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INTRODUCTION 

Cerved Rating Agency (hereinafter also called “CRA” or “the Agency”) uses the largest database existing in Italy, related 
to juridical and physical persons, to assess credit risk of businesses. Information and data represent nowadays one of 
the most valuable assets feeding Agency’s scoring systems and forecast models. The outcome of such pure statistical 
elaborations is combined with professional skill and experience of the analytical team enabling the issuance of highly 
reliable ratings which express accurately and timely the creditworthiness of Italian companies and their debt instruments. 

In this Study the Agency describes, also leveraging on its own experience in credit rating issuance, the development and 
the trend of the so-called minibond market since its formal introduction in 2012; eventually, the evaluation of the possible 
further growth of this market, especially in light of the recent government measures included in the anti COVID-19 
campaign, completes the Study. 

The picture that emerges from the Study confirms that in this phase of great difficulty the Italian economy is going through, 
minibonds might become an important additional source to sustain SMEs competitiveness and to enhance the “green 
transition”; furthermore, they may have a positive impact on the financial structure of the issuers and contribute to a 
cultural change that increases awareness and transparency of SMEs, thus facilitating their access to capital markets.  
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KEY FINDINGS 

– Quite modest results in 8 years of minibond experience. The Law Decree No. 83 of 2012 (“Decreto 

Sviluppo” - “Development Decree”) marks the first attempt to provide an alternative source of financing for SMEs, 
specifically through their recourse to the debt capital; since then the term minibond has been widely used to qualify 
traditional corporate bond issued by SMEs. Despite the steady growth experienced by the Italian minibond industry, 
aggregate data reveal yet a limited sized market, both in absolute terms and compared to Large Corporate bond volumes.  
 

– Significant negative impact of pandemic on creditworthiness of issuers. Cerved Rating Agency 

assigned more than 216 ratings to minibond issuers over the years. The rating distribution reveals a consistent stability 
of the rating mode value (the rating class that appears most often in the set of data values) equal to B1.2 (Investment 
Grade) with a time horizon from 2015 to 2019. Conversely, in 2020 the mode value shifted to B2.1, a Sub-Investment 
Grade class (sample as of 30/09/2020). This trend, naturally, reflects the effects of the COVID-19 crisis and is in line with 
the general trend regarding the overall Agency’s rating portfolio which shows that the median probability of default 
increased by 11% in the first three quarters of 2020. 
 
Exhibit 1 – Distributions of minibond issuers ratings 

 
Source: Cerved Rating Agency 
 

– A potential of € 11 billion for minibond market. The potential market size for new issuances of minibond 

in Italy might reach 11 billion Euro, twice the volumes registered from 2012 to 2019 (considering single issuances up to 
50 Mil Euro). The analysis carried out by Cerved Rating Agency Research Team shows that there are 1,686 non-financial 
companies with a solid financial structure, consistent growth rates and a strong capacity to generate cash flows quite 
adequate to repay their debt obligations. This is the identikit of the so-called “target issuer” outlined by the Agency 
assuming an average issue for each company in the perimeter equal to 15% of the latest available revenue data. The 
Study’s outcome also presents a geographical and sectorial breakdown showing how these companies are distributed 
in Italy, manufacturing sector and Northern areas prevailing. 
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KEY FINDINGS 

Exhibit 2 – Screening criteria for the selection of the minibond target issuer 

Screening criteria 

Non-financial company in business 

Rating IG (rating class ≥ B1.2) 

Revenue between 5 and 500 million Euro 

Revenue CAGR over last 3 years > 5% 

EBITDA margin over last 3 years > 10% 

EBIT interest coverage over last 3 years > 3x 

Net Financial Debt / Equity over last 3 years ≤ 2x 

Net Financial Debt / EBITDA over last 3 years < 4x 

Issue size up to 15% of Revenue 

 
Source: Cerved Rating Agency 
 

– Issuers and arrangers ask for more consolidation. Cerved Rating Agency ran a buy-side and sell-side 

analysis on the minibond market highlighting many interesting aspects. From experiences related to more than 65 
minibond issuers, which are present among rated entities in the Agency’s portfolio, it emerges that the most common 
purposes of the issue have been financial support for business development and diversification of financial sources. 
Furthermore, almost 90% of the issuers sample believes that the assigned credit rating facilitated the correct finalisation 
of the transaction. Nonetheless, issuers claim that there is still room for improvements, mainly related to the overall cost 
of the transaction, the bureaucracy inefficiencies and the relationship between companies and arrangers. 
 
A promising and sound minibond market potentiality has also been confirmed by arrangers and investors: the analysis 
of the data collected indicates that the main factors that guide investor choice is the presence of a reliable Business Plan 
considering the sector in which the issuer operates; a balanced financial structure is also crucial. Looking at the current 
environment and short-term outlook arrangers and investors agree that the pandemic uncertainty is affecting negatively 
the minibond market whilst the medium term sentiment remains positive.  
 

– Green minibond: a new Eldorado? A potential market of 7.2 billion Euro. The green revolution we 

have been witnessing in the recent years is involving also the minibond industry. In this study Cerved Rating Agency 
estimated the market opportunities for green minibonds, identifying potential issuers selected from the list of “target 
issuers” mentioned above. The results show that for the green minibond market there are more than 1,100 companies 
with solid fundamentals that could issue up to € 7.2 billion minibond nominal value on aggregate basis. 
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KEY FINDINGS

Exhibit 3 – Screening criteria for the selection of the green 
minibond target issuer 

Screening criteria 

Eligibility criteria used in determining minibond potential market size 

+ 

Transitional sectors EU Taxonomy 

Textile & Mining (next developments) 

 
Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

 
– Focus on Garanzia Italia. Cerved Rating Agency subsequently carried out a specific focus on the Garanzia Italia 

instrument with the aim of defining a perimeter of companies that could potentially issue a debt security using Garanzia 
Italia as a collateral in compliance with the regulatory access requirements and without compromising the overall 
company’s debt sustainability due to a new debt exposure. According to these estimates, there are more than 3,000 
companies that could have access to Garanzia Italia initiative and therefore issue a State guaranteed debt security. 
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METHODOLOGY AND CONTENTS 

The aim of this research is to investigate the stage of development of the Italian minibond market from Cerved Rating 
Agency’s point of view. Rather than a pure description of the entire minibond industry in Italy, this paper is a focus on the 
issuers with a credit rating assigned by the Agency, exploring their characteristics in terms of financials, size, geographic 
location and risk profile. To enhance the research activity, Cerved Rating Agency has also gathered some feedbacks 
from both minibond issuers and arrangers regarding their minibond experiences, the current market sentiment and the 
elements that present room for further market growth. Eventually, the Agency runs a screening activity in order to identify 
a so called “target minibond issuer”, a list of Investment Grade non-financial companies characterised by solid credit risk 
profile that may guarantee issuance of a minibond without compromising the company’s financial stability. 
 
The document presents seven distinct sections as follows: 

1. the first section briefly investigates the recent global debt market development providing countries comparisons, 
statistics on volumes, stakeholders of sovereign and private bond issuances; a quick overview is dedicated to 
Private Debt industry in Italy and its development over the years; 

2. the second section initially focuses on the minibond market across Europe, briefly highlighting the main 
characteristics of the most important European SMEs Private placement markets; the section ends describing 
Italian minibond market, providing regulatory framework evolution and volumes since 2012; 

3. the third section explores Cerved Rating Agency portfolio of minibond issuers; Cerved Rating Agency is the 
leader in the Italian minibond ratings market and a number of useful data from the internal database is provided 
regarding the characteristics of the issuers, rating distributions and rating migrations; 

4. in the fourth section a buy-side and sell-side view on the market is presented as a result of a research launched 
by the Agency to draw a more robust picture of the minibonds industry in Italy; 

5. the fifth section contains an estimate of potential issuers identified by Cerved Rating Agency applying a series 
of financial and non-financial criteria; the research team has identified a restricted list of high credit standing 
companies that could issue minibonds and provided an estimation of the potential aggregate value of the new 
issuances; 

6. the sixth section is dedicated to the sustainability bond (green bond, social bond) and how this particular asset 
class is gaining momentum among investors both in Europe and Italy; this sections contains also a recap of the 
green minibond issuances already on the market and show the results of feedbacks collected from arrangers 
and eligible issuers. Finally, Cerved Rating Agency introduces additional screening criteria to what was done in 
the previous section to assess the potentiality of the green minibond market in Italy; 

7. in conclusion, the seventh section is dedicated to the role of SACE-SIMEST within the Garanzia Italia framework 
as a support to the Italian SMEs in the debt securities issuances. 
 

