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Engagement with Commissioner Mairead McGuinness on priorities for her term of of-
fice and EU Commission matters

Chairman: I wish to remind members that those in the precincts of Leinster House have 
privilege and those who are joining remotely do not.  Members are reminded of the long-
standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they should not comment on, criticise or make 
charges against a person outside the Houses or an official either by name or in such a way as to 
make him or her identifiable.  The Commissioner is available up to 3 p.m.  Her opening remarks 
will be followed by questions.  I welcome her and invite her to make her opening statement.

Ms Mairead McGuinness: I thank the Chairman and the committee for the opportunity to 
have an exchange with members.  I am two months into my role as Commissioner for Financial 
Services, Financial Stability and Capital Market Union.  To some extent my mandate has been 
set out in the letter the President of the Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, sent to me on my 
appointment.  There are a few specific areas that colleagues might like to come back on but 
generally, it refers to progressing banking union, capital markets union, dealing with green fi-
nance and a strategy on how we move towards a more sustainable and a more digital economy.  
It looks at a fintech strategy because technological solutions are coming at an advanced speed, 
particularly given the Covid-19 crisis.

One of the other issues we are considering in detail concerns our review of the non-financial 
reporting directive, whereby companies have to report not just on profit but also on how they 
have an impact on society, the environment, human rights, etc.  We want to make sure that in 
future, financial and non-financial information will be equal when it comes to accounts.  That 
is quite a leap.  We already have some standards but this will be a leap forward.  While Europe 
is doing its own thing, it is very much considering the global work on this.  It is fair to say the 
EU is likely to move further and faster than the rest of the world when it comes to asking cor-
porations to account for non-financial matters.  It is therefore required that we scrutinise the 
relevant information.  One point of feedback we get from investors is that they find it difficult 
to obtain sufficient information to compare companies.  There is now much greater emphasis 
on this, even among asset managers and individual investors, who want to be able to say they 
are investing in sustainable projects.  This will intensify.  In the early part of next year, I will be 
introducing a sustainable finance strategy.  There will be a very interesting debate on that.  In 
other words, all our activities within the Commission are focused on our reorienting the Euro-
pean economy to make it more sustainable.

In tandem — we have seen this already because of Covid-19 — we are moving towards 
a more digitalised economy.  That is the strategy.  In the financial sector, in particular, we are 
aware that cash is still used but because of Covid, there is much more use of cards and instant-
payment transactions without cash.  That is something we are watching.  We do not want to 
diminish the role of cash but we must make sure the solutions that are provided are regulated.  
While instant payment is really positive, there are clearly concerns over fraud and protecting 
consumers.

Another area of my work concerns anti-money laundering.  Up to now, member states have 
had their own financial investigative units.  There has been a variety of approaches among mem-
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ber states and no genuine European co-ordination.  There is now political consensus among the 
member states that we need European co-ordination so a European agency to co-ordinate what 
is happening at member state level is required.  There is support for that.  We will work to make 
sure the financial investigative units within the member states network better and also network 
effectively with Europol.  Therefore, there are many aspects of the work I am charged with.

One of the most far-reaching aspects of my work concerns sustainable finance.  We have to 
try to encourage the move away from investment in projects or sectors that do harm to the cli-
mate, environment and biodiversity.  The major question, which may arise in our conversation, 
concerns how we accommodate the transition for sectors that want to be sustainable, consider-
ing that we know, through our taxonomy, what the best is.  This is quite a difficult area.

I shall mention two other issues on which questions may arise.  One is the multi-annual 
financial framework, MFF, the future budget.  As members know, there are important nego-
tiations continuing on that.  In addition, there is work on the next-generation EU fund, which 
involves a significant proposal regarding a very significant amount of money to help the EU to 
recover from the Covid crisis.

Last, I will mention Brexit.  Members know the state of play.  I share the pessimism of 
the Taoiseach when he spoke in the Dáil yesterday.  In the Commission, we have particular 
concerns about making sure any state with access to the Single Market — in this case, the UK 
— plays by the rules of that market.  Other issues arise, including governance and the fishing 
sector.  Today, we are preparing contingency plans.  They are very specific and very narrowly 
focused to make sure that in the event of no deal, which we hope will not be the outcome, spe-
cific plans will be put in place to maintain connectivity for those sectors that are vulnerable, 
such as transport and aviation.

While we are looking forward to the meeting that will take place between the UK Prime 
Minister and the President of the Commission, I am not very confident about it considering the 
speech made by the Prime Minister in the House of Commons today, or at least the excerpts I 
have read.  There is a failure to understand that membership of the EU means something, that 
if a state is part of the EU, it is in the Single Market and customs union, and that member states 
make rules together.  Perhaps this was a failure of Brexit at the very outset.  If, as has happened, 
a state chooses to leave, there are consequences for it, particularly where it wants to stay part of 
the Single Market.  The EU is doing no more than it would in any other case.  What it is doing 
is protecting the Single Market of the EU 27, which has been built up over decades with the 
UK.  There is a failure in the UK to understand that.  This has not just arisen in recent days; it 
has featured from the very outset of the Brexit process.

On a slightly more optimistic note, I welcome the agreement on the implementation of the 
withdrawal agreement.  I believed it very perverse that any country would use a statement in its 
Parliament that it would break international law as a threat in a negotiation.  It was most unhelp-
ful and unwelcome.  The rowing back on that is welcome.  It shows some understanding that it 
was never appropriate in the first place.

