS against the dollar
and the inflationary trend. In the first half of 2002 the curve of nominal yields for all
terms rose, and was characterized by a positive slope (Figure 2.11). The rise in the nominal
interest rate was reflected by a similar rise in the nominal interest on the main components
of activity in the unindexed local-currency segment, but the real interest rate on these
components declined significantly due to the marked increase in one-year inflation
expectations—to 5 percent—in the first half of the year.
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In the second half of the year (since July), once inflation expectations had declined
and the Bank of Israel key interest rate remained unchanged, interest rates on various
unindexed activities rose once more, in real terms, to the levels evident in the last three
years (Figure 2.7). The average real interest rate on unindexed assets rose from 3.1 percent
in 2002:I to 7.1 percent in 2002:IV, while the average interest on unindexed sources rose
from 0.2 to 4.2 percent in the same period (Table 2.4).

A rise in the Bank of Israel’s key interest rate—ceteris paribus—serves to widen the
interest-rate spread in the unindexed segment. The spread in 2002 was similar to its 2001
level, 2.9 percent, as a result of changes in the demand and supply of unindexed activity:
the recession, the rise in the central bank’s interest rate, and increased inflationary
uncertainty all suppressed the public’s demand for unindexed credit in 2002 and served
to depress its price. The banks’ more cautious policy as regards extending credit, the
closer approximation of the risk-weighted capital ratio to the supervisory restriction in
some of the banks, and the attribution of a higher risk to credit extended because of the
slump all reduced the banking system’s supply of unindexed credit and raised its price.
On the deposits side, the supply of the public’s unindexed deposits fell because the decline
in disposable income and the saving rate made it more expensive to obtain unindexed
sources. Concurrently, the shortage of sources impelled the banks to compete for the
public’s deposits, so that their price rose. These developments in credit and deposits led



CHAPTER 2: FINANCIAL ACTIVITY OF THE COMMERCIAL BANKS 71

to a slight rise in the interest-rate spread activity at the margin, but the average interest-
rate spread remained stable.

In calculating the net interest margin in the various segments we include the banks’
income/expenditure in the financial segments used to manage assets and liabilities
(ALM).17  The net interest margin in the unindexed local-currency segment dipped slightly,
from 2.8 percent in 2001 to 2.7 percent in 2002, continuing the long-term trend evident
since 1985 (Figure 2.12). The decline in the margin in 2002 is explained by the rise in
non-performing loans (from NIS 5.4 billion in 2001 to NIS 7.6 billion),18  and by the fall
in the market value of negotiable bonds and derivatives not defined as hedging instruments,
in the context of the rise in interest rates. In 2002 the sharp interest-rate hikes caused the
market value of derivatives to fall, so that a decline in their book value was recorded.
The changes in fair value are ascribed to
the net interest income and financing costs
items of other transactions in the various
intermediation segments.

Changes in the composition of sources
and uses in the segment served to offset
the development of the margin: most of
the decline in deposits in the Bank of
Israel, which bear a relatively low yield,
was offset by the rise in the balance of
Treasury bills held by the banks, which
bear a similar yield. Similarly, the fall in
on-call credit, which is the cheapest credit
category, was offset by the rise in the share
of other term credit in total credit. The
share of the unindexed segment in total
uses contracted to 32 percent, and because
of the net interest margin on it, which even
though it declined is higher than that in
other activity segments, it contributed 46
percent to the banks’ net interest income
(Table 2.11).

17 When the derivative is intended to reduce surplus liabilities, the off-balance-sheet amount of the
derivative’s receivable is deducted from the segment’s balance-sheet liabilities. When the derivative is intended
to reduce surplus assets, the off-balance-sheet amount of its liability to pay is deducted from the segment’s
balance-sheet assets. The other side of the off-balance-sheet transaction is added to the total assets or liabilities
of the relevant segment, and the income or expenditure on the derivative is recorded in that segment.

18 Neutralizing the effect of non-performing loans, the net interest margin remained 2.8 percent.
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b. Interest rates and margins in CPI-indexed activity

