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Chapter 2

Financial Activity of the
Commercial Banks1

The activity of the commercial banking system grew markedly in 2001, unlike
general economic activity. Total bank assets rose by 7 percent, in line with the
growth rates of the last few years, while GDP fell by 0.6 percent—its lowest
rate for a decade. The increase in bank assets was led by the accelerated
expansion of credit to the public, which rose by 11 percent (although this trend
was checked in 2002:I), whose share in total uses rose to about 60 percent. In
spite of the rise in outstanding bank credit, new credit from all sources (banks
and others) was down by 23 percent from 2000.

The expansion of bank credit expresses mainly a change in the composition
of financial sources in the economy as a whole, with a transition from other
sources to bank financing, because of the shocks in financial markets abroad,
the slump in capital markets in Israel and elsewhere, and the crisis in the
high-tech industry. All these factors caused firms to switch from seeking
financial sources in capital markets in Israel and abroad or from venture capital
funds, to borrowing from the domestic banking system. This development
transferred a rising share of credit risk to the banking system, as is reflected
by various indices of its quality.

Another reason for the rise in bank credit in 2001 was local-currency
depreciation, which enlarged the extent of assets and liabilities in the foreign-
currency segment by virtue of the revaluation component.

In the public’s asset portfolio, there was a notable rise in the share of
short-term assets at the expense of long-term ones, as low inflation became
entrenched and economic uncertainty increased. Interest rates in the various
segments were influenced by two major, conflicting developments:
expansionary monetary policy, which served to reduce short-term nominal
interest, thereby affecting CPI-indexed interest; and the deviation of the budget

1 Unless specified otherwise, this chapter refers to the activities in Israel of the commercial banks.
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deficit from its target and the need for greater net borrowing by the government
acted to increase long-term yields from 2001:III. All in all, interest rates
declined, together with a slight reduction in interest-rate spreads and margins
in all segments of domestic activity.

1. INTRODUCTION

The activity of the commercial banks in
2001 was characterized by rapid growth,
relative to both 2000 and general economic
activity. Total assets of the commercial
banks rose by 7 percent (compared with 6
percent in 2000)—an increase of about
NIS 45 billion—and their end-of-year
balance was NIS 661 billion2 (Figure 2.1,
Table 2.1). The rise in banks’ assets was
led mainly by the accelerated expansion of
credit to the public, which grew by 11
percent in 2001—similar to its rate in
2000—and the upward trend in its share of
total assets also persisted, to reach 60
percent. The accelerated expansion of
banks’ activity requires an explanation in
view of macroeconomic developments—
primarily the recession, the contraction of
GDP by 0.6 percent and of business-sector
product by 1.9 percent, and the rise of the
unemployment rate to over 10 percent at the end of the year. The recession, which began
in 2000:IV and worsened during 2001, stemmed from a sharp drop in demand. This was
the result of three main developments: 1. The intifada, which increased uncertainty in
the political and security sphere as well as in the business environment, and primarily
affected tourism, construction, exports to the Palestinian Authority, and investment from
abroad; 2. The global economic slowdown, which caused demand for high-tech products
to plummet, so that their exports fell; 3. The slump in the capital markets in Israel and
abroad, which increased the cost of raising capital in the primary market, and thus reduced
the extent of substitutes for bank credit.

Domestic and global economic variables affected the behavior of firms and households,
and hence the activity of banks and other financial intermediaries. The security situation
and the crisis in the high-tech industry vastly reduced foreign investors’ interest in Israel

2 Unless specified otherwise, data in this chapter are for end-year balances.
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(nonresidents’ investment was down by 63 percent), as well as the ability of Israeli firms
to raise money in Israel and abroad or to obtain financing from venture capital funds.
This led to a decline in the share of financial intermediation extended by nonbanks in
providing financing, so that entities seeking credit returned to the financial intermediation
(reintermediation) provided by the banking system. This shift in the composition of sources
of finance explains most of the expansion of bank credit in 2001. Note that credit flows
from all sources (from the domestic banking system and other sources) were down by 23
percent from 2000. The diversion of firms’ financing to the banking system increased
the banks’ exposure to credit risk and caused the quality of credit to deteriorate. This was
expressed in several indices (the share of problem loans, the proportion of loan-loss
provision in total credit, the risk-weighted assets ratio, etc.). There are three main sources
of credit from outside the banking system: the capital markets in Israel and abroad, whose
extent of capital raised went down by some 50 percent in 2001; venture capital funds, the
extent of whose financing contracted by 35 percent; and direct credit from abroad, which
grew by about 26 percent (Table 2.2).

With regard to credit by indexation segment, it appears that half the growth of credit
was in the foreign-currency segment, which expanded in the wake of real local-currency
depreciation against the dollar3 —by 9 percent in dollar terms and by 17 percent in local-

Table 2.2
Changes in Bank Credit and its Substitutes, 1997–2001

(NIS million, Dec. 2001 prices)

Changes in credit substitutes

Capital raisedc

Changes in Direct Capital Venture
bank credit credit from Corporate raised capital
to publica Total  abroadb Shares bonds abroad fundsd

1997 34,729 23,554 8,124 6,182 1,236 6,356 1,656
1998 40,130 23,040 8,659 6,529 2,098 3,411 2,343
1999 44,036 32,221 6,757 5,373 1,540 14,281 4,270
2000 47,648 47,613 3,099 13,374 280 18,082 12,778
2001 44,934 28,057 3,898 7,042 2,714 6,069 8,334

SOURCES:
a Balance-sheet credit to public from commercial and mortgage banks—from returns to Supervisor of

Banks. The change in outstanding credit is assumed to reflect new credit extended.
b Direct credit from abroad—reports to the Controller of Foreign Exchange; money and credit

aggregates—from the Annual Report of the Monetary Department.
c Capital raised in Israel—from This Month on the Stock Exchange (Hebrew). Capital raised abroad,

including shares, convertible paper, bonds, share exchanges, and private placements—from the Controller
of Foreign Exchange.

d Venture capital funds data—from IVC online.

3 A rough estimate indicates that the revaluation component explains about NIS 10 billion of
the rise in credit in 2001, comprising 25 percent of the rise in the balance-sheet credit extended
to the public by all the commercial banking corporations.
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currency terms. The expansion of credit was channeled to residents, some of whose
activity is conducted abroad, as well as to nonresidents, who have business ties with
local firms. In the past these consumers of credit tended to resort to financing from banks
abroad, but in 2001 this contracted, so that demand was diverted to the domestic banking
system. Foreign-currency credit continued to grow until 2001:III—as long as real local-
currency interest rates on this kind of credit were in line with those on other credit channels
and expectations of exchange-rate shifts were low. Since September 2001 the extent of
foreign-currency credit has been declining, however, because of local-currency
depreciation and the rise in uncertainty regarding the future trend of the exchange rate,
as the variance of the exchange rate of the NIS against the dollar in this period shows.
Developments with regard to credit served to increase the share of foreign-currency
credit and unindexed local-currency credit in total credit by 1 percentage point each, at
the expense of CPI-indexed credit, whose share dipped (Table 2.3).

