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Chair, members of the Committee, 

Thank you for your invitation to appear today. I am joined by Ian Black, the NTMA’s Chief Financial 

and Operating Officer, Frank O’Connor, Director, Funding and Debt Management, Susan O’Halloran, 

Chief Legal Officer, and Ciarán Breen, Director, State Claims Agency (SCA).  

I will provide you with our assessment of the funding environment in which the State is operating 

and an update on the activities of each of the NTMA’s constituent business units – Funding and Debt 

Management, the Ireland Strategic Investment Fund, the National Development Finance Agency, the 

State Claims Agency and NewERA.  

Funding and Debt Management 

I’ll begin with Funding and Debt Management. 

As you would expect, the pandemic and the unprecedented pro-cyclical responses implemented by 

the Government have had a significant impact on the State’s borrowing requirements and on the 

NTMA’s funding activity.  

In 2020, the NTMA issued €24 billion in new long-term bonds at an average rate of 0.21% after 

revising up our initial guidance for the year, from a range of €10 billion to €14 billion to a 

significantly higher range of €20 billion to €24 billion. In addition, the NTMA also raised €1.4 billion in 

private placements with maturities ranging from 58 to 100 years.  

So far in 2021 we have borrowed €16 billion at an average rate of 0.14% against a full-year target 

range of €18 billion to €20 billion.  

In total, since the pandemic began, we have issued €35.75 billion at an average interest rate of 

0.16%. 

As soon as the pandemic hit, the Government quickly introduced the first counter-cyclical fiscal 
response in the history of the State.  This had the effect of putting a floor under the economy and 
the policy response has been enormously impactful.  

That fiscal response was complemented by the ECB stepping in as the lender of last resort, keeping 

interest rates low and expanding its bond buying programmes. 

The total borrowing requirements of European sovereigns in 2020 was €1 trillion and in 2021 it is 
estimated to be something similar.  The ECB’s bond programs have been expanded to almost match 
this sovereign borrowing.  In effect the ECB is buying European issuance one for one. 

ECB policies have insured interest rates remain low and allowed us to continue to re-profile our debt 
and lengthen our average maturity. 
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Despite the increased borrowing our interest bill continues to fall. It is set to fall to €3.5 billion this 
year, down from €7.5 billion just five years ago.  

To put that in perspective, today our interest bill is twice what it was in the 1980’s, but our 
Government revenue is 10 times higher. 

Of course, with a higher stock of debt we will have some refinancing risk in the future. 

The NTMA’s strategy of locking in these low rates for longer means any refinancing risk is still quite a 
few years away. 

The ECB’s policy gives us something perhaps more valuable than low rates – they give us time.  

Time to recover from the pandemic, to gradually reduce the vital but temporary fiscal measures 
introduced so impactfully when the pandemic hit. 

It’s worth reminding ourselves that one of the key reasons Ireland was able to respond so quickly 
and forcefully to the economic challenges presented by the pandemic was our strong fiscal position 
built in the years prior.  Government finances had been on an improving path for many years and 
had recorded a surplus for the two years prior to the pandemic. 

This strong budgetary position meant Ireland could pull hard on the emergency fiscal lever when 
required. 

Our robust credit position and the supportive stance of the ECB are significant and welcome 

differentiators from the last crisis. But they are not the only ones.  

What has been a really encouraging feature of the pandemic – and it’s something that has not gone 

unnoticed by the investors who buy our debt – is that our underlying economy is much stronger and 

more resilient than it was entering the financial crisis a decade ago.  

Coming out of the pandemic crisis, Ireland’s position couldn’t be more different from what it was 

coming out of the financial crisis. 

Prior to the pandemic, households and corporates had been deleveraging for many years and 

balance sheets were in much better shape than in the previous crisis. 

Corporate profits and Government revenue are based on sustainable profitability, as indigenous and 

multinational companies export products that the world wants, such as technology, pharma, food 

and financial services. 

In both crises Ireland had to borrow heavily, but the returns on that investment could not be more 

different. 

And we’re seeing the results of that in the data.  