CPI-indexed interest is affected in the short run by the Bank of Israel’s key interest rate,
so that when this was cut, in December 2001, the CPI-indexed interest rates fell (in
2002:I), and its subsequent hike caused these interest rates to rise (Figure 2.13). In addition,
interest in this segment is affected in the medium and long run by developments in yields
in the government bond market, which are derived from the government’s net borrowing
requirements and the public’s demand for CPI-indexed credit to finance investment. In
the fiscal sphere, the government deficit expanded in 2002, and this can be financed
from three sources: borrowing in the domestic capital market, net borrowing abroad, and
privatization. The last item was negligible in 2002, and net borrowing abroad was less
than expected, so that the government financed most of the deficit via the domestic
capital market, through government bonds. The increase in the government’s borrowing
requirement served to raise real long-term yields and expand the cost of domestic loans.
The rise in yields was reflected in the increase in the curve of the real yields for various
terms during 2002 (Figure 2.13), intensifying the debt burden on firms and individuals,
thereby undermining their repayment ability. The risk premium, estimated from the spread
from the interest on indexed credit to the yield on indexed bonds for the same term, rose
in the last two years (Figure 2.14), reflecting the increase in risk and decline in repayment
ability of firms and individuals.
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On the sources side, the balance of
savings schemes and net accrual rose, as
a result of the diversion of money away
from mutual and provident funds, which
yielded negative returns during the year,
and the acceleration of inflation, which
made the CPI-indexed channel more
worthwhile. The increase in the supply of
CPI-indexed sources served to depress the
interest paid on savings schemes (down
from 4.9 to 4.3 percent), so that the
interest-rate spread in the segment
widened somewhat, and the net interest
margin reached 1.1 percent, compared
with 1.0 percent in 2001 (Table 2.11 and
Figure 2.15). The banks’ activity in
derivatives (ALM) in order to close
positions was limited in the indexed
segment, apparently because the position
in this segment is closed against net worth,
and hence does not expose the bank to
inflation-rate risk. There was considerable
activity in derivatives in the other
indexation segments, however, leading to

a significant fall in exposure to basis risk. The CPI-indexed segment contributed NIS 1.8
billion to the banks’ net interest income, constituting 12.5 percent of the net interest
margin (Table 2.11).

c. Interest rates and margins in foreign currency: domestic activity

Interest rates abroad, especially Libor, are the dominant factor in determining interest
rates in the foreign-currency-denominated segment, because of the liberalization and
efficiency of the foreign-currency market in the last few years. The 3-month dollar Libor
rate fell from 3.7 to 1.7 percent in 2002, and this together with increased demand for
foreign-currency credit led to the decline in the dollar interest rate on foreign-currency
credit (from 4.9 to 3.1 percent). However, the ability of Israeli firms to raise money
abroad contracted in 2002 because of the global slump in the financial markets and the
worsening of Israel’s recession and geo-political situation, which caused its credit rating
to be downgraded from ‘stable’ to ‘negative.’ In the deposits market, the dollar interest
rate went down by 2 percentage points, in line with the Libor rate. These developments
led to a slight increase in the dollar interest-rate spread on new activity, from 1.6 to 1.8
percent. Nevertheless, the net interest margin in the segment contracted slightly in realocal-
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currency terms, from 1.5 to 1.4 percent (Table 2.11). The narrowing of the spread was
affected by the marked rise in non-performing loans in the foreign-currency segment,19

which doubled in extent to stand at NIS 5.3 billion, as well as by the hedging activities
undertaken by some of the banks in order to neutralize fluctuations in the tax provision
due to changes in the value of the investments of subsidiaries abroad as a result of real
depreciation or appreciation. Some banks recorded large losses in this segment in 2002,
because of the sharp real local-currency depreciation in Israel against sterling and the
Swiss franc. In addition, in some banks investments in securities were realized before
their maturity date in order to free sources to finance credit, and this led to capital losses
in this segment.

In the past the foreign-currency segment was characterized by a marked surplus of
uses, financed from unindexed and/or capital sources, and in the last few years, most of
this surplus has been closed against an opposing position in derivatives. In recent years
the net interest margin and net interest income in this sphere have been characterized by
considerable volatility, because they are influenced by the development of the exchange
rate between local currency and various other currencies as well as by the fluctuations in
its development during the year. Net interest income in the segment was NIS 3.3 billion,
similar to its level in 2001, due to the decline in the net interest margin, which was fully
offset by the expansion of activity in it (Figure 2.15).

d. Interest rates and margins in foreign currency: the activity of overseas offices20

Income from the activity of overseas offices in foreign currency in 2002 amounted to
NIS 1 billion—a rise of 40 percent over 2001 which stemmed entirely from the increase
in the net interest margin, from 1.7 to 2.5 percent, alongside stability in the extent of the
activity of the overseas offices. There are several reasons for the rise in the margin: 1.
The decline in interest rates in the countries in which the overseas offices operate, which
led to a similar decline in income and expenditure in financial intermediation activity,
but did not affect income from securities activity; as a result, income from investment in
bonds, which accounts for 32 percent of the uses of the overseas offices, remained stable,
and contributed to the increase in the margin in this segment. 2. The change in the
composition of uses of overseas offices—contraction of deposits in banks, which have a
relatively low yield, and increase in the other profitable uses, especially securities
investments. Alongside these sources, the share of the deposits of the public, which are
the cheapest source, rose at the expense of that of deposits of banks, which fell. 3. Local-
currency depreciation in Israel had a positive effect on net interest income in the segment,
because of the surplus of assets over liabilities in it.

19 Neutralizing the effect of non-performing loans, the net interest margin remained 1.5 percent, the same
as in 2001.

20 For a more detailed discussion of the activity and income of the overseas offices and subsidiaries, see
Chapter 4.