The credit aggregate, incorporating both on- and off-balance-sheet credit, rose by
about NIS 52 billion in 2001.4 Regarding the by-industry distribution of credit, some 80
percent of the rise in it was in four principal industries. Credit to the financial services
industry rose by about NIS 12 billion (21 percent), most of it off-balance-sheet and credit
for the purchase of a controlling interest.5 Credit to manufacturing expanded by NIS 11
billion (10 percent), most of it directed to the high-tech industries of machinery, electronics
and electrical equipment. Credit to construction and real estate grew by NIS 7 billion (6
percent). This industry was hard hit by the high-tech slump, which caused demand for
rental of commercial property to fall, and by the transfer abroad of the activity of property
developers, as reflected by the rise in credit for real estate activity abroad. All this occurred
against the backdrop of the slump that has prevailed in this industry for several years.
Credit to households rose by NIS 10 billion (10 percent); some of it appears to have
served to finance private consumption, which continued to rise in 2001 (by 1.5 percent)
despite the recession and the decline in per capita income.

There was a turnaround in the development of business-sector product, which declined
by 1.9 percent in 2001 after rising by 8.5 percent in 2000. This development, which was
unexpected in its intensity, helps to explain the expansion of credit, as the contraction of
demand—and the consequent fall in sales—appears to have left many firms with large
inventories. These firms had to borrow from banks in order to finance current expenditure,
inventories, and working capital.

In addition to the rise in the assets of the commercial banks and accelerated expansion
of their credit aggregate, there were several notable developments in the banking system
in 2001.

• The public’s financial assets grew by only 4 percent—after an annual average
growth rate of 15 percent in the last five years—because of the decline in per
capita income, which caused private saving to contract. Greater economic

4 The balance is weighted by credit risk.
5 This credit category grew by NIS 4.5 billion in 2001, and amounted to NIS 27.8 billion.
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uncertainty and the stabilization of inflation at a lower rate reduced the need for
instruments to hedge against inflation, and hence served to increase the share of
short-term assets at the expense of long-term ones. Another shift in the composition
of the public’s assets relates to their distribution inside and outside banks. In view
of the slump and the low yields that characterized the stock market for most of the
year, the value of the public’s assets held in shares declined, while the relatively
high yields on unindexed local-currency assets caused their weight in the public’s
asset portfolio to rise, so that the proportion of the public’s assets in banks rose
slightly, at the expense of those outside banks (Table 2.4).

•  The Bank of Israel’s monetary policy of reducing interest by a cumulative 2.4
percentage points during 2001, and by another 2 percentage points in the last
week of the year, served to bring down short- and long-term nominal interest
rates as well as those on local-currency activity (unindexed and CPI-indexed).
Concurrently, the decline in the Libor rate brought interest down in the foreign-
currency segment. The deviation of the budget deficit from its target and the
increased need for net borrowing by the government served to increase long-term
yields after 2001:III, on the other hand,. In spite of the immediate adjustment of
the interest rate on unindexed deposits to the changes in the Bank of Israel’s key
interest rate, the decline in the real interest on these deposits was smaller than in
nominal interest, because of the low level of inflation expectations. These
developments affected the supply of deposits from the public, and the supply of
unindexed deposits rose by some 13 percent, mainly in the second half of the
year. This increase, and the preference for liquid channels, is characteristic of a
period of uncertainty, when the public prefers assets that are more liquid, as they
afford it greater flexibility in adapting its investments to economic developments.
At the same time, CPI-indexed deposits fell due to the decline in inflation and its
variance, while foreign-currency deposits rose in real local-currency terms, due
to local-currency depreciation vis-à-vis the dollar.

• Alongside the reduction of interest in all channels of activity (unindexed, indexed,
and foreign-currency), interest spreads and margins declined in the various indexed
segments with regard to activity in Israel. The contraction of the interest margin
was particularly prominent in the unindexed local-currency segment (where it
dipped from 3.0 percent to 2.8 percent), largely due to a change in the composition
of sources and uses—a rise in the share of expensive sources at the expense of
others, and a decline in the share of profitable uses at the expense of others. Interest
margins declined in the CPI-indexed and foreign-currency segments, too, due to
the scarcity of sources in these segments which led to the more moderate reduction
of interest on sources than on uses.

• The total interest margin remained at the same level in 2001 as in 2000—2 percent.
Its stability stemmed from several developments which offset one another: the
interest margins on domestic activity contracted, as stated, while those on foreign-
currency activity abroad rose. The latter development is the result of lower interest
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rates in the countries where overseas branches operate, which led to a similar
decline in income from and expenditure on financial intermediation activity but
did not affect income from activity in securities. Thus, the yield on investment in
bonds, which accounts for 22 percent of the overseas branches’ uses, remained
unchanged, and explains part of the rise in the segment’s margin. The increase in
the share of the unindexed local-currency segment, which has the highest margin,
at the expense of the share of the other, less profitable segments, was offset by the
decline in the margin on domestic activity.

• A long-term review shows a trend of convergence of the interest rates in the various
segments, as regards both deposits and credit, with the exception of temporary
deviations at times of sharp exchange-rate shifts.

2. CREDIT TO THE PUBLIC

Total bank credit to the public6 expanded by 11 percent in 2001 (continuing the 12 percent
increase in 2000), and amounted to NIS 400
billion (Table 2.3). A long-term view of the
shifts in bank credit vis-à-vis those in
business-sector product shows that there has
been a positive correlation between the two
for most of the last decade (Figure 2.2.).
when business-sector activity accelerated,
so did the growth of bank credit,7 and vice
versa. In 2001, however, credit rose even
though GDP declined by 0.6 percent
(compared with a 6.4 percent increase in
2000). This situation led to a rise in the
credit/GDP ratio, continuing the trend
evident for the last ten years (Figure 2.1).
The immediate implication of this is a rise
in the credit risks to which the banks are
exposed, as GDP constitutes the major
source of credit repayment.

An international comparison shows that
the ratio between bank credit to the public
and GDP is higher in Israel than in similar countries, although in those countries and in

6 The credit to the public is of all the commercial banks and refers solely to balance-sheet
credit at the bank’s responsibility.

7 The elasticity of demand for credit relative to economic activity appears to have been higher
than unity in the last few years; every change in business-sector product led to a larger shift in the
extent of credit, so that the credit/GDP ratio has risen.
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Israel it has been rising in recent years (Figure 2.3). Note that the main factor affecting
this ratio is the structure of the money market and the banks’ share in financing firms’
activities. There are various sources of finance for firms, chief among them the banking
system, nonbanks, and the capital market. The more predominant is the banking system
and the more central its role in financial intermediation activity, the higher is the bank
credit/GDP ratio.

