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Chairman, thank you very much for the invitation. I felt that it was important 

to take the first opportunity that the Committee offered to address some of 

the issues, misconceptions and inaccuracies that have arisen in previous 

sessions and to mention some other matters that are within your terms of 

reference. I hope that you will forgive my rather lengthy introduction to 

explain the background to this matter.  

I have been asked to provide details about my knowledge and that of the 

deputy First Minister about the National Asset Management Agency (NAMA) 

deal. I want to explain the background to the efforts that we made to help the 

Northern Ireland economy through NAMA's sale of the Northern Ireland 

portfolio and, regardless of the other matters that have subsequently clouded 

the picture, demonstrate how the sale was in the best interests of Northern 

Ireland.  

Before I turn to my substantive evidence, it is important that I deal with three 

preliminary matters. The first is the ongoing National Crime Agency (NCA) 

investigation. You will be aware that, back in July, I supported a full police 

investigation of any issues or concerns around the sale of the NAMA portfolio. I 

welcome the NCA investigation, and I am eager that nothing that I say or do at 

the Committee will, in any way, jeopardise or encroach on its work. I am happy 

to cooperate fully with the NCA and have already indicated my willingness to 

speak to it, if it feels that I can assist with its enquiries.  

The second is the issue of memory. The events that the Committee is 

considering date back over many years and concern proceedings that were, for 

the most part, not controversial at the time. In preparing for this hearing, I 

have done my best to recollect events, although much of it is quite a distant 

memory. I have also taken the opportunity to consult contemporaneous 
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records to assist my recollection of those matters. My evidence should be 

regarded in that context.  I offer this explanation not chiefly as a defence 

against questions that the Committee may ask me but as a possible 

explanation for the frailty of memory from which others may have suffered. 

Thirdly, there is the nature of the Office of the First Minister and deputy First 

Minister. It is clear from some of the evidence to the Committee, from some of 

the questions posed by members and from some of the analysis in the media 

that there is a fundamental misunderstanding of the legal relationship 

between the First Minister and the deputy First Minister. Uniquely in the 

Northern Ireland Executive, OFMDFM has two Ministers. The Department 

operates on the basis that certain decisions are taken jointly. That means that, 

where the Department is carrying out its statutory functions, the agreement of 

the First Minister and the deputy First Minister is required. Notably, it does not 

mean that, in carrying out a range of other duties, each of us requires the 

consent of the other. In this regard, it is common for people or groups to ask to 

see the First Minister or the deputy First Minister but not necessarily both. It is 

also common for Ministers whom I have appointed to ask to meet me or to ask 

me to meet others in relation to the exercise of their departmental functions. 

No doubt, Sinn Féin Ministers similarly consult the deputy First Minister.  

Lest there be any doubt about the matter, a number of years ago, legal advice 

was sought and received from the Attorney General. Both the deputy First 

Minister and I are aware of the terms of that advice. In essence, the Attorney 

advised that there was no legal impediment to either the First Minister or the 

deputy First Minister holding meetings or attending events on their own in 

their ministerial capacity. That was, of course, subject to the limitation that 

such meetings would not undermine the performance of a joint statutory duty. 
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Clearly, in this matter, OFMDFM had no statutory duty. I make that point 

merely to highlight the fact that there would be nothing unusual and certainly  

nothing improper in either Martin or I meeting people without the knowledge 

or agreement of the other, although for the most part, in relation to this issue, 

that was not, in fact, the case.  

That brings me to the substantive issue that prompted the Committee to invite 

me here today: what I and the deputy First Minister did or did not know about 

the sale of NAMA's Northern Ireland portfolio.  

The deputy First Minister was called to give evidence before the Committee 

following an apparent discrepancy between his public statements and those of 

the Finance Minister, my colleague Simon Hamilton. Before I turn to the detail 

of that, I stress that, in giving my evidence, I do not want to give the 

impression that the deputy First Minister deliberately lied to the Committee, 

but I feel that it is my duty, now that the issue has been raised, to set out the 

factual position as well as I can.  

To put it at its lowest, I am surprised, given the common approach that there 

had been to all things NAMA, to find that there is now an attempt to 

demonstrate differences in approach to how the portfolio was handled. From 

the creation of NAMA, through the sale of its Northern Ireland portfolio and 

until recently, Ministers spoke with one voice on every element of the process. 