While we are hoping for a deal, we must also prepare for the possibility of there not being an 
agreement.  We have said over weeks, months and years that time is running out.  The prospect 
of the negotiation running into next week is really not realistic if a deal is to be ratified through 
the European Parliament and perhaps other parliaments.  Therefore, we are running out of road.  
We are aware of that.  In Europe, we are prepared and know what needs to be done.  I hope the 
British Prime Minister will conclude when he comes to Brussels today that if he wants Britain 
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to be part of the Single Market while remaining outside the European Union, it must meet the 
standards we have in place.

Chairman: I thank the Commissioner.

Deputy  Pearse Doherty: Cuirim fáilte roimh an Choimisinéir.  I have a number of ques-
tions on her remarks in her opening statement on non-performing loans, NPLs.  We are aware 
that NPLs have featured quite significantly across the three State-owned banks and have re-
duced gradually over recent years.  At the end of last year, the proportion was just below 5% 
but unfortunately it has increased since then, to just above 6% at the end of June.  On 2 De-
cember, the Commissioner said that NPLs would receive her full attention and that we need to 
find a mechanism to unburden banks with NPLs.  I am aware that the Directorate-General will 
introduce what is called a new comprehensive NPL strategy in the next two weeks.  Can the 
Commissioner tell us what that strategy will involve?

Ms Mairead McGuinness: I thank the Deputy for the question.  The strategy will be un-
veiled next week.  It is a communication.  I will explain why we are producing it this year.  The 
Deputy rightly said there were problems with NPLs in the past in Ireland.  There were also 
problems in other member states.  Currently, because of the supports coming from member 
states, the policy of the European Central Bank, and various moratoria, we do not have a prob-
lem now.  We do not want to have a problem.  There are two aspects to this.  First, borrowers and 
lenders should identify at this stage individuals or sectors in respect of which problems might 
arise and there might be an agreement on restructuring.  However, there is a concern that as this 
crisis unfolds into next year, some sectors and enterprises will not be able to recover and, there-
fore, may not be able to repay loans.  The dilemma, which I referenced in my hearing, is that if 
we leave non-performing loans on-balance sheet in the banks, they then are impaired in terms of 
being able to lend to the real economy.  The objective is to have the groundwork prepared if this 
occurs, and we do not know to what extent that it might.  In the past, member states dealt with 
this in different ways, one way being as an asset management company, a securitisation where 
non-performing loans are moved off-balance sheet, purchased by risk-takers, and on which is 
put various names.  That will frees up the balance sheets of banks.

It is hugely important that the protection of borrowers is foremost in our minds and we 
know of experiences in the past.  Indeed, I was, and probably still am, an elected representa-
tive in that I would have dealt this year with individual constituents who had loans that were 
bought by so-called vulture funds but they could not make contact with them.  I am well aware 
of what happened in the past.  That is why in our work here with the Directorate-General, DG, 
we have been stressing, as it has in return, the importance of protecting borrowers who might 
find themselves in a position where they are unable to repay loans.  It is a difficult balancing act.  
That is why I initially referenced the importance of now.  I mean those who feel they will have 
a problem with not being able to meet their commitments and banks which see this problem to 
deal at the individual level first.  In the strategy, the details of which will be unveiled next week, 
we will look at how we set forward a framework that member states can choose from to meet 
these challenges.

Deputy  Pearse Doherty: I appreciate the Commissioner’s comments.  The language that 
she used was about unburdening banks with non-performing loans so they can lend into the real 
economy.  These loans are individuals, people and families.  I happened to meet one of these 
families on my way in here about 20 minutes ago.  They are a real family who have lost their 
home as they face into Christmas and they are part of the real economy.
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The Commissioner said we need to learn from the past.  What lessons have been learned?  
Does she believe that when a bank enters into a contract with an individual to provide lending 
but the individual falls on hard times, whether that is due to a pandemic or a recession, the bank 
has a responsibility that goes beyond, to use her language, “unburdening” that loan so it can 
lend to others who will continue to increase its profits and has a moral and financial obligation 
to the family to work through the loan?

The Commission seems to be trying to make it easier for banks to sell loans to vulture funds.  
I ask the Commissioner to talk about the framework that would allow for the establishment of 
asset managed companies.  It has been suggested that this would only apply to business loans.  
Does the Commissioner see this also applying to family homes?  I mean where one could have 
a National Asset Management Agency-type entity that would take the loans off the balance 
sheets of the banks,  and, therefore, doing as she has suggested, but not the likes of Cerberus, 
which is a complete and utter vulture that treated its customers with disdain.  It is not just about 
being able to talk to somebody; it is how people are treated.  The problem is that vulture funds, 
by their definition, do not have a long-term interest in the Irish economy.  One cannot take a 
30-year product or a 25-year mortgage and feel that it is secure in the hands of a vulture fund.  
I worry about the direction we are going in.  If I were part of a young couple starting off and 
taking out a mortgage, I would worry about where the mortgage would end up if hard times 
occurred.  Indeed, it does not have to be a case of non-performing loans because we have seen 
in the past that banks sold performing loans to vulture funds.  Yes, these are regulated now but 
vulture funds, like any bank, can increase their variable interest rates to whatever level they 
want.  The reason mainstream banks do not do that is because of competition.  Vulture funds do 
not provide as much freedom or flexibility to manoeuvre.

