
THE HARMONISED 
APPROACH TO ISO 
20022 ADOPTION 
Patrik Neutjens, programme director at SWIFT 
talks to us about the launch of the ‘ISO 20022 
Harmonisation Forum’ and the benefits it can 
offer MIs worldwide as the move towards ISO 
20022 global adoption gains momentum…

“The 25 f inancial  market infrastructures (FMIs) 
who were the f i rst to sign the ISO 20022 
Harmonisat ion Charter in 2015 embarked 
on a journey,” says Patr ik Neut jens, ISO 
20022 programme director at SWIFT. “There 
was st i l l  a lot of thinking and learning and 
understanding to do, about the var ious ways 
in which ISO 20022 could be implemented, 
and their consequences. Now we f ind that, 
when other FMIs want to implement ISO 
20022, we have to take them on the same 
journey, so the learning curve is st i l l  steep. 
The purpose of the Harmonisat ion Forum 
is to make the ISO 20022 adoption and 
implementat ion process much easier.”

The on-l ine Forum, which was launched 
in May this year, provides FMIs with the 
best pract ice pr inciples of the ISO 20022 
Harmonisat ion Charter drawn up by SWIFT 
in 2015, detai led use-cases, and a space 
where f inancial  market infrastructures can 
share experience of successes, fa i lures and 
avoidable mistakes. Members can also ask 
quest ions of each other, and seek advice 
direct ly from SWIFT. As host, SWIFT wi l l  a lso 
put indiv iduals at di fferent FMIs in touch with 
each other, and publ ish helpful  mater ia l . 

“The information publ ished on the 
Harmonisat ion Forum is not new,” says 
Neut jens. “But i t  does group information about 
ISO 20022 in a place where i t  is convenient 
to access i t .”  Later this month, SWIFT wi l l 
enr ich the Forum with a white paper detai l ing 
the approaches taken by FMIs to their ISO 
20022 implementat ion programmes, and 
i temising what experience so far suggests 
are the best pract ices to adopt.  

“The purpose of the Harmonisat ion Forum is 
to reach beyond the or iginal 25 FMIs, and 
beyond the other FMIs that already have 
concrete plans for implementing ISO 20022,” 
explains Neut jens. “We want to get the wider 
community of FMIs around the world to 
recognise that ISO 20022 is coming, that they 
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wil l  be exposed to i t ,  and that they should 
not wait unt i l  the last minute to make plans 
to adopt and implement i t .  The aim of the 
Forum is to inspire, as wel l  as inform, FMIs, 
and increase the signator ies of the Charter 
– and especial ly the number fol lowing global 
best pract ices.” 

ISO20022 has momentum already. This is 
especial ly not iceable among Real T ime Gross 
Sett lement systems (RTGSs) and their users, 
thanks to the endorsement of central  banks. 
Unl ike the securi t ies industry, for which ISO 
20022 represents an advance on a concept 
fami l iar from their ear l ier adoption of the 
ISO 15022 standard, the payments industry 
is less fami l iar with ISO standards. “Going 
from MT messages to ISO 20022 messages 
is a bigger leap than going from ISO 15022 
to ISO 20022,” says Neut jens. “So i t  matters 
that RTGSs, which are operated by central 
banks, are endorsing ISO 20022.”

In Europe, the European Central  Bank (ECB) 
has chosen i t  for both the Target RTGS and 
Target2-Securi t ies (T2S) platforms. The Bank 
of England has adopted ISO 20022 for i ts 
proposed new high-value payments system. 
In the United States, the US Stakeholder 
Group, led by the Federal Reserve and 
The Clear ing House (TCH)1,  has endorsed 
ISO 20022 for domestic and internat ional 
payments. In Japan, the central  bank has 
used ISO 20022 for foreign exchange Yen 
clear ing since October 2015. A year later, the 
People’s Bank of China also chose ISO 20022 
to underpin the Cross-Border Interbank 
Payment System (CIPS) i t  launched.

