
FACE TO FACE: PROFILE

Over the last 12 years, trade 
finance in development 
banks has gone from zero to 

the US$25bn worth of transactions 
since commencement, with lines to 
borrowers with risk profiles regarded 
as unacceptable by commercial banks. 
More known for their financing of long-
term projects, trade finance deals to 
support emerging economies were not 
part of the portfolio before the EBRD 
Trade Facilitation Programme was set up 
in 1999 (see Figure 1).

Back in 1999, The European Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development 

(EBRD) had identified the benefits of  trade 
finance – not only to its beneficiaries, but 
as a robust business model that still met 
its development objectives. And it just so 
happened that the energetic Rudolf  Putz 
was in search of  a job after Deutsche 
Handelsbank AG Berlin, then owned by 
Group Credit Lyonnais, was sold to SEB 
and promptly shut down – “The first time 
in Germany a bank closed!” recalls Putz 
with a certain degree of  outrage. EBRD 
took him on, and its 13-team member-
strong Trade Facilitation Programme (TFP) 
owes its sucess also to the Austrian’s vision, 
EBRD’s belief  in him and his knack for 

building a multi-talented team.
EBRD’s TFP commits to guarantee 

any genuine trade transaction from and 
within EBRD countries of  origin and the 
programme includes 101 issuing banks 
in 21 countries of  operations with limits 
exceeding US$2bn in total, as well as more 
than 700 confirming banks around the 
world.  This was clearly no mean feat from 
a standing start. 

Born to trade
Some people end up in their current roles 
as a result of  what can best be described as 
happy accidents (my own career path being 

TFR MAY 201216

EBRD

Trade Facilitation 
Programme (TFP)

21

1999

US$8.5bn

738

2 claims – losses zero

www.ebrd.com/tfp

IFC

Global Trade 
Finance Programme 
(GTFP)

84

2005

US$10.8bn

600

Zero

www.ifc.org/gtfp

ADB 

Trade Finance 
Programme (TFP)

14

2004

US$ 5.2bn (90% from 
2009 and 2010)

102

Zero

www.adb.org

IADB

Trade Finance 
Facilitation 
Programme (TFFP)

19

2005

US$1.2bn

241

Zero

www.iadb.org
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Figure 1 Multilateral development bank programmes

Trade and the 
     chocolate factory 

RUDOLF PUTZ talks to TFR about his time as a coffee and 
cocoa trader – and his enduring commitment to trade finance 

in Central and Eastern Europe
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one example of  this!), but it was clear that 
even before Putz was born, he was destined 
for a career in international trade. His 
father was an engineer and ran a factory 
in Austria and his mother was an English 
teacher. Both his parents still live there and 
Putz saw them very much as role models – 
“they inspired me”, he says.

He studied at what is now the Vienna 
University for Economics and Business 
but when he obtained his doctorate in 
1982 it was, when translated from German, 
portentously named The Vienna University 
for World Trade. “I’m one of  the few 
people who went there that is still doing 
trade,” he says. His thesis was written up in 
two years (Putz is not one to procrastinate) 
but an academic career was not for him 
– he wanted to get stuck into actually 
doing something that used his learning on 
international relations and his 
aptitude for languages.

Austria and Eastern Europe
When Putz started his professional 
career in 1983 as deputy head of  the 
commodity trade finance department of  
Centro Internationale Handelsbank AG 
Vienna (now a subsidiary of  Raiffeisen 
Zentralbank (RZB)), communism was alive 
and well. Austria, being a neutral country, 
was often able to trade with Eastern 
Europe (including the German Democratic 
Republic) when the West could not. “If  you 
were interested in international business, 
this meant Eastern Europe back then,” 
recalls Putz.

On the Centrobank supervisory board 
at the time was none other than Raffeisen 
Bank’s current CEO, Dr Herbert Stepic, 

a former trader.1 Stepic’s  commitment 
to the CEE has its roots in some of  the 
work Putz and his colleagues were doing in 
Centrobank 30 years ago, such as setting up 
the first subsidiary in Poland. “The idea to 
develop Eastern European business in RZB 
was born from Centrobank,” says Putz.

