
The Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunications, called SWIFT, is 
considered a cornerstone of global transactions. Before SWIFT came into existence, 
international interbank telecommunication was managed through Telex-Messages. After 
the decline of the telex message system, SWIFT was founded on 3 May 1973 as a non-
profit cooperative organization to create a shared worldwide data processing and 
communication link. Furthermore, it was headquartered in Brussels as a diplomatic 
alternative to the intense rivalry between New York and London.[1] At its founding, SWIFT 
membership amounted to 239 banks from fifteen Western countries. Its main task was to 
create common standards for the transmission of financial information. A year later, 
SWIFT connected to Asian countries. By 1987, SWIFT's user base began to expand with 
the participation of broker-dealers, exchanges, central depositories, and clearing 
institutions. According to its website, SWIFT's 2020 strategy envisages a strong focus on 
core objectives, building its financial crime compliance portfolio and expanding its market 
infrastructure.[2]

As can be understood from the brief information given above, SWIFT is designed to make 
international payments quickly and efficiently as per its establishment purpose. However, 
past examples show that SWIFT can also be used as a weapon, even though it is 
nominally independent. For example, in 2012, SWIFT, under pressure from the United 
States (US) and the European Union (EU), agreed that Iran's membership violated 
American and European sanctions and, as a result, sanctioned Iranian banks were 
disconnected from the system. SWIFT announced this decision with the following 
explanation:

"The new European Council decision, as confirmed by the Belgian Treasury, prohibits 
companies such as SWIFT to continue to provide specialised financial messaging 
services to EU-sanctioned Iranian banks. SWIFT is incorporated under Belgian law 
and has to comply with this decision as confirmed by its home country government. 
This EU decision forces SWIFT to take action. Disconnecting banks is an 
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extraordinary and unprecedented step for SWIFT. It is a direct result of international 
and multilateral action to intensify financial sanctions against Iran. SWIFT has been 
and remains in full compliance with all applicable sanctions regulations of the 
multiple jurisdictions in which it operates and has received confirmation of this from 
the competent regulatory authorities. As a global provider of secure messaging 
services, SWIFT is not involved in or control over the underlying financial 
transactions that are contained in the messages of its member banks."[3]

On the other hand, known for its numerous resolutions threatening non-EU countries, 
including Turkey, with sanctions on various issues, the European (Union) Parliament has 
adopted resolutions proposing to remove Russia from SWIFT. For example, the Parliament 
resolution of 29 April 2021 on Russia regarding "the case of Alexei Navalny, the military 
build-up on Ukraine's border and Russian attacks in the Czech Republic" underscored that 
"Russia should be excluded from the SWIFT payment system."[4] Furthermore, according 
to a recent resolution adopted 16 December 2021 on "the situation at the Ukrainian 
border and in Russian-occupied territories of Ukraine", the EU Parliament once again 
threatened Russia with exclusion from the SWIFT payment system, thereby excluding 
Russian companies from the international financial market."[5] As per the press release of 
the EU Parliament, the resolution was adopted by 548 votes in favour, 69 against, and 54 
abstentions.[6]

In addition to these threats of the EU Parliament, according to the US White House press 
release of 7 December 2021, regarding US President Joe Biden's video call with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, Biden voiced the deep concerns of the US and its European allies 
to Putin about Russia's escalation of forces surrounding Ukraine and made it clear that 
"the U.S. and its Allies would respond with strong economic and other measures in the 
event of military escalation."[7]

It is possible to say that these statements indicate that the US and the EU are seriously 
considering removing Russia from the SWIFT system in case of tension. In this context, we 
think it would be helpful to briefly recall what kind of measures Russia envisages against 
this kind of practice, which has the potential to affect the economic situation in Eurasia 
and world trade in general. According to available sources, back in 2014 after Russia 
annexed Ukraine's Crimea Peninsula, there were calls to cut Russia off from SWIFT. In 
response, a Kremlin-backed development of a domestic financial-communications 
platform was established to protect Russia. Known as the System for Transfer of Financial 
Messages (SPFS), the Russian platform had more than 400 member banks -- including two 
dozen from former Soviet states -- and handled one-fifth of all domestic financial 
communications as of the end of 2020.

Meanwhile, it should also be taken into account that in case certain Russian banks are 
disconnected from SWIFT, these Russian banks and multinationals looking for ways to 
move money may find a warm welcome in the growing Chinese Cross-border Interbank 
Payment System (CIPS). Like SPFS, CIPS network is tiny compared to SWIFT. However, 
CIPS has users in over a hundred countries. Besides, the People's Bank of China, which 
manages the system, is likely to be pleased to expand its reach and be seen as an 
alternative to the US and EU-driven Western banking systems. It should be noted that a 
virtual meeting between Chinese President Xi Jinping and Russian President Putin took 
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place on 15 December 2021. Reuters news agency reported this meeting with the 
headline of "Putin and Xi cement partnership in the face of Western pressure." It would be 
rash to assume that this cooperation may only be limited to security issues.

In recent years, there has been a significant increase in both the EU and the US use of 
economic sanctions to force other countries they consider as adversaries in line with 
Western interests. Being in the same alliance no longer suffices in guaranteeing exclusion 
from such economic sanctions. On the contrary, such sanctions have been turned into a 
teaching lesson even to allies, and it is undeniable that this behavior has reached a level 
that will shake even the strongest alliances. It should also be kept in mind that this 
contemptuous approach erodes the patience of the public opinions of the countries that 
are not included in the Western World or constantly excluded despite being in that group. 
It is unlikely that the results of employing this method, which has become a habit for the 
US and the EU, to the most significant countries of the world, such as Russia and China, in 
terms of their military power as well as their economies, will lead to beneficial results. On 
the contrary, if they take this road, it may be possible for the US and the EU to face a 
broader front than they expect. The developments in the coming period may serve as a 
reminder that the Western world must act with common sense to avoid sowing divisions in 
the world trade system.

 

*Photo: https://www.swift.com/
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