
Retail Banking Public Consultation – List of Questions 

Retail banking services sector  

Responses below reflect the experience of Credit Review, which deals with businesses only - SME and Farm 
businesses that are experiencing difficulty accessing credit.  Credit Review does not deal with banking payments or 
personal credit issues. 

Question 1: Response refers to SME only 

Banks and other stakeholders are expecting the retail banking sector to go through a period of significant and rapid 
change, including greater use of fintech, over the next 10 years.  

a) Is the retail banking sector currently meeting the needs of consumers and SMEs? Yes/No  

The initial answer is Yes but with caveats. 

The Retail banking sector appears to be meeting the needs of the majority of SMEs who apply for credit, as most are 
approved according to the Dept of Finance SME Credit Survey which interviews approx. 1500 SMEs (decline rate 
typically 14-16% between 2014 and 2020).  

However, what is not clear is: 

• Are SMEs- bypassing / avoiding the use of retail banks, instead sourcing growth funding from internally 
generated cash or using non-bank finance (private investors/alternative funders) 

• The extent to which there are ‘discouraged’ applicants, who never actually make formal application for credit. 
This may be due to being informed by the bank at enquiry stage that their application would likely be 
unsuccessful, or to previous poor experiences of getting credit from banks, or finding that a compromised 
Central Credit Register report will automatically lead to a decline. 
(Note: no stats are available to capture the extent of this issue other than callers to our helpline and 
reviewers).  

There are three trends that could support the hypotheses that banks are increasingly NOT viewed as a source of 
funding for SME’s: 

1. At a time (pre-covid) when the Irish economy was booming and it would be expected that Irish SMEs were 
investing to grow, we saw very muted or declining demand for bank credit. Per DOF SME Credit Survey, just 
20% of SMEs surveyed sought credit in 6 months to Sept 2019 (now 17% in Sept 2021). Per Central Bank 
statistical release, the outstanding stock of SME credit was down to €18.3bn in Dec 2021 (€5.6bn property and 
€12.7bn core SME debt) – down almost 35% since Dec 2016.  

2. Non-bank finance - the DOF SME Credit survey reports outstanding debt to Non-Banks rose to 47% of total 
debt outstanding in Sept 2021 vs 39% in Mar 2021. (It remains to be seen if this is a trend as this is a new 
survey question – previous surveys indicated enquiries for non-bank finance were made by just 7% of 
respondents in the 2017 and 2018 surveys). 

3. There are some very clear gaps in the market which the banking system is not filling – as the success of the 
Future Growth Loan scheme from SBCI, and the large utilisation by all the banks and non-banks of the SBCI 
Covid schemes shows. Microfinance Ireland also provided a multiple of its usual liquidity to businesses during 
Covid – again showing gaps in the banking system. 

In summary  

• those who formally apply to banks are in the main getting credit  
• numbers of applications declining, and the banks SME books have shrunk considerably and consistently over 

the last decade 
• Non-bank funding may be growing but is not measured as it is not regulated 
• Growth in MFI business and use of SBCI schemes appears to indicate sectors of market not being served 



b) What changes do you expect to see in the retail banking sector in the coming 10 years?  

A major change, accelerated by Covid over last two years, is the move to increased automation/reduced direct 
customer interaction. Credit decisions for SMEs are now mainly automated or centralized with very low or no local 
discretion.  During Covid-19 banks stopped face-to-face engagement and have largely continued doing so.   

While automation works well for standard products such as mortgages, and for transactional banking or payments, 
SME lending and credit is high touch business which often requires more detailed interaction between bank and 
borrower. The new model may serve a cohort of strong SMEs that ‘tick all the boxes’ but those that are complex or 
challenged in any way (vulnerable but viable) will find it more difficult to access credit. 

Banks are becoming more distant from their SME customers and there are less close bank/customer relationships, 
particularly at below corporate level (exposure>€1m). Loss of banking and credit expertise, which was provided as part 
of the customer relationship management role by the banks, will reduce the chances of SMEs successfully accessing 
credit.  

SMEs are not credit experts but many need guidance/assistance when applying for credit. A good competent SME banker 
properly trained should not only be able to assess a credit request but should be able to provide valuable feedback, 
particularly to an SME seeking credit for the first time.   

c) Please compare the type of sector resulting from the changes you foresee in Question 1(b) to the type of sector you 
believe needs to exist so that it is fit-for-purpose, treats consumers and SMEs fairly, and that it serves the needs of 
society and the economy.  

A hybrid model of customer interaction is a better solution than the drive to online-only – where customer can choose 
to interact virtually/digitally but can also access a human to advise or assist when they need to, as is often the case for 
credit requests.  

