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Introduction: 

Thank you to Chair, Deputy Mary Butler, the Committee and staff for the opportunity to 

present on this most important of topics. My name is Seamus Maye, I am founder and Chair of 

International Small Business Alliance [ISBA] and Joint Chair of the Public Banking Forum of 

Ireland [PBFI]. I have worked at the coalface of Irish business for 40 odd years with particular 

emphasis on SME’s and Competition Policy. 

Cost of Doing Business in Ireland: 

One could hardly think of a more appropriate topic for discussion than “Cost of Doing Business 

in Ireland”. It goes to the very core of the socio-economic well-being of our country; it is key 

to competitiveness, to sustainable jobs and sustainable housing. We hear a lot about costs in 

Ireland; several years ago, Eddie Hobbs gave us Rip-Off Ireland and back in 2005, Phil Hogan 

made an impassioned speech to the Dáil on Competition Law Reform citing the reason for his 

motion as: - 

• The complete refusal of the Government to deal with Rip Off Ireland 

• It’s complete inability to tackle the vested interests 

• It’s complete antipathy to consumers and small business as a result of the flourishing 

anti-competitive practices that it is happy to ignore. 

It is now 2018 and we are still talking about High Costs, talking but not doing anything. I have 

noted the contributions of the many other groups that have contributed to this discussion. I 

intend to approach the topic of “Cost of doing business in Ireland” somewhat more generically 

and from a macro-economic point of view, because I believe there are significant 

misconceptions about “Price” and “Cost”. Price does not, in of itself determine profit, rather 

profit is determined by price minus costs. However, importantly, price determines 

competitiveness and we are not good at competitiveness in Ireland. 

As a country, we owe a lot to Whittaker and Lemass for setting the foundation for our incredibly 

successful FDI program. Perhaps we have overcooked it. We wrote to Enda Kenny on the 

occasion of him becoming Taoiseach, back on March 10th, 2011 stating: - 

“Our high cost base is the reason why our corporate tax rate is so crucial to economic recovery. 

We should not have put ourselves in this position………we in Ireland must act swiftly to radically 

reduce our cost base.” 

How prophetic those words have turned out to be! In the past seven years, we have seen our 

FDI policy come under heavy and sustained attack. Both the U.S. and U.K. have committed to 

very significant cuts to corporate tax rates. Moreover, the E.U. is moving towards a federal tax 

regime and OECD is working to creating a fairer corporate tax environment, certainly in terms 

of aligning profits with economic activity. The Commission’s Apple Tax decision has put more 

pressure and spotlight on Ireland’s corporate tax model.   

We can no longer rely on our decades old FDI policy as a panacea to providing mass 

employment, we will have to focus more and more on our oft neglected indigenous economy. 

Our indigenous economy has massive potential; for example, there is potential for exponential 

growth in value-added in the agri and aqua-marine sectors; a whole new industry can be 
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created through effective processing of “Fifth Quarter” from the beef, pig and sheep sector1. 

The shoe making sector can be revived. We have seen what competitiveness has done for the 

Craft Brewing sector, admittedly a somewhat false competitiveness, driven by substantial 

excise credits but nevertheless, it shows that competitiveness works.  

Article 45 Irish Constitution 1937: 

Our forefathers understood competitiveness, that is why they crafted Article 45 of our 

Constitution2 (Appendix 1). Article 45 is dedicated to competition, it is a cornerstone of how 

we are supposed to be running our country, yet it continues to be ignored by the body politic 

at large. Why have we let a small number of large corporations dominate so many key sectors; 

why do we give these corporations monopoly and duopoly market power, when they 

constantly abuse it?  

Perhaps, Transparency International3 nails it. It states that “Legal Corruption played a role in 

the poor regulation and weak oversight of financial institutions which led to Ireland’s banking 

crisis”. It goes on to describe “legal corruption” as taking “many forms and includes cronyism, 

patronage and ‘State capture’-when powerful groups manipulate policy formation to serve 

their own interests rather than the public interest”. 

Experts View: 

As far back as 2004, Dr. John Fingleton4 told the Public Accounts Committee that: - 

• There is a considerable shortfall in what the Irish economy needs in terms of competition. 

• Cartels amount to theft because people meet to decide that the customer is the enemy, 

the competitor their friend and they make an agreement (to charge artificially high 

prices). 

• There are wide sectors of the economy where there are serious competition problems. 

• We are not putting enough resources into enforcing competition relative to the historical 

legacy. 

• Private enforcement (of competition law) has absolutely failed. 

• It will not be until judges decide to convict people who are members of the same golf clubs 

of which they themselves are members, that we will really see white collar crime being 

tackled. 

                                                           
1 The fifth quarter is now used in the making of pharmaceuticals, cosmetics, household and industrial goods e.g. 

ointments, binders for plaster and asphalt, footballs, lubricants, soaps, lipsticks, face and hand creams and 

ingredients for explosives are produced from the inedible fats from beef. In addition, fatty acids are used in the 

production of chemicals, biodegradable detergents, pesticides and floatation agents. Bones, horns and hooves 

are used to make buttons, bone china, piano keys, glues and fertiliser, also gelatine for photographic film, paper, 

wallpaper, sandpaper, combs, toothbrushes and violin string. More than one hundred individual drugs including 

insulin are derived from cattle. 

2Article 45 is a Directive Principle of the Constitution and it is the duty of the Oireachtas to enshrine these 

principles into law through legislation.  

3 Transparency International 2012 National Integrity Systems Report on Ireland 

 
4 Dr. Fingleton was then head of the Competition Authority 
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Dr. Fingleton then estimated that anti-competitive practises were costing (in today’s terms) 

more than €5 billion per year – this equates to circa €3,000 per household per year. We believe 

this figure to be very conservative.  