The Annex of the document contains some further details on the aforementioned topics as well as the Agency’s rating 
scale. 
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DEBT MARKET OUTLOOK 

COVID-19 pandemic outbreak and its effects on the economy is, arguably, the main research field in this 2020. The 
current environment sees many Countries experiencing the resurgence of COVID-19 pandemic, forcing Governments to 
implement severe safety measures to fight the widespread of the virus; most of the economic help packages have been 
funded by issuing new public debt while companies are seen to leverage up their balance sheet with new debt securities 
in order to have access to liquidity.  

According to the Institute of International Finance (Global Debt Monitor November 18th , 2020), in 3Q 2020 global debt 
reached a record high $272 trillion with expectations to reach 365% of Global GDP by the end of 2020. Despite this 
massive amount of debt, the yields remain broadly low. As of right now, there is no 10-year government bond in any 
major economy in Europe or North America that has a yield higher than 1% while several European countries, including 
France, Germany, Sweden, the Netherlands and Switzerland, issue debt with a negative yield.  

The massive easing monetary measures put in place by Central Banks are determining an increasing access to 
borrowing also for public and private companies. At corporate level, the IMF in its Global Financial Stability Report: Bridge 
to Recovery, October 2020 highlights how aggregate corporate debt levels are reaching new highs in several countries. 
Euro Area non-financial corporates still top special ranking of the highest Debt to GDP ratio, reaching 109.8% on the 1Q 
2020; among the European Countries, Italian corporates demonstrated to maintain indebtedness levels below many 
Developed Economies peers. 

Exhibit 4 – Non-financial Corporate Debt (% GDP) 

 

Source: IMF Global Financial Stability Report: Bridge to Recovery, October 2020 

Italy seems to be well positioned also when considering debt sustainability: according to Banca d’Italia and Cerved data, 
Italian non-financial corporate (“NFC” from now) on are facing the current economic situation from an overall more 
balanced financial position than they had on the eve of the Great Financial Crisis of 2008. Leverage (calculated as the 
ratio of financial debt to the sum of financial debt and net equity) decreased by about 10%. The deleveraging and the 
lengthening of maturities occurred across all economic sector. 

Exhibit 5 – Leverage and composition of debt by maturity 

 

Source: Banca d’Italia Financial Stability Report and Cerved  
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DEBT MARKET OUTLOOK 

Historically, Italian corporates are reported to rely heavily on banking loans as their primary source of funding. The shown 
exhibit confirms this funding pattern and the marginal share of debt securities within the overall debt composition of the 
Italian NFC. The Italian corporates bond issuance market remains subdued, underperforming most of its European 
Country peers: on its recent release Impact of COVID-19 on European Capital Markets: Market Update July 2020, AFME 
provides some European comparison regarding Investment Grade (IG from now on) corporate bond issuance. Not 
surprisingly, France, Germany and UK based NFC dominate IG bond issuance, accounting for more than 65% of the 
total IG bond issuance in Europe in 2Q 2020.  

Exhibit 6 – NFC IG bond issuance by company nationality (billion Euro): March-June. Top 10 company nationalities 

 

Source: AFME- Impact of COVID-19 on European Capital Markets: Market Update, July 2020 

Exhibit 7 – Debt of non-financial corporations (as a percentage of GDP) 

 

Source: Banca d’Italia Economic Bulletin n.4 2020 

The search for alternative sources of financing is a priority for many businesses, especially in this challenging 
environment. The COVID-19 economic impact is extremely severe and for many companies securing an available and 
efficient liquidity source could determine the business continuity. Historically, European enterprises relied heavily on 
banks to fund businesses; this funding pattern is particularly common among South-European companies. 
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DEBT MARKET OUTLOOK 

Banks dominate SMEs financing panorama because of their branch networks, strong relationship with the territory and 
their ability to gather funding. An implication of this dominance is that, if bank lending to SMEs is constrained in any way 
by macroeconomic or regulatory issues, SMEs may face a difficulty, as it happened in 2013 during the Sovereign Debt 
crisis that resulted in a severe credit crunch. 

During the COVID-19 crisis the Italian Government has promptly stepped in to provide liquidity and guarantees but 
bureaucracy delays and lack of efficient transmission mechanisms are weighing on companies business and balance 
sheets. Hence, an alternative source of financing has become extremely important for many SMEs to fill liquidity needs 
and realise important investments to be able to regain momentum after the pandemic downturn.  

In this context, Private debt is emerging as an important complementary funding component. This is particularly true in 
pandemic and post-pandemic context: the COVID-19 emergency accelerated a number of mega-trends (e.g. 
sustainability, augmented consumer, reshoring or near-shoring, digitalisation among the others). The post-Covid 
environment will be characterised by a stronger competition in terms of services, products and capitals. In this more and 
more competitive scenario, the importance of exploiting new solutions for corporate funding is increasing. Private debt 
and in particular the minibond instrument could be a reliable way for SMEs to get ready for their future challenges.  

A thorough report by AIFI-Deloitte, Il mercato italiano nel I semestre 2020, shows that the pandemic outbreak did not 
stop the fundraising of the private debt industry in Italy: despite a slight decline on capital invested in the 1H 2020, within 
the same period Private Debt funds raised up to 195 million Euro, +10% compared to the first half of 2019, with 51% of 
capital inflows coming from abroad.  

Exhibit 8 – Evolution of Italian private debt capital invested (million Euro) 

 

Source: AIFI-DELOITTE 
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MINIBOND MARKET 

MINIBOND MARKET IN EUROPE 

Minibonds are debt securities issued by small and medium-sized enterprises and underwritten mainly by professional 
and qualified investors. The official definition of minibond does not exist: this term is used in Italy to refer to debt securities 
(bonds) issued by SMEs following the Decreto Sviluppo – Development Decree of 2012. The Agency will rely on this 
term to indicate the peers European debt securities issued by SMEs enterprises. There are many examples all over the 
Europe of minibonds markets; in some cases the access to the secondary markets led to significant problems like in 
Germany with a poor performance and many default cases registered. 

Here is a quick view on the main European Countries that promoted the minibond markets. 

Germany  
Germany has one of the longest established private placement markets in Europe; German exchanges began to offer 
particular market segments for small and mid-cap companies’ corporate bonds, and now there is a variety of such 
segments, including Bondm (Stuttgart), Entry Standard (Frankfurt), Mittelstandsmarkt (Düsseldorf), m:access (Munich) 
and Mittelstandsbörse Deutschland in Hamburg and Hannover. In May 2010 the Stuttgart Stock Exchange launched the 
Bondm market, a segment dedicated to the issuance and trading of corporate bonds issued by SMEs, open to both 
institutional and retail investors. From May 2010 and November 2014, a sizeable number of defaults occurred, with 
negative effects on investors’ wealth and the reputation of the market. The Bondm market has enabled a remarkable 
number of smaller companies to finance themselves by issuing retail bonds but the rising number of insolvencies 
confirmed somehow the initial concerns about retail investors assuming credit risk directly through the market. It is 
probably the only European country where the experience of minibonds could not be considered fully successful. During 
the period from 2010 to 2016, the German market recorded 164 new minibond issuances with 34 default events; 
additionally, during the same time period, it has been counted up to eight cases of debt restructuring and another 13 
cases of situations classified as unlikely to pay. 

France 
France has approximately 4 million SMEs (Source OECD Financing SMEs and Entrepreneurs 2020). The French Euro-
PP market is the second largest private placement market in Europe; in 2011/12, the Euro-PP was initiated by a collective 
effort of several stakeholders, including the French Treasury, the Chamber of Trade and Industry, Banque de France, 
AMAFI and others, to facilitate financing for intermediate-sized enterprises (entreprise de taille intermédiaire). The French 
markets dedicated to SME’s bonds is basically divided in three market venues: segments B and C of Euronext and 
Euronext Growth, a multilateral negotiation system previously called Alternext. Both private and institutional investors 
can access these markets. Listed bonds must have a minimum note size of € 100 and maturity between 5 and 10 years. 
The value must be at least € 5 million on Euronext Growth and € 10 million on Euronext. 