Credit decisions are increasingly complex due to bank policies and regulations which can be highly technical and of 
which the borrower is unaware, and the SME may therefore unable to navigate the path to accessing credit without 
support (previously provided by a relationship manager within a bank). 

Current communications (written) between banks and borrowers often fall short in terms of clarity – plain 
English/Plain Speaking and Plain Numbers campaign should be required to ensure borrowers are best served. As 
branches continue to close, the expertise of the local bank staff, and their ability to help SMEs on the credit journey, is 
lost. 

As the market is discovering with the withdrawal of Ulster and KBC this year, the account opening process alone is a 
challenge -  even for people who are involved in the financial services industry. Adding the complexity of seeking accounts 
with credit makes it even more challenging. What has previously been seen as switching inertia may in fact be pragmatic 
decision making by SMEs. It may also have led banks to being less competitive as customers will not easily move their 
accounts elsewhere. 

Question 2: Response refers to SME only 

Given the extent to which banks are implementing material changes to their business models and service delivery, in 
your opinion, have these changes been implemented with a satisfactory customer-focus? Yes/No.  

No. 

• Credit Review typically sees challenged cases. In our experience of the Irish banking sector, the focus in recent 
years is on costs, efficiency and policies/regulation and less on customer service. The Central Bank SME lending 
code has shifted from principles and ‘spirit’ of lending to regulation and compliance, which sets a low bar. 
Some banks are now more focused on meeting the regulations rather than the principles - which referred to 
fairness, transparency, honesty; and required banks to seek relevant customer information and make full 



disclosure of all relevant material information, to inform the customer. The focus appears to have shifted to 
compliance rather than customer service. 

• Banks need to refocus on better communication and engagement with clients, whether in writing, virtually or 
in person. Central Bank SME lending code while providing regulation should also refocus on the principles of 
fairness and transparency. Banks on their side need to focus on the idea of ‘Once and Done’ – borrowers 
complain of having to tell their story repeatedly when they interact with different parts of the banks or even 
during one credit application. 

The lack of plain English when declining applications for credit remains an issue. Often, borrowers have to 
engage with Credit Review and appeal to finally get to the bottom of why their application for credit has been 
declined. This is an expensive process requiring a lot of time from both SMEs and banks. Where appropriate, 
banks should be encouraged to give the real reasons why they are unwilling to provide credit to SMEs. 

• Response times are notoriously long.  The SME Code, while well intentioned in setting a timeline on responding 
to a credit request, has impacted response times and now the 15 days is seen by the banks as a minimum 
rather than a maximum – previously some banks had internal targets of 5 day turnaround.  Based on the cases 
we see in Credit Review, even after a positive decision is issued it takes considerable time to provide the offer 
letters and more time to get the security in place and drawdown effected.   

 

Please explain the reasons for your answer.  

If you have answered “no”, please outline the measures that could be taken by the firms in the retail banking sector, 
Government, regulators or other relevant stakeholders to address the issues you identified.  

Competition  

Question 3: Response refers to SME only 

Since the GFC the retail banking sector has become more concentrated, however new competitors have entered the 
market providing various products and services including mortgages, SME credit and payments.  

Following the departure of Ulster Bank and KBC, do you consider that the level of competition in the retail banking 
sector will be appropriate and sustainable, bearing in mind population and market size in Ireland?  

Following the exit of Ulster and KBC, there will be 3 main banks servicing the market, and a large number of non-bank 
lenders (over 60 currently operating in the asset finance area). All competition is welcome. Having less than 3 banks 
would be a very poor outcome for Irish SMEs. 

Non-bank lenders tend to be specialist / niche players and often do not have the legacy systems or regulatory 
compliance costs of banks. They can choose to service the most attractive parts of the SME credit market, which gives 
them an advantage over banks in their business model and profitability.  

Some issues arising with non-bank funders are as follows: 

- They are often expensive.  For example, one on-lender charges 10% (APR) + on standard leasing  
- Most Term lenders have a take-on threshold of €1m/€2m.  
- The non-regulated lenders in addition to being expensive only lend to corporate structures – many 

microbusinesses are sole traders. 
- They offer specialist products and do not provide the wider product range required by many small SMEs  

Institutions such as ICC and ACC provided a valuable support to SMEs and Agri until they were sold. We now have 2 
separate institutions SBCI and MFI, which help support the smaller and challenged sections of SME market – and 
played a crucial role in recent Covid crisis.  The question is  – would a one-stop shop for these borrowers make it easier 
easier for (smaller less sophisticated) SME’s to navigate credit? 



For SMEs especially the smaller microbusinesses, it is important to have a solution provider who offers the full suite of 
transaction and credit services as they may not have the resources/capacity to deal with multiple suppliers; currently 
banks as full-service providers may be a better solution.  

