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Strategic Banking Corporation of Ireland (SBCI) 

Opening remarks to the Public Accounts Committee 

Tuesday 9th March 2021 

Ian Black, Interim Chief Executive 

 

Chair and Members of the Committee,  

 

Thank you for your invitation to appear today. I am joined by Suzanne Sweeney, Head of 

Lending, and Ray Mangan, Head of Risk, Finance and Operations.  

 

Introduction  

 

The SBCI is Ireland’s promotional financial institution for SMEs and has been in business for 

a little over 6 years. In that time, we have provided over €2.3 billion in low-cost, flexible 

funding and over 35,000 individual facilities to Irish SMEs and farmers. Over €1.9 billion of 

SBCI-supported facilities have been drawn down by SMEs to date. We serve SMEs of all sizes 

- our individual loan facilities have ranged in size from €5,000 to €4 million. The launch of 

the Government’s Covid-19 Credit Guarantee scheme has provided an additional €2bn in 

guarantee capacity to support the SME finance market. To date the CCGS has provided over 

4,000 SMEs with funding of €264m.  

 

At the outset I would like to ask members of the Committee today that, if you are aware of 

any constituent who owns or works for an SME that is looking for funding, please refer them 

to us. We will point them in the right direction as to the facilities that are most appropriate 

for them and where they can access those facilities through our on-lending partners. While 

SME awareness of the supports we offer through our lending partners is relatively high, we 

would welcome your help in bringing our services to the attention of your constituents 

whenever possible.  
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To date, we have teamed up with 33 on-lenders, comprising the 5 retail banks operating in 

Ireland, 9 non-bank institutions and 19 Credit Unions. These Credit Unions are located 

throughout the country.  

 

In our early years, we sourced low-cost funding which we lent to partners to allow them to 

lend to their SME customers at a discount to the prevailing market rate. This gave SMEs 

access to lower-cost funding which provided both cost savings and cashflow benefits to 

them.  

 

In recent years, our role has evolved to reflect changing market conditions. We began 

offering risk-sharing schemes through partner on-lenders and we now support SME 

borrowers through 5 separate risk-sharing schemes tailored to meet specific challenges 

facing SMEs. Risk-sharing allows lending partners to provide loans without taking all of the 

credit risk, which facilitates easier access for SMEs to these loans through more attractive 

security requirements, lending criteria or loan pricing. The SBCI’s counter-cyclical model has 

allowed it to respond quickly to emerging challenges including the COVID-19 pandemic and 

Brexit.  The value of the SBCI as a ready-made conduit for State support was clearly 

evidenced by the delivery of the COVID-19 Working Capital Scheme and the COVID-19 Credit 

Guarantee Scheme as timely responses to the crisis. 

 

The provision of risk-sharing schemes was made possible by the SBCI acting as Ireland’s 

conduit for Government funding and European SME support schemes, initiated by 

institutions including the European Investment Bank and European Investment Fund.  These 

schemes aim to make it easier for SMEs to access finance for working capital and 

investment purposes. 

 

We also operate the Covid-19 Credit Guarantee Scheme, launched last year, on behalf of the 

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment and operated a similar Credit Guarantee 

Scheme to enhance SME access to finance since 2016. 
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Individual SBCI schemes  

 

I would like to give you a flavour of the individual schemes and products that we currently 

support. These are:  

 

− Agriculture Cashflow Support Loan Scheme (fully subscribed) 

− The Covid-19 Working Capital Loan Scheme 

− The Covid-19 Credit Guarantee Scheme 

− The Future Growth Loan Scheme 

− The Brexit Loan Scheme 

− Invoice financing services and 

− Leasing and Hire Purchase services 

 

The Covid-19 Working Capital Loan Scheme was launched last April, within 2 weeks of the 

introduction of the very first Covid-related public health restrictions. It has made an initial 

€200m available through AIB, Bank of Ireland and Ulster Bank.  

 

It offers loans of between €25,000 and €1.5m at a maximum interest rate of 4%, with loan 

terms ranging from 1 year to 3 years.  

 

To date 996 loans with a total value of €134m have been approved  

 

The Covid-19 Credit Guarantee Scheme was launched last September, building on the 

existing Credit Guarantee Scheme which the SBCI had operated since 2016. This scheme, 

which has capacity of up to €2 billion if required, aims to assist viable SMEs who are 

impacted by Covid-19 in accessing credit. 