More focused on small companies, in 2013 was launched NOVO, a private placement fund platform investing in mid-size 
firms operating in France, which have an annual turnover of at least € 50 million, and operate in industries or services 
(excluding financial activities, real estate or leveraged buyouts) and which have a growth project, internal or external, 
national or international, to finance with a bond issue of between € 10 million and € 50 million. Following the success of 
the first generation of NOVO funds, the largest investment funds dedicated to financing SMEs, launched in 2013, the 
French Insurance Federation and Caisse des Dépôts in 2018 welcomed the launch of the NOVO 2018 fonds de prêts à 
l’économie (funds dedicated to lending to the real economy), comprising more than 470 million Euro. The NOVO 2018 
funds will provide unlisted SMEs and intermediate-size enterprises with loans of between 10 and 50 million Euros. The 
loans have a maximum term of 7 years, with the capital being repaid at the end of the term. 
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MINIBOND MARKET 

UK 
UK has a relatively undeveloped Private Placement (PP now on) market if compared to the size of Germany and France 
PP. This is attributed to factors such as lack of track record in PPs, no standardised processes or documentation, 
uncertainty over regulatory treatment, and unavailability of credit information. In 2010 the London Stock Exchange 
activated a platform for the trading of bonds intended for an audience of retail investors, the Order book for Retail Bond 
(ORB). Regulated by MIFID Directive and supervised by the LSE’s Market Supervision Team, is open also to small 
investors. In 2018, the ORB accounted 115 retail bond on its listing. The ORB bonds offer greater flexibility for issuers 
as the issuance size can be customised to meet issuers’ particular needs. Smaller denominations of £1,000 or less, 
which are the norm in retail bonds, allow private individuals to buy the bonds of particular companies while allowing 
diversification of their investment portfolio. Other options for UK SMEs wishing to issue bonds are unlisted bonds and 
bonds placed through crowdfunding platforms.  

Spain 
In Spain the dedicated segment to SME bonds is the MARF2 segment (Mercado Alternativo de Renta Fija), active since 
2013 and managed by the Spanish Stock Exchange; both financial bills and bonds are listed. The latter are intended for 
professional investors only (the minimum denomination is € 100,000). All companies listed on this market have a rating, 
as required under Spanish law. The boundaries set by the law are certainly strict; this can be considered the main cause 
for the market reduced dimension. The MARF is designed to enable businesses to raise financing on the capital markets 
by providing them with an organised exchange for the listing and trading of fixed-income marketable securities that are 
intended for qualified investors and issued by entities whose circumstances call for channels that are distinct from 
mainstream regulated securities markets. To ensure a certain level of stability, the MARF included quantitative and 
qualitative limitations in the asset allocation of insurers. On the issuer side, the MARF targets SMEs in particular, with 
preferred issuance volumes of € 20-100 million. The regulation in terms of financial ratios is strict and each issuance 
requires a thorough description of the issuer and the debt securities and a list of the most relevant risk factors. Up to 
December 2018, MARF accounted for 164 minibonds (largely financial bills), issued by 50 firms. 
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MINIBOND MARKET 

MINIBOND MARKET IN ITALY 

As mentioned before minibonds were introduced in Italy by Law Decree no. 83 of 22 June 2012 converted with Law 
134/2012 (the so–called “Decreto Sviluppo” – “Development Decree”). The main purpose of the law was to ease the 
access of SMEs and unlisted companies to capital markets. From this reform were excluded the Micro companies, i.e. 
businesses with less than 10 employees and annual turnover not exceeding € 2 million (EU recommendation 2003/361). 

The Decree removed some bond issue constraints for unlisted companies (specifically the constraint that the issue did 
not exceed twice the share capital, legal reserve and available reserves resulting from the last approved budget). 
Subsequently, the legislature repeatedly returned to the subject, further encouraging the use of this instrument. 
Minibonds can be issued by Joint Stock Companies (S.p.A.), Limited Liability Companies (S.R.L.) and by Cooperative 
Companies and Mutual Insurers. 

The following exhibit presents a brief summary of the minibond regulatory framework evolution in Italy. 

Exhibit 9 – Italian minibond regulatory framework evolution 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

On Feb. 2014 Borsa Italiana created the ExtraMOT PRO, a new Professional Segment of ExtraMOT market (which is 
dedicated to listing of bonds, commercial paper, project bonds etc.). It shares the same structure as the ExtraMOT, but 
it is specifically designed for professional investors, and only professional investors may trade on this market. More 
recently, in September 2019, Borsa Italiana launched the new segment EXTRAMOT PRO3 dedicated to SMEs and 
unlisted companies with ambitious growth plans, inspired by the objectives of the Capital Market Union project. The main 
objectives of ExtraMOT PRO3, which was established as a natural evolution of the ExtraMOT PRO professional segment, 
are to increase the visibility of the companies and facilitate their access to the capital markets. As at December 31st 2019, 
161 securities were listed on the ExtraMOT PRO3 market issued by 114 companies. 

The data provided by Politecnico Milano in its most recent annual "Minibond Observatory” edition allow drawing some 
deductions concerning the evolution of the minibond market in Italy: 

 a market that keeps growing: after a slow start in the early years, there was a more consistent increase in 
terms of the number of issues in the three-year period 2017-2019, with a CAGR equal to 30%. Moreover, the 
minibond market showed a remarkable resilience to the Covid-19 shock: in the first half of 2020 42 minibond 
private placement issuances have been tracked for a total book value of 227.9M Euro and 9 new minibonds have 
been listed on the Italian ExtraMOT PRO segment for a total value of 52.1M Euro (Source Epic Sim- Barometro 
Minibond: Market Trends - dati al 30.06.2020); 
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MINIBOND MARKET 
 number of new issuers is increasing: in addition to recurring issuers, there are more and more companies 

that issue a minibond for the first time; 
 average issue size is decreasing: the average deal size is slightly but constantly decreasing, signalling that 

more and more small and medium companies are embracing the minibond reality;  
 Private Placement boost: the number of Private Placement deals is increasing significantly compared to listed 

minibonds; a sensible part of this trend is related to the expansion of the Basket Bonds deals. A basket bond is 
a portfolio that collects the issues of minibonds of a group of companies (typically enterprises of the same 
territory, same sector or the same investment profile), in order to represent interesting assets for investors. In 
the 1H 2020, 20 basket bonds issuances have been recorded of which 3 relating to the Intesa Sanpaolo Basket 
bond, 1 to the Export Basket Bond, 8 to the territorial basket bond Garanzia Campania and 8 to the Puglia Region 
basket bond. 

The following plot describes the evolution of the minibond book value (issuances up to € 50 million) raised over the years. 
The gross total amount, up to December 2019, is equal to € 5.5 billion. In 2019 the market raised € 1.18 billion (+21% 
compared to 2018); the issue flow from 2017 to 2019 recorded a CAGR of +30%. 

Exhibit 10 – Minibond issue flow in Italy, from 2012 to 2019 (new issues on left-hand scale & cumulated issues on right-hand) 

 

Source: Politecnico di Milano, 2020 Italian Minibond Industry Report 
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CERVED RATING AGENCY MINIBOND ISSUERS RATING PORTFOLIO 

PORTFOLIO STATISTICS 

The portfolio of Cerved Rating Agency as of 30/09/2020 is composed by 131 minibond issuer companies with outstanding 
rating. Over the last six years Cerved Rating Agency has assigned a credit rating to 216 companies that issued a 
minibond and for that scope more than 1,600 rating actions have been carried out. 

Exhibit 11 – Rating actions for the minibond issuers portfolio (2015-2020*) 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency. *: 2020 figures up to date 

The exhibit below shows the rating distribution plot across the years and the relative table. The evolution of the rating 
class mode value (the most recurrent rating class within the portfolio) from 2015 to 2019 highlights a significant 
consistency of the credit profile related to the minibond issuers: as a matter of fact, the rating class B1.2, an Investment 
Grade class, has been confirmed as the rating class mode value over all the time horizon considered. Conversely, in 
2020 the rating mode value shifted to B2.1, the highest Sub-Investment Grade class. This trend, naturally, reflects the 
effects of the COVID-19 crisis and is in line with the general trend regarding the overall Agency’s ratings portfolio which 
shows that the average probability of default increased by 11% in the first three quarters of 2020. 
 
Exhibit 12 – Portfolio rating distribution (2015-2020*) 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 
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CERVED RATING AGENCY MINIBOND ISSUERS RATING PORTFOLIO 

Exhibit 13 – Portfolio rating distribution (2015-2020*) Table format 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency*: 2020 figures up to date 

FINANCIAL KPIs TREND 

As expected, the trend of the minibond ratings in the observed period is aligned with that of the financial ratios underlying 
the credit risk assessment. As shown in the charts below, the issuers sample has been characterised by a steady 
increase of the Revenue median values and by a persistent EBITDA margin median values all over the time horizon 
under study. This pattern is confirmed also by financial leverage indicators, specifically Net Financial Debt (hereinafter 
also called “NFD”) / Equity and Net Financial Debt / EBITDA (NFD / EBITDA) median values.  