Bank credit to the public rose at a similar rate to that of previous years even though
the GDP growth rate in 2001 was the lowest for ten years. Several factors (some of them
overlapping) explain this.
• In 2001 outstanding credit from the banking system rose at the expense of credit

substitutes from other sources. Credit flows into Israel8 from all sources (from the
domestic banking system and from outside it) were down by 23 percent from 2000,
and amounted to NIS 73 billion (Table 2.2, Figure 2.4); credit flows from the banking
system amounted to NIS 45 billion (down by 6 percent from 2000), and credit
substitutes amounted to NIS 28 billion (down by 41 percent from 2000). The year
2001 as a whole was characterized by limited activity on the Tel Aviv Stock Exchange
(TASE) and on world stock markets (the US, Europe, and the Far East). The year
began with a sharp fall in these markets, especially with regard to the high-tech

8 Credit flows from the domestic banking system were estimated from the change in outstanding
credit to the public in the commercial and mortgage banks between December 2000 and December
2001. Credit from outside the banking system was estimated from capital raised (through shares
and bonds) by Israeli firms in capital markets in Israel and abroad, finance from venture capital
funds, and direct credit from abroad.
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industry, and persisted with the terror
attacks on the US in September and
apprehensions of unwelcome
developments in the wake of the
fighting in Afghanistan. All these
factors served to significantly increase
the cost of raising capital in these stock
markets, so that firms resorted to the
banking system in order to obtain
sources.

• The decline in substitutes for bank
credit was particularly notable in
several spheres: capital raised abroad
by Israeli firms traded in the US and
Europe, which amounted to NIS 6
billion, compared with NIS 18 billion
in 2000; the contraction of finance
extended by venture capital funds
(down from NIS 12.8 billion in 2000
to NIS 8.3 billion in 2001); and issues
of shares and bonds in the TASE (down
from NIS 13.7 billion in 2000 to
NIS 9.8 billion in 2001).

• Direct credit extended by banks abroad
did not decline in 2001, but its extent was smaller than in 1997–99. This indicates
inter alia the difficulties encountered by Israeli firms in 2001 in borrowing abroad.
Even though Israel’s credit rating was not altered in 2001, banks abroad reduced the
extent of the credit they extended to Israeli firms because of misgivings regarding
country risk, in view of the recession, and the increased uncertainty associated with
the deteriorating security situation. Thus, some of the credit taken in 2001, during
the recession, reflects a switch from the capital market to the banks as a source of
finance rather than an increase in the sources of finance obtained by firms, and these
even contracted as the demand for high-tech products fell as a result of the crisis in
that industry, (Figure 2.4). In March 2002 Moody’s rating agency announced it would
reduce its rating of Israel’s banking system’s financial strength from ‘stable’ to
‘negative’ because, it claimed, the deterioration in the security-political situation
had caused both the risk in the banks’ credit portfolio and loan-loss provision to rise.
An announcement of this kind could further reduce the banking system’s access to
credit lines abroad, as well as the reliance by Israeli firms on finance from banks
abroad, and is expected to enlarge the share of credit from the domestic banking
system. Since in some banks the risk-weighted assets ratio is very near the minimum
requirement, however, and it is difficult to raise capital in the domestic capital
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market—these banks will not be able to expand their activities significantly despite
expectations of a rise in the demand for credit.

• Another reason for the expansion of bank credit in 2001 was the rise in foreign-
currency credit to nonresidents, which went up by NIS 6.5 billion (46 percent, Table
2.3). The relevant economic variable for the demand for this kind of credit is activity
vis-à-vis abroad, not GDP. This credit is extended primarily to foreign firms which
have business connections with Israeli firms. In the past these firms used mainly
finance obtained from the capital markets and venture capital funds alongside finance
from the banking system, so that the contraction of credit substitutes from outside
the banking system has sent them back to the sources of finance provided by the
banking system.

• The rise in foreign-currency credit to nonresidents (i.e., mainly to firms which have
business ties with Israel) accounts for about 16 percent of the total increase in bank
credit. Since the resulting business-sector product is not necessarily recorded in full
in GDP, its expansion provides a partial explanation for the rise in the credit/GDP
ratio.

• With regard to credit by borrower size, most of the increase in outstanding credit is
evident in very large firms, whereas among smaller borrowers the extent of credit
has risen only slightly. Thus, in the five largest credit brackets (credit in excess of
NIS 335 million, constituting 20 percent of the banking system’s credit) outstanding
credit rose by 26 percent. In the five lowest credit brackets (credit of up to NIS
135,000), however, it rose by only 6 percent (see Table 5.9).

• Concurrent with these factors, the sharp turnaround in business-sector product and
the current recession, which was unexpected in its intensity, appear to explain the
expansion of credit beyond the rate due to the rise in economic activity. Note that
2000 was a good year for Israel’s economy, with an 8.5 percent rise in business-
sector product, whereas in 2001 it fell by 1.9 percent. Firms planned their activities
for 2001 on the basis of the trend in 2000 and their expectations of developments in
2001. It is reasonable to assume that many firms underestimated the extent of the
contraction of revenues and sales, and hence had to take bank credit in order to
finance the current expenditure that had formerly been financed by revenues and
sales. The economic slowdown, reflected by the fall in demand for product and firms’
financing difficulties, was expressed in the 5.1 percent rise in gross business-sector
capital stock in 2001 (Figure 2.5).

• In addition to the recession in Israel, there was a global economic slowdown in
2001. This affected mainly export firms which, in view of the fall in demand for
their product, were left with large inventories, and had to take bank credit to finance
working capital and inventory.

• Local-currency depreciation in 2001, about half of it (4.3 percent) in the last week of
the year, also helps to explain the expansion of credit. The revaluation of the banks’
foreign-currency credit (denominated in or indexed to the dollar) in local-currency
terms in December alone, when there was marked local-currency depreciation,
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indicates a NIS 5 billion increase in this credit category, while in dollar terms it
remained unchanged. Calculated on an annual basis, the difference is even more
striking, the increase being 9 percent in dollar terms and 17 percent in local-currency
terms. The effect of revaluation intensified in the first few months of 2002.

In order to gain a better understanding of the factors behind the expansion of credit,
and to assess the characteristics of borrowers from the banking system, two aspects of
the development of credit—by indexation segment and by principal industry—are
examined below.

a. The distribution of credit by indexation segment

Two main factors affect the development
of credit by indexation segment. The first
stems from 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 generally financed by
long-term credit (largely CPI-indexed),
while import-export firms tend to take
foreign-currency credit. The second factor
is the relative interest rates on the various
kinds of credit, because at each point in time
firms assess the expected real cost of each
kind of credit in accordance with
expectations of the way interest, inflation,
and exchange rates will develop. This
calculation also takes uncertainty and the
volatility of credit prices—derived from the
trends of the interest, inflation, and
exchange rates—into account.