Real GNI*, instead of falling by 18% in the previous crisis, is set return to 2019 levels later this year. 

Tax revenues which fell by 22% in the previous crisis, is 12% above 2019 levels already. 

Disposable income, instead of falling by 5% in the previous crisis, rose by over 5% in 2020 despite the 

pandemic. 

Ireland’s creditworthiness and reputation with rating agencies and investors is strong.  Our track 
record in recent years is a good one and the ECB’s position means we have time on our hands. 

The question we ask ourselves in the NTMA is not whether Ireland will be hit by another economic 
shock but rather what sort of shape will we be in when it happens. 
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When the crisis hit, we had fiscal room when we needed it most and, in the years ahead we need to 
create that room again. 

 

ISIF 

I’ll turn now to the Ireland Strategic Investment Fund (ISIF) which is currently over €9 billion in size. 

The Fund’s mandate has what we call a ‘double bottom line’ and is required by legislation to provide 

a commercial return and have economic impact for Ireland. 

The Fund published its half-year update recently and the strong investment gains it had generated in 

2020 continued into the first half of 2021.  

In 2020, the Fund made a return of 8.8% - an annual gain of over €700 million. 

This compared very well with investment markets around the world and I’m pleased to say this 
performance has continued in H1 2021 with returns of 5.2% for the first 6 months. 

Investment gains over the past 18 months now exceed €1 billion. 

Included in that figure are investments that have done much better than expected, investments that 
have performed as expected and some that have performed worse than expected. 

Portfolio construction is very important and is designed to amplify the only true mitigant against 
market volatility, and that is diversification. 

For example, currently the portfolio has almost 20% of its assets in cash and cash equivalents and 3% 
of the portfolio in the higher risk tech and biotech sector. 

In our recent half-year update we outlined ISIF’s ambition to drive investment in businesses and 

projects that will have a real impact on addressing our collective climate-related challenges.  

Over the coming years we are targeting sustainable investments of €1 billion in sectors such as 

renewable energy – including onshore and offshore wind generation – energy storage, energy 

efficiency and better use of resources across the waste management, transport, and other sectors.  

Climate action, however, represents just one of ISIF’s priority themes, alongside housing, indigenous 

growth businesses, and regional development. ISIF’s ongoing investments will continue to track 

these priority themes closely, reflecting the importance of each to the economy and ISIF’s wider 

mandate to seek investments that contribute to economic activity and employment in Ireland as 

well as deliver a commercial return.  

Another key element of our Irish investment activity over the past 18 months has been the 

Pandemic Stabilisation and Recovery Fund (PSRF), which was announced by the Minister early in the 

pandemic in May of 2020. The PSRF has investment capacity of up to €2 billion to support businesses 

that have been affected by the pandemic and to invest in their recovery.  

ISIF’s direct and indirect pandemic-related investments in businesses total €613 million across 30 

businesses, platforms and projects. 

In addition, ISIF is currently working on a pipeline of over €920 million in potential investments from 

the PSRF. 

The PSRF will continue to focus on two types of investment: 
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• stabilisation investments in sectors most impacted by the pandemic; and 

• recovery opportunities to help drive Ireland’s indigenous economic recovery. 

 

The PSRF is working as we envisaged at the outset. A pattern that we have identified is that, in 

general, Irish businesses were in a much stronger position than we might have thought going into 

the pandemic – they’re generally well-managed, flexible and resilient.  

We’re finding that the majority of businesses coming to us for investment are looking to use that 

investment to grow in the post-pandemic phase, with a minority looking for funding for stabilisation 

purposes.  

That’s a testament to the strength of so many businesses and for me highlights a real difference 

between the pandemic and the financial crisis of a decade ago.  Businesses are generally stronger, 

with balance sheets that don’t have excessive debt giving them a real advantage in rebuilding and 

resuming their growth plans after the shock of the pandemic.  

Of course, there will be exceptions to this, with sectors such as hospitality, transport and retail that 

have suffered more than others and the PSRF has been able to support many of these businesses.   

