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Thank you Chairman and members of this Committee for the invitation to address you on the 
topic of banking issues. I hope we can be of assistance to the Committee today.  
 
I am conscious that we bring a particular perspective to this debate. We stand alone as the 
only majority privately owned Irish retail bank. In this opening statement I intend to touch on 
Bank of Ireland’s support for customers throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, our financial 
position, our recent announcement on service changes, and our views on the challenges 
facing the sector.  
 
I’m joined today by Gavin Kelly, CEO of our Retail Ireland business.  
 
A year of COVID-19  
Tomorrow marks the one-year anniversary of the introduction of broad restrictions on the 
Irish economy in an effort to slow the spread of COVID-19. We process approximately one 
million payments and one and a half million card transactions daily, and are a leading lender 
to the Irish economy supplying around half of all SME lending in Ireland – therefore, when 
COVID-19 hit, there was a significant obligation on us to respond quickly to support our 
customers and the wider Irish economy. 
 
At the outset of the pandemic we moved at speed to proactively introduce a range of supports 
for our customers. This included Payment Breaks of up to 6 months for any personal and 
business customer impacted by the lockdown, providing breathing space for households and 
businesses when they needed it most.  
 
Bank of Ireland put in place over 100,000 Payment Breaks across the Group, and of these 97% 
of customers have returned to pre-COVID-19 terms, with only a small number requiring 
further support. This represents a very positive outcome for our customers, and also reflects 
both the resilience of the Irish economy and the range of fiscal supports provided by the 
Government to individuals and businesses.  
 
We remain committed to working with any of our customers who might find themselves in 
difficulty to find the best and most sustainable solution for them and the Bank.  
 
As a leading lender to the Irish economy, supporting businesses has remained a priority for 
Bank of Ireland over the past year. To support economic recovery, Bank of Ireland doubled 
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the funding available through its Sustainable Development Fund to €2 billion, and also 
increased the amount earmarked for residential development lending by €400 million.  
 
Irish businesses have also faced other challenges, including Brexit. In that context, we are 
pleased to partner with the Government on a range of lending schemes for businesses. This 
includes through the Strategic Banking Corporation of Ireland (SBCI) where we have been the 
leading lender on a number of schemes throughout 2020.  
 
Annual Results 2020 
Like any business, COVID-19 has presented challenges for Bank of Ireland, and I would like to 
take a moment to outline our 2020 results which were released on 1 March. This context is 
relevant to our discussion today. Ensuring our business model is appropriately profitable and 
sustainable is critical if we are to attract and retain investors, generate capital that can be lent 
into the Irish economy, and re-invest in the business to ensure our long term competitiveness 
and viability 
 
Bank of Ireland is unique amongst Irish banks in being the only institution to have fully repaid 
the Irish taxpayer, which we did in 2013. This support was vitally important during the 
financial crisis and was gratefully received. However, it should never have been needed. This 
is why Bank of Ireland made it a priority to repay the Irish taxpayer as quickly as possible.  
 
To date, Bank of Ireland has returned c.€6 billion to the State, delivering a €1.2 billion net 
cash return. Over the past three years, a further €40 million in dividends have also been paid 
by Bank of Ireland to the State.  
 

The State’s continued 14% shareholding in the Group – which is held at the discretion of the 

shareholder, as is the case with any shareholding – will represent an additional return to the 
Irish taxpayer whenever it is sold. The same is true for any future dividends paid out to 
shareholders. I mention this by way of illustration of the unique nature of our position in the 
Irish retail banking market.  
 
In terms of our most recent results, 2020 was a challenging year with Bank of Ireland 
announcing a €374 million underlying loss before tax. However, the Bank saw a stronger 
performance in the second half of the year and a return to profitability. Importantly, despite 
the unprecedented scale of the economic crisis, the Bank has also maintained a strong capital 
position throughout 2020 and into 2021. We expect sustainable profitability in 2021, 
generating capital to support our customers and strategy. 
 
Service Changes  
When we presented our Annual Results on 1 March, we also announced a range of significant 
changes to our branch network and to the provision of local banking services to our 
customers.  
 
From September 2021, the number of Bank of Ireland branches in the Republic of Ireland will 
reduce by 88 from 257 to 169. This change will be supported by a new partnership with An 
Post – to be launched in the coming months and in advance of any branch closures. This will 
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enable all our customers to access banking services at more than 900 post office locations 
across Ireland. This will include over the counter cash and cheque lodgements, and cash 
withdrawals. We know that this arrangement can work well, and already have experience of 
this in Northern Ireland where 52% of our counter transactions are conducted at the Post 
Office.  
 
This is the first significant change to the Bank’s physical footprint in almost a decade whereas 
other banks have significantly reduced the size of their branch network in the preceding years. 
 
The change reflects the reality that we have reached an inescapable tipping point in customer 
preference between online and offline banking. Today, our mobile app is by far the most 
popular way for customers to manage their banking, with almost half a million logins every 
day and traffic up by a third in the past two years. Seven in ten personal customer products 
are delivered digitally, and we expect this to increase to over eight in ten by the end of this 
year.  
 
In contrast, in the two years before the pandemic, the number of people visiting branches 
reduced by almost a quarter. From 2017 to 2019, tens of thousands of people around the 
country made the decision to switch to banking online or on the phone. The drop in numbers 
visiting branches, and the switch to digital, accelerated over the past 12 months. The number 
of visits to branches is now just over half of what they were in 2017. Footfall at the branches 
which are closing is down even more, by c.60% since 2017. 
 