Since 1999 there has been a continuous and gradual decline in the share of CPI-indexed
credit, in view of the entrenchment of inflation at a lower rate (Figure 2.6). It would
appear that unindexed and foreign-currency credit are becoming increasingly substitutable,
and the difference between their weight in total credit is disappearing. This is because
both are perceived as a short-term source and are extended by banks primarily to firms.
In 2001 the share of unindexed local-currency credit rose to 41 percent of total credit
(compared with 39 percent in 2000), while that of foreign-currency credit rose by 1
percentage point to 36 percent, and that of CPI-indexed credit continued to fall, and
stood at 24 percent (Table 2.3).
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Unindexed credit
After three years in which unindexed local-currency credit rose markedly (by an annual
average of 24 percent), its acceleration was checked to some extent. During 2001 it grew
by only 8.7 percent, and amounted to NIS 161 billion (Table 2.3). Most notable was the
expansion of term credit (on-call and other), which continued rising by 11 percent in
2001, because the interest on it is lower than that on overdraft facilities. In addition, the
decline in inflation and variance caused credit to be diverted from the indexed to the
unindexed segment. Most of the increase was in term credit, because of relatively small
term differences between it and CPI-indexed credit.

Overdraft facilities, usually extended to firms, and overdrawn deposits of households
rose by about 1 percent, after a marked 13 percent increase in 2000. The share of
exceptional credit in total overdraft facilities and credit has risen gradually since 1999,
to some extent reflecting firms’ financing difficulties.

The interest rate on overdraft facilities—despite its rapid adjustment to changes in the
Bank of Israel’s key interest rate and decline by 2.4 percentage points in nominal terms,
in line with the development of the key interest rate—remained higher in real terms than
the rate on all the other credit substitutes in the banking system, explaining its relatively
low rate of expansion.

CPI-indexed credit
CPI-indexed credit expanded by NIS 6.5 billion (8 percent) in 2001, compared with a 2
percent decline in 2000. The increase in this kind of credit expressed a shift in the financing
composition of firms’ activities, in the context of the crisis in the capital markets, which
made it more expensive to raise capital on stock markets, while the price of CPI-indexed
credit dipped in the wake of the reduction of the Bank of Israel’s key interest rate. The
marked fall in funding via the capital markets in Israel and abroad appears to be due inter
alia to the decline in credit extended to Israeli firms, because of misgivings as to their
repayment ability. This development transfers a growing share of credit risk to the domestic
banking system, as is reflected by the deterioration of credit quality (see Chapter 5).
Partial support for this is provided by the interest rates on CPI-indexed credit, which are
derived from the rates of return on long-term CPI-indexed bonds. These fell from 5.7
percent in 2000 to 4.6 percent in 2001, while the average cost of taking CPI-indexed
credit declined less steeply, from 6.9 to 6.1 percent. The gentler decline in the price of
CPI-indexed credit may reflect assessments regarding the risk inherent in this kind of
credit, and hence a high risk premium (Figure 2.7).

An examination of the development of CPI-indexed credit over time shows that its
share in total bank credit has been declining in the last few years (Figure 2.6). The 4.3
percent contraction in gross domestic investment operates to lower firms’ demand for
long-term credit, which is generally CPI-indexed. Despite the fall in gross domestic
investment, some components of domestic investment continued to rise steeply in 2001.
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This was the case with long-term invest-
ment projects, mainly in the infrastructure,
and in the roads infrastructure in particular
(up by 17.1 percent).

Credit denominated in and indexed to
foreign currency

Foreign-currency credit expanded
considerably in 2001, in both dollar and
local-currency terms (by 9 and 17 percent
respectively). Most of the increase was in
foreign-currency credit to nonresidents,
which grew by 46 percent in local-currency
terms in 2001 (Table 2.3), so that it
constituted 14 percent of total foreign-
currency credit, after rising at a steady
annual rate of about 10 percent in the last
five years. Most of this increase was in large
loans to borrowers with business ties to
Israeli firms, and was extended in order to
finance activities in Israel or abroad. In the
past, the main source of finance of
nonresident investors who were active in
Israel was the capital market or venture
capital funds, alongside the banking system.
The contraction of credit substitutes from
outside the banking system has sent these
firms back to bank sources of finance.

Another reason for the rise in foreign-
currency credit (to both residents and
nonresidents) is the fact that in 2001 the
average interest-rate differential between
local-currency and dollar credit grew. The US
Federal Reserve lowered its key interest rate
ten times from the beginning of the year,
compared with an average of three times a
year in the past, reducing it by a cumulative
4.75 percentage points. This interest-rate cut
was sharper than that implemented by the
Bank of Israel, and affected all dollar interest
rates. It also made it more worthwhile to take
dollar credit, notwithstanding low
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expectations of depreciation. As far as real
costs are concerned, it transpires that for most
of the year the ex post cost of this kind of
credit was less than that of unindexed credit,
which is the main substitute for foreign-
currency credit from the banking system.
Only in two exceptional instances—at the end
of 2001:III and the end of 2001:IV, when there
was relatively steep local-currency
depreciation against the dollar—was the real
price of foreign-currency credit higher than
that of unindexed credit (Figure 2.8).

The development of foreign-currency
credit to residents was not uniform
throughout the year. The balance of this
category of credit grew (in dollar terms)
until August, after which it declined. This
appears to be because of expectations of
local-currency depreciation, and especially
of higher exchange-rate risk, as expressed
in its volatility. The risk inherent in taking foreign-currency credit was perceived as
being relatively low until August, apparently because of the low exchange-rate variance
which expresses its risk, and this was even slightly lower than in 2000. After the local-
currency depreciation of September and the terrorist attacks in the US, however, the
exchange-rate variance soared, and from September to December the balance of foreign-
currency credit fell (Figure 2.9).

In contrast with 1999 and 2000, when most of the rise in credit was financed by an
increase in deposits of the public of both residents and nonresidents, the $ 2.6 billion,
expansion of credit in 2001 was financed mainly by the reduction of the deposits abroad
of Israeli banks and of their investments in securities, with a deleterious effect on the
banks’ prudent liquidity management.

b. Credit by principal industries9

Whereas economic activity contracted in 2001, the demand for credit continued to
rise. These two trends varied between industries, however, so that the development of
credit should be reviewed in the context of the changes in each industry, as the credit/
GDP ratio is one of the indices of the quality of credit and reflects loan repayment ability.