At the Executive, during North/South Ministerial Council meetings and in 

contributions to the Assembly, there was a united approach to these matters: 

one, we both expressed fears about a potential "fire sale" of assets; two,  

we both welcomed the appointment of local representatives to the Northern 

Ireland advisory committee; three, we both pressed for a dedicated Northern 
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Ireland representative on the NAMA board; four, I agreed when, several years 

after its formation, the deputy First Minister publicly expressed concerns about 

the impact of NAMA on our local businesses; five, not one politician opposed 

the deputy First Minister when he became the first politician to publicly call on 

NAMA to embrace interest from financial institutions wanting to buy NAMA's 

Northern Ireland assets; and, six, we both welcomed the Cerberus purchase of 

NAMA's Northern Ireland portfolio.  There is documentary evidence of all of 

that.  

Unquestionably, my colleagues and I are more active and involved in financial, 

economic and investment matters because of the Departments where our 

Ministers have responsibility. However, put simply, it is my contention that we 

were all in sync on the handling of these matters and the deputy First Minister 

was kept informed of developments in relation to the sale of NAMA's Northern 

Ireland portfolio throughout the process.  

I want to touch on four occasions referred to in his evidence where my 

recollections differ from Martin's. The first occasion relates to the meeting 

with Minister Noonan on 27 September. During his evidence to the 

Committee, the deputy First Minister stated: "On 27 September 2013, there 

was a meeting between the First Minister, the Minister of Finance and 

Personnel Simon Hamilton and Michael Noonan at Stormont. I was not aware 

of that."  That is not correct. In advance of that meeting, I had briefed the 

deputy First Minister on the issues that were going to be raised at the meeting, 

and I had invited him to it. In the event, he was unable to attend the meeting 

due to the fact that he had to attend a funeral, but it was agreed that he would 

be briefed after the meeting. I have a copy of a text message between my 
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special adviser and his that confirms my contention. I can make it available to 

the Committee.  

The second occasion on which I differ from the account of the deputy First 

Minister is 19 December 2013. It was events on that date that gave rise to the 

conflict of evidence between the Finance Minister, Simon Hamilton, and the 

deputy First Minister. That arose out of the release by NAMA of a minute of a 

conversation between Simon and Frank Daly in December 2013 in which Simon 

was reported to have said that the deputy First Minister was aware of interest 

in the portfolio, but subsequently, in January 2014, he reportedly assured Mr 

Daly that the First Minister and deputy First Minister were fully engaged with 

the bid.  The deputy First Minister, in September, disputed that statement, 

according to the BBC.  At the Committee, during questioning by Mr Jim Wells, 

he denied that he had ever discussed the memorandum of understanding 

(MOU) or that he ever saw it.  My clear recollection is that Martin was briefed; 

indeed, it is clear from an email sent to his office that the MOU was being sent 

following a discussion of the matter on 19 December. That conversation was 

with the deputy First Minister and me, and we both had special advisers in 

attendance. It was after that discussion about the MOU that a copy was sent to 

the deputy First Minister.  That evidence completely vindicates the position of 

Simon Hamilton, as the email containing the proposed PIMCO MOU, sent by 

my private secretary, said, "NAMA doc as discussed". I have the email 

confirming that position, and I can make it available to the Committee. 

Moreover, after the Christmas and new year break, a further copy of the MOU 

was sent to another of the deputy First Minister's special advisers, Mr Vincent 

Parker, on 8 January. I have the email confirming that position, and I can make 

it available to the Committee.  
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The third occasion on which I differ from the account of the deputy First 

Minister relates to the conference call on 14 January. While it is correct to say 

that the deputy First Minister, in his evidence to the Committee, accepted that 

he was on the call, he adamantly denied that the MOU was discussed.  

However, after he gave evidence to the Committee, the Department of 

Finance in the Republic released a minute of the conference call that 

confirmed that the MOU was discussed. It shows that Mr McGuinness was 

aware of the fact that PIMCO had made commitments about how it would deal 

with assets and it was our desire to ensure that any other purchaser would do 

the same.  

For the record, the Irish Department of Finance minute of the conference call 

is, in my view, an accurate precis of the conversation. During that conference 

call, it was agreed that the MOU should be forwarded to NAMA. That, again, is 

consistent with the actions of my private secretary in forwarding the MOU to 

NAMA by email. That email is also in my possession, along with the ROI 

Finance Department's minute, and I can make them available to the 

Committee, though I suspect you already have them.  

The fourth occasion on which there is evidence that Martin was being kept in 

the loop was in relation to the meeting with Cerberus on 10 April. During his 

evidence, the deputy First Minister indicated that he was unaware of a 

meeting with Cerberus held on 10 April 2014. However, the deputy First 

Minister was invited to that meeting and was fully aware of it. The meeting 

took place during the week of the Irish president's state visit to the UK. Martin 

and I had attended the banquet for the Irish president at Windsor Castle on 

the Tuesday night. He remained in London for another day after I travelled  
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home.  He was due to return to Northern Ireland for a jobs announcement on 

the Thursday morning, which was the same day as the meeting with Cerberus. 