Ms Mairead McGuinness: I do not think there is much that divides us Deputy.  As I said 
in my remarks, I am as concerned as he is about those who find themselves in hard times.  This 
time the crisis has not arisen due to past mistakes made by banks or people over borrowing.  
This time we have businesses and individuals, as he pointed out, who for no reason of their 
own find themselves in a very difficult place and I have a full understanding of that.  In fact, in 
my conversations at the Commission, I speak to the specialist teams about the importance of 
protecting the individual and ensuring that if banks sell bundles of loans to another vehicle, the 
protection of the borrower is as strong in that move as it was with the original borrower.  I think 
we have learned that lesson.

I used the word “unburden” in connection with balance sheets.  We know that the current 
flow of credit from banks in this crisis have helped to keep the real economy afloat.  What we do 
not want to see but must prepare for is a time when there might be a build up of non-performing 
loans.  The Deputy referenced that in Ireland there has been a significant decrease in this, which 
is positive, but we need to prepare for what might happen.

The European Parliament is very concerned about citizens and individuals.  This is a pro-
cess that goes through the Parliament as well.  I think we have learned that lesson.  We need to 
understand the difficult challenge of maintaining a credit flow into the real economy if there is a 
build up of non-performing loans but we have the past to guide us.  There are aspects of the past, 
which the Deputy referenced and which I understand, that I would not like to see happen again.

This morning I received an email from a constituent who has a very severe problem so, like 
the Deputy, I am in direct contact with the real world.  I can assure him that everything we do 
here will be mindful of what happens in the real world and the emotional pain people experi-
ence when faced with a situation of not being able to repay loans.  Parliaments must have wider 
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discussions on how to move from this current phase towards a recovery.  While at the moment 
there is a lot of money going out, member states’ governments are supporting the real economy, 
the banks are there and the European Central Bank, ECB, is driving this policy, how and when 
that will change and how that will be managed.  These are issues I am very mindful of as well 
because I, like the Deputy, have first-hand knowledge and experience of constituents who lived 
with and are still living with very difficult situations because of the last financial crisis.

Deputy  Pearse Doherty: I appreciate the comments made by the Commissioner.  Perhaps 
she will talk to other parties here and ask them to support my No Consent, No Sale Bill that 
would prevent the sale of family homes to vultures.  I would like to hear her view, as a Com-
missioner, on the Commission’s decision on 25 September to appeal the Apple case.  Does she 
support the stance of the Commission to lodge an apple in the courts?

Am I right to presume the Commissioner has responsibility for insurance issues as they are 
part of financial services?  I am sure she is aware of a report by the European Insurance and Oc-
cupational Pensions Authority, EIOPA, as it is the regulator of the industry at a European level.  
What concerns, if any, does she have about the use of big data and big data analytics, BDA, 
tools by insurance companies as clearly shown in the EIOPA report?  The report states, “Some 
insurance firms also track (public) social media posts for counter-fraud services”, which I do 
not think anybody would have a major issue with.  The report also states:

...provided either by specialist counter-fraud service or by specialised employees not 
necessarily with the use of BDA tools.  Some firms also reportedly use the information pro-
vided by web analytics tools and social media listening tools for analysis of user behaviour 
and for pricing and underwriting purposes.

The report goes on to say that artificial intelligence and machine learning has been devel-
oped and is used by insurance companies to read information, pictures and videos from social 
media, which they use to price their insurance policies.  This is part of dual pricing and of how 
insurance companies are using big data to push up premiums and charge the highest they can.  
What concern does the Commissioner have about the fact that anybody listening to this conver-
sation is probably unaware that an image they post on their social media or a video of them on a 
family holiday may be used by some of the largest insurance companies in Ireland to determine 
how far they can push up their premium before they move or shop around?  What action, if any, 
does she plan to take in relation to this? 

Ms Mairead McGuinness: On the Apple decision, it is important that we have legal clarity.  
Of course I support, as a Commissioner, the decision of the college to support the Competition 
Commissioner in that regard.  On the Deputy’s second point, I will be general rather than specif-
ic.  We are all concerned about how data, particularly private data, is used.  One of the things we 
are looking at is how to maintain control of data, even in the use of data in the financial system.  
I will say no more than that because I have not, thus far, gone into the detail on the insurance 
sector.  We are reviewing the Solvency II package, so this will get my attention in the new year.

Deputy  Neale Richmond: I thank the Commissioner for her presentation and I congratu-
late her belatedly on her appointment.  I will stress two areas.  First, I will pick up on the Com-
missioner’s closing remarks in her intervention on Brexit.  I do not want to get into specifics of 
negotiations or anything that is going on.  As it pertains to her portfolio, what may come about 
after 31 December in terms of the strategy for European Union financial services, given the 
opportunities and challenges that Brexit presents?  Where can EU member states fill the gap or 
begin to compete with the City of London?  I will come back to the second question.
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Ms Mairead McGuinness: I thank the Deputy for the question and his kind words.  On the 
general Brexit point, much of the focus is on the trade agreement and the withdrawal agree-
ment.  Of course, there is an impact on the financial sector.  At the moment and when the UK 
was part of the EU, London was our financial centre and a very large one.  There were other 
centres but London was a major one.

