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1. CHAIRPERSON AND MEMBERS OF THE COMMITTEE  

1.1 Thank you for the invitation to attend today’s meeting, which concerns 

the financial statements of the University of Limerick for 2019 / 2020.  

1.2 In attendance with me today are:  

(a) Ms Mary Harney, Chancellor of the University of Limerick; and  

(b) Mr Gary Butler, Chief Financial and Performance Officer  

2. INTRODUCTION  

2.1 If you will allow me, I would like to briefly share with you some thoughts 

on the institution of which I am extremely proud to be President. A 

modern university must meet a variety of societal needs, it must be a 

centre of high-quality education and research; a place for the discovery 

of new knowledge and better understanding about the world and 

ourselves; and perhaps most importantly, a vital force in realising the full 

cultural, social and economic potential of the communities that it serves.  

2.2 Since its establishment, University of Limerick has been a dynamic 

catalyst for change for the people of Limerick, the broader mid-west and 

nationally. The capacity of our University to build and sustain deep and 

mutually beneficial relationships with industry continues to be a major 

driver of this region’s economic prosperity and social transformation. In 

addition to that, our strong academic and growing international research 

profile has attracted talented people across a broad range of disciplines, 

nationalities and cultures to come here to study, live and work.  
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2.3 Beginning this month, UL will celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of its 

establishment in 1972. In addition to celebrating our unique heritage this 

will be an opportunity for us to articulate and to promote our excellence 

in research and education, and to highlight the extraordinary 

achievements of our students, alumni, and of course our staff.  

2.4 This important anniversary also coincides with, and has very much 

informed our current Strategic Plan, UL@50 which we have recently 

refreshed, and also the development of our Sustainability Framework, 

which will provide us with a road map for development over the next 

decade. Students are at the heart of everything we do, and the campus 

settings in which they receive their education is to the forefront of our 

drive for sustainability. Our objective during the lifetime of the Strategic 

Plan (and beyond) is to ensure that the University continues to evolve 

and prosper and contributes to a thriveable world, so that we can 

continue to provide future generations with an exceptional, inclusive and 

recreational environment in which they can excel.  

2.5 I would like to share with the Committee the performance of University 

of Limerick relative to its peers over the past number of years. We are 

honoured to be the recipient of multiple awards in relation to our world 

class campus, marketing and communications success, excellence in the 

provision of academic and professional services, gender equality in 

higher education, research, and for our incredible Erasmus programme   

2.6 In addition to that, we have grown our student numbers to well over 

17,500; our graduate employment is up 15% on the national average; we 

have become the first Irish university to engage with apprenticeships 
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from level 7 up to doctorate qualification; and we have surpassed 10% of 

the employment market share in Limerick.  

3. FINANCIAL POSITION  

3.1 As requested, I have provided the Committee with a comprehensive 

briefing paper outlining the University’s financial position at year end 

2019/2020.  

3.2 In addition, I have provided some more detail on many of the matters 

which members raised at our previous attendance before you. My 

intention in so doing is to assure the Committee of my personal 

commitment as President to ensuring that our University’s sterling 

reputation for excellence in education and research shall be matched by 

a commitment to the highest standards in corporate governance, 

transparency and accountability, and an open and inclusive, supportive 

and empowered organisational culture.  

3.3 2019-20 was a unique year, characterised by the extraordinary 

uncertainty that accompanied the arrival of a global pandemic. We also 

had to contend with the evolution of Brexit. The Governing Authority, 

Executive Committee, and staff of the University in partnership with the 

student unions worked tirelessly to ensure the continuation of academic 

activities and impactful research while also safeguarding our financially 

sustainability.  

3.4 In the relevant period, the University returned a surplus of €3.9m. The 

Executive Committee and the Governing Authority are agreed that this 

surplus must be reinvested in areas that will directly and demonstrably 

further enhance the student and staff experience, including taking on 
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board the learnings from COVID-19.  At this month’s Governing Authority 

meeting we agreed to consult widely, especially with the student body, 

in relation to our intentions in that regard.  

3.5 Financial Performance  

3.5.1 The consolidated and University’s statement of comprehensive income 

and net profit for the year to 30 September 2020 are shown on page 38 

of the financial statements.   

3.5.2 During the period in question, COVID-19 impacted virtually all areas of 

the University’s activities. From 12 March 2020 the campus was 

effectively closed to staff and to students.  

