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Islamic Finance Widens Pitch 
Banks Aim to Show 
Shariah Products 
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JAKARTA, Indonesia -- When HSBC Holdings launched its 
Islamic finance business in Indonesia last month, it opted for a 
decidedly un-Islamic advertising campaign. 

HSBC Amanah, the bank's Islamic finance arm here, put out print ads featuring images of 
Jakarta's National Monument, the Empire State Building in New York and London's Big Ben. 
Only the curved Middle Eastern-style window framing the ads, designed by WPP Group-owned 
JWT, hinted at the product's Islamic roots. 

"Shariah banking [complying with Islamic law] doesn't only have to be in Mecca," says Agung 
Laksamana, a spokesman for HSBC in Jakarta. "We're trying to show this product is everywhere." 

As global banks like HSBC expand their Islamic finance 
networks, they are opting to stress the competitiveness of 
their products compared with conventional bank 
accounts, while leaving their Islamic credentials in the 
background. That is because -- outside places like Saudi 
Arabia, where savings accounts don't exist because the 
government requires compliance with Shariah laws for all 
banks -- the potential market for Muslim customers who 
shun interest for purely religious reasons is relatively 
small, bankers say. 

Islamic finance -- also known as Shariah banking after 
the Arabic word for Islamic law -- is based on reconciling modern finance with a Koranic 
prohibition on the receiving or paying of interest. Islamic savings accounts and bonds pay holders 
through a profit-sharing arrangement that replaces interest. 

Fueled by the Persian Gulf's oil bonanza, Islamic financing has become a global business, 
flourishing in countries like Dubai, Bahrain and Malaysia, with a total of about $1 trillion invested 
in Islamic financial assets world-wide -- including loans, bonds and other instruments. 

The market is small, but growing in Indonesia, the world's most populous Muslim nation, with an 

An ad for Al-Rajhi Bank on a train in Malaysia 
aims to appeal to non-Muslims as well as 
Muslims.

 



estimated 215 million followers of Islam. To tap in to this growth, international banks with 
Islamic franchises like HSBC, Citigroup's Citibank and Standard Chartered have formed 
boards of Islamic scholars to ensure their Islamic finance units make investments that follow 
Koranic precepts. 

But in their advertising, most banks are focusing on appealing to a wider audience, including non-
Muslims. 

Beny Witjaksono, president director of Bank Shariah Mega Indonesia, says only 20% of 
customers in Indonesia will give up interest for what he calls "emotional" religious reasons. Most 
customers, he says, are "rational," meaning they will only open Islamic accounts with the same or 
better returns than a standard bank account. 

In a bid to broaden its appeal, Bank Mega hired Susi Susanti, an ethnic Chinese Indonesian who 
won an Olympic gold medal in badminton in 1992 in Barcelona, for its ad campaign. In one 
television spot, Ms. Susanti says she feels comfortable holding a Shariah account with Bank 
Mega. 

HSBC Amanah's managing director for Indonesia, Mahmoud Abushamma, says the bank's 
research shows that 50% of its target market -- the country's affluent middle class -- would switch 
to Islamic bank accounts if they believed the return was comparable with traditional accounts. 

"We're aiming to show our products are competitive but also compatible with Shariah," says Mr. 
Abushamma. 

For now, the Islamic finance market remains small in Indonesia. According to Ananto Pratikno of 
Nielsen Media Research Indonesia, only 5% of total deposits in Indonesia's banking system are 
held in Islamic accounts. 

In Malaysia, where Islamic banks or Islamic units of conventional lenders account for 12% of 
total banking assets, ad campaigns often target other faiths. 

Saudi Arabia's Al-Rajhi Bank, which says it is the world's largest Islamic financial institution, 
opened an extensive branch network in Malaysia last year. While it doesn't offer savings accounts 
at home, Al Rajhi began offering them in Malaysia. Parts of Al Rajhi's ad campaign, produced by 
McCann Worldgroup, hint at broadly religious values. The bank's slogan: "Truth. Honor. Respect. 
Just Values." 

But the bank is going out of its way to appeal to non-Muslims, who account for 52% of its 
customers in Malaysia, says Tony Savarimuthu, McCann Worldgroup's local chief executive. One 
ad, for instance, features a mixed ethnic group practicing martial arts -- a sport traditionally 
popular with Malaysia's ethnic Chinese minority. 

Not all banks, though, are following this approach. Bank Muamalat, which -- with 1,600 outlets -- 
has Indonesia's largest Islamic bank network, is more straightforward in its marketing. 

One Bank Muamalat ad shows goldfish jumping from an overcrowded, dirty bowl in to a clean 
one. "Free the nation from the murkiness of interest payments," says the slogan with the ad. 

Avantiono Hadhianto, a vice president of Bank Muamalat who carries business cards with 



inscriptions from the Koran setting out the prohibition against interest, says the bank wants to 
differentiate itself from other Islamic financial institutions. "Our campaign and advertising is clear 
and loud," he says. "We are different from the rest. We are pure Shariah." 

--Celine Fernandez in Kuala Lumpur contributed to this article.


