
2021, AN EXCELLENT YEAR 
FOR SUSTAINABLE FUNDS

Novethic has analysed and quantified 
the offer of “sustainable” funds open 
to individual investors on the French 
market since 2004. These are funds 
available for sale in France, UCITS, or 
accessible to individuals, excluding 
employee investment funds.

The size of the French sustainable fund market has almost doubled in one 
year. The last quarter of 2021 closed the most prolific year to date for 
responsible investment. 2020, despite the disrupted context due to the 
Covid-19 crisis, had already seen the market grow significantly (+66% in 
AuM), after an exceptional year in 2019 (+89%).
In its annual market review, Novethic takes a look at the range of SRI, 
Greenfin and Finansol labelled funds. The Pacte law stipulates that from 1 
January 2022, all life insurance contracts must include at least three funds, 
each of which has one of the three French responsible finance labels. An 
opportunity to take stock.

One third of funds classified as Article 9

  The Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation (SFDR) was at the 
top of the agenda for asset management companies in 2021. Publication 
of the Regulatory Technical Standards (RTS) in October provided a better 
understanding of the initial text and its expectations in terms of transparency 
and reporting. 

  By December 2021, on the French sustainable fund market, one third of 
funds were classified under Article 9 and almost 60% under Article 8. Only a few 
asset managers managing just over 10% of the funds surveyed by Market Data 
still fail to classify their responsible funds. Others dress up their categorisation 
with creative formulations, making the SFDR information difficult to read.

  It will be interesting to see how actors will implement in 2022 the 
recommendations set out in all the texts on sustainable finance published so 
far. They now have a solid basis on which to build their ESG reporting. 2022 
should be the year of transparency and the assessment of double materiality by 
asset managers. They will have to measure the environmental and social impact 
of their portfolios as well as the environmental and social impact of investee 
companies. 
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FRENCH ISR LABEL, 
FIRST EUROPEAN 
LABEL

The French SRI Label is currently leading the market both in terms of number of labelled funds and assets under 
management. Funds are required to meet a management process constraint (exclusion of 20% of the universe) and a 
transparency constraint (improvement of at least two ESG indicators compared to the initial universe). Novethic analysed 
749 of them.

A label for the French, by the French

The SRI Label is truly a French label since 
the vast majority of funds that have it 
are domiciled and/or managed in France. 
Luxembourg appears here because of 
its role as an asset management hub in 
Europe: it is mainly home to funds managed 
by subsidiaries of European and French 
companies such as BNP Paribas, AXA, 
Pictet, DNCA, Candriam, etc.

In comparison, Belgium accounts for just 
over 20% of Towards Sustainability’s 
domiciles and countries of management, 
after Luxembourg.

Active management and equity funds

Despite the success of sustainable index funds and the labelling of entire ranges (Amundi, BNP Paribas AM, BlackRock 
and Lyxor), passive management is still very much a minority, both in terms of numbers and assets under management, 
among funds bearing the «Label ISR». Only one of them uses a Paris Aligned Benchmark (PAB), the BNPP Easy Low 
Carbon 100 Europe PAB fund. 
The typical profile remains that of an actively managed equity fund. Money-market funds retain their visibility by size 
rather than by number.

+€ 81 bn
inflow in 2021
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The best-in-class approach as a benchmark

With 348 funds (46%) for the Best-in-Class 
approach alone, the Label ISR confirms its bias 
towards selection approaches. This French 
speciality is highlighted by the label’s criteria, but 
it is not the only valid criteria for obtaining the 
certification.

Although few in number in comparison, almost 
200 funds have chosen other strategies. While 
respecting the 20% ESG exclusion guideline, they 
are generally more focused on the environmental 
quality of the portfolio: investment in green 
or transition themes, reduction of the carbon 
footprint, etc. These more specific approaches 
make up the majority of the 196 Article 9 labelled 
funds. Only 67 ESG screening funds (with no 
other approach) have opted for this ambitious 
categorisation.

* Best-in-Class, Best-in-Universe, Best-Effort

The label meets a need for volume

Awarded a few years ago to a small number of funds per management company, the SRI Label is now sought after 
to validate the legitimacy of full sustainable fund ranges or strategies.

Its standard evolved in 2020, in particular to strengthen the transparency and reporting of labelled funds. Regarding 
management approach, it is no longer a challenge for companies that have developed rigorous sustainable management 
practices.

