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Eco-friendly financial firms, providing products such as "green" mortgages, green home equity loans and green car loans, are starting to appear in North America, according to a recently released United Nations report.

Green products that "gain traction in the marketplace will delight clients, add value, build careers and boost the bonus pool," the report said.

Firms with full-fledged commitments to being green and serving environmentally conscious clients have been cashing in on the trend.

The oldest and most widely known "eco-bank" is 10-year-old Shorebank Pacific, based in Ilwaco, Wash. The bank's EcoDeposits — its brand of checking accounts, certificates of deposit, individual retirement accounts and other products — support lending programs that help small-business owners reduce their environmental impact.

Assets have grown thirtyfold since 1997, from $4 million to $143 million, said Laurie Landeros, a vice president of the bank. "Half of the growth has come in the last four years, because environmental awareness is much greater since the turn of the century," she said.

Depositors come from 47 states and six foreign countries, with more than half of deposits coming from outside the Pacific Northwest, Ms. Landeros said.

"I talk to almost every client I have about programs like those offered by Shorebank and various community development banks," said Gary Matthews, a certified public accountant/personal financial specialist based in New York. Mr. Matthews, who manages $35 million, is part of the Colorado Springs, Colo.-based First Affirmative Financial Network of advisers who specialize in socially conscious investing.

He said his clientele represents an influential demographic known as LOHAS (lifestyles of health and sustainability). According to lohas.com, this cohort, estimated to comprise as many as 50 million, represents an estimated $209 billion U.S. marketplace for goods and services focused on health, the environment, social justice, personal development and sustainable living.

It's not just the LOHAS group that is interested in green financial products, said Peter Liu, president of New Resource Bank, based in San Francisco. Support "can come from all angles — it's not based on politics," he said.

The year-old commercial bank focuses on financing sustainable resources in the community and offers green products such as solar-home equity financing. Since opening last November, the bank has surpassed $120 million in assets. Depositors come from about a dozen states, Mr. Liu said.

United Credit Bank, based in Miami, features a green suite of products, including green car loans for new hybrid cars and special home equity loan rates for certified green homes. The bank launched its green initiative in March when it became one of only nine U.S. banks to sign the United Nations Environment Program Finance Initiative, which includes special terms for certain types of green loans.

Large institutions are also entering the green marketplace. In August, Banc of America Securities LLC of New York, introduced an energy credit mortgage that can save customers up to $1,000 in closing costs on newly constructed properties that meet Energy Star energy efficiency re-quirements.

In another green twist, a Larkspur, Calif.-based mortgage broker, Mortgagegreen, provides an overlay of services to all its loan programs. These "low-impact" services include a free green-rating evaluation for the purchased property, a cash discount based on this rating, and donations in the client's name to Carbonfund of Silver Spring, Md. (to offset carbon emissions), Trees for Life of Wichita, Kan. (to plant fruit trees in developing countries) and other environmentally focused organizations.

Business has been brisk, said owner Tomek Rondio. "It's a market that's brand new and growing." About half of Mortgagegreen's loans are for properties outside its immediate San Francisco-area market.

Katie Sullivan, a consultant with Toronto-based ICF Consulting and author of the U.N. report, cautioned: "It is very important that these products are verified to be associated with real reductions" in environmental decay.

She said that bankers' own lack of environmental awareness sometimes made them reluctant to offer green products to customers.