Exhibit 14 – Portfolio’s issuers Turnover and EBITDA margin evolution (2015-2019) – Median values 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

Exhibit 15 – Portfolio’s issuers NFD / Equity and NFD / EBITDA evolution (2015-2019) – Median values 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 
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CERVED RATING AGENCY MINIBOND ISSUERS RATING PORTFOLIO 

DEFAULT RATE OF MINIBOND ISSUERS CONSISTENT WITH THE WHOLE PORTFOLIO RATED BY 
CERVED RATING AGENCY 

Over the time horizon 2014-2020 the observed empirical default rate has been low: Cerved Rating Agency has recorded 
10 default events over 216 rated minibond issuers (4.6% default rate). A thorough analysis of the default cases suggests 
that only one default event eventually led to the bankruptcy and total liquidation of the insolvent company, whilst in the 
other cases, the companies managed to carry on the business through different agreements with creditors as detailed in 
exhibit below. 

Exhibit 16 – Defaults events resolution 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

SECTOR, SIZE AND GEOGRAPHIC AREA BREAKDOWN 

Further descriptive statistics of the portfolio composition outlines the sectors, size and geographical location of the 
issuers. The exhibit below shows the breakdown of the issuers by business sector, considering the Italian ATECO code. 
Not surprisingly, the majority of the minibond issuers are manufacturing companies, a pattern that respects the sectorial 
breakdown of Cerved Rating Agency’s portfolio as a whole. Interestingly, the highly export driven sub-categories like 
Equipment and Food&Beverage companies emerge as industries that have issued a larger number of minibond. The top 
issuers also encompass the Information&Telcom companies that typically deploy a remarkable amount of resources in 
R&D activities. 

Exhibit 17 – Breakdown by sector 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 
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CERVED RATING AGENCY MINIBOND ISSUERS RATING PORTFOLIO 

In the exhibits below it is reported the size and geographical location of the issuers considered. The adopted size 
definition relies on the guidelines provided by the European Commission in its Recommendation 2003/36: 

 Small: company having less than 50 employees and turnover (or total balance sheet) up to € 10 million; 

 Medium: company having less than 250 employees and turnover up to € 50 million or total balance sheet up to 
€ 43 million; 

 Large: company having more than 250 employees and turnover over € 50 million or total balance sheet over € 
43 million. 

The sample composition shows a significant share of Medium and Large corporates, the 86% of the total sample but 
over the last year the weight of smaller issuers is increasing. 

Exhibit 18 – Breakdown by size and geographical area 

  

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

Looking at the geographical breakdown of the portfolio, it emerges that the North of Italy is always the most dynamic 
area in terms of minibond issuance but the recent initiative of Cassa Depositi e Prestiti aimed at promoting the basket-
bond schemes is particularly bolstering the issuance of minibond in the South of Italy. The regional classification sees 
Lombardia (specifically the Region of Milan) on the top of this special ranking followed by Veneto and Trentino-Alto Adige.  

Exhibit 19 – Minibond issuer region breakdown 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency  
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MINIBOND ISSUERS EXPERIENCES AND SENTIMENT 

In this section are displayed the main results of a survey conducted with more than 65 companies rated by Cerved Rating 
Agency that have issued a minibond in the last 5 years. The purpose of the inquiry was to gather fresh feedbacks from 
companies that went through the process of minibond issuance, highlighting the scope, the degree of satisfaction but 
also the constraints faced and the criticalities emerged. Here below the summary of the feedbacks is displayed. 

Exhibit 20 – Main purpose of minibond issue  

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

Responding to the first question about the scope and objective underlying the minibond issuances, 53% of the sample 
reported that internal growth and M&A operations were the main issuance objectives. It is clear that minibond is seen 
as an effective tool to enhance growth, both organic and inorganic. The proceeds from the issuances may be deployed 
to produce an organic growth strategy seeking to increase sales through productive investments in tangible assets, 
strengthening at the same time the workforce and setting appropriate commercial and marketing strategies. On the other 
side, inorganic growth arises from mergers or takeovers; companies that choose to grow inorganically can gain access 
to new markets through successful mergers and acquisitions. Funding M&A activities through minibond proceeds can 
become a winning strategy and a fair combination of both organic and inorganic growth is often the best solution for a 
company, as it diversifies the revenue base and decreases the business risk. 

Another relevant number of survey’s participants believes that the minibond is an efficient way to diversify the sources 
of financing of the company; in this sense, minibond is seen as a medium term source of finance to complete an efficient 
funding scheme. Moreover the operation in some cases has enhanced the financial knowledge of the issuer’s 
management. As expected, only a small portion of the respondents stated that the minibond issue aimed at funding 
working capital and daily business operations. 

Exhibit 21 – Main aspects enforced by minibond issue 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 
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In relation to the main benefits deriving from the minibond operation, most of the issuers believe that the process of 
minibond issuance and rating in primis favoured the access to financial markets and the development of a corporate 
financial culture (27,0% and 26,2% of the sample, respectively). Also, many corporates involved in the survey (22,2% 
of the sample) declared that the company financial structure has improved in terms of higher balance and 
diversification.  

With specific regard to the credit rating assigned for the purpose of minibond issue operation, almost 90% of 
respondents considers that it facilitated the correct and timely finalisation of the process. As a consequence, the analysis 
reaffirms the key role of the credit rating, deemed by issuers as an essential tool that enables a smoother access to 
capital markets, improving the chances to conclude successfully the operation. A credit rating assesses the 
creditworthiness of a company and of its debt instruments providing an independent opinion on whether the debtor will 
be able to punctually meet its financial obligations, hence the rating also influences the investor’s choice and decision 
and determines the price (i.e. interest rate) for each single issuance. 

Moreover, when asked an overall feedback about the minibond issue, almost the whole sample (≈98%) expressed a 
positive opinion. Consistently with such statement, about 3 out of 4 issuers (almost 75% of the sample) plan to realise 
a new bond issue in the next 24 months, in order to use alternative financial resources to the traditional banking funds.  

Exhibit 22 – Factors that could foster minibond issuances 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

Room for improvement: although the overall minibond experience has been almost unanimously valued positively by 
the survey participants, the feedbacks hint at a number of matters that do not completely satisfy the respondent: 

 structuring costs: many respondents expect a lower interest rate at inception and reduced fees and other costs. 
The main cost elements for issuing a minibond are considered to be one-time arranger and legal fees as well as 
the regular coupon payments. Costs may vary depending on the chosen placement format (private vs. listed, 
unrated vs. rated, etc.), the issuer profile and the requested yield. The incidence of this kind of costs raises as 
the size of the issuer decreases: many SMEs claims that high transaction costs is a relevant drag to the access 
to this type of operations; 

 guarantees: private guarantees increase the cost of the operation. Many SMEs claim that the requests for a 
private guarantee by arrangers is still remarkable. In relation to this claim, it is appropriate to mention the recent 
development of state guarantees like Garanzia Italia (please see dedicated section in this paper) and the SMEs 
plafond as some of the measures introduced by the Italian Government to support the Italian corporates; 

 covenants: despite the vast majority of the sample reports that the covenants related to the minibond issued up 
to now have been fully respected, a request for a more flexible covenant identification, i.e. more “tailored” to the 
size and the type of business is fully shared; 

 tax breaks and bureaucratic simplification: to a lesser extent, respondents solicit new regulatory 
interventions, mainly aimed at introducing further tax breaks and simplification of requested procedures, in order 
to make the operation less onerous and the overall issuing process smoother. 
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MINIBOND INVESTORS AND ARRANGERS MARKET SENTIMENT 

To complete the analysis of the minibond market in Italy, Cerved Rating Agency gathered a number of feedbacks from 
the main market players, longing to explore the point of view of the investors and arrangers. The role of the arranger is 
absolutely vital in process of minibond issuance: these professionals act as intermediaries between issuer and investors, 
coordinating and facilitating the issuance process. The level of engagement varies according to the type of transaction 
and private placement instruments; however, generally, it is the arranger’s responsibility to put the two parties in contact. 
According to Politecnico di Milano, 2020 Italian Minibond Industry Report, in 2019 the top arrangers with the most deals 
finalised were Frigiolini & Partners Merchant and Banca Finint with 33 deals each, followed by Unicredit (27 minibonds). 
Looking at total proceeds, Unicredit is leading with € 227.88 million, followed by Banca Finint (€ 190.44 million) and Pirola 
Corporate Finance (€ 40 million).  