 

It operates by providing an 80% guarantee from the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and 

Employment to participating finance providers (currently AIB, Bank of Ireland, Ulster Bank, 

19 Credit Unions spread throughout the country, and a number of other non-bank lenders) 
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on qualifying loans to SMEs. To date 4,032 loans with a total value of €264m have been 

approved. We are aware of some public commentary asking why SMEs have not taken up 

more of the capacity available under this scheme; the answer to this is that the €2 billion 

capacity is an important statement of intent, that the capacity is there if needed. It is not a 

benchmark or a target for deployment; it is there if SMEs need it. From our experience with 

tens of thousands of SMEs we have found that the decision to take on additional borrowing 

is rarely taken lightly. We have seen with other schemes that take-up levels often increase 

sharply when SMEs feel more certain about the future outlook and their specific 

circumstances.   

 

The Future Growth Loan Scheme was launched in 2019 and extended last year bringing the 

total available funding under the scheme to €800m. It has made loans available through AIB, 

Bank of Ireland, Permanent TSB, Ulster Bank, KBC and more recently Close Brothers. It offers 

loans from €25,000 to a maximum of €3 million.  

 

The initial maximum loan interest rate is 4.5% for loans of less than €250,000 and 3.5% for 

loans above this amount. Loan terms range from 7 to 10 years. To date 3,181 loans with a 

total value of €635m have been approved with AIB, Bank of Ireland, Permanent TSB and 

Ulster Bank all using up the full capacity allotted to them under the scheme. 

 

The Brexit Loan Scheme was launched in 2018. We diverted some of the capacity from this 

scheme to the Covid-19 Working Capital Loan Scheme to reflect SMEs placing a higher 

priority on more immediate Covid-19 challenges than on medium-term Brexit challenges, 

but we expect to see stronger take-up of this scheme since the final shape of the UK’s exit 

terms from the EU became clearer. The Brexit scheme is available through AIB, Bank of 

Ireland and Ulster Bank. It offers loans of €25,000 to €1.5 million at a maximum interest rate 

of 4%, with loan terms ranging from 1 year to 3 years.  

 

To date 287 loans with a total value of €58m have been approved. 
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Finally, turning to our invoice financing services and leasing and hire purchase services: 

Invoice finance is a working capital facility that provides flexible finance, which can grow in 

line with a business’s own sales growth. In simple terms, invoice finance releases cash 

currently tied up in outstanding customer invoices, which can help improve cashflow and 

give SMEs the flexibility to grow their business. 

 

This type of finance is available to SMEs through a partnership between the SBCI and Bibby 

Financial Services.  

 

Separately, SBCI-backed leasing and hire purchase services are currently offered through 

Capitalflow, Fexco Asset Finance, Finance Ireland and SME Finance & Leasing. 

 

To date the SBCI has committed a total of €398m in support of these products and 

services. 

 

Strategic Review 

 

I would also like to brief the committee on the scheduled strategic review undertaken by 

the SBCI, which concluded last year and resulted in the development of a new strategy for 

the period 2020 to 2025.  

This review was informed by an external analysis undertaken by EY and was conducted in 

accordance with the requirement in the legislation establishing the SBCI for a periodic 

review to ensure that it continues to meet its objectives.  

 

The key elements of the SBCI’s strategy for the period 2020 to 2025 are as follows:  

 

− We plan to launch a range of new SME funding options during the period 2020-2025 

− We will be Ireland’s conduit for major European SME funding programmes 

− We will explore the potential for supporting new SME energy retrofit schemes 

− We will explore the potential for supporting new loans to higher-risk, higher-growth 

SMEs, together with new forms of finance such as mezzanine/junior debt. 
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Conclusion 

 

I would like to conclude my opening remarks by acknowledging the contribution to the 

SBCI’s development over the past 6 years of Nick Ashmore, who served as Chief Executive of 

the SBCI from inception until last month. I was appointed interim CEO by the SBCI Board 

pending the recruitment of a permanent CEO and will step down when that appointment is 

made and return to my role as Chief Financial and Operating Officer at the NTMA. As you 

are aware the NTMA provides staffing and infrastructure supports for the SBCI and while the 

SBCI is a separate entity with its own Board, all SBCI staff are employees of the NTMA. 

 

I hope that my opening remarks and the slide presentation we circulated separately have 

given the Committee a better understanding of the work of the SBCI. Suzanne, Ray and I will 

do our best to answer any questions you may have.  

Thank you.  

 

ends 

 

 

 

 