Natural ly,  the endorsement of ISO 20022 by 
the central  banks of the major currencies of 

1  The US ISO 20022 Stakeholder Group is made up of the Federal 
Reserve, the Clearing House Payments Company, NACHA – The 
Electronic Payments Association, and the Accredited Standards 
Committee X9 – Financial Industry Standards, Inc. 



agreed set of market pract ices drawn up in 
col laborat ion with SWIFT. Last ly, Charter 
s ignator ies agree always to adopt and 
operate the latest version of the ISO 20022 
messages. This last point was crucial .  Unl ike 
FIN messages, which SWIFT control direct ly 
and can require users to switch to the latest 
version once a year, ISO standards al low 
users to make their own decisions, including 
persistence with older versions. 

“We are now developing a FIN-style discipl ine 
in the ISO 20022 world, which wi l l  reduce 
operat ional costs for the banks,” says 
Neut jens. “ I t  means they have only one annual 
maintenance and upgrade cycle. Of course, 
there are FMIs out there who are st i l l  using old 
versions of ISO 20022, for good reasons and 
bad, so the Charter is not yet working perfect ly, 
but consistency is def in i te ly improving. Once 
a year, unless they have a good reason to 
deviate, every Charter-endorsing FMI is now 
committed to move to the latest version of the 
ISO 20022 standard.”

 The cycle for the f i rst annual switchover to a 
revised standard started this month, and wi l l 
c lose in June 2018. This does not mean fresh 
versions of the ISO 20022 messages wi l l  be 
released every year, but i t  does reassure the 
users of FMIs that new versions wi l l  adhere to a 
set of common pract ices and be implemented 
by a given date. I t  a lso ensures that older 
versions become obsolete. This discipl ine 
matters when transact ions cross borders, and 
banks must rely on inter-operabi l i ty between 
FMIs.

“Payments and securi t ies market 
infrastructures are inter-connected and inter-
dependent,” explains Neut jens. “A lot of 
transact ions pass through mult iple systems, 
so consistency in messaging is important not 
just for the FMIs, but for their  part ic ipants.” 
This is more chal lenging to del iver than i t 
sounds. ISO 20022 messages can carry 
addit ional data. Ensur ing they make use of this 

the world has required commercial  banks to 
invest in implementat ion of the standard. But 
i t  is st i l l  t rue to say that i t  is the RTGSs and 
central  secur i t ies depositor ies (CSDs) of the 
world that are real ly pioneer ing ISO 20022. 

I t  is s impler for an FMI to adopt the ISO 20022 
standard than a commercial  bank. Unl ike 
banks, which have to connect to mult iple 
FMIs, most market infrastructures serve a 
single, closed nat ional community of users. 
The disadvantage of this inward focus is that i t 
gives FMIs scope to def ine how the ISO 20022 
standard wi l l  be used by the members of their 
community. For global banks, which are act ive 
in mult iple markets, this can be problematic. 

In fact, i t  was why SWIFT launched the 
Harmonisat ion Charter in the f i rst place. “Three 
years ago, we were gett ing the f i rst s igns 
from large internat ional banks that RTGSs 
and CSDs were moving to ISO 20022, but 
each was doing i t  in a di fferent way,” explains 
Neut jens. “ Instead of a single global standard, 
every implementat ion was sui gener is. There 
was no consistency, no discipl ine, and no 
global market pract ice. For the banks, this 
meant much higher costs, because connect ing 
to each nat ional infrastructure was an ent ire ly 
new project every t ime.” 

There was nothing sinister about the 
inconsistency between FMIs. I t  ref lected 
the lack of any framework to guide nat ional 
implementat ion programmes, and of any forum 
where FMIs could learn from each other. I t  was 
this which prompted SWIFT to convene the 
meeting of FMIs at Sibos in Boston in October 
2014 that led to the signature at Sibos in 
Singapore a year later of the Harmonisat ion 
Charter. The in i t ia l  group of s ignator ies, which 
numbered 25, has since expanded to 40. 