It can be noted that the same companies hold the top spots every year. As early as December 2019, when the label 
universe consisted of only 263 funds with €128bn in assets under management, they were already dominating the 
market with their range-based approach.
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Main management approaches
(in number of funds, a fund may 

combine several approaches)

Top ranking asset managers
(in AuM)
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The Greenfin label includes both listed and unlisted funds, 
which represent the majority of the panel. The 29 listed funds 
analysed by Novethic are divided between green bond funds 
and funds with environmental themes. In both cases, the 
activities financed most often relate to renewable energy and 
energy efficiency, water and waste management and treatment, 
and more generally to climate change mitigation.

There was little change this year in the typology of labelled 
listed funds. This panel does not yet include any low-carbon 
funds, funds aligned with a Paris Aligned Benchmark, or funds 
whose objective is climate change adaptation. There is very 
little mention of biodiversity or the circular economy in the 
documentation of these funds either.

On the regulatory side, it is no surprise that the most demanding European label in its environmental dimension only appeals 
to Article 9 funds (according to SFDR), or almost. Only one fund is currently classified as an Article 8 fund, a decision linked 
to the time constraint but which could be reviewed.

The Finansol label rewards solidarity funds. It is now managed by the FAIR association 
(Financer, Accompagner, Impacter, Rassembler), which was created in 2021 from the 
merger of Finansol and the Impact Invest Lab (iiLab). It brings together more than 
110 solidarity-based companies, banks, management companies, NGOs, schools, etc. 
involved in impact finance.

According to the association, more than 
160 products are now Finansol-labelled. 
It lists just over 80 on its website, and 
Novethic has analysed 29 open-ended 
funds of this list.

As this is not part of the label criteria, 
these are not necessarily funds employing 
a classic SRI strategy. Nevertheless, we 
note that 13 of them have obtained the 
SRI Label and are implementing thematic 
strategies, or more rarely ESG selection 
strategies. However, the association 
tends to  pos i t ion them as  impact 
products.

€ 20 bn

29 Funds +€ 5 bn
inflow in 2021

Management approaches* 

Management approach

*  Breakdown of the 29 open-ended funds analysed by Novethic, 
a fund can implement several approaches
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ENVIRONMENTAL 
THEMES

SOCIAL THEMES

MULTI-THEMED

UPDATE ON 
THEMATIC FUNDS

€ 233 bn

+€ 60 bn
inflow in 2021
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+€ 40 bn
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+€ 2 bn
inflow in 2021

+€ 18 bn
inflow in 2021

With a quarter of the funds and assets under management in the panel, 
thematic funds are reaffirming their consistency in the French sustainable fund 
market. In 2020 and 2019, they were already in the very same proportions.

Evolving environmental issues

Funds with an environmental theme account for 30% of total French 
sustainable fund inflows of new money in 2021. To consolidate their 
attractiveness, they have also adapted their approach to the market and 
regulatory context. Their communication now includes themes other than 
climate, such as the protection of biodiversity, the restoration of terrestrial 
or marine ecosystems or the circular economy. This can be seen in the 
investment themes displayed, but above all in the increasing number of sector 
exclusions practised by these funds: GMOs, palm oil, pesticides, intensive 
farming and fishing, animal testing, etc.

The social issue is gaining ground

While waiting for a European Social Taxonomy to structure them, funds 
with social themes have gradually been gaining ground over the years. This 
is the case for pure social funds but also for multi-theme funds. Health was 
the strong theme of 2021. It was present in more than half of the 
funds with a social theme added this year, and more and more as a 
‘bonus’ theme in environmental funds: a must.

The October RTS of the SFDR regulation also goes in this direction as it 
reduces, for the time being, the complexity of reporting for socially oriented 
funds.

SDGs for more impact

The UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) launched in 2015 are very 
visible this year.

102 funds use them both as a tool for structuring thematic strategies (around 
one or more key objectives) and for reporting (breakdown of portfolio 
companies across the objectives supported). This is especially visible for 
funds claiming to be impact funds. These are increasing in number but very 
heterogeneous in their definition of impact.

NOVETHIC MARKET DATA

Every quarter, Novethic captures trends in the European sustainable finance 
funds market.
Also refer to the Market Data:
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