9 Credit by principal industries includes balance-sheet credit and off-balance-sheet risk regarding
activity in Israel.
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Credit to all industries rose in 2001, with the exception of agriculture, where the
extent of credit continued to fall despite the rise in its product. This was due to the credit
arrangements with the kibbutzim and moshavim (collective and agricultural settlements).

Total credit, which includes off-balance-sheet credit, expanded by NIS 52 billion, a
growth rate of 9 percent. The credit extended by banks to manufacturing rose by 10
percent (NIS 10 billion), alongside a 6.9 percent reduction in the industry product. This
industry is very heterogeneous, and the increase in its credit encompassed both traditional
and high-tech industries. Credit to the high-tech industry expanded by 14 percent, most
of it in machinery, and electric and electronic equipment, and accounted for 30 percent
of credit to manufacturing. In the traditional industries there was a notable increase in
credit to paper and printing (19 percent), and food and tobacco (22 percent). Credit to
some manufacturing industries expanded only slightly, as was the case with diamonds,
textiles, rubber, and plastics. The growth of credit to manufacturing, as in many other
industries, is explained by the contraction of the various credit substitutes and the return
of firms to bank sources of finance. The credit/product ratio in manufacturing was 1.6
percent (1.4 percent in 2000).

The highest credit/product ratio (5.9 percent) was in construction and real estate (Table
2.6), comprising credit for construction (15 percent of total credit) and credit for real
estate (5 percent of total credit). Credit for construction remained at the same level as in
2000, although the industry product fell by 9 percent. The decline in product stemmed

Table 2.6
Credit/Industry Product Ratio,a 2000–2001

Credit/industry product
2000 2001

Agriculture 1.4 1.3
Manufacturing 1.4 1.6
Construction and real estate 5.1 5.9

Construction 4.7 5.3
Real estate 7.0 8.6

Electricity and water 1.6 1.9
Commerce and services 1.1 1.2

Commerce 1.3 1.4
Services 1.0 1.1

Catering and hotels 1.7 2.1
Financial services 1.7 1.8

Communications and computer services 0.9 1.1
Transport and storage 0.8 0.8
Total 1.6 1.8

a Credit includes off-balance-sheet credit. We have ascribed bank credit by the product of the various
industries, so that there may be discrepancies between the data on the rate or growth of credit in this
chapter and those in Chapter 5.

SOURCE: Based on data from returns to Supervisor of Banks, Central Bureau of Statistics, and Bank of
Israel Research Department.
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from the marked contraction in both the demand for and supply of housing. The fact that
it became less worthwhile to buy an apartment in the domestic market for investment
purposes, the rise in the unemployment rate, the decline in the rate of immigration, and
the ongoing erosion of the subsidization of housing for eligible persons all served to
depress demand for housing. The contraction of supply, expressed primarily in the slowing
of building starts, was due to increased uncertainty in the industry as a result of the
economic slump and the shortage of workers from the territories. Despite the decline in
industry product, credit remained at the same level as in 2000, and served largely to
finance stocks and payments to suppliers (Figure 2.5). Credit to rental real estate expanded
by 22 percent (NIS 6 billion) despite the 7 percent drop in product due to this industry’s
sensitivity to economic developments in other industries. The recession, especially the
sharp fall in demand by the high-tech industry for commercial property, reduced income
from renting out such property and created excess supply.

Credit to households was up by NIS 10 billion (10 percent) in 2001. Some of the
increase appears to have derived from credit in order to finance private consumption,
which continued to rise by 1.5 percent, despite the recession, fall in per capita income,
and high unemployment rate.

Credit to financial services (excluding banks) rose by NIS 12 billion (21 percent),
and the credit/product ratio remained at the same level as in 2000 (1.8 percent). Part of
the increase is due to off-balance-sheet activities and part to credit extended for the
purchase of a controlling interest. Credit to this industry amounted to NIS 27.8 billion in
2001, compared with NIS 23.2 billion in 2000. The risk potential of this credit is high
because these transactions are characterized by particularly high financing rates, and
because some of it is non≠recourse. In addition, this kind of bank credit partly substitutes
for equity, i.e., increases leverage, and is hence extremely risky as owners of these firms
can direct their activity towards projects with a high risk and profit potential. If such
projects succeed the owners make a handsome profit, but if they fail the banks absorb a
large part of the losses. Since 1997 there has been a marked increase in borrowing for the
purchase of a controlling interest in Israel, inter alia in order to finance privatization
projects. Nonetheless, the privatization process came to a halt in 2001, so that these
transactions largely financed business-sector purchases.

In communications and computer services, in which most high-tech companies are
found, the credit/product ratio was 1.1 percent in 2001. This ratio has been rising in the
last few years because of the rapid rate of expansion of credit to this industry.

Nevertheless, an additional and not inconsiderable source of finance of the industry
comes from the capital markets in Israel and abroad and venture capital funds. The 9
percent decline in the industry’s product in 2001, and the higher cost of capital-market
sources served to divert most of the demand for finance to the banking system. As a
result, credit to this industry rose (by 10 percent, NIS 3 billion), mainly in the first half of
2001. In the second half of the year credit to this industry fell because the banks’ conditions
for extending it were made more stringent.

In commerce and services the credit/product ratio rose from 1.1 percent in 2000 to
1.2 percent. In order to relate credit data to industry product data, we have included
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financial services and catering and hotel
services under this rubric. Credit to
commerce expanded by 7.6 percent,
apparently due to the credit taken by firms
in order to improve the credit facilities they
offer customers as one of the ways of
contending with the decline in sales due to
the recession. This behavior explains why
the marked fall in sales by commercial
firms in recent years has not been
accompanied by a similar drop in credit
sales. In 2001 there was even a marked
increase in the share of this category (Figure
2.10).

In catering and hotels the credit/product
ratio rose and came to 2.1 percent,
compared with 1.7 percent in 2000. This
was due to the 12.4 percent drop in industry
product as a result of the intifada and the
events of 11 September, which had a
deleterious effect on tourism. All this was
expressed in a 60 percent fall in incoming
tourism and 33 percent contraction in bed-
nights. As a result, the profitability of firms
in the tourism and hotel industries declined,
and some of them recorded substantial
losses. The resort to bank credit increased
alongside a decline in financing from own
sources, and credit to the industry expanded
by NIS 1 billion.

3. BANKS’ DEPOSITS IN THE BANK OF
ISRAEL

One of the uses made of sources by the
banks in recent years has been to deposit
money in the Bank of Israel in the
framework of deposit auctions. In
December 2000 the balance of these
deposits was NIS 57.3 billion, and this
dipped to NIS 52.8 billion at the end of 2001
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(down by 8 percent, Table 2.7, Figure 2.11). The weight of these deposits in the total
unindexed local-currency assets of the commercial banks fell to 21 percent at the end of
the year, compared with about 30 percent in previous years. Deposits in the Bank of
Israel constitute an alternative use for banks to extending credit or investing in Treasury
bills, where the risk is similar. There were two reasons for the decline in the extent of
banks’ deposits with the Bank of Israel. First, in 2001 there was less need to use deposit
auctions in order to absorb excess liquidity because of the decline in capital inflow.
Second, the surplus of unindexed deposits over unindexed loans (amounting to NIS 113
billion) was channeled into increased investments in the capital market in 2001.

