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The Institute for the Works of Religion, commonly referred to as the "Vatican bank"
or by its Italian acronym IOR, does not release information about its individual
investments.

Analysts who follow Vatican financial matters say, however, that it is unlikely the
institute is invested in the fossil fuel sector, following the traditionally conservative
practice of European financial institutions to eschew investments in public equities in
favor of safer treasury instruments.

Max Hohenberg, who served as a communications official at the institute from 2013
until 2015, told NCR that at the time of his employment with the organization it had
no exposure to the fossil fuels sector.

Hohenberg said the lack of such exposure was primarily due to two reasons: that the
institute does not finance corporations as other banks do, and does not invest in
single stocks or bonds but government securities.

"De facto, the exposure was then zero," said Hohenberg. "But it's also fair to say ... it
was not zero by choice but it was zero because of the way the IOR runs its activity."

"Whether in the meantime the IOR has introduced a specific policy in this regard I
don't know — in practice it would not make a difference but it could be a welcomed
signal," he said.

The institute has been the center of various financial scandals in the past. It has
been the subject of significant reform efforts under the papacies of Benedict XVI and
Francis.
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Its main purpose, outlined in new statutes approved by Francis in August 2019, is to
provide a banking structure for legal entities recognized by the Vatican City State.
These entities often include religious orders based in countries with unstable
economic systems, which would otherwise have few options for reliable banking
services.

The institute releases an annual report each year. It usually identifies the institute's
overall profit and loss figures, but not specifics of its investments.
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The 2018 report, the last available, showed total assets of about 5 billion euro ($5.4
billion) and a profit of 17.5 million euro ($18.9 million) that year, meaning the
institution has a budget about half that of the state of Rhode Island.

In his note accompanying the report, Gian Franco Mammi, the institute's director
general, said it seeks to make investments "in line with the Social Doctrine of the
Catholic Church" and has "expressed its commitment to contribute to the 'care of
the common home,' " as stressed by Francis in his 2015 encyclical "Laudato Si', on
Care for Our Common Home." The IOR also released a statement in 2018 headlined "
Investments consistent with the Catholic Faith."

Mammi did not specifically say whether the institute maintains investments in the
fossil fuel sector, and did not respond to an NCR request on the matter. The Vatican
press office also did not respond to such a request.

[Joshua J. McElwee is NCR Vatican correspondent. His email address is 
jmcelwee@ncronline.org. Follow him on Twitter @joshjmac.]

This story appears in the Laudato Si' at Five feature series. View the full series.
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