Before I conclude on ISIF, I would draw your attention to one of the biggest positive aspects of ISIF’s 

activities.  ISIF has acted as a catalyst for €8.9 billion of commitments by third party co-investment 

partners – a multiple of 1.7x the amount invested by ISIF.   Over the past seven years, ISIF’s 

investment of €5 billion in Irish businesses has been matched by €8.9 billion of institutional 

investment capital leading to €13.9 billion being invested across the island.  The economic impact of 

the Fund has thus been significantly amplified and fulfilling ISIF’s double bottom line mandate, the 

returns to date have been material. 

 

NewERA 

Turning to NewERA, a further 11 commercial State bodies in the transport sector were designated in 

February 2021 to NewERA, bringing the total number of commercial State bodies designated to 

NewERA to 18 and the scope of its activity has continued to widen over the past year. 

A key focus for NewERA has been assessing and advising on the financial challenges arising for the 

commercial State bodies affected by the pandemic, providing financial and shareholder advisory 

services on 144 separate assignments.  There was significant pandemic-related advisory work in 

relation to the commercial State bodies, particularly those in the transport sector, in evaluating the 

financial implications for their operations. 

NewERA, through the financial advisory services it provides to Government Ministers and 

Departments in relation to the commercial State bodies, has an important role to play in assisting 

the State in meeting its climate objectives. NewERA has engaged with the commercial State bodies 

to better understand each company’s approach to sustainability, and in particular the approaches 

taken to climate. This has informed work on the development of a framework as envisaged under 

the Climate Action Plan 2019 for the commercial State sector to address climate action objectives in 

conjunction with the Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications and the 

Department of Public Expenditure and Reform. This framework is currently being finalised. 
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National Development Finance Agency 
 
Turning to the National Development Finance Agency (NDFA), last year was a landmark year for 
project delivery in education and social housing.  It highlighted the State’s ability to deliver new 
infrastructure notwithstanding the enormous disruption suffered by the construction industry as a 
result of the pandemic. 
 
The NDFA oversaw the completion of the State’s largest PPP project on the Technological University 
(TU) Dublin campus in Grangegorman, which will accommodate 10,000 students and 700 staff.  It’s 
been a source of great pride to the team to see this fantastic campus finally open for students this 
year. 
 
The NDFA has also overseen the first social housing PPP programme that is delivering approx. 1,500 
social housing homes. It looks like the PPP model is proving to be a very effective channel to deliver 
high quality social housing at a competitive price. The success of the social housing programme is 
reflected in the Government’s new ‘Housing for All’ strategy, which intends to build on the success 
of the programme and increase the use of the PPP model to deliver social housing. It is intended that 
these PPPs will be delivered in partnership with the NDFA and experienced tenancy management 
service providers such as the Approved Housing Bodies. 

 

The NDFA’s pre-procurement and procurement activities also continued in 2020 on a number of 
other projects, including a new Higher Education programme for 11 Higher Education facilities 
around Ireland. 

 
Recent history of projects delivered using the PPP model has shown the model to be robust in terms 
of value and in terms of effective risk transfer to the private sector. 

 

 
State Claims Agency 

Turning to the work of the State Claims Agency (SCA), our annual report for 2020 disclosed that the 
Agency is managing over 12,000 active claims against State bodies, with an estimated outstanding 
liability of more than €4 billion. 
The SCA resolved over 3,200 claims in 2020, despite the impact of COVID restrictions which resulted 
in the courts being effectively restricted to trials in respect of urgent personal injury claims for most 
of the year.  
 
The SCA continued to pursue mediation as an alternative to the formal court process through 2020, 
particularly with regard to complex clinical claims. 25% of claims concluded by the clinical claims 
team in 2020 where damages were paid involved a mediation process and that’s consistent with 
what we have been saying about our aim, wherever possible, to use mediation. 
 
53% of cases resolved in 2020 were resolved without court proceedings being served. 
 
 
In respect of the SCA’s risk management mandate, pandemic-related work was a priority in 2020 and 
the SCA worked closely with the Department of Health, the HSE, the Department of Education and 
other State bodies on a range of complex indemnity and risk management issues. 
 