3.5.3 While we continue to adhere to public health guidance and to assess 

ongoing and any permanent financial impacts of the pandemic, it appears 

that the worst is now behind us. Happily, the University is emerging from 

the pandemic in very good financial health.  

3.6 Comptroller & Auditor General Audit Opinion and Report  

3.6.1 The Comptroller has issued an unqualified audit opinion on the Financial 

Statements for 2019-20. The University welcomes this.   

3.6.2 In the report of the Comptroller on information other than in the 

financial statements, attention is drawn to procurement non-compliance 

as disclosed in the Annual Governance Statement; the purchase of a site 

for the city campus, and the override of controls and President’s 

remuneration. 

3.6.3 In relation to procurement, I would draw the Committee’s attention to a 

sustained reduction in the percentage of such expenditure deemed non-
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compliant. In the relevant period, non-compliance was 0.6%, which is 

two-thirds lower than the prevailing rate in the sector (1.8%). I am 

pleased to advise the Committee that the University is one of the leading 

institutions in relation to procurement compliance. 

3.6.4 There is still room for improvement, and I have outlined a number of 

further and better controls that we have put in place, which will identify 

any future inadvertent, or indeed any deliberate breach of public 

procurement protocols.   

3.7 City Campus  

3.7.1 The University is wholeheartedly committed to its civil and civic mission, 

and this is very much reflected in our Strategic Plan UL@50 and its 

refresh.  

3.7.2 We intend to contribute fully to the rejuvenation of Limerick City, and we 

are working closely with our partners, including Limerick City and County 

Council in that regard. We have opened up part of our existing city centre 

campus, where our Digital Fabrication lab offers opportunities for 

exploration and learning to UL students as well as the community. The 

renovated space includes a Limerick City and County Council Community 

Engagement hub and a further flexible space for teaching and events, 

which is heavily utilised. When circumstances permit, we hope to make 

the significant capital investment that will be required in order to 

develop a truly vibrant city campus, accessible to everyone and an 

exemplar of sustainability.   

3.7.3 I am well aware that the Committee has been particularly concerned to 

understand the circumstances which gave rise to the University’s 
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acquisition of the former Dunnes Stores site for the sum of €8.343m. 

KPMG was commissioned to conduct a review, which is complete but is 

now subject to legal challenge. We are working with our legal advisers to 

try and unblock impediments to publication.  

3.7.4 I appreciate that this is still a very live issue. However, I hope the 

Committee would permit me to draw a distinction between the process 

by which the property was acquired, arising from which the Governing 

Authority commissioned the KPMG review; and the enormous civic 

potential of this strategic site in the centre of Limerick city on the banks 

of the Shannon, which gives me cause for great optimism about the 

future of our city centre campus.  

3.8 Over-ride of Controls  

3.8.1 I have set out in my detailed briefing document the facts giving rise to 

the appointment of an external investigator (Mairéad McKenna BL) to 

examine an alleged over-ride of University controls. The investigator 

considered a number of matters and made findings in relation to three 

of them. Recommendations were also made in relation to six matters, 

encompassing appointment and interview procedures; procurement 

procedures, and encouraging staff to raise concerns. Three of the 

recommendations have been implemented with the remaining three in 

progress, with implementation to be completed by December 2022.  

3.9 CONCLUDING REMARKS  

3.9.1 Although UL has adopted the title of ‘President’ I am fully cognisant that 

my role under the Universities Act 1997 (as amended) is described as 

‘Chief Officer’ and ‘Accounting Officer’ of this institution. I assure the 
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Committee that I take my statutory responsibilities and accountabilities 

in that regard very seriously indeed.  

3.9.2 The current Governing Authority and I have worked hard to put in place 

a strong executive structure and governance architecture for our 

University. I am providing assurance that funding provided by the 

Exchequer and by our benefactors is being spent appropriately and in the 

best interests of the University.  

3.9.3 The past number of years have been very difficult reputationally for the 

University and for that reason I hope you will understand that I am very 

keen to draw a line under the controversies of the past. In saying that, I 

assure the Committee – as I have assured the Higher Education Authority 

and the Department of Further & Higher Education, Research, Innovation 

and Science – that I am willing to take all necessary steps to achieve that 

goal. It is a great privilege to serve as President of UL and I am immensely 

proud of the university, its staff and students. There is much that I want 

to achieve during my tenure, and I look forward to informing the 

Committee about progress in the years ahead.  

3.9.4 This concludes my opening statement, and the UL team are happy to 

address your questions.  

 

Thank you 
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