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Opening statement by interim CEO in Danske Bank Jesper Nielsen at the 

public hearing: “Combatting Money-Laundering in the EU Banking 

system” of the European Parliament’s Special Committee on Financial 

Crimes, Tax Evasion and Tax Avoidance (TAX3) on 21 November 2018. 

 
The spoken word counts 

 

Chairman. Members of the committee.  

 

Thank you for the opportunity to appear before you today.  

 

My name is Jesper Nielsen, I am head of Danske Bank’s Danish operations, and for the past 

month and a half I have been interim CEO of Danske Bank.  

 

I stand here today because Danske Bank in Estonia - from 2007 to 2015 - had customers that 

we did not know sufficiently well and that we should never have accepted as customers.  

 

Over the nine-year period, a total of 15,000 non-resident customers carried out almost 9.5 

million transactions, adding up to a total money flow of about 200 billion euro.  

 

I am here to answer your questions and to try to explain how it could happen and what 

lessons we have learned.  

 

But let me start out by underlining that the explanations I offer today should not be seen as 

excuses.  

 

What happened should never have happened. It is unacceptable, and we take full 

responsibility.  

 

--- 

 

So how could it happen? That’s the question that Danske Bank last year commissioned a law 

firm to answer.   

 

It has been crucial for us to get to the bottom of the issue, and we have aimed for a full 

investigation to fully understand what happened so that we can take all necessary initiatives 

to prevent anything similar from ever happening again.  

 

In short, the story is that Danske Bank had a portfolio of non-resident customers – customers 

who were foreign nationals in Estonia. And although we were aware that servicing such 

customers involved a high level of risk, we were equally convinced that strong AML-

procedures mitigated those risks.  
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That turned out to be ill-founded.  

 

--- 

 

The problems were due to a number of shortcomings, and the investigation highlights the 

following:  

 

 In general, not enough attention was given to the risk of financial crime in the 

Estonian branch, which operated with too much autonomy.  

 The Estonian branch was not integrated with the Group’s IT platform, which made it 

difficult to monitor transactions at Group level.  

 The control functions in Estonia were not sufficiently independent of the local 

management 

 Internal warnings and red flags were not properly understood at Group level 

 Insufficient understanding of the risks meant that issues were generally reported 

internally with assurances that things were under control – the assurances turned out 

to be false.  

 There was possible collusion between customers and employees at the Estonian 

branch.  

In short, a series of failures in Estonia and at Group level allowed the problems to occur and 

persist.  

  

-- 

What happened is now having severe consequences for Danske Bank.  

Former CEO Thomas F. Borgen has resigned, the chairman of the board will step down, and 

a number of employees, including at management level, have had their contracts with Danske 

Bank terminated. 42 employees from the Estonian branch have been reported to the 

authorities. Eight of these to the police.  

We have closed down the non-resident portfolio in Estonia, and we have decided to focus on 

our core markets, servicing primarily customers whose businesses we fundamentally 

understand.  

 

And we have taken a number of initiatives to strengthen our position in the fight against 

money laundering and financial crime. These initiatives include the following: 

 

 We have substantially strengthened all 3 lines of defence, enhanced our governance 

and oversight, and we have quadrupled the number of employees in our organisation 

working with AML.  
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 We are investing significant resources in automating business procedures and 

upgrading the IT systems that support those procedures.  

 

 We are also improving the “know-your-customer” procedures for welcoming new 

customers to Danske Bank.  

 

-- 

 

We will continue to invest in a stronger and more efficient AML setup, and we are committed 

to learning and sharing the full lessons of our failures in this case.  

 

I welcome your questions and your scrutiny, with the only reservation that there is 

information, such as customer-specific details and information regarding individuals, that for 

legal reasons I am unable to comment on.   

 

This includes the whistleblower.  

 

For good reasons, a whistleblower enjoys a high degree of protection under the law that 

applies even if a whistleblower choses to disclose his or her own identity. We take this very 

seriously, and in order not to discourage or deter any whistleblowers in the future, we will not 

confirm or deny the identity of a whistleblower.  

 

But the whistleblower is free to speak. We have released the person in question from all 

contractual duties of confidentiality in relation to Danske Bank.  

 

-- 

 

Danske Bank is Denmark’s biggest lender and one of the largest banks in the Nordics. We are 

a Nordic bank with strong local roots and bridges to the rest of the world.  

 

What has happened does not reflect the bank that we have been for the past 147 years, and it 

does not reflect the bank that we want to be moving forward.  

 

But we recognize that we have a huge task ahead of us in regaining the trust of you and the 

public, and we are determined to regain that trust. 

 

Thank you for your attention.  

 


