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The decision of Ulster Bank and KBC Bank to withdraw from the Irish market represents a significant change 

in the retail banking landscape in Ireland. Both institutions have provided important banking services to 

personal and business customers for many years now and the impact of their withdrawal will be felt not only 

by their customers, but by the Irish economy as a whole. In acknowledging this, it is important that 

consideration be given to the reasons why these banks have opted to withdraw from the market and what can 

be done to ensure Ireland remains an attractive location for wholesale and retail banking into the future. I 

appreciate that much work is being done by the Minister for Finance and his team in the Department on this 

issue as part of the wider discussion on the Banking Review that is currently underway.  

 

Such a major upheaval in the market has huge implications for the remaining banks who face the 

unprecedented logistical challenge of facilitating the opening or switching of accounts for customers who need 

to change provider and do so in as seamless a manner as possible. It is important to recognise that resourcing, 

planning and implementing this customer migration programme over a relatively condensed period of time is 

a significant challenge for everyone involved, not just the banks themselves but all the stakeholders that are 

immersed in this issue – and indeed impacted by it. Moreover, there are a number of other stakeholders 

involved and their successful engagement in the process is imperative.  

 

The management of the biggest customer move in the history of Irish banking is the number one priority item 

on the BPFI’s agenda and is mapped into all of our workstreams. I know from working with our members and 

the many teams of their people dedicated to customer transitioning, that it is the number one priority issue 

also for them.  
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Last year the Board of BPFI directed that a senior group from both the remaining and exiting banks would be 

established for the purposes of non-competitive industry collaboration. This team meets regularly under the 

Chairmanship of the CEO of BPFI. Under the senior transitioning group, we have several active industry 

Working Groups (WGs) established, dealing with the following areas: 

▪ The switching process, including engagement with Direct Debit Originators (DDOs) 

▪ Supports for vulnerable customers 

▪ Communications, including fraud awareness 

▪ External stakeholder engagement 

 

The five banks are working together on non-competitive areas, to help customers through this transition and 

to resolve common issues and challenges that are presenting themselves given the scale of what is involved.  

We are also working closely with An Post and the Credit Union sector,  as they are also market providers for 

current accounts. The Committee should also be aware that current account offerings are provided by a 

significant number of digital banks.  

 

We know that this is a huge undertaking for banks, and their employees, however we recognise the significant 

upheaval this causes for customers. The work undertaken by the sector will be relentless up until the last 

customer has closed their account.  

 

It is also important to note that the banking sector will at times need the help of other stakeholders in order 

to help customers. Some of the challenges are not in our control, for example  some existing regulation and 

legislation that banks must adhere to can frequently present itself as an onerous task for the customer.   

While BPFI and members are working together to highlight these issues and to propose solutions where 

possible, these solutions will also depend on stakeholders across the board playing their part in the process.  
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The switching process, including engagement with DDOs (Creditors)  

The switching process is set out in the Central Bank of Ireland’s (CBI) Code of Conduct on the Switching of 

Payment Accounts with Payment Service Providers (the Switching Code). The provisions of the Code set out 

general considerations, requirements relating to the provision of information to the customer, the steps 

required by both new and old providers, and compliance with the Code by the relevant regulated entities is a 

regulatory requirement. In anticipation of significant volumes of mass movement of accounts, a lot of 

attention has been directed towards the Switching Code and the corresponding process to move current 

accounts from one provider to the other. While the switching process will work well for some customers i.e., 

those with few DDs/recurring card payments, it is not the best option for everyone, particularly those with 

large numbers of DD arrangements or those who wish to complete the process digitally. There are a number 

of reasons the process to switch as set out in the Code is challenging:  

 

▪ DDOs (creditors) do not always accept the instructions of the bank to update account details, 

necessitating action on the part of the customer.  

▪ Where DDOs do accept instructions, they will experience a significant increase in volumes of 

instructions coming to them in the coming months. 

▪ DDOs are not obligated to comply with the Code.  

▪ The process is paper based, manually intensive and volume sensitive. 

▪ The Code does not cover all aspects of the account opening process e.g., recurring card payments.  

▪ The success of the Code is dependent on players outside of the sector. 

▪ The success or otherwise of switching requests is reliant on customer behaviour and an important 

aspect is the fact that the customer needs to avoid incurring transactions on the old account. 

 

BPFI has been working closely with members to bring improvements to the process by moving certain parts of 

the process to a more electronic platform. Members have also secured additional resources to increase the 

capacity of their switching teams, and some have invested in the automation of elements of the internal 

process.  
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BPFI has also pro-actively engaged with DDOs to inform them of the anticipated increase in requests to update 

account details - either directly from the customer or from the old bank under the Switching Code; to request 

proactive communications with Ulster Bank and KBC Bank customers; and to have contact details confirmed 

for the sending of instructions to DDOs and for escalation purposes.  