In the process of Brexit, we have looked at areas where there were risks to financial stability 
that might impact us.  We have made decisions in a limited number of areas to protect financial 
stability.  This is done through equivalence decisions.  We give equivalence, so in other words, 
what is happening in the UK is equivalent to the EU in areas of significance to us in the Euro-
pean Union.

The Deputy points to a wider question.  Come 1 January, when the UK is a third country, 
London will still be a major financial centre.  There is then a question for us to look at in greater 
detail for the future.  Is it appropriate that the European Union would be reliant on a major 
financial centre in a third country which we are not the regulator of?  Already there is some 
movement of businesses and assets from London because of this, although not to a significant 
extent yet.  There might have been an expectation that things would work out.  We have asked 
the United Kingdom in a range of areas to provide answers to particular questions relating to 
making decisions about where they intend to be in the future and how that will sit with our rule 
book around financial services.  We continue to look for that information.  As of now, the pass-
porting which UK firms could, because they were part of the European Union, operate across 
borders in the EU will go.  There will be significant change.

On the specifics of the Deputy’s question about opportunities, that has to be answered by the 
member states looking at what they want in terms of financial stability for the European Union.  
Some believe we need one centre within the European Union.  Perhaps that is not necessary 
in a more digital world.  There may be room for other centres, but we have to ask ourselves a 
question about whether we want to be overly reliant on the City of London when it comes to 
the entire financial sector.  There are potentially opportunities there.  There are many who want 
to hold everything within the City of London.  Perhaps it goes back to the general point I made 
that a member state is part of everything that goes with being a member state.  If a state opts out, 
there are consequences to that.  There are consequences for the City of London which players 
and stakeholders there are well aware of. 

There will be an issue if there is no deal.  Tensions arise when negotiations take place.  
Trust can be strained.  If there is no deal, it makes life that little bit more difficult in terms of 
the relationships we would have, at least in the short term.  The issue of the financial services 
coming from the City of London will come home to us to be dealt with in greater detail from 1 
January onwards.  We have taken decisions where it was necessary and we are watching other 
areas.  The committee will be aware that the UK has granted a number of equivalents to the 
European Union in areas that it felt were important, but we have not reciprocated because they 
are not areas of significance from an EU perspective.  It is an area with potential opportunities 
and challenges and we need to be aware of both.

Deputy Neale Richmond: I agree with the Commissioner.  For the member state she knows 
best, there is a great role for the complementary approach to the City of London as opposed to 
the competitive.  My second area is tentatively related but the Commissioner referred to it in her 
remarks on money laundering and combating the efforts of organised crime and dissident terror-
ists when it comes to cryptocurrencies and other areas.  Will she touch on the legislative respon-
sibilities of member states?  This State has had difficulty in transposing directives into domestic 
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legislation.  We had a debate in the Dáil before the summer recess in this area.  There is scope 
for co-operation and co-ordination, not just between member states, but by increasing the EU 
approach.  The Commissioner mentioned Europol.  Brexit will present a challenge in this area.  
I know we are starting to move away from her direct responsibility into the area of justice and 
home affairs when it comes to transferring of assets, cash and cryptocurrencies around the EU 
between nefarious organisations.  We saw an impressively large money fraud operation oper-
ating from Romania broken up in Donegal a matter of weeks ago through co-operation of An 
Garda Síochána with all the agencies of the EU and member states.  It is a great challenge but 
the EU needs an enhanced role.  Does the Commissioner have any thoughts on that?

Ms Mairead McGuinness: Work is going on in this area in terms of our own stability and, 
equally, related to the use or abuse of cryptocurrencies in fraud and terrorism.  Deputies might 
remind me to speak about a digital euro, which is also being discussed.  Work is under way 
to stop the issues the Deputy referenced occurring.  It goes back to the point I made about the 
evolution of the digital era in finance, which has been accelerated by Covid-19.  There are many 
innovative fintech companies starting up, which is positive.  Equally, with the speed at which 
this has happened and cryptocurrencies have been established, we have to regulate stronger and 
better to avoid such issues.  We are well aware of that.

This speaks to the wider point I made about combating money laundering.  Member states 
were doing their own thing and having some connections, one with the other.  We intend to 
strengthen the co-ordination at EU level and with Europol so that when incidents happen in any 
member state, the information is shared and available.  There is a significant amount of work 
going on within the Commission around a guarantee, as well as protecting against the abuse of 
these currencies and their misuse in terms of fraudulent activity.  We are considering the pos-
sibility of introducing a digital euro.  Members will know that some of the major digital com-
panies are considering launching a digital coin or currency.  That perhaps puts more emphasis 
at EU level on investigating what a digital euro might look like and what its impact would be.  
The current timetable is for the ECB to come to, at least, an initial decision by the summer of 
next year because other major players globally are doing work on digital currencies.  I cannot 
see it happening for a couple of years, but it is something that we need to be on top of.  There 
is a working group within the Commission that works with the ECB on this topic.  I am sure it 
will be on the radar of the committee, as it is on mine, in the weeks and months to come.