Thus, banks’ assets in Treasury bills and unindexed bonds rose by 147 percent to
stand at NIS 22 billion. Other assets of banks that rose in 2001 were indexed and unindexed
local-currency deposits with Israeli banks.

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

The public’s asset portfolio and the supply of deposits to the banking system were
considerably affected in 2001 by domestic economic developments. The predominant
features in this were the recession and the concomitant fall in per capita income,
expectations of a further decline in inflation, increased uncertainty in the financial markets
in view of the ongoing slump in international markets, and the increase in the budget
deficit/GDP ratio, which affected yields.

In the wake of macroeconomic developments, including the fall in private saving, the
public’s asset portfolio grew by a moderate 4 percent, and amounted to NIS 1,176 billion
(compared with an average annual growth rate of 15 percent in the last five years, Table
2.4). The increase in the public’s assets was accompanied by a shift in their composition,
with the share of short-term and more liquid assets rising at the expense of long-term
ones. The rapid expansion of the liquid aggregates appears to have derived from increased
uncertainty regarding developments in the financial markets in Israel and abroad in view
of the continued recession and the exacerbation of the security situation.

Another factor was the decline in the inflation environment and its entrenchment at
low levels, which reduced the need for instruments to hedge against inflation. The
proportion of short-term assets rose at the expense of long-term ones, which continued
to fall, despite the reduction in interest in the course of 2001. This was because the real
short-term interest rate—in the more liquid channel—remained similar to the long-term
rate for most of the first three quarters of the year, but the picture changed in 2001:IV,
when the short-term interest rate was lower than the long-term one—which could presage
a trend shift in the rising share of short-term assets in the public’s portfolio.

The public’s assets can be classified according to those in banks and those not in
banks—primarily in the capital market and markets abroad. In the last decade the share
of the public’s assets in the banking system and that of those not in banks has been
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affected directly by capital-market developments. In years when the General Share-Price
Index rose and stock-market activity accelerated, the share of the public’s assets with
banks fell, and vice versa.

There was a slight change in the composition of the public’s asset portfolio in 2001,
and the share of its assets in banks rose again at the expense of those outside banks, in
contrast with the developments of the previous two years. The decline in the public’s
assets outside banks is explained by the slump that characterized the capital market
throughout the year. This was expressed primarily in the stock market, which was
characterized by sluggish activity and only slight increases in the various indices (most
of them in the last week of the year). The fall in the extent of the public’s assets in shares
was partly offset by the rise in its assets in Treasury bills and unindexed bonds. This
appears to have been the result of a change in the government’s debt rolling-over policy,
with a preference for net borrowing by means of unindexed bonds. The share of unindexed
bonds in total net borrowing via government bonds thus reached 81 percent, compared
with an annual average of 57 percent in 1997–2000.

An inspection of the public’s asset portfolio also shows that the share of investments
abroad by residents has fallen, after rising in the previous two years. Most of the 15
percent decline stemmed from the slump in the high-tech industry, because of the strong
correlation between investment in Israel by nonresidents and investment abroad by
residents. There are two main reasons for this correlation: first the proceeds on share
issues by Israeli high-tech firms sometimes took the form of shares in the company that
bought them, in the framework of a share-swap transaction; second, a large part of the
proceeds from share issues made abroad by Israeli firms is placed in the firms’ deposits
abroad, so that the recession and the sharp fall in the IPO market have reduced the scale
of mutual investment between the domestic and foreign markets.

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

Unindexed local-currency deposits continued to expand in 2001 (Table 2.7), because
of the high relative interest on them in the first half of the year, the entrenchment of
inflation at a low rate, and the sluggish capital market. Despite the reduction of the Bank
of Israel’s key interest rate and its immediate effect on unindexed local-currency deposits,
these deposits bore the highest real return in the first half of the year. This was because
inflation declined, so that the reduction of the real interest rate on these deposits was
held back and their supply increased considerably. This was supplemented by the
slowdown in the capital market, which began in 2000:IV and persisted throughout 2001,
making that market less attractive and serving to divert the public’s money from mutual
funds and other investment substitutes in the market to the banking system, and to
unindexed local-currency deposits in particular.

There was nonetheless some slowing of the growth rate of unindexed deposits (which
rose by 13 percent)—after an annual average growth rate of 18 percent in the preceding
five years—as a result of the recession, which affected households’ income and narrowed
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the interest-rate spread between the various indexation segments. Total unindexed local-
currency deposits in the commercial banks, including current accounts, SRO deposits,
and resident time deposits, grew by NIS 32 billion, further to their NIS 38 billion rise in
2000 (Table 2.7). In 2001, too, most of the increase was in the supply of interest-bearing
resident time deposits, which serve as a liquid short-term savings channel for the public,
and the real expected yield on which averaged 4.1 percent in 2001 (Table 2.8). The
expectation that developed during the year of a continuous decline in short-term interest
led the public to prefer long-term deposits (among unindexed deposits), thereby obtaining
high interest rates on these channels, as the effect of the reduction of short-term interest
on long-term interest is partial. This trend continued throughout 2001, with the exception
of December, when the Bank of Israel reduced its key interest rate by 2 percentage points.
The public’s response was evident in part in December, when short-term SRO deposits
soared (by 32 percent) while term deposits declined (by 2 percent). This behavior on the
part of the public is characteristic of periods of great uncertainty, when it prefers the
most liquid channels, enabling it to act in accordance with developments in the financial
markets.

CPI-indexed deposits are used by the public for medium- and long-term savings. The
main component of these deposits is approved savings schemes, which constitute a
substitute for the public’s deposits with provident funds and other long-term institutional
saving. In the last few years there has been a continual decline in CPI-indexed deposits,
except in those years when there were extensive withdrawals from the provident funds,
the proceeds being transferred to these deposits from considerations of yield (Tables 2.4
and 2.9). CPI-indexed deposits declined because of the lower inflation rate and variance,