 

Moreover, BPFI has written to ComReg and the Commission for the Regulation of Utilities requesting 

engagement with their regulated entities/members to prepare for customer interaction on this issue in the 

coming months.  We welcome the recent intervention by the CBI in writing to regulated entities under their 

authority who have a direct responsibility in taking instructions from customers to change details around direct 

debits. We ask the committee’s help in highlighting this issue to all regulators - of both private and public utility 

companies – in order to support customers to move their direct debit in an efficient and timely way.  

 

Support for Vulnerable Customers  

BPFI and members recognise and underline the importance of making available to customers in vulnerable 

circumstances the necessary supports required to move accounts. BPFI has established a subgroup of 

vulnerable customer experts across the retail banks, who are working closely to ensure the appropriate 

supports are recognised and available for those who need it most. It has been recognised that specific support 

will be required by customers who lack capacity, noting that the new assisted decision-making arrangements 

which will take effect from June, will go some way to supporting this.  

 

Stakeholder Engagement 

BPFI has engaged with relevant stakeholders on a regular basis over the last number of months and continues 

to do so. Engagements have taken place with the Central Bank of Ireland, teams across the Department of 

Finance, the Irish Banking Culture Board and the Department of Social Protection. BPFI has also established a 

forum with representatives from our membership and DDOs, which will meet monthly.  Engagement will also 

commence shortly with SME representative bodies. BPFI also engages in ongoing discussions with stakeholders 

in the vulnerable customer sphere (including Safeguarding Ireland, MABS, the Department of Social 
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Protection, the HSE, the Decision Support Service) to communicate regarding customers at risk and good 

practices, and to determine possible shared actions for customers who lack capacity.   

 

Legislative Challenges 

More recently, several legislative challenges have been identified during discussions with members including: 

▪ Acceptance of the Public Services Card - The Public Services Card is not identified as a national ID card; 

rather, it is used for access to public services. It can only be requested by those organisations listed as a 

“specified body” in Schedule 5 of the Social Welfare Consolidation Act 2005 (as amended), which does not 

include any current account providers operating in the market except for An Post. Members have engaged 

previously on this issue with the relevant authorities and will do so again in the context of market withdrawals. 

This has been raised with BPFI in the context of identification requirements for account opening, in particular 

in the context of elderly customers who may not have a valid driving licence or passport.  

▪ FATCA requirements - Since 2014, under the Foreign Account Tax Compliance Act (FATCA), US citizens 

are required to provide a Tax Identification Number (TIN) as part of the account opening process. When 

opening an account in Ireland, US citizens must provide a TIN or in the absence of a TIN, proof that they have 

relinquished their US citizenship. In the absence of either of these requirements, an account cannot be 

opened. It is expected that, as part of the movement of customers from KBC Bank and Ulster Bank in the 

coming months, many US citizens will find themselves in a situation where they cannot open an account with 

a new provider because of this requirement. Members have engaged previously on this issue with the relevant 

authorities and will do so again in the context of market withdrawals.  

 

Communications, including Fraud awareness  

The industry communications campaign will run alongside individual member campaigns to support the 

migration of accounts. The communications will take a straightforward approach, informing the customer of 

what is involved in opening a new current account e.g., documentation required; how to open a new account 

whether online, via phone or in branch; and important things to consider when moving banking services from 

one provider to another including the fact that overdrafts and credit cards do not necessarily move 

automatically, while direct debits and recurring card payments are also an important consideration. The 
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campaign will be reviewed as the process progresses so that any messaging can be amended to reflect 

emerging issues or trends being seen in the market.  

 

We should all recognise the potential for the account migration to provide an opportunity to fraudsters.  

FraudSMART is an industry led initiative which communicates to the public about ongoing attempts to defraud 

and scam. This is supported by the retail and international banks and An Post  and is directed at keeping 

customers safe.  

 

Under FraudSMART, we will issue fraud awareness messages to alert customers to the increased risk of 

fraudulent activity given the mass movement of current accounts. Information on www.fraudsmart.ie is 

already live, informing customers of the risks, and again, the messaging will pivot during the process as issues 

or fraudulent activity emerges.  

 

Conclusion 

BPFI and members are working closely together, as well as with stakeholders, to prepare for the 

unprecedented task of transferring hundreds of thousands of accounts and associated payment arrangements 

for personal and business customers. Managing the withdrawal of two banks from the market is an enormous 

task and an absolute priority for the sector, its customers and stakeholders, and will remain the number one 

issue on the sector’s agenda this year and into the next. 

 

The withdrawal of both banks will take time. Both have communicated their withdrawal plans, which show 

the last of the current accounts being closed in 2023. As this plays out over the coming period, different issues 

will arise that might not be foreseen at this stage. It is recognised within BPFI and across our membership that 

the sector will need to be agile in responding to these issues and we commit therefore to amend the approach 

and, in parallel, any relevant communications as necessary. 

http://www.fraudsmart.ie/
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BPFI remains committed to continue working intensively with members, and stakeholders and believe that 

working together is the best approach to supporting personal customers and businesses through the biggest 

movement in Irish banking.  