Deputy  Mick Barry: I refer to the issue of bank dividends.  Like all companies, banks have 
been affected by Covid, but the situation needs to be put in a certain context.  For the decade 
running up to the Covid situation, bank profits were rising.  There were significant bank prof-
its year on year for a decade.  For example, in 2019, nearly 15% of all dividends paid out by 
European companies were paid out by banks.  Covid affected them earlier this year but, from 
what I can see, they have been making a good recovery since then.  For example, in the third 
quarter of this year, BNP Paribas made net quarterly profits of €1.9 billion.  On the other hand, 
the situation for bank workers has not been as good.  Some 60,000 jobs were lost in 2019 and 
50,000 branches were shut in the decade from 2008 to 2018.  That has been reflected in Ireland.  
Members of the committee met representatives of the bank workers’ trade union recently and 
were given information about the situation in Ulster Bank.  Some €3.5 billion in dividends has 
been paid from Ulster Bank to NatWest since 2016, but now 3,000 jobs and 88 branches - the 
entire network - are on the line as a result of the NatWest review.  In the Irish banking sector as 
a whole, there are 6,000 jobs on the line.  I believe the profits that have been made or are be-
ing made by banks should be invested back into jobs, services and a better society.  There has 
been a ban on the payment of dividends since March, but that ban is due to end in January, as I 
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understand it.  Does the Commissioner support and intend to extend that ban on bank dividends 
or is it intended to lift the ban in January?

Ms Mairead McGuinness: I thank the Deputy for his question.  He covered a significant 
amount of ground.  I will deal with his specific question at the end of my response.  Financial 
institutions were not exactly banned from giving out dividends.  Strict guidelines stating it 
would not be appropriate in the context of the Covid-19 crisis were put in place.  As I stated in 
response to another member, we do not know how this crisis will evolve.  We are concerned 
that if, for example, there is an increase in infections and perhaps further restrictions after 
Christmas, that will have a further dampening effect on economic activity and more guidance 
may well be issued.  What will happen is not fixed in stone.  We know that banks were asked 
to abide by the guidance.  They have stuck with the guidance and advice not to pay dividends.

The Deputy’s second specific question relates to Ulster Bank, etc.  I am aware of that issue.  
I have been contacted by the unions involved and I will be meeting them for a full briefing on 
this issue.  The issue of bank closures is ongoing and long-standing.  It is, perhaps, partly due to 
the reality of the situation.  I am not sure if any of my adult children ever go to a bank branch.  I 
think there is a generational issue.  I was very familiar with bank branches when I was younger, 
but many people today use their phone or whatever to make transactions.  I acknowledge that it 
has been difficult for workers in the banking sector.  If the future evolves in such a way that we 
all use fewer physical infrastructures such as bank branches and instead use more technologi-
cally driven structures, that will have consequences for the workers or the number employed 
in banks.  The Deputy can rest assured that I will be listening directly to the trade unions con-
cerned which will provide me with the full information.  Obviously, the Commission cannot 
interfere in a decision by a bank to do what it wishes to do.  I am not yet clear from the infor-
mation I currently have whether a decision has been taken to sell off or close down.  I am not 
clear in that regard from what I have read thus far.  If the Deputy has any clarification, I would 
be interested to hear it.  I am aware of the situation.

Deputy  Mairéad Farrell: The initial issue I wish to raise with the Commissioner is that 
of corporation tax and plans at a Commission level.  In July, her colleague, Commissioner 
Gentiloni, stated that the Commission wanted to pressure capitals to root out what he referred 
to as “structures that facilitate aggressive tax planning” as part of upcoming reforms.  As Com-
missioner McGuinness is aware, the Commission previously identified Ireland as one of the 
member states with tax rules that are used by companies to engage in aggressive tax planning.  
In July, Commissioner Gentiloni proposed using Article 116 of the EU treaty for tax policy 
purposes.  The article allows the Commission to move against member states that distort market 
competition.  What are the views of Commissioner McGuinness in that regard?

On the issue of fiscal rules, does the Commissioner believe the Commission will consider an 
overhaul of fiscal rules?  As we come out of the current crisis, all present are aware that member 
states will have large deficits as a result of Covid-19.  Does she think it will go back to business 
as usual or will there be an overhaul?

Ms Mairead McGuinness: On the question around taxation, it is my colleague, Com-
missioner Gentiloni, who deals with that issue.  On the global level, we are working with the 
OECD on the general issue of payment of taxes and the levels perhaps not paid by some large 
corporates that can operate across borders.  What Commissioner Gentiloni stated and I support 
is that if there cannot be a global agreement, the Commission will come forward with proposals.  
This comes from a sense within society that very large corporates have the capacity to move in 
order to benefit from various tax regimes.  We have to watch what happens at the global level 
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and then see where the Commission will move.