which reduced the need to hold assets to
hedge against inflation. This trend persisted
in 2001, too, when the balance of CPI-
indexed deposits fell by 4 percent (NIS 4.6
billion, Table 2.9). Net accrual in savings
schemes was negative for most of the year,
so that for 2001 as a whole the net negative
accrual in these and foreign-currency-
indexed savings schemes was NIS 8.8
billion, continuing the negative accrual of
NIS 12.3 billion in 2000 (Figure 2.12). The
decline in CPI-indexed deposits was also
influenced by the fall in per capita income;
this did not give rise to an equivalent
reduction in per capita consumption
because the propensity to smooth
consumption was reflected in the decline
in private saving, which consists in part of
CPI-indexed deposits.
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The public’s foreign-currency deposits, both indexed and denominated, whether of
residents or nonresidents, remained at the same level as in 2000 and stood at $ 40 billion
(Table 2.5). In real local-currency terms, however, they rose by 6.4 percent, due to local-
currency depreciation against the dollar, which amounted to 9.3 percent in 2001. Even
though in dollar terms the balance of these deposits remained the same as in 2000, during
the year there were shifts in the balance of foreign-currency deposits that were in line
with expectations regarding exchange-rate movements. Thus, in the first half of 2001
slow local-currency depreciation served to increase the supply of foreign-currency deposits
(by 3.5 percent, in annual terms). Subsequently, the gradual local-currency appreciation
(until the sharp depreciation in the last week of the year) made investment in this channel
less worthwhile and led to the reduction of foreign-currency deposits to their level at the
beginning of the year. The sharp 4.3 percent depreciation in the last week of 2001 did not
yet affect the composition of the public’s assets in December.

In recent years there has been a continuous rise in the extent of foreign-currency
deposits, in the wake of the relaxation of controls, expansion of Israel’s foreign trade,
and marked increase in the extent of capital raised abroad by Israeli firms. The latter was
deposited in domestic banks until needed. About half the foreign-currency deposits come
from nonresidents’ deposits, which have risen in the last few years due to the significant
expansion of nonresidents’ financial transactions in Israel. This has been the result of the
improvement in Israel’s financial standing—a trend which peaked in 2000. In 2001,
because of the recession, the security events, and the crisis in the high-tech industry, the
upward trend in nonresidents’ deposits was checked, and they remained at the same
level, $ 20 billion, throughout the year. Macroeconomic developments were expressed
more fully in the data on total investment in Israel by nonresidents (direct and portfolio),
which amounted to $ 4.2 billion in 2001—down by 63 percent from 2000.

5. OFF-BALANCE-SHEET ACTIVITY AND DERIVATIVES TRANSACTIONS

The banks’ off-balance-sheet activity takes place in two main areas: guarantees and
commitments to extend credit, and transactions in derivatives.

a. Guarantees and commitments to extend credit

This activity, which consists of extending credit or commitments to extend it, includes
inter alia credit-assurance guarantees, guarantees for house-buyers under the Sale Law,
and other commitments, unutilized credit frameworks (for both credit cards and overdraft
facilities), and documentary credits. This activity embodies exposure to risks, especially
credit risks.

As is the case with the development of credit, the growth rate of guarantees and
commitments to extend credit amounted to 10 percent, to stand at NIS 201 billion (Table
2.10). Most of the increase was in guarantees for credit and unutilized frameworks for
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credit cards. This contrasted with the stability of guarantees to house-buyers, which
amounted to NIS 17 billion, similar to their level in 2000, because of the slump in the
construction industry.

b. Derivatives transactions

This activity is undertaken on behalf of the banks’ customers and/or for the banks
themselves, in the framework of managing and reducing market risks and as an investment
policy. These transactions are implemented against interest-rate and exchange-rate risks,
and shares by means of instruments such as forwards, futures, swaps, and options on
exchange rates, interest rates, indices, and commodities. These activities embody exposure
to credit, interest-rate, market, and liquidity risks, in accordance with the type of
transaction.

Derivatives can be divided into four main groups:
(1) Pure intermediation, in which the bank is not a party to the transaction, and acts

merely as an intermediary, for a fee.
(2) Intermediation at the bank’s responsibility, in which the bank is not exposed to

market risk because of a counter-transaction implemented on the same trading day, but is
exposed—as an agent—to credit risk, if the counterparty fails to meet its obligations.

(3) Hedging transaction, intended to hedge a specific balance-sheet transaction or
identified groups of similar transactions. A hedging transaction must meet certain
conditions, including the existence of a high correlation between changes in the fair
value of a defined item and the hedging instrument, a significant reduction of the financial
risk implicit in the hedged item, and the lowering of the bank’s exposure.

(4) Other transactions, not classified as intermediation or hedging transactions.

Table 2.10
Guarantees and Credit Commitments, 2000–2001

(NIS million, December 2001 prices)

Rate
2000 2001 change (%)

Documentary credit 3,947 3,755 –4.9
Credit commitments 21,686 27,695 27.7
Home purchasers’ guarantees 16,818 16,750 –0.4
Commitments for credit-card transactions 9,311 10,021 7.6
Other guarantees and commitments 34,711 40,663 17.1
Unutilized credit-card quotas 30,805 38,868 26.2
Unutilized overdraft quotas 9,133 9,000 –1.5
Irrevocable commitments for credita 29,699 28,688 –3.4
Commitments to issue guarantees 12,023 10,422 –13.3
Guarantees to provident fund members 14,338 15,649 9.1
Total 182,470 201,510 10.4

a Approved but not yet extended.
SOURCE: Returns to Supervisor of Banks.
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The extent of the commercial banks’ derivatives transactions rose at face value in
2001, continuing the long-term trend. Notwithstanding, the growth rate was particularly
high this year (79 percent), and the balance of these transactions amounted to NIS 683
billion (Table 2.11). The increase in derivatives encompassed all the categories of
transactions, although currency contracts (which rose from NIS 255 billion to NIS 475
billion) were particularly prominent, because of banks’ and their customers’ need to
hedge against exchange-rate risk, as this became increasingly volatile towards the end of
the year (Figure 2.9). These data are consistent with the rise in TA25 (Ma’of) options on
the dollar exchange rate, the daily turnover of which was 23,700 compared with 12,800
in 2000. The high volatility in the euro market, which is an important component of
Israel’s foreign trade, alongside the growing desire on the part of investors to hedge
against risks at a time of growing uncertainty, led the TASE to launch trading in euro
derivatives (options and forwards) at the end of November.

Derivatives transactions can be classified by their counterparty. The data indicate that
in 50 percent of cases other banks are the counterparty to the transaction, and in about
one third the customers are. The other players are the TASE and the brokers, the
government, and the central bank. Note that the counterparty to a transaction reflects its
credit risk, and hence determines the level of weighting of credit exposure for the purposes
of the minimum capital ratio. Thus, transactions with brokers and customers are weighted
at 100 percent, those with banks and the TASE are weighted at 20 percent, and transactions
with the central bank are not included.