The Charter commits i ts s ignator ies to shar ing 
information about their implementat ions 
– which wi l l  now take place through the 
Harmonisat ion Forum- and adhere to an 

‘‘The purpose of the 
Harmonisation Forum 
is to make the ISO 
20022 adoption and 
implementation process 
much easier.’’

- Patrik Neutjens, programme 

director at SWIFT

‘‘Endorsing the Charter 
means an FMI gets access 
to the plans and records of 
FMIs that have decided to 
transition already.’’

- Patrik Neutjens, programme 

director at SWIFT

MI FORUM | MAY 2017



capabi l i ty,  without losing the data consistency 
on which inter-operabi l i ty depends, is the 
pr incipal object ive of global market pract ices.

The investment by RTGSs in retai l  real-t ime 
payments systems (RT RPS) provided an ear ly 
test of the strength of the Charter in enforcing 
global market pract ices. “When countr ies 
started to move to real-t ime retai l  payments 
in 2015, i t  was decided very ear ly on that ISO 
20022 would be used,” says Neut jens. “For the 
f i rst t ime, FMIs agreed a set of global market 
pract ices for an implementat ion.”  A second 
important instance was the development of 
the HVPS+ ISO 20022 global market pract ices 
for high value payments systems, developed 
by the HVPS Task Force.

Now the Harmonisat ion Forum aims to share 
what FMIs have learned from pioneer ing the 
global best pract ices approach. “ I f  the users of 
an FMI want to adopt ISO 20022 for regulatory 
reasons, there is no point in adapting ISO 
20022 to what you are doing already,” explains 
Neut jens. “To comply with the regulat ion, you 
have to introduce new features. You also have 
to take account of the di fferences in the size 
and capabi l i t ies of your users, so the larger 
part ic ipants with more resources leverage 
the benef i ts of ISO 20022 f i rst,  without losing 
compatibi l i ty with the smal ler part ic ipants.”

Signator ies to the Charter are of course 
committed by i ts pr inciples to share their 
exper iences openly with other s ignator ies, 
i r respect ive of s ize and resources. Non-
signator ies have a lower level of access 
to the content of the Forum, to encourage 
them to endorse the pr inciples of the Charter 
as wel l .  But Neut jens points out that FMIs 
are in pract ice happy to share information 
widely, because they recognise their inter-
dependence, and the fact that di fferent FMIs 
wi l l  move at di fferent speeds. 

“Endorsing the Charter means an FMI gets 
access to the plans and records of FMIs that 
have decided to transit ion already,” he says. 
“FMIs are happy to share the information 
because they see mutual advantage in as many 
FMIs as possible transit ioning successful ly to 
ISO 20022. You can in fact endorse the Charter 
without a specif ic plan to move your business 
wholesale to ISO 20022. You are committ ing 
only to abide by the best pract ice pr inciples 
of the Charter when you move any part of your 
business to ISO 20022.”

Today, only weeks on from the launch of 
the Harmonisat ion Forum, i t  is too soon to 
detect patterns in how FMIs are using the 
platform. But Patr ik Neut jens is pleased at 
the level of detai l  FMIs are now shar ing about 
the object ives and constraints of their  ISO 
20022 implementat ion programmes, and the 
lessons they have learned from them. “FMIs 
are so inter-dependent and inter-connected 
that they need a common language in which 
to exchange information, and the only way we 
are going to achieve that common language 
is by being as inclusive as possible,” he says. 
“The Harmonisat ion Forum is an expression of 
that inclusiveness.” 

If you would like to join the ISO 20022 
Harmonisation Forum, please send an email 
request to evelyne.piron@swift.com  
to sign up as a member.
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‘‘Payments and securities 
market infrastructures 
are inter-connected and 
inter-dependent and alot of 
transactions pass through 
multiple systems, so 
consistency in messaging 
is important not just for 
the FMIs, but for their 
participants.’’

- Patrik Neutjens, programme 

director at SWIFT
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