On the issue of fiscal rules, the Deputy asked whether we will go back to where we were or 
back to normal.  I am not sure of the exact term she used.  I do not think that post Covid we will 
go back to the way we were.  The pandemic has had significant impacts across society and not 
just in terms of the economy.  There is no plan as to when and how this current situation will 
unravel towards going back to any particular rule book, but we know that something will have 
to be done regarding what fiscal supports are made available and how long that can continue.  
I do not have a blueprint or a clear answer on that issue.  When the crisis hit the Commission 
rightly provided as much flexibility as possible within the existing framework to allow member 
states to support businesses, individuals and employees so that the worst impacts would not hit.  
We all know that without those supports across the member states we would be in a more dif-
ficult situation.  The President of the European Central Bank, Christine Lagarde, has said very 
clearly on several occasions that member states should not unravel the supports sharply and that 
it needs to be done over time and very carefully.  I do not think there is a clear answer to that 
in terms of a timetable.  I refer to my point about non-performing loans.  We know that things 
will evolve.  We are hoping to manage the most difficult aspects of this, taking into account the 
reason behind the current pandemic, and to do it in a way that is appropriate.  We do have a 
framework which is more flexible now because of the pandemic but there is not a decision taken 
already that in six months we will go back to the way we were.  It will take a longer timeframe 
and greater analysis as to how we do return to some form of normality.  I reiterate that this pan-
demic has had a quite a profound affect not just on economies but on societies.  There will be 
a requirement to understand how communities are and how people have been affected.  Apart 
from the terrible tragedies of the numbers that have died across the European Union and in Ire-
land and the families that are grieving there are those other impacts we have already discussed 
here.  There is no clear deadline as to what and when things might happen.

Deputy  Jim O’Callaghan: I thank the Commissioner for making herself available to the 
committee.  I have only a limited amount of time because Deputy Durkan has to come in after 
me.  My question is in regard to mortgage interest rates.  Currently, inter-bank interest rates are 
at an all time low yet mortgagors in Ireland are exposed to the third highest mortgage interest 
rate in the euro region.  What can the Commissioner’s division within the Commission do to 
increase competition so that mortgagors in Ireland can get access to lower interest rates?

Ms Mairead McGuinness: I can be very swift on this question.  Completing banking union 
should help to provide more competition and to provide better mortgage rates for mortgage 
holders.  We do not set those interest rates.  There are different rates across Europe.  As the 
Deputy said, Ireland’s is the third highest so there are two countries above us.  The mandate 
I have been given and that I am working on is to try to move forward banking union in order 
that we can have a sector that is cross-border.  It is impossible or really difficult to get a loan 
for something in one member state financed by a bank in another.  These are barriers to the free 
movement of capital and banking services.  It will take some time to crack the idea of a bank-
ing union.  That is where we will see, I would hope, movement on this particular issue around 
mortgage interest rates.  

One of the Deputies referenced bank profitability.  Currently, interest rates are really low 
and there has been a very high increase in deposits because those who are in employment and 
continue to be paid are not spending due to the fact that shops were not open but equally be-
cause of uncertainty.  In some cases, negative interest rates are being paid on what they have in 
banks.  There is also a link to the wider remit of the capital markets union.  It would be prefer-
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able if we could have an investor confidence that savers would put money into enterprises and 
plan for their own future.  We do not have those flexibilities now.

In terms of my mandate from the President of the Commission my work and banking union 
and capital markets union should help us move in the direction of banking services being avail-
able across borders.  Currently, we have a very nationalised banking system.  It is extraordinary 
that despite the crisis we went through it is perhaps more nationalised now than we thought it 
would be following that particular crisis.  There is a lot of work to be done.  

Deputy  Bernard J. Durkan: Like other speakers, I congratulate the Commissioner on ac-
quiring a portfolio that is very important and one that will grow in importance as time goes by.  
I want to raise a couple of issues that are of particular interest, some of which have been already 
referred to by other speakers to some extent.  

The first is the issue raised by Deputy O’Callaghan in regard to high mortgage interest 
rates.  As the Commissioner will know, in the past anybody who borrowed in this country and 
throughout the European Union and did not keep up to date with their payments had penal inter-
est rates imposed on them.  This meant they had no chance whatsoever of recovering or compet-
ing in the market in which they were operating.  They were condemned before they started and 
then they were blamed for what happened.

I have previously discussed the following issue with the Commissioner.  We are still recov-
ering from the ripples of the financial crash in this country and we are still being punished for 
it, which I understand.  However, there is one thing that needs to be borne in mind.  Deputy 
Doherty mentioned the activities of vulture funds.  It is very seldom I agree with him, but I 
would agree with him on the points he made in that regard.  I have dealt with many of the vul-
ture funds across the table in individual cases and I have been shocked.  Not all of them are 
the same.  I have been shocked at the way they treat people.  In many cases, when partners in 
a household were crying their eyes out in front of such people they got no response other than 
a glazed look at the middle distance, which clearly showed that they had no intention of even 
conceding.  

The primary lending institutions and the secondary lending institutions are applying current 
standards to a situation that they previously applied different standards to eight or ten years ago.  
They are taking the view that the right way to do this is A, B and C.  They did not say that when 
they were lending to the people concerned.  In fact, they said the reverse.  A number of bankers 
from outside of this jurisdiction visited here to our cost because the undermined the stability of 
the market, all in pursuit of market share, as the Commissioner will know.  The result of that 
has been the withdrawal of many banks and the insurance companies as well.  They withdrew 
to their homelands and walked away with no responsibility good, bad or indifferent.  I blame 
the Central Bank of Ireland for allowing these things to happen, as I have done before and will 
do again.  I blame the European Central Bank, ECB, on which there was Irish representation 
from the Central Bank of Ireland for allowing these things to happen in this country and across 
Europe. 