Going back to Article 45 (2) [iv]: - It states, “That in what pertains to the control of credit, the 

constant and predominant aim shall be the welfare of the people as a whole”. We all know that’s 

not what happened in the Irish banking sector. Why do we continue to give Irish Pillar Banks a 

monopoly over the creation of credit? 

Pumping up the balance sheets of Pillar Banks by allowing them charge artificially high interest 

rates, rates that far exceed those of other E.U. member states5 is entirely incompatible with 

driving our indigenous economy. It is worth looking at how German Industry is structured 

(Appendix 2). Germany’s economy is 70% funded through Public / Community Banks.  Ireland 

committed to introducing competition to the Banking Market as a prerequisite for the bail-out, 

but no such competition has been introduced.  

The SBCI is a manifestly flawed and expensive approach to re-banking Ireland. The real answer, 

then and now, is to introduce Public / Community Banking to Ireland. Currently, there are huge 

concerns that a potential competitor, the Post Office network, is set to be captured by the 

Pillar Banks in what would be an extraordinary setback in the quest to lower our cost base, 

while Credit Unions are subject to a host of anti-competitive restrictions that prevent them 

from offering competition to the Pillar Banks. 

Core Issue: 

In short, the Irish economy is riddled with cartels and other market abuses, which have in turn 

created an artificially high cost base thus eroding our competitiveness. For example, Beef 

Farmers are being squeezed out of existence by excessive input prices and unviable trade 

terms for their end product, primarily due to the structure and behaviour of the market. There 

are very significant cost issues in the Banking, Agri, Legal, Housing, Construction Materials, 

Insurance and Pharmaceutical sectors to name but a few, together with a decidedly unhealthy 

dominance in the Media sector. 

The Real Problem: 

Ireland’s competition law enforcement regime has been an abysmal failure over its 27-year 

life. It lacks independence, power, competence, adequate resources and most of all, the 

culture to carry out its statutory function in any meaningful way. 

Solution: 

I have no doubt, but we can turn Ireland into the “Best Little Country in the World to do 

Business In” but we must tackle the Culture of High Costs. 

Thank you all for your attention.  

_________________________________ 

                                                           
5 Germany currently offers 30-year mortgages, fixed for 10 years at 1.1% and business loans at between 1% 
and 3%. 
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Irish Constitution 1937 

 

Article 45: -  Directive Principles of Social Policy 

The principles of social policy set forth in this Article are intended for the general guidance of the 
Oireachtas. The application of those principles in the making of laws shall be the care of the 
Oireachtas exclusively and shall not be cognisable by any Court under any of the provisions of 
this Constitution. 

 

 
1 The State shall strive to promote the welfare of the whole people by securing and protecting as 
effectively as it may a social order in which justice and charity shall inform all the institutions of 
the national life. 

 

 2 The State shall, in particular, direct its policy towards securing: – 
 

 
i That the citizens (all of whom, men and women equally, have the right to an adequate means of 

livelihood) may through their occupations find the means of making reasonable provision for 
their domestic needs. 

 

 ii That the ownership and control of the material resources of the community may be so distributed 
amongst private individuals and the various classes as best to subserve the common good. 

 

 
iii That, especially, the operation of free competition shall not be allowed so to develop as to result 

in the concentration of the ownership or control of essential commodities in a few individuals 
to the common detriment. 

 

 iv That in what pertains to the control of credit the constant and predominant aim shall be the 
welfare of the people as a whole. 

 

 v That there may be established on the land in economic security as many families as in the 
circumstances shall be practicable. 

 

 3 1° The State shall favour and, where necessary, supplement private initiative in industry and 
commerce. 

 

 
2° The State shall endeavour to secure that private enterprise shall be so conducted as to ensure 

reasonable efficiency in the production and distribution of goods and as to protect the public 
against unjust exploitation. 

 

 
4 1° The State pledges itself to safeguard with especial care the economic interests of the weaker 
sections of the community, and, where necessary, to contribute to the support of the infirm, the 
widow, the orphan, and the aged. 

 

 

2° The State shall endeavour to ensure that the strength and health of workers, men and women, 
and the tender age of children shall not be abused and that citizens shall not be forced by 
economic necessity to enter avocations unsuited to their sex, age or strength. 

 

_______________________________________  
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Germany V Ireland 

 

Banking Models Compared 
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Structure of German Economy / Interest Rates 

 

Germany’s Public Bank Sparkasse is currently providing 30-year mortgages, fixed for 10 years at 1.1%. 

Business loans are available from 1% - 3%. The results of cost competitive banking are quite remarkable 

as can clearly be seen in Table 1 below, (figures taken from an October 2015 research paper6 authored 

by Germany’s KfW Bank Group): - 

 

Now compare interest rates between Germany and Ireland-this example shows Irish interest 

rates at a staggering five times the rates available in Germany for a similar Business Loan. 

                                                           
6 https://www.kfw.de/migration/Weiterleitung-zur-Startseite/Homepage/KfW-Group/Research/PDF-Files/The-
SME-sector-in-Germany.pdf 

 

• 3.67 million small and medium enterprises form the backbone of the German 
economy. 
 

• These represent 99.95% of all companies. 
 

• 87% have a turnover of less than €1 million. 
 

• Less than 1% have a turnover of greater than €50 million. 
 

• They employ 29.1 million people or 68% of the working population.  
 

• They provide training for 1.2 million young people-that is 89% of all trainees. 
 

• Micro Enterprises with less than 10 employees provide a good third (34%) of 
workplaces in the German SME sector. 

 