6. INTEREST RATES, SPREADS, AND MARGINS

a. Interest rates and margins on short-
term activity

Interest rates in the unindexed local-
currency segment are mainly short-term,
and are dictated to a great extent by the
Bank of Israel’s key interest rate. The latter
was reduced ten times in the course of 2001,
by a cumulative 2.4 percentage points, and
by another 2 percentage points in the last
week of the year (Figure 2.13). The policy
of gradually reducing the interest rate was
adopted because inflation was expected to
be below the target, and in the context of
the exacerbation of the economic
slowdown and increased uncertainty in the
capital and money markets. The reduction
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of the interest rate by the Bank of Israel was reflected by the equivalent decline in the
nominal interest rates on the principal components of activity in the unindexed local-
currency segment.

After several years in which the term structure of the curve of nominal interest rates
was negative, attesting to expectations of a decline in interest and inflation rates, there
was a trend shift in 2001, when the curve became flatter in the course of the year. The
interest-rate reductions continued and the slope of the curve became positive towards the
end of 2001 and in 2002:I (Figure 2.14). A similar trend was evident in the term structure
of real yields, as is explained below. The decline in nominal interest rates on the various
sources and uses in the unindexed local-currency segment was also reflected by their
reduction in real terms as well as by the contraction of the interest margin in the segment
from 3.0 percent to 2.8 percent in 2001 (Table 2.12). The calculation of the interest
margin incorporates the banks’ income/expenditure from derivatives for managing assets
and liabilities (ALM).10 In the unindexed local-currency segment, the interest margin
between the weighted interest on total assets and on total liabilities, as well as the interest-
rate spread, contracted in 2001, continuing the long-term trend evident since 1985 (Figure

10 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.
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2.15). This reduction is explained mainly
by the change in the composition of sources
and uses in the segment; thus, the share of
profitable uses has declined at the expense
of the other ones (especially current
accounts and overdraft facilities), and the
share of expensive sources (especially term
and SRO deposits) has risen at the expense
of the other ones. The unindexed local-
currency segment accounts for about a third
of total uses, and because of its interest
margin—which is higher than that in other
segments, despite its decline—its
contribution to net interest income was
about 48 percent (Table 2.12).

b. Interest rates and margins on CPI-
indexed activity

CPI-indexed interest rates are affected in the short term by the nominal interest rate set
by the Bank of Israel, so that the reduction of the latter during the course of the year also
led to a decline in CPI-indexed interest rates (Figure 2.16). Interest rates in this segment
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are also influenced in the medium and long term by developments regarding yields in the
government bond market, as these derive from the government’s net borrowing needs
and the public’s demand for CPI-indexed credit to finance investment. In the fiscal realm,
the budget deficit deviated from its target in 2001, and it reached 4.6 percent of GDP,
compared with a planned level of only 1.75 percent. Alongside the expansion of the
deficit there was a marked increase in net borrowing in the domestic market, which led
to a rise in long-term yields from 2001:III. The term structure of the real yield curve has
had a negative slope for the last few years. In the first half of 2001 this curve moderated
and eventually flattened, expressing expectations that real interest would remain
unchanged. The slope of the yield curve turned positive at the end of the year, however,
when yields on short-term bonds were lower than those on long-term ones (Figure 2.16).
The higher interest rates on long-term bonds derived primarily from the increase in the
supply of government bonds, in order to finance the budget deficit. Despite the greater
net borrowing requirement, the yields on bonds declined during the year because of the
strong effect of real short-term interest rates on long-term interest. The 1 percentage-
point decline in yields on bonds during the year (from 5.7 to 4.6 percent), and the increase
in the public’s demand for CPI-indexed credit, led to a reduction in interest rates on this
kind of credit (from 6.9 to 6.1 percent), albeit by less than the decline in yields.

The low level of supply of CPI-indexed sources, and interbank competition for them,
prevented the reduction of the interest on savings schemes, which remained at the same
level as in 2000 (dipping from 5.0 to 4.9 percent), so that the interest-rate spread in the
segment fell and the interest margin contracted (from 1.2 to 1 percent, Table 2.12). There
has been a shortage of CPI-indexed sources for several years, and this worsened in 2001,
as is indicated by the surplus of uses over liabilities in this segment; this stood at NIS 22
billion in 2001—some 14 percent of assets. The banks’ derivatives transactions (ALM)
in order to close positions were marginal in the indexed segment—apparently because
positions in this segment are closed against net worth, and hence do not expose the banks
to inflation risk. In the other indexed segments, however, there was considerable activity
in derivatives, leading to a significant reduction of exposure to basis risk. The decline in
activity in this segment, alongside the contraction of the interest margin on it, gave rise
to a fall in its net interest income, which was NIS 1.6 billion—12 percent of the banks’
net interest income.

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

The liberalization of foreign-currency control introduced by the Bank of Israel in recent
years and the increased perfection of this market, expressed inter alia in firms’ ability to
borrow abroad, have made foreign interest rates, i.e., Libor, the dominant element affecting
interest in the foreign-currency-indexed segment.

The Libor dollar rate fell by 2.7 percentage points in 2001, leading to a similar decline
in the dollar interest rate on foreign-currency credit (from 7.5 to 4.9 percent), in spite of
the increased demand for this kind of credit. In a closed economy an increase in demand
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would have moderated the decline in interest on credit, but the liberalization and the
possibility of borrowing abroad have led to a high correlation between domestic and
foreign interest rates on the credit side in recent years. In the deposits market, however,
individuals are not familiar with deposits abroad which are not accessible to all depositors
and hence do not constitute a perfect substitute for domestic activity. Thus, the shortage
of foreign-currency-denominated sources in Israel’s banking system, and the desire to
prevent the decline in their supply, served to moderate the reduction of interest on foreign-
currency deposits (from 5.7 to 3.3 percent, in dollar terms) in 2001, and hence reduced
the interest margin in the segment—from 1.7 percent in 2000 to 1.5 percent in 2001
(Table 2.12). In the past, the foreign-currency segment was characterized by a marked
surplus of sources, which was financed from unindexed and/or capital sources; in the
last two years, however, the entire surplus of foreign-currency sources has been closed
against a counter-position in derivatives, and there was even a surplus of foreign-currency
liabilities.

In the last few years the interest margin and net interest income in the segment have
been characterized by wide fluctuations as they are affected by movements in the exchange
rate of the NIS against the various currencies, as well as by its volatility throughout the
year. Net interest income in the segment contracted by about NIS 80 million in 2001, as
a result of the decline in the interest margin, which was almost entirely offset by the
increased extent of activity in it (Figure 2.17).

The liberalization of the capital and money markets, where most of the restrictions
were removed and the substitutability between the various segments increased, reduced
the interest margins and led to a long-term process of convergence between interest rates
and margins in the various indexation segments—a process that continued in 2001 (Figures
2.17 and 2.8). In spite of the reduction of interest margins in each of the various indexation
segments (with the exception of the foreign-currency segment, because of activity abroad),
the overall interest margin on total uses was 2 percent, similar to its level in 2000. This
development stems from the increased share of the unindexed local-currency segment,
which bears the highest margin, at the expense of the other, less profitable segments.