Tools of the trade
During his ten-year tenure at the Austrian 
bank, Putz was financing commodities 
trade – mainly cocoa and coffee imports 
into Eastern Europe from all over the 
world. “We were buying it and trading 
it,” he explains – this was clearly an end-
to-end hands-on approach. And perhaps 
commodity traders should beware bankers 
examining their processes too closely: 
“I had no idea how to do it at the 
beginning, so we went to see the Dutch 
traders, learned the business from them 
as we bought from them, and used the 
knowledge to go directly to the countries 
of  origin ourselves,” confesses Putz.

Cocoa trading, says Putz, was a 
“wonderful gentleman’s business, using 
rules of  the Cocoa Association of  
London”. He elaborates: “We did our 
business in the old-fashioned way – over 
the telephone and with our deals written 
into a book. We delivered on what we said 
we would – everyone trusted each other.” 

By the time communism in Eastern 
Europe and the Soviet Union broke down 
in the late 1980s, chocolate factories were 
one of  the most profitable and successful 
industries in the region because chocolate 
was the only luxury the people could afford 
and everyone wanted some. 

“They couldn’t afford a car or a house 
but they had enough money to buy as 
much chocolate as they wanted. This was 
a huge change for them as chocolate was 
rationed during the communism regime 
and there was only a small amount of  
foreign exchange available for importing 
cocoa,” explains Putz. He adds: “Chocolate 
factories were booming and I was 
financing them!”

A walk on the dark side
By 1993, the dream of  working in a 
worldwide trading house could be banished 
no longer and Putz left banking to head up 
countertrade and structured trade finance at 
HELM AG, the chemical traders. Falcon’s 
Will Nagle made a similar move out of  
banking into metals trading, calling it his 
move to the ‘dark side’.2 Like Nagle, Putz 
looks back at this time as a vital component 
of  his trade finance education. Although 
he knew this family-owned trader through 
financing their sales to Eastern Europe 
as a banker, actually joining the company 
post-communism offered some rather 
different opportunities. Before the fall of  
communism the Hamburg-based trader had 
been buying chemicals and selling them 
to state-owned foreign trade organisations 
as this was the only way of  getting the 
commodities into the countries. Now 
HELM could sell directly to the factories.

“In some of  these countries I was 
the first foreigner to go to the factories 

and negotiate deals,” says Putz. “But,” he 
explains, “they had no foreign exchange so 
they couldn’t buy any equipment. So we 
bought their chemicals and to finance their 
investment we sold back machinery. 
It was countertrade and barter business. 
They didn’t want our foreign exchange 
as it would get taken by their central 
banks, but took payment in machinery, 
cars and consumer goods for their 
employees instead.”

Eventually countertrade and barter 
business in Eastern Europe dried up and 
Putz returned to Vienna to refocus. His 
next role as account manager structured 
trade finance at Bank Austria’s International 
Trade Services (which eventually got taken 
over by UniCredit) brought him back to 
doing deals in the region and the wider 
Commonwealth of  Independent States 
(CIS) – this time financing steel.

Brandenburg concerto
At this point, Putz’s affection for the 
German Democratic Republic (GDR) 
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“I had no idea how to do cocoa trading at the 
beginning, so we went to see the Dutch traders, 

learned the business from them as we bought from 
them, and used the knowledge to go directly to 

the countries of origin ourselves”
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and the people he used to deal with got 
the better of  him and he left one year 
later join the GDR’s former foreign trade 
bank, Deutsche Handelsbank, which was 
subsequently bought by Credit Lyonnais. 
He moved to Berlin with his Russian 
wife who he had met in the Kiev office 
at HELM – and three years of  financing 
oil and steel trade with Eastern Europe 
followed. But the Russian banking crisis hit 
in 1998 and suddenly nobody wanted to do 
trade finance in the region anymore. Many 
banks had lost money. The bank closed and 
Putz was on the recruitment market. 