R0814 PAC33



The SCA has played a key supporting role in the national COVID-19 effort during 2020 and 2021.  It 
provided incidence analysis and advice to both its healthcare and non-healthcare clients across a 
wide range of issues.   Overall, it issued some 2,000 COVID-19 related advices during 2020.   
 
The COVID-19 response necessitated a rapid updating of NIMS to specifically capture COVID-19 
incidents, and its roll-out to COVID testing locations, community hubs and private hospitals. The SCA 
conducted ongoing analysis of COVID-19 incidents reported on NIMS and provided regular reporting 
to the HSE to inform risk management strategies.  In 2021, the vaccine rollout necessitated the 
design and implementation of a new solution for the capture, recording and analysis of COVID-19 
vaccine adverse reaction incidents.   
 
Based on its incident analysis and on queries received, the SCA issued a range of specific guidance 
documents (indemnity advices, risk advices and patient safety notifications) to State authorities, 
both healthcare and non-healthcare. These addressed recurring themes arising in incidents and 
queries in order to help organisations learn rapidly from the incidents reported.  
 
Other specific activities carried out as part of the State’s response to COVID-19 included 

− working with the Department of Health on the provision of State indemnity to those private 
healthcare facilities and clinicians that provided facilities and additional professional medical 
services resources to the public health system during the first wave of the pandemic and, 
again, in the early months of this year and also on the indemnity provisions, insurance 
arrangements and levels of insurance indemnity contained in the SLAs with these private 
healthcare facilities. 

 

− advising the Department of Health on the provision of State indemnities to the 
manufacturers of seven COVID-19 vaccines and on the provision of indemnity cover to the 
HSE in relation to GPs and pharmacists administering the vaccines on its behalf. The SCA also 
provided advice to the Government’s Vaccine Taskforce on the provision of information to 
and the obtaining of informed consent from the public in relation to the COVID-19 
vaccination programme. It has provided advice to the Department of Health on indemnity 
matters relating to the roll-out of the vaccine programme to the under-18s, the consent 
required from parents/guardians, and the mixing of different vaccines for second doses. 

 

− working closely with the Association of Community and Comprehensive Schools on 
guidelines for re-entering schools for examination assessment purposes in 2020 and the 
reopening of schools in the new academic year. More generally, the SCA provided assistance 
to the Department of Education on the various guidelines provided to schools for re-
opening. It also advised the Department of Education concerning the provision of a State 
indemnity to schools’ boards of management, principals and teachers concerning the system 
of calculated grades that was operated for Leaving Certificate 2020. 

 

− working with the Departments of Health and Education to extend the benefits of the 
General Indemnity Scheme to Special Needs Assistants who were temporarily reassigned to 
the HSE to support children and young people with disabilities and their families in the 
community setting during the period when schools were closed. 

 

− providing guidance to the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform on risk and 
indemnity issues associated with remote working across the public service. 
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− and providing advice and guidance to non-healthcare State authorities, mainly in respect of 
the reoccupation of buildings/workplaces. 

 

 

Apple Escrow Fund 

I will conclude with some brief comments on the NTMA’s role in managing the Apple State aid 

recovery process, which is a complex, high-value project that the Agency is carrying out on behalf of 

the State.  

Establishing the escrow fund that holds the recovered amount, pending the outcome of the legal 

process, was a task that carried significant financial and operational risks, as does the ongoing 

requirement to manage this Fund in accordance with the associated governance arrangements that 

have been put in place.  

The accounts for this Fund are prepared and published separately to the NTMA’s accounts but the 

NTMA’s role in the Fund, working in conjunction with the Department of Finance, to me highlights 

the value that the Agency can bring to the State by using its people, specialist skills and 

infrastructure to provide an effective solution to the State’s requirements that eliminated the need 

to use alternative avenues involving the private sector.  

The Fund invests in ultra-low risk investments with a primary objective of providing a return of 

capital rather than a return on capital. 

 

I hope this gives the Committee a thorough understanding of the key issues that we are facing and 

the progress we are making at present across the NTMA.  

 

My colleagues and I will be happy to take your questions.  
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