Moreover, some further interesting findings emerge from the survey, reported in the following paragraphs. 

Sectors: COVID-19 most resilient sectors like Food&Beverage, Information&Telcom and Energy/Utilities (please refer 
to CRA research study Evolution and impacts of the covid-19 pandemic emergency on Italian non-financial corporates, 
May 2020) are marked as most interesting regarding new minibond opportunities. Moreover, the manufacturing industry 
as a whole is still considered a sector with remarkable room for growth. The Italian economic rebound prospected in the 
2021 would be prompted by a strong manufacturing production increase and investors seem to be inclined to provide the 
financial resources to fund investments and R&D projects.  

Exhibit 23 – Sectors with more potential growth in terms of minibond issuance 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 
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Rating enhancement: the important role of the credit rating is confirmed both by arrangers and investors; moreover, the 
survey highlights that a number of investors targets Speculative grade minibonds in accordance with their risk aversion. 

Pandemic drag: a prospective view over the short-term horizon considers the steady tone of the minibond market in 
2020 even during the COVID-19 pandemic; nonetheless the risk arising from uncertainty over the evolution of the 
pandemic remains. Hence, while the long-term growth trend remains firmly positive, in the very short term there is a lack 
of unique view on the evolution of the Italian minibond market: arrangers and investors believe that the increase of 
traditional bank credit access, empowered by the Government economic measures against the pandemic crisis, could 
somehow reinforce funding competition for corporates and therefore reduce propensity to issue a minibond.  
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CERVED RATING AGENCY MINIBOND TARGET ISSUERS AND MARKET POTENTIAL 

At this point of the research Cerved Rating Agency has run a thorough analysis with the purpose to create a shortlist of 
potential issuers, i.e. investment grade Italian SMEs companies, that would have the adequate financial strength and 
business integrity to become new issuers of minibond; in this context the hypothetical value of new issues has been 
estimated too. The criteria used for selection of eligible companies are exposed in the table below: 

Exhibit 24 – Screening criteria for the selection of the target issuer 

Screening criteria 

Non-financial company in business 

Rating IG (rating class ≥ B1.2) 

Revenue between 5 and 500 million Euro 

Revenue CAGR over last 3 years > 5% 

EBITDA margin over last 3 years > 10% 

EBIT interest coverage over last 3 years > 3x 

NFD / Equity over last 3 years ≤ 2x 

NFD / EBITDA over last 3 years < 4x 

Issue size up to 15% of Revenue 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

The entire screening process can be summarised in a series of sequential steps. The initial sample used in the selection 
process is the portfolio consisting of almost 30.000 non-financial entities having an outstanding credit rating issued by 
Cerved Rating Agency. The sample is sufficiently representative of the Italian economy in terms of sectors, geographical 
distribution, size, legal form, economic trends and financial structure. Naturally, all the companies considered must be 
currently in business. Minibonds are debt securities typically issued by “small and medium” companies, hence only non-
financial companies with a revenue between € 5 million and € 500 million have been selected.  

At this stage, the screening process introduced another filter: the credit rating. For the sake of this Study only companies 
characterised by high credit quality (investment grade) have been selected, i.e. the minimum eligible rating class is B1.2 
(according to Cerved Rating Agency rating scale available in annex). 

Eventually, some further, pure financial criteria, based on benchmark analysis and the internal know-how, have been 
introduced aimed at identifying a number of companies with strong financial profiles that may guarantee new minibond 
issue without compromising a proper financial equilibrium.  

Following the steps described above the identikit of the “target issuer” has been designed in an as much as possible 
objective manner. The target issuer identified by this process is a company that showed a consistent growth in terms of 
revenue over the last three years generating EBITDA margins above 10%. In addition to a sound business expansion 
certified in terms of revenues and margins, the target issuer must generate a sufficient operating margin to cover interest 
expenses without difficulties; the Agency set the threshold level of the EBIT interest coverage at 3x in each of the last 
three years. The last aspect investigated is the financial leverage of the company: two important financial leverage ratios 
have been included in the screening process, NFD / Equity or Net financial Debt / Equity and NFD / EBITDA or Net 
Financial Debt / EBITDA. The purpose is to get clear picture whether a company has “room” to leverage-up its balance 
sheet through a new debt security issue(s) like a minibond.  
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The application of all the criteria previously mentioned undoubtedly confirms the intention to adopt in this simulation a 
highly conservative approach aimed at keeping risk at a reasonable level, thus safeguarding investors’ interests and 
contributing to regular post issue operations. Following the application of the filters to the initial sample a shortlist of 1.686 
companies comes out, 75% of which located in the North of Italy. 

Finally, in order to estimate the total new minibond issuance value ascribable to these companies, assuming individual 
size equal to the 15% of the last year revenue, on aggregate level the potential issue size would top € 11 billion, exactly 
doubling the book value of the gross total amount of minibond issued from December 2012 to December 2019 (€ 5.5 
billion1). 

Exhibit 25 – IG issuers and potential minibond market size 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

  

                                                           
1 Issue size up to € 50 million (source Politecnico di Milano). 
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INTRODUCTION, REFERENCE CONTEXT AND MARKET OVERVIEW 

Definitions 
International standards define sustainable bonds as instruments having the same financial and contractual terms of a 
typical senior bond, with the commitment by the issuer to use the proceeds to finance projects with clear environmental 
and/or social benefits. For a security to be labelled as a green or social bond, it has to adhere to the corresponding 
principles, for which the International Capital Markets Association (ICMA) acts as a secretariat, and that represent a 
global framework. Among this subset of loans, Green Bonds are the most common type. At the foundation of ICMA’s 
guidelines, there is the use of proceeds, which in this case will be earmarked for green projects or activities considered 
to be eligible, such as energy efficiency, renewable energy, clean transportation, or pollution prevention and control. In 
addition, it is requested that the objectives selected by the issuer are clearly identified, communicated, and can be 
measured. Issuers should report to investors about the actual allocation of funds and the progress made in the underlying 
projects at least annually, the goal being to encourage a high level of transparency. To support this and provide investors 
with assurance, projects’ alignment with the eligibility criteria is certified by independent external reviews, usually in the 
form of Second Party Opinion. 

Likewise, these considerations can be applied to Social Bonds when money is allocated to finance social projects; for 
example, programs related to affordable housing, access to essential services, or employment generation. 

An emerging alternative to the aforementioned categories of debt securities is a Sustainability Bond: here the issuer will 
intentionally decide to combine initiatives with green and social benefits. Lastly, the market is discovering SDG-linked 
Bonds. These instruments differentiate themselves because the issuer does not have to communicate how it is using the 
funds. The bond is indeed directly linked to targets connected to the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 
(UN’s SDGs). It is interesting to note that some green investors are openly sceptical at this new class of bonds, 
complaining about a lack of accountability and transparency that could open the door for greenwashing opportunities in 
the future. At the same time, some corporations believe that this format will represent the future of the sustainable bond 
industry because it better suits their strategies. This could also be a quite significant change in the Italian sustainable 
market because of the role Enel played with its 2019 issuance, which will be looked at in more detail in one of the following 
paragraphs. 

What drives the market? 
The rise of sustainable debt instruments on the global markets and the fact that Europe has been leading this wave are 
due to multiple factors. In the first place, European institutions have been pushing for years now to keep the continent at 
the forefront in tackling climate change issues. To achieve that, they have worked for programs such as the European 
Green Deal and the Next Generation EU, intending to become the world’s first climate-neutral bloc by 2050. Moreover, 
a Technical Expert Group (TEG) was tasked with delivering a taxonomy in order to establish an EU classification system 
for sustainable activities helping in the transition toward a low-carbon economy. The Taxonomy will set technical 
screening criteria for economic activities that substantially contribute to climate change mitigation or adaptation. The 
identification of sectors that are already environmentally friendly and the high-carbon ones that need to improve their 
environmental performance will facilitate the companies’ access to green financing. For an issuer, it will soon become 
crucial to demonstrate that it operates a sustainable business under predefined European standards, with implications 
regarding both operational and reputational success. Companies interested in assessing future issuances of sustainable 
bonds should also take into account market opportunities stemming from marketing actions that highlight the positive 
impact of new green assets or businesses, and the appeal to attract new ESG investors, strengthening and diversifying 
a company’s investor base with possible advantages in the financing costs. 
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European market overview 
We tracked sustainable debt issuances starting from 2017, where the proceeds of the bond have been applied toward 
green/social projects or other activities carrying sustainability purposes and provided an overview of where the European 
debt market stands as of today in terms of sustainable instruments.  