I have seen our branch announcement interpreted as the bank using reduced footfall caused 
by the pandemic as an excuse to close branches. This is not the case. Customer trends have 
been moving in one direction ever since the advent of mobile technology and online banking. 
While changes in customer behaviour – across a range of sectors – have been accelerated by 
the pandemic, the migration to digital has been a reality in banking for many years.  
 
In our experience, once customers see that they can open an account, transfer money, set up 
a direct debit, pay a bill, and even get a mortgage approved on their smartphone, they prefer 
to bank in this way.  This is an experience we share with many service businesses, from 
supermarket grocery delivery to newspaper subscriptions – once people switch online, few 
revert. 
 
However, we are fully aware that changes like this can be of concern to some customers, 
especially those living or working in rural communities. We are also aware of the continued 
value of physical and cash banking services for those who choose to bank this way. Bank of 
Ireland will continue to have a strong nationwide presence of 169 branches, and we also 
continue to offer telephone banking for those who wish to call us. We announced the closures 
giving at least 6 months’ notice to customers, and will be writing to all of our customers to set 
out the options which are available to them including the services they will be able to access 
at their local post office. 
 
We recognise that some customers will need additional assistance. We have started to 
directly contact customers who are considered vulnerable. They will receive a proactive call 
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from the nearest branch to welcome them and to talk through any challenges they may face. 
Bank of Ireland also has a dedicated phone line for vulnerable customers and carers to assist 
them with their banking needs. 
 
One of the most significant changes in the last few years is that people increasingly choose to 
do their banking at a time that suits them. We constantly adapt and innovate in how we serve 
our customers based on their preferences. One example of this is our team of lending advisors 
who visit business and personal customers at a time and place that suits them, rather than 
being confined to branch locations or opening hours. In addition to these advisers, we invest 
in new digital offerings on an ongoing basis to allow our customers to open accounts and 
apply for loans as quickly and efficiently as possible. For example, as Ireland’s largest lender 
to the agri sector, today 80% of our agri loans are applied for online or over the phone.   
 
As a commercial enterprise we are dependent on the business we generate in towns and 
communities across Ireland. In 2020, we lent €2 billion to Irish SMEs and we stand ready to 
do more during a year of economic recovery in 2021.  
 
The Future of the Industry  
As a country, we all need a banking sector to support ongoing growth and lending, especially 
as the economy recovers post-COVID. I welcome this engagement today as we rarely have an 
open discussion as to what type of banking industry we want to serve Ireland’s economy and 
people into the future.  
 
There is a once in a generation process of change underway in banking – not just in Ireland, 
but across Europe and indeed the global banking sector.  
 
There is increasing competition from branchless fintechs and international financial services 
firms. Centuries old banks – like Bank of Ireland – must invest heavily in order to provide the 
digital offerings our customers demand. Irish retail banks today also compete with a range of 
corporates for specialist skills and talent. 
 
In addition, negative interest rates – as introduced by the ECB – continue to be challenging 
for the sector and have reduced our profitability. Add to this the legacy capital requirements 
of banks in Ireland and the resulting pressure on profitability is forcing change across the 
sector.  
 
The decision of NatWest to withdraw from the Irish market reflects the realities of a 
challenged sector, and has thrust the dynamics of Ireland’s banking sector further into the 
spotlight. Our belief is that the attraction of private capital into the sector and the economy 
is the path to create a sustainable, robust and more normalised retail banking sector. To 
attract private capital into the Irish market we need to ensure that the legislative and 
regulatory environment can address and support the banking challenges of 2021 and beyond. 
 
As with the many challenges facing the country there are no easy answers. A debate is 
required about the future of the sector. In Ireland, discussions on banking often generate 
more heat than light. I fully understand why that is, but I believe this poses a risk – to a sector 
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which plays a significant role in supporting the domestic economy, while also employing tens 
of thousands of people across the country. Bank of Ireland is committed to taking part in that 
debate fully.  
 
Culture 
When I moved to Ireland and took up the position as CEO of Bank of Ireland in 2017, I did so 
with my eyes open. Past mistakes loom large over the sector and we must still work hard to 
win back the trust of the Irish people. Rebuilding that trust is always at the top of my agenda 
as I believe that culture matters and it is systemically important within every company.  
 
We have adapted our culture very significantly over the last three years, and there has been 
further improvement in 2020 in our engagement and cultural embedding scores, assessed 
through staff surveys with very high participation rates. In cultural embedding, Bank of 
Ireland’s score surpassed the global average for financial services for the first time in 2020.  
 
Crises provide a true test of an organisation's culture as – under pressure – we can revert to 
our default behaviours. From my perspective, the speed, agility and customer focus with 
which colleagues responded to COVID-19 since March 2020 has provided real-life evidence of 
the changes in Bank of Ireland in recent years. 
 
Conclusion 
Before I finish, I’d like to briefly reference the subject of Davy stockbrokers which has been 
the focus of much attention. Bank of Ireland notes the decision by the Board of Davy to 
proceed with a sale of the company. A commercial process is now commencing within the 
market and we are not in a position to comment further on that process.  
 
Bank of Ireland is of the view that the Irish economy is robust and has the potential to recover 
strongly from COVID-19. We stand ready to play our role in ensuring that recovery is as swift 
as possible by lending into the real economy across the island of Ireland. For the longer term, 
it is in Ireland’s national interest to foster a strong, sustainable and independent banking 
sector. 
 
ENDS 
 
 