I know that the Commissioner’s heart is in the right place and that there are other hearts in 
different locations across Europe.  My final point is in regard to the Apple case.  I profoundly 
disagree with Deputy Doherty’s remarks in that regard.  I do not accept the case he put forward.  
I had occasion to dispute this issue with a former Commissioner for Competition in this House 
a couple of years ago.  I believe there was an intention to discourage foreign direct investment 
in this country.  The way in which we were portrayed internationally has been very unhelpful, in 
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pursuit of the single objective of winning the argument.  The depiction of the poor unfortunate 
donkey having a carrot dangled on a fishing rod in front of it comes to mind.  I was embarrassed 
to see the way that particular argument was emerging.  That is how it was.  Suffice it to say, we 
are responsible for taxation and manufacturing in our own country.  That should continue.  We 
should not under any circumstances allow a situation to develop whereby we are seen as a sec-
ond, third, fourth or fifth option location for foreign direct investment in order to appease those 
who feel the investment should go to them.

Ms Mairead McGuinness: I will not respond to the Deputy’s comments on the Apple case.  
I think it has been well argued on both sides.  I have made my intervention on that already.  To 
some extent, perhaps it needs to go to the final stage so that there is legal clarity.

On the second point in regard to the treatment of borrowers that run into difficulty, we have 
had a good exchange about that.  There is nobody in the room, online or physically, who does 
not have huge concerns about what happened in the past because we all know people who 
experienced difficulties.  I will make two points about this time.  One is that, where there are 
problems, there is an onus on both banks and borrowers to sit down together early and find solu-
tions.  That would help alleviate an over-accumulation of non-performing loans.  When people 
are in financial distress they tend not to be able to cope.  It is a terrible place to be and I have 
dealt with many constituents in that position.  If there are situations where people know that 
their business is in a difficult place because of a public health crisis, my plea is that the banks 
and the borrower get together now.

On the wider issue, we have not heard and I would be interested if there can be a response.  
The proposals and communication we will come forward with next week on non-performing 
loans have a twofold objective.  Primarily, it is to ensure we can continue the flow of credit into 
the economy from banks, which is essential, while also managing loans that are not being re-
paid and protecting the borrower.  We have learned lessons from the past.  I have referred to this 
and it is clear.  Deputy Durkan made the observation, and I hope I picked it up correctly, that 
sometimes people when they borrow are not aware of all the details of the loan, interest rates 
and so forth.  That allows me to refer to an issue on which I hope all members of the commit-
tee will support me.  It is backed up by research.  It is that when it comes to financial literacy, 
many of us do not understand the basic concepts in the financial world, even though we will 
deal with it on many occasions throughout our lives.  It is also true that one third of European 
households are financially fragile.  That means that where they face an unexpected crisis in their 
finances, they cannot cope with it.  There is a very vulnerable sector of our society that needs 
support on financial issues and financial literacy.  We are moving into a more digital world in 
which everything is instant and immediate.  Those of us who had a cheque book and a pen used 
to have to think, at least, because one was signing the cheque.  There is now a generation that 
does not even know what a cheque book is.  We now need to understand that we make more 
rapid financial decisions.  We make them instantly and we need to have knowledge in order that 
we have the power to make the right decisions.

It is one of my.priorities, a personal priority, to make the financial world more visible to the 
wider society and to develop a framework on financial literacy so member states can, if they 
choose, use this framework to make citizens more financially aware.  Clearly, education is the 
remit of each member state but when it comes to finance, we could do a great deal to improve 
financial literacy to help all of us to make better financial decisions and, perhaps, avoid some of 
the worst impacts when financial decisions turn out to be difficult or go in the wrong direction.  
I would appreciate the committee’s support for that.
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Chairman: I wish to add my voice to the voices of previous speakers when they spoke to 
the Commissioner about the activities of vulture funds in Ireland, and to underline the fact that 
they are causing devastation in society.  Her last point relating to financial literacy is central 
to what is happening.  The borrowers are now faced with dealing with a vulture fund and the 
language being used by the vulture funds is high-end financial language, which is poorly under-
stood by those who are trying to engage in finding a solution to their problem with the vulture 
funds.  In addition, the vulture funds, by and large, ignore the regulation regarding the loan 
they have just purchased.  They put the borrower to great strain.  They are breaking businesses 
and individuals and they are repossessing farms.  We are losing a generation of entrepreneurs 
because of what they are doing.  People end up on the Irish Credit Bureau list and their future 
is damaged beyond repair.

I ask the Commissioner, in 2021, to put individuals at the centre of what she is doing.  They 
have suffered badly from the financial crash and from the ongoing financial difficulties they 
have experienced through the pandemic.  They now need a break.  It appears to me, from hear-
ings at this committee over the past five years, that banks ignore them.  They pay lip service to 
the regulation.  I believe this country has a banking sector that is close to being out of control, 
and I do not say that lightly.  The Commissioner is meeting the Irish Financial Services Union 
regarding Ulster Bank.  It is shocking that 3,000 employees of that bank, through their repre-
sentatives, cannot have a constructive meeting about the future of the bank and their jobs.  The 
customers are also worried.  It tells one a great deal about the attitude of banks, including the 
attitude of Ulster Bank to this Parliament, because its representatives will not turn up, and its 
attitude to trade unions, because it will not engage with them.  In the course of next year we are 
faced with that problem in Ulster Bank, 1,500 jobs in doubt in AIB and a further number of that 
type in Bank of Ireland.