The first exhibit below focuses on the total amount of outstanding green and social debt issued in Europe since 2017. 
The total figure amounts to 424.2 billion euros. 

Exhibit 26 – Green Bond outstanding 2017-2020, € billion 

 
Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

Exhibit 27 – Social Bond outstanding 2017-2020, € billion 

 

Breaking down both types of instruments by issuer’s nature, it is possible to observe some substantial differences 
between the green and social bonds market. The former presents balance among issuers, with sovereigns, government 
agencies, and supranational development banks leading the way just ahead of industrial firms, which account for over a 
third of total outstanding. On the other hand, corporate issuances contribute very marginally to the Social Bond market 
(less than 3%). Banks are more committed, showing an increasing number of entities involved in the allocation of funds 
for social purposes. Even so, available data display that Social Bonds make up only 12% of total sustainable bonds 
issued by banks. Up to date, it seems that the responsibility to implement actions aimed at developing local communities 
and shoring up employment lies almost entirely with governments and public agencies. 

Looking at the sector breakdown it can be figured out that sustainable bonds, and so green bonds, are driven by energy 
utilities and power generation companies; they represent basically half of the European corporate issuances considered 
in the analysis, focusing on energy efficiency initiatives and renewable energy assets. Among other industries, real estate 
receives much interest, enjoying a wide appeal particularly in North European countries (e.g. Sweden). 

Exhibit 28 – Sector breakdown (Green & Social), € billion 

 

Source: Bloomberg 
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The two leading countries in terms of the total amount issued are France and Germany. French aggregate is driven by 
the activism of government agencies, which were the first to take action on ESG issues in Europe and have maintained 
a lead throughout the years. 

Exhibit 29 – Amount issued (€ billion) and total issuances by nation – Top 10 

 

Source: Bloomberg 

The French model has a clear counterpart in Sweden: since 2017, the Nordic country has totalled 275 transactions 
issuing less than 40 billion euros. Non-government issuances involved 60 entities (for comparison France’s number is at 
39). On one hand, the smaller size of Swedish enterprises reduces their cash requirements, on the other hand, there is 
a strong interest in green assets’ development. That is especially true with regard to the real estate industry, as mentioned 
above. 

Exhibit 30 – Sustainable Bonds issuances by quarter – Total, € 
billion 

 

Source: Bloomberg 

Exhibit 31 – Sustainable Bonds issuances by quarter – Banks 
only, € billion 

 

Source: Bloomberg 

Exhibit 32 – Sustainable Bonds issuances by quarter – Corporates only, € billion 

 

Source: Bloomberg  
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Cerved Rating Agency has analysed European issuances by quarter, starting from fourth quarter of 2018, to investigate 
the general trend of sustainable bonds and, more specifically, possible dampening effects generated by the Covid-19 
outbreak. CRA’s findings show that in the third quarter of 2020 there was a sharp increase in aggregate issued compared 
to the third quarter of 2019 (+144,25%). It signals that the current crisis is strengthening at least some issuers’ will to 
commit to developing projects that could benefit the environment or the communities involved; the latter is especially true 
with regard to the massive number of jobs put in jeopardy by lockdowns and economic recession, and the resulting need 
to provide both short and long-term solutions. The break down by issuer profile shows the effects of governments’ 
measures and the stagnation of corporate issuances. Considering second quarter and third quarter of 2019, Social Bonds 
weighted for 4% of total government/supranational issuances; during the same span of time in 2020, that value 
skyrocketed to 55%. For example, Cades (Caisse d’Amortissement de la Dette Sociale, the French agency that 
refinances and pays off social security debt) launched its inaugural Social Bond last September. It followed it with more 
deals, part of its Social Bond Program, raising 22 billion euros in aggregate. On the other hand, corporate issuers, which 
are almost exclusively focused on Green Bonds, showed a decline in their volumes of sustainable debt issued. The third 
quarter of 2020 marked a decrease of -13% vs the previous quarter and -15% vs second quarter of 2019.  

Italian market overview 
Moving on to the context of the Italian market for sustainable bonds, the breakdown by type of issuer and by instrument 
is as follows. 

Exhibit 33 – Italian total outstanding by issuer, % 

 

Exhibit 34 – Italian total outstanding by instrument, % 

Source: Borsa Italiana 

The majority of issuances come from power generation companies, accounting for about 90% of corporate deals in Italy. 
So far, almost every issuer has been active on the market through Green Bonds. One of the exceptions consists of Social 
Bonds issued by the State-owned company Cassa Depositi&Prestiti, some of which were finalised to work as a tool to 
tackle the current economic and social emergency and foster a future recovery. Finally, there are 2.5 billion euros issued 
by Enel in October 2019 in the form of SDG-linked bonds. As explained in the opening paragraph of this section, these 
issuances do not require to allocate funds for predefined projects but are rather tied to achieving performance goals, 
which in turn can be traced to one or more UN’s SDGs. If Enel was not able to deliver on its renewable energy capacity 
and reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, it would be forced to pay higher interest to investors. It is worth mentioning 
that starting from January 2021 the European Central Bank (ECB) will accept bonds with coupon structures linked to 
sustainability targets as collateral for Eurosystem credit operations and for Eurosystem outright purchases for monetary 
policy purposes. Therefore, there is room for this type of instrument to become a very liquid and attractive option to satisfy 
investors’ needs.  
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THE GREEN POTENTIAL 

According to the Italian Stock Exchange’s data and the public disclosure provided by corporations, the most pursued 
UN’s SDGs in green or social projects are ranked. Consistently with what mentioned above, the most popular goal is 
number 7 (“Clean and affordable energy”, about 80% of issuances); also, companies take often action to achieve goals 
13 “Climate action”, 11 “Sustainable cities and communities”, and 12 “Responsible consumption”. 

Exhibit 35 – Most commonly pursued SDGs on Italian sustainable debt market 

 

Source: Borsa Italiana 

Focus on Greenium 
A recent report published by Climate Bonds Initiative (CBI)2 found growing evidence that Green Bonds are attracting a 
Greenium: that is the premium that Green assets trade to otherwise identical non-Green securities. According to CBI’s 
report, the presence of a Greenium emerged both in higher oversubscription levels and in spread analysis on the 
secondary market. Since Greenium has become a controversial issue among bond market participants, CRA has 
conducted its own analysis to test these findings in both instances: primary and secondary market. With reference to the 
initial issuance, CRA has considered the Italian Green Bond market, focusing on 23 corporate issuances for which 
Bloomberg data relating to the reported amount ordered by investors were available. Those 23 Green Bonds were on 
average 4.3 times oversubscribed. After preparing a set of traditional bonds, comparable by issuer profile, issue date, 
and maturity to the securities of the Green sample, it was possible to observe that investor demand was covering 2.9 
times the amount issued. Investors are seemingly showing a stronger interest in Green issues during the book-building 
phase, which in turn allows companies to benefit in terms of lesser costs. Looking at the secondary market, the analysis 
has expanded its scope to the European Green Bond market, aiming at building two different spread curves for Green 
and Non-Green assets. (I-spread was selected for the analysis, meaning the difference between the yield on a bond and 
the swap rate e.g. LIBOR). In order to get the largest availability of data, yield curves of corporate bonds with rating class 
in a range between BBB+ and BBB-, issued since 2017 up to date, have been re-shaped. In first exhibit below, it can be 
observed that the black curve, Non-Green bonds, is constantly higher than the green curve designed by Green 
instruments. Even if the credit ratings are comparable, the curve labelled as Green runs on average 20 bps lower. Cerved 
Rating Agency has repeated the test for single issuers; in the majority of instances where spread curves could be built, 
similar results were obtained.  

                                                           
2 CBI report, see reference at the end of the document. 
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THE GREEN POTENTIAL 

In second exhibit below it is displayed an example with Enel: two of the three Green Bonds on the market are currently 
placed under the curve. Still, it is important to underline the need for a larger sample size (with further Green Bonds 
included) to better assess and quantify the green premium paid by investors. 

Exhibit 36 – Non-Green Bonds vs Green Bonds, I-spread curve 

 

Exhibit 37 – Enel, I-spread curve 

 

Source: Bloomberg 

Green minibond issuance overview 
Also minibonds proceeds can be earmarked for sustainable projects’ financing, hence being labelled as “green”. In the 
table below it is described the outstanding issuances on the Italian market, issued by six entities and currently listed on 
the Italian Stock Exchange’s dedicated segment, so-called ExtraMOT PRO. 