I have two text messages between special advisers confirming that he was 

invited and was aware of the meeting. Indeed, he had hoped to attend, albeit 

that he would arrive late. I have a copy of the text messages that confirm my 

contention, and I can make them available to the Committee.  

Therefore, whatever way one looks at it, it is clear that the deputy First 

Minister had knowledge of the material facts that were available to me during 

the process. He was invited to the meeting with Michael Noonan in 

September, and he testified, in his own evidence, being briefed after it. He was 

provided with the PIMCO MOU in December and again in January. He was 

party to a conference call where all the issues where fully ventilated, and he 

was invited to the Cerberus meeting in April.  

Reference was made to the PIMCO meeting in May 2013. It was one of a 

significant number of meetings that I have attended over the years relating to 

matters where one of my Ministers has lead responsibility, and I, as First 

Minister, would either welcome or encourage investor interest. The deputy 

First Minister is often engaged when such contacts become hopeful 

propositions. That is particularly true of DETI contacts. Although, more than 

two and half years on, I have very little detailed memory of that meeting, 

which Sammy Wilson also attended, I do, however, remember being impressed 

by the company, which expressed an interest in working in a manner that 

would have been beneficial to the Northern Ireland interest.  

The first Cerberus meeting, at which Dan Quayle was present, was also an 

introductory meeting. The meeting comprised a presentation by Cerberus on 

the company's business reach and practice, which I received a hard copy of. 
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That was followed by a rather longer and perhaps more interesting discussion 

about the political scene in the United States. I need hardly add that PIMCO 

and Cerberus acted in an entirely proper and professional manner in all their 

contacts with us.  

Turning to the broader issues in relation to the sale of the NAMA portfolio, I 

would like to address a number of important matters. My involvement in the 

whole process was sporadic over the period, with the Minister of Finance 

being involved on a more routine basis, given the responsibilities of that 

Department. I will take care not to trespass on the areas that are at the heart 

of the NCA investigation, but it is important that I set the record straight on the 

background to the deal.  

First, I will give the broader context. It is important to understand that, by 

2013, the sale by NAMA of the Northern Ireland portfolio was in the economic 

interests of the Province. I have no hesitation in saying that the sale, which 

would result in a structured disposal of the portfolio, was good for Northern 

Ireland. I welcomed the deal between NAMA and Cerberus in a press 

statement, while the deputy First Minister welcomed it on behalf of Executive 

Ministers in the Assembly.  

The picture back in 2009 was somewhat different. As you will be aware, when 

NAMA was set up, there was considerable concern about the impact that it 

would have on our economy. In particular, there was a worry that the 

Northern Ireland assets would be sold off in a fire sale, resulting in an already 

depressed property market in the Province being undermined. In the end, 

because of the good relationship that was built up with the authorities in the 

Republic and NAMA's handling of the portfolio, that fear proved unfounded. 

However, as the years passed, while it was clear that the concerns about a fire 
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sale were not being realised, huge property portfolios in Northern Ireland were 

tied up and remained undeveloped. Ministers were concerned that, after years 

of economic recession caused by the global banking crisis, while land and 

property prices in other parts of these islands were beginning to rise, the 

Northern Ireland market was showing no sign of recovery. We knew that banks 

were sitting on development sites, as were the Presbyterian Mutual Society 

(PMS), their administrators, as well as NAMA. We also knew that we had been 

unable to go to market with much of our own surplus government assets. 

Confidence simply did not exist in the property market, and many of those 

who, in the past, had been our key local developers had been badly stung. 

Many were in debt to the banks and other institutions. Some were already out 

of business.  

During the spring of 2013, NAMA announced that it would fund the 

development of two Northern Ireland sites. We all welcomed that but 

recognised that NAMA did not have the resources to do that for the rest of the 

portfolio. At the same time, NAMA put a Portrush hotel into administration, 

and concerns existed that that scenario would become more common. What 

was required was a structured disposal followed by investment, to get the 

market moving.  I believe that it was around May 2013, with that backdrop, 

that I was asked, along with Sammy Wilson, to meet a company that was 

interested in purchasing the NAMA Northern Ireland portfolio. I cannot be 

sure, but the first meeting may have been set up at the request of either Frank 

Cushnahan or Ian Coulter or both. From any previous engagement with Ian and 

Frank, I had always found them to be motivated by the best interests of 

Northern Ireland. I knew Ian through his work for the CBI, where his peers 

respected him so highly that they elevated him to the Northern Ireland 

chairmanship. The deputy First Minister and I were particularly aware of his 
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involvement in the campaign to get a lower local rate of corporation tax, but 

we also met him in relation to economic matters in his CBI capacity. I have 

known Frank since he was the chairman of the Belfast Harbour Commissioners 

and, again, when as Finance Minister, I was creating the performance and 

efficiency delivery unit. In more recent times, he provided assistance for the 

Presbyterian Mutual Society and Glentoran when both organisations faced 

crisis. He was also a member of the cross-sectoral advisory group that Martin 

and I chaired. In addition, during direct rule, he was appointed as the 

independent board member of OFMDFM.  