A great deal must be done by Europe to deal with financial literacy, on the one hand, and 
then to deal with the controls that are necessary on the mainstream banks to support those who 
are in mortgage difficulty and to provide mortgages, as Deputy O’Callaghan said, at a reason-
able interest rate.  The Sparkasse bank model is often discussed in this committee in terms of 
its interest rates and the community nature of that bank.  I would love to see the Commission 
promoting the concept of community banking, to give people the opportunity to engage with 
that type of banking system.  It is far more sensitive to their needs than the vulture funds and 
the other banks.

Ms Mairead McGuinness: I will respond briefly.  What the Chairman has just said is what 
I have said several times since taking up this position.  People have to be at the centre of what 
I do here.  The banking system relies on people.  The idea of financial literacy is something I 
personally intend to pursue.  I am glad to have spoken to an Oireachtas committee so it is aware 
of my interest in this.  We spoke earlier about the sensitivities at present and the trauma people 
suffered in the past and, potentially, will suffer again in this crisis.  I am well aware of that, 
perhaps because I have come through elections and I understand people and their position.  We 
also need to work towards solving some of these difficulties and helping people to get help early 
rather than let a problem build up, which is what often happens.  All of us have a responsibility 
to communicate, which I will be doing more directly next week when we launch our communi-
cation on non-performing loans.  We need a financial system that is competitive and meets the 
needs of citizens.  It is evolving rapidly.  The Chairman mentioned the threat to jobs in banks.  
I am aware of this as well.

This is our first opportunity to engage and I welcome the comments.  I have taken note of 
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them.  I am not 100 days in the job - I believe it is 60 days - so it is not too bad to have absorbed 
quite a heavy workload that was already in place but needs to be propelled further.  However, 
I live in a rural community and I understand the issues that affect people.  I listen more than I 
speak when I am out and about, if we ever get back to a place without masks.  I will understand 
and convey the sensitivities of not just Irish citizens but all European citizens when it comes to 
their dealings with the financial system.

Finally, we need a financial system that works.  It is vital for business and individuals.  It is 
my job to maintain that and to make it work better.  I hope I will have the help and support of 
elected members of all parliaments across the European Union to do that.  We are facing chal-
lenging times with the pandemic and a potential no-deal Brexit.  We need to help our citizens 
and businesses through this difficulty.  These are not easy times but I think together we can be 
effective.

I again thank the Chairman and all his colleagues who engaged in the debate.

Chairman: I thank the Commissioner and hope that we can engage again over the coming 
year.  I wish her well with her objectives in the course of carrying out her work and wish her 
the best of luck.

The joint committee went into private session at 3.10 p.m. and resumed in public session at 
3.17 p.m.

Election of Vice Chairman

Chairman: Deputy Durkan has been deemed elected as Vice Chair of the committee.  Is 
that agreed?  Agreed.

Scrutiny of EU Legislative Proposals

Chairman: We will deal with EU matters, Schedule A and B on legislative proposals.  Con-
sideration of Schedule A, EU legislative proposals, were previously undertaken on 25 November 
2020.  While it was agreed that no subsidiarity issues arose, it was agreed to undertake further 
scrutiny of the following COMs by asking the lead Department for additional briefing informa-
tion: COM(2020)403, COM(2020)408, COM(2020)409, COM(2020)445 and COM(2020)452.

It was further agreed that the following COMs did not require further scrutiny and had no 
subsidiarity issues: COM(2020)450 and COM(2020)451.

It was also agreed that the following COMs required further scrutiny by asking the relevant 
lead Department for additional material to view to consider the matters raised at a future meet-
ing of this joint committee: COM(2020)280, COM(2020)282 and COM(2020)283.

The joint committee also considered a number of Schedule B COMs on 25 November and 
agreed regarding the following COMs that there were no subsidiarity issues and no further 
scrutiny was warranted: COM(2020)49, COM(2020)53, COM(2020)89, COM(2020)124, 
COM(2020)171, COM(2020)172, COM(2020)175, COM(2020)180, COM(2020)181, 
COM(2020)190 and COM(2020)196.
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The joint committee today considered the following Schedule A COMs.  The committee 
agreed that where no subsidiarity issues arose, these COMs require further consideration by 
way of relevant lead Department attending a committee meeting to present additional mate-
rial: COM(2020)403, COM(2020)408, COM(2020)409, COM(2020)445, COM(2020)452, 
COM(2020)280, COM(2020)282 and COM(2020)283.

The joint committee also considered the following Schedule A COMs: COM(2020)113, 
COM(2020)114, COM(2020)138 and COM(2020)163.  The following COMs were scru-
tinised previously: COM(2020)280, COM(2020)282, COM(2020)283, COM(2020)403, 
COM(2020)408, COM(2020)409, COM(2020)445 and COM(2020)452.

The following COMs were newly introduced and it was agreed that these COMs do not re-
quire further scrutiny: COM(2020)113, COM(2020)114, COM(2020)138 and COM(2020)163.

The joint committee also considered the following Schedule B COMs and agreed that 
these do not require further scrutiny: COM(2020)200, COM(2020)240, COM(2020)242, 
COM(2020)256, COM(2020)292, COM(2020)303, COM(2020)328, COM(2020)331 and 
COM(2020)376.

The joint committee adjourned at 3.20 p.m. until 1.30 p.m. on Tuesday, 15 December 2020.