Exhibit 38 – Green minibond listed on ExtraMOT PRO 

Issuer 
Amount issued (€ 

million) 
Coupon Issue date Maturity Type 

Asja Ambiente Italia 
S.p.A. 

24.5 5,75% December 2019 June 2027 Green 

Asja Ambiente Italia 
S.p.A. 

1 5,2% December 2019 October 2024 Green 

Archimede Investments 
S.r.l. 

9.9 4,8% June 2020 December 2032 Green 

Caab Energia S.p.A. 7.9 4,965% May 2019 June 2033 Green 

P&A Public Lighting 
S.p.A. 

11.6 5,325% Gen-2019 December 2038 Green 

Solis S.r.l. 5 6,75% June 2018 June 2036 Green 

Solo Sole S.r.l. 5.3 6% May 2019 June 2042 Green 

Source: Borsa Italiana 
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All the issuers operate in the renewable energy industry and the proceeds should be allocated to sustain new 
infrastructures and/or improving the existing ones. Total issuances of green minibonds amount to more than 65 million 
euros. Many of these transactions have seen the participation of Foresight by way of the Foresight Italian Green Bond 
Fund launched in 2018 to support renewable energy and energy efficiency projects. Recently, Loccioni, a firm specialised 
in automatic systems for quality control of products and industrial processes, has issued a 5 million euros sustainable 
minibond (not listed) subscribed by Unicredit and collateralised with a guarantee by Fondo Centrale di Garanzia. This 
deal marks the first time in which an industrial business issues a minibond for both green and social purposes. 

MINIBOND ISSUERS EXPERIENCES AND SENTIMENT – ESG 

CRA has submitted a survey to a panel of minibond issuers to determine their level of interest in sustainable bonds and 
what could be their initiatives in case of a future issuance. Below the most significant takeaways are reported: 

Exhibit 39 – Would you be interested in issuing a bond with 
environmental or social impact? 

 

Exhibit 40 – In case you were issuing a sustainable bond, which 
topic would you focus on? 

 

Exhibit 41 – To which projects would you earmark proceeds from a possible Green issuance? 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

The biggest finding for the scope of the analysis is that 89% of the companies interviewed declared they would at least 
consider with open mind issuing sustainable debt. Therefore, the reluctance of enterprises does not seem to be a hurdle 
when assessing the potential for growth in the sustainable minibond market. Issuers are willing to allocate proceeds to 
assets carrying green or social benefit; CRA has received the indication that firms are looking also at solutions that could 
go beyond the Green-label, contrary to the expectations that were backed by common talk among market players and 
current market data. 
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Green Bonds do not represent the most voted thematic tool within the sample used. Half of the companies would be 
interested in achieving broader ESG objectives through the format of sustainability or SDG-linked securities. Shifting the 
focus solely on Green Bonds, CRA has asked which operating areas could require the allocation of proceeds to improve 
the environmental performance of the potential issuer. Circular economy confirms its position as one of the trends that 
are shaping a new structure of businesses in recent years, being voted by 31% of the sample. Investments to upgrade 
energy efficiency levels or generate a greater share of energy from renewable sources are quite popular among 
respondents too. Additional observations include: 

 83% of the sample claims to have a medium-high degree of knowledge and interest in ESG themes and 
sustainable finance, even though 46% of it is not fully aware of the recent European legislative action to support 
a green transition throughout the continent; 

 half of the respondents have already defined the amount of capital needed in case of an issuance; 
 almost everyone in the sample agrees that sustainable bonds should be characterised by lower costs: 

interestingly, the discount should not depend on the interest rate charged but rather stemming from the 
introduction of incentives and relief measures that may foster the spread of these instruments. 

MINIBOND INVESTORS AND ARRANGERS MARKET SENTIMENT – ESG 

Cerved Rating Agency has also looked for feedbacks from the buy-side presenting a batch of questions to a group of the 
most relevant arrangers in Italy. Interesting opinions emerged from the answers, at times leading to contrasting 
considerations compared to the issuers’ sentiment. 

Exhibit 42 – Which sectors present more growth opportunities 
for sustainable finance tools? 

 

Exhibit 43 – Which sustainable/Green asset class could be more 
attractive for investors? 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 
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Exhibit 44 – What could be the average premium on the spread for sustainable issues compared to traditional ones? 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

In synthesis, the following evidence can be summarised: 

 asked whether they believe that Italian SMEs have already gathered sufficient knowledge to exploit the 
sustainable finance opportunities available on the market today, 90% of arrangers responded that companies 
are not prepared yet. this highlights a severe difference with the way potential sustainable minibond issuers see 
themselves; 

 industries displaying the greatest room for development in this market field are utilities and agro-food; on the 
other hand, it is quite surprising to notice that investors are apparently ignoring real estate and construction 
companies, signalling a very different view than what has been indicated as of primary relevance in northern 
European markets; 

 56% of the sample considers minibonds as the most interesting asset around which it is possible to develop 
sustainable/green transactions; 

 more than half of respondents have funding provisions earmarked for ESG investments; 
 no clear direction emerges from the sample when assessing possible barriers to issuing sustainable minibonds; 

little interest from enterprises, a lack of incentives, and inability to properly verify business plans and the use of 
proceeds are all among major challenges that could hinder the spread of this asset class; 

 buy-side operators agree that the issuer should benefit from lesser costs; 
 around 90% of the sample sees sustainable bond issues as a useful instrument to face the current crisis and 

therefore expects a favourable pressure toward market expansion. 

All the details of the survey are available in the annex of this document. 

TAKEAWAYS AND POTENTIAL MARKET REPRESENTATION 

CRA’s research has highlighted some interesting elements: 

 the sustainable bond market continues to be very dynamic and attracts interest from various stakeholders’ 
categories, even while accounting for a slight decline in corporate issuances due to the Covid-19 fallout; 

 alongside specialised ESG investors, many other players have liquidity available for financing green or social 
projects. This has been confirmed by the majority of minibond arrangers from which a feedback has been 
received; 

 on the other hand, many Italian SMEs in the sample are interested in investments that bring benefits for 
sustainability purposes. 

In accordance with all the above, CRA has conducted the exercise of estimating the potential market for green minibonds, 
starting from the shortlist of 1.686 companies generated by applying all the financial filters previously depicted of this 
paper.  
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After determining a set of firms with solid fundamentals, CRA has looked at those who could be affected by the EU 
Taxonomy because operating in transitional sectors. The EU TEG used emissions data to identify NACE macro-sectors 
with the highest impacts on climate change; therefore, these have been considered as eligible for green market 
estimation. These activities can substantially contribute to climate change mitigation by reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions or enhancing greenhouse gas removals (previous TEG reports labelled these activities as “greening of”) and 
could be subject to significant investments’ needs to meet environmental performance thresholds in line with the 
industry’s best technology. 

CRA’s Green subset of companies was thus selected including the following sectors and activities: 

Construction and real estate Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 

Transportation and storage Sewerage, waste management and remediation activities 

Information and communication Agriculture, forestry and fishing 

Water supply Manufacturing * 

*Iron and Steel, Cement, Aluminium, Chemicals, Machinery 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

Cerved Rating Agency has then decided to add two more industries to this list, because of their environmental impacts 
and the recommendations by the TEG to extend the analysis and set specific screening criteria in the near term: Textile 
and Mining. 

Applying these additional filters, it is obtained a subset of 1.151 companies potentially eligible for green issuances, mostly 
located in Northern Italy. Based on that, it has been estimated that the potential market for green minibonds could reach 
up to 7.2 billion euros, assuming an average issue for each company in the perimeter equal to 15% of the latest available 
revenue data. 

Exhibit 45 – IG issuers and potential green minibond market size 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency  
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THE ANALYSIS OF “GARANZIA ITALIA” GUARANTEE SCHEME 

This section presents the estimation of Italian non-financial companies eligible to issue a debt security with coverage 
provided by Garanzia Italia, taking into account the access requirements, the limits of the amount guaranteed and, last 
but not least, the impact of the new debt on the sustainability of the overall debt, the latter assessed by the Agency upon 
the most recent available data. 