In relation to the Northern Ireland portfolio, they made the case that 

development was being hindered by the legal constants on NAMA and local 

interests would be better served if the portfolio was sold to some other 

organisation that was able to take a more proactive approach to the 

properties. That was a similar point to that made by the deputy First Minister 

in the Assembly about 18 months earlier. The point was also made that NAMA 

had commenced or would soon be faced with commencing the escalation of 

payment demands under personal, corporate and cross-company guarantees. 

Those would come from Northern Ireland borrowers and would mean an 

extraction of significant cash flows from the local economy. It would mean 

cash coming out of trading companies and would burden them with additional 

debt at a time when they should have been investing in the economic recovery 

in Northern Ireland.  

Over that period, I met Frank or Ian from time to time, mostly on the margins 

of other engagements or events. Rather than occupy my time, one or other or 

both met my special adviser Richard Bullick on a number of occasions to 

discuss these developments. The purpose of the contacts was to seek to  
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ensure that, whether with PIMCO, Cerberus or any other bidder, we would 

have the best possible assurance as to how any purchaser would operate here. 

Indeed, the efforts that were made to ensure the protection of Northern 

Ireland interests could be considered to run contrary to the interests of any 

potential purchaser.  

It was in that setting that the proposal from PIMCO of an MOU, should they be 

successful in acquiring the portfolio, was received. Any Northern Ireland 

politician who cared about the local economy would have welcomed such a 

deal. Here was a company promising to work with debtors and assist in 

developing out their frozen assets. They committed that they would not cash 

in personal or cross-company guarantees and undertook to utilise local labour. 

Moreover, though you would not think it, given some of the comments that 

have been made, the MOU was to cover every debtor and not a so-called 

privileged few. It is hardly surprising that the Finance Minister and I favoured 

such a proposition, nor should it surprise anyone that the deputy First Minister 

and I would later seek to have similar commitments from any other bidder for 

the portfolio.  

By its very nature, the whole process was confidential. The companies involved 

did not want publicity before a deal would be concluded, and we were initially 

reluctant to unsettle the local market by suggesting that the entire portfolio 

was up for sale. However, in my press statement released as soon as a deal 

was announced, I indicated that we would shortly meet the Cerberus team to 

discuss the way forward. That was the meeting that took place on 10 April. The 

deputy First Minister also welcomed the deal on behalf of the Executive 

Ministers in the Northern Ireland Assembly.  
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It hardly needs to be said that I did not have or share lead responsibility for 

these matters and those in our Executive who did had no decision-making 

power. The running of any competition was entirely undertaken by NAMA in 

accordance with its legislative duties. At no stage did I witness NAMA depart 

from its fiduciary responsibilities.  

It is fair to say that we had a different primary focus from NAMA, in that we 

wanted what was best for Northern Ireland. It was our aim and duty to protect 

the interests of those who are the engines of the Northern Ireland economy. 

Bluntly, it was not our responsibility either to maximise the value for the 

Republic's taxpayer or, for that matter, the profitability of the deal for the 

company that purchased the assets.  NAMA, on the other hand, was charged 

with getting the best deal for the Republic's taxpayers, and, in doing so, it 

rejected both the request for a single-bidder process and the suggestion that 

conditions should be applied to other bidders to govern their conduct in the 

disposal of the portfolio.  

Let me be clear: I am unashamedly and unapologetically pro-business. It is our 

business community that creates wealth in our society. They create the jobs, 

and their activity grows our economy.  

Finally, Mr Chairman, during a previous public session an outrageous and 

groundless accusation was made. Naturally, not one shred of evidence was 

produced to support it. For the record, I repeat: I neither received, expected to 

receive, sought nor was offered a single penny as a result of the NAMA sale. I 

am offended by the allegation but, given its source, hardly surprised. Any and 

all efforts that I made were motivated by what was in the best interests of our 

economy. It would have been a dereliction of my duty not to seek to protect 

the position of Northern Ireland. Doing this is all that I have ever sought to do. 