Development finance
Although Putz was delighted to be back in 
a bank specialising in Eastern Europe and 
the CIS when he got to EBRD, he first 
had to work out how multilaterals could 
support the development of  trade finance.  
Short-term trade finance was a new activity 
for development banks. “There was no 
template – and normally development 

banks learn from each other but at that 
time none of  them had a trade facilitation 
programme,” recalls Putz.

His task was work with EBRD to 
identify and standardise the different 
operations and procedures for a trade 
finance programme to flourish. “Trade 
finance requires fast decisions and the 
possibility to execute transactions under 
preapproved lines,” says Putz.  

The concept lending money knowing 
there is a certain probability of  default 
seems an anathema to a bank, but, 
according to Putz, EBRD is in a unique 
position with its staff  and local offices to 
analyse the risk. “So the risk that seems 
to be unbearable becomes bearable and 
economically viable,” he says. The bank 
makes a profit and overall the margins 
cover the cost. Do borrowers default? 
“Yes, this can happen,” admits Putz, “but 
often EBRD can still try to restructure its 
transactions so if  something goes wrong 
it doesn’t necessarily drive companies 
or banks in to bankruptcy. That is not 
our interest – we are about preservation, 
development and growth.”

Once the Soviet Union fell apart, 
new countries like Kazakhstan, Ukraine, 
Tajikistan, Kyrgyz Republic, Belarus or 
Georgia had no access to trade finance. It 
was EBRD’s trade facilitation programme 
that helped fledgling local banks set up and 
grow their trade finance business, making 
themselves sufficiently attractive to some 
commercial banks not to be dependent 
on EBRD anymore. “At the beginning 
we only used to finance imports into our 
countries of  operation but now we also 
finance exports from these countries and 
trade between our countries of  operation,” 
observes Putz.

Where others fear to tread
The global financial crisis of  2009 has, 
nevertheless, left a mark on the region. 
Most foreign commercial banks are 
now very cautious about financing trade 
with countries like Belarus, Ukraine and 
Kazakhstan and trade finance activity 

is often confined to partnering state-
owned banks and commodities such as 
oil and metals. Unsurprisingly, EBRD has 
never been busier and any notion of  the 
programme being redundant in the long 
term (see ADB Steve Beck’s comments on 
page 33 of  this issue) seems very remote.  
This is just as well as Putz absolutely loves 
his job. “I could do something else but I 
wouldn’t like it as much.  Here I can do 
some good, its fun and I get paid!”

His favourite things
Despite his evident enjoyment of  the 
day job, Putz looks forward to spending 
time with his family. At home the family 
speaks Russian – “I have always been 
interested in languages,” he reminds me 
as I express surprise. His 16 year-old son 
is trilingual – in German, Russian and 
English but they are all part of  a German 
community in south-west London. He 
loves travelling and experiencing different 
cultures and languages – his trips to the 
cocoa plantations in Bahia in Brazil hold 
very fond memories. As for his sweet tooth, 
the days of  financing chocolate factories 
in Eastern Europe have left a legacy of  
a rather different sort – Putz just loves 
chocolate and one gets the feeling that a 
bar of  Cadburys just won’t do. A box of  
Mozartkugeln can usually be spotted not far 
from his desk – and it is no surprise that 
the Hofbauer confectionery company is a 
flourishing former client.
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 “Often EBRD can still try to restructure its transactions 
so if something goes wrong it doesn’t necessarily 

drive companies or banks in to bankruptcy. 
That is not our interest – we are about preservation, 

development and growth”

Rudolf Putz 

CAREER SUMMARY
Current role
Head of the Trade Facilitation 
Programme at The European 
Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (EBRD)

Previous roles
1983 Deputy head of the 
commodity trade finance 
department of Centro 
Internationale Handelsbank AG 
Vienna, a subsidiary of Raiffeisen 
Zentralbank RZB

1993 Head of structured trade 
finance, HELM AG Hamburg

1996 Account manager, structured 
trade finance, Bank Austria 
International Trade Services

1997 Director of trade finance, 
Deutsche Handelsbank AG Berlin 
(Group Credit Lyonnais)  

Rudolf Putz holds a PhD from the 
Vienna University of Economics 
and Business

Rudolf Putz with members of the 
EBRD trade faciliation programme
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