Garanzia Italia is the extraordinary tool put in place to support Italian companies affected by the Covid-19 emergency. 
Thanks to 200 billion Euro of sovereign guarantees allocated by the "Liquidity" Decree, Garanzia Italia is a business 
support for issuing guarantees at favourable conditions, counter-guaranteed by the State, on the loans disbursed by the 
lenders to help find the liquidity and financing necessary to face the Coronavirus emergency thus ensuring continuity to 
economic and business activities. The same decree also provided for the possibility for SACE to grant guarantees also 
in favour of banks and factoring companies for the transfer of receivables with a guarantee of solvency provided by the 
assignor. In order to further expand the possibilities of intervention provided for by the decree, operations have also been 
extended to leasing, factoring, confirming and advance contracts. Furthermore, SACE was authorised to issue 
guarantees for bonds issued by companies affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The initial sample consists of 23,378 joint-stock and limited-liability companies with outstanding ratings as of September 
2020. The graphs below describe the sample with a breakdown by legal nature, turnover range and geographical area: 

Exhibit 46 – Sample breakdown by legal nature, turnover range and geographical area

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

In primis Cerved Rating Agency study focuses on companies with a turnover between 2 and 500 million Euro. Secondly, 
in compliance with the provisions of the Decree, companies in financial difficulty3 were excluded: 

 incidence of operating losses on equity > 0.5 (equity <0.5 * share capital); 
 in the case of a non-SME enterprise, if, in the last two years, the following conditions exist at the same time: 

 the company's debt / book equity ratio was greater than 7.5; 
 the company's interest coverage ratio (EBITDA / interest) was less than 1.0. 

Lastly, again in compliance with the requirements of the Decree, companies without outstanding rating of at least BB- 
class corresponding to B2.2 rating in the Cerved Rating Agency rating scale have been excluded. The following exhibit 
shows the distribution of the sample by rating classes resulting from the application of the criteria described above. 

 
 

  

                                                           
3 In this regard, refer to art. 2, paragraph 18, of Regulation (EU) no. 651/2014. 
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Exhibit 47 – Rating class distribution with evidence of not eligible grades

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

The sample thus defined consists of 15,183 companies. The analysis continued by applying some simulation 
assumptions regarding access to Garanzia Italia for Small and Medium Enterprises and Large Enterprises (clustered in 
accordance with European Commission definition) producing the following outcome: 

 for large companies belonging to the sample, the possibility of accessing the guarantee is assumed; 

 for SMEs, access to the guarantee is assumed only after having exhausted the available ceiling of the MCC 
fund4. 

In light of these assumptions, it can be seen that the perimeter of companies eligible for access to Garanzia Italia is 5,885 
companies5, which correspond to approximately 25% of the original sample. 

In order to calculate the potential amount of debt covered by Garanzia Italia, the maximum issue limit described in the 
Garanzia Italia regulation was considered, i.e. the amount of the issue cannot exceed the greater of 25% between the 
turnover as of 31/12/2019 and double of the personnel costs. At this point it is possible to calculate both the amount of 
the issue and the portion guaranteed by the State for each single company selected applying all the criteria mentioned. 
This estimate shows a gross new issue potential of approximately € 161 billion. This figure is compatible with the 
maximum amount that has been allocated as of today6 for the Garanzia Italia overall plafond, equal to € 200 billion, of 
which about 17.2 billion have already been used. As last step, the financial impact that a new debt issue would have on 
the financial statements of the companies was considered. 

The final results denote a natural increase in debt levels due to the new minibond issues, which can be more or less 
marked depending mainly on the current financial structure and the debt sustainability, size of the company and the 
sector in which the firm operates. Debt sustainability thresholds were hypothesised and then applied; specifically, a debt 
ratio7 of 4 was set as maximum acceptable. This has reduced the number of eligible companies to 3,061. Issues relating 
to the manufacturing sector account for 60% of the total, while those relating to trade account for 16%. 

In conclusion, Garanzia Italia results to be a convenient tool for Italian companies to support the issuance of new debt 
securities, especially in the current macroeconomic context: the existence of public collateral, in fact, assures investors 
that the loan will be refunded even in the event of default of the issuing company. Moreover, the issuance of a corporate 
bond with SACE collateral is typically more agile than the bank loan due diligence process, allowing companies to raise 
capital in a short period of time.  

                                                           
4 With regard to the criterion considered for SMEs, the projections reported in this document are based on the proprietary estimates of the Cerved Group. The 
simulation hypotheses, defined on the basis of the empirical evidence of Cerved FinLine (a company of the Cerved Group specialised in solutions and consultancy 
for subsidised finance), define a minimum turnover threshold equal to 25 million below which it is assumed that the company has not yet exhausted Medio Credito 
Centrale's available ceiling and therefore cannot have access to the guarantee of the Garanzia Italia. 
5 The scope of the simulation excludes companies that have already requested the loan at the end of November, as per information reported on the Sace Simest 
website: https://www.sacesimest.it/coronavirus/garanzia-italia/imprese-beneficiarie. 
6 The estimates refer to mid-November 2020. As indicated by the European Commission, access to state support for companies in difficulty will be extended until 
June 2021. 
7 Debt ratio = Total Debts / Equity. 
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ANNEX 

CERVED RATING AGENCY RATING SCALE

The rating of Cerved Rating Agency is expressed on an alphanumeric scale of 13 degrees, sorted by 4 macro areas 
(safety, solvency, vulnerability and risk). The rating classes denomination allows to clearly identify risk homogeneous 
macro areas. 

Exhibit 48 – Cerved Rating Agency rating scale for Corporate non-financial corporates 

Area Class Description 

S
a

fe
ty

 

A1.1 
Large company, with excellent business and financial risk profile. Extremely strong capacity to meet financial commitments. 
Minimal credit risk.  

A1.2 
Large / medium-sized company, with excellent business and financial risk profile. Very strong capacity to meet financial 
commitments. Very low credit risk.  

A1.3 Very good business and financial risk profile. Very good capacity to meet financial commitments. Very low credit risk.  

A2.1 Very good fundamentals and high capacity to meet financial commitments. Low credit risk.  

A2.2 Very good fundamentals and good capacity to meet financial commitments. Low credit risk.  

A3.1 Good fundamentals and good capacity to meet financial commitments. Low credit risk.  

S
o

lv
en

cy
 B1.1 

Adequate capacity to meet financial commitments. Potentially vulnerable to serious and unexpected changes in business, financial 
and economic conditions. Moderate credit risk.  

B1.2 
Adequate capacity to meet financial commitments. Vulnerable to serious and unexpected changes in business, financial and 
economic conditions. Moderate credit risk.  

V
u

ln
er

ab
ili

ty
 

B2.1 
Overall good fundamentals. Vulnerable to unexpected changes in business, financial and economic conditions. Credit risk is below 
average.  

B2.2 
Evidence of weaknesses in business and / or financial profile. Vulnerable to changes in business, financial and economic 
conditions. Credit risk is substantial but not far from the average.  

R
is

k
 

C1.1 Serious weaknesses in business and / or financial profile. The company could not meet financial commitments. High credit risk.  

C1.2 
Very serious weaknesses in business and / or financial profile. The company could not meet financial commitments. Very high 
credit risk.  

C2.1 
Very serious problems in economic and / or financial profile. The company could not meet financial commitments even in the short 
term. Maximum credit risk.  
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ANNEX 

MINIBOND ISSUERS SURVEY 

Exhibit 49 – Minibond interest rate satisfaction feedback 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

 

Exhibit 50 – Financial covenants or personal guarantees 
required? 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

Exhibit 51 – Those covenants have been respected? 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

 

Exhibit 52 – The rating assigned eased the entire minibond 
issuance process? 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 

Exhibit 53 – Are you planning to issue a minibond within the next 
24 months? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency
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ANNEX 

GREEN MINIBOND ISSUERS SURVEY 

Exhibit 54 – Are you aware of the European Green Deal plan and 
the EU Taxonomy that will define environmentally sustainable 
activities? 

 

Exhibit 55 – Do you believe regulatory action could generate 
opportunities to improve your environmental impact? 

 

Exhibit 56 – In case you were issuing a sustainable bond, what 
could be the amount of liquidity needed? 

 

Exhibit 57 – Would you expect lesser costs associated with the 
issuance of sustainable debt? 

 

Exhibit 58 – What is your knowledge and level of interest in 
sustainable finance, ESG factors, and the UN’s SDGs? 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 
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ANNEX 

GREEN MINIBOND INVESTORS AND ARRANGERS SURVEY 

Exhibit 59 – Do Italian SMEs possess enough knowledge on 
sustainable finance opportunities? 

 

Exhibit 60 – Did you join the Principles for Responsible 
Investments (UN PRI)? 

 

Exhibit 61 – Do you have provisions of funds earmarked for 
sustainable investments? 

 

Exhibit 62 – What could be the major challenges when issuing a 
Green/Sustainable Bond? 

 

Exhibit 63 – Do you think Green/Sustainable Bond issuances will receive a boost following the Covid-19 outbreak? 

 

 

Source: Cerved Rating Agency 
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