In your opinion, are there actual or potential barriers to entry that are resulting in less competition both in terms of 
product availability and product price? Yes / No.  

As the market is discovering with Ulster and KBC exiting – switching bank is not easy. Switching with credit is even 
more difficult. The ability of SMEs with credit requirements to easily move banks is a barrier to entry for new players 
and may have made existing banks less competitive. Not all banks are the same, they have different policies and 
procedures, and may be targeting different market sectors. An SME may be banking with the ‘wrong’ bank for a 
particular credit request i.e. one that could be more easily facilitated in another bank, but may struggle to move banks 
– which means they may not get the credit their business needs.  

Secondly, switching can be impacted by costs of taking security, which can be significant with legal and valuation costs, 
especially for microbusinesses typically seeking smaller loans. Costs of taking security have been regularly highlighted 
by farmers who may have to provide valuable land as security for relatively small annual stocking loans. 

An additional consideration is that banks have varying legacy systems impacting their online product offering – the 
difficulty of getting to grips with a new system may deter small SMEs – especially when the downside of learning errors 
can mean damage to customer and supplier relationships. New digital offerings once established and trusted could 
impact on the banks market share. As yet many of these new providers are focused on the consumer rather than 
business offerings. 

The CCPC has done some excellent work on showing the benefits to Consumers of switching or shopping around for 
various products or services. While the cost of banking is largely standard, and there is limited choice for microSMEs & 
SMEs, there are options with the non-bank product providers. Education is required for these to understand that there 
is merit in shopping around for products and services. 

In answering both these questions, you should consider the growth in the provision of retail banking services by digital 
and non-banks in relation to (a) mortgages (b) SME lending and (c) current and payment accounts.  

Branch services  

Question 4: Response refers to SME only 

The significant shift from physical banking to the use of technology has seen the closure of a material number of bank 
branches. In your opinion, have the actions taken by the banks to mitigate the impact of branch closures on delivery of 
services to consumers and SMEs been satisfactory? Yes/No.  

Please provide reasons for your answer.  

No. 

Maintaining a large branch network is no longer viable for banks and this is not the issue for SMEs.  Most SMEs receive 
and pay via electronic banking and cash services, where required, can be provided by An Post.  However in relation to 
credit, closing branches and moving to the Direct or online model of customer engagement, while suitable for some, 
has not worked well for all SMEs. The loss of banking knowledge and ability to communicate that knowledge to SMEs 
has not been fully compensated for – see earlier comments in Q1 on bank communications. 

SMEs are continuously reporting to us that they want to be able to deal with one person as their agent in the bank who 
will learn about their business and guide them through the banking/credit process. This does not necessarily require 
bricks and mortar in a local branch, and could be better facilitated with the use of simple technology which has 
become more widely accepted in the last 2 years. Agri advisers regularly visit farms and make decisions on lending 
based on what they see. Some banks are offering to meet personal customers at their workplace during lunch hours. 
Providing the facility to meet SMEs at their place of business and discuss the business there could improve bank-



customer relations and engagement. Banks need competent, trained and continually upskilled SME lenders 
strategically located throughout the country to meet face to face with SMEs preferably in the SMEs premises.  A good 
lender can glean valuable information from the visit to a Factory, Shop or Farm.    

Cost for these services remains a factor, however there is likely a customer type who would pay for a premium service 
if offered by a financial provider. 

Aspects of credit, particularly restructuring, require particular skills and domain knowledge. Some retail banks are 
currently selling off their non-performing loans rather than dealing with them themselves.  Many SMEs go through 
difficult periods.  For some this may be terminal and require the business to be restructured through examinership or 
wound up through liquidation.  Unviable business should not be kept alive.  However, there appears to be a lack of skill 
in banks to identify between business that are vulnerable but viable in the long term, and those that are not.  Similarly, 
many advisers including the Accountancy Firms provide minimal support to businesses in difficulty. 

In the absence of banking expertise available from the banks themselves, SMEs will need assistance from expert financial 
advisers.  

If your answer is “No”, please outline the measures that could be taken by the firms in the retail banking sector, 
Government, regulators or other relevant stakeholders to address the issues you identified. Where appropriate, please 
distinguish between consumers and SMEs in your response.  

Question 5: Response refers to SME only 

One of the principal factors impacting the level of interest rate that a bank charges on its loans, including mortgages, is 
the level of operational costs that a bank incurs to run its business. Two of the more significant operational costs that a 
bank has are costs relating to staffing and premises.  

Do you consider that it would be an acceptable trade-off to see more cost reductions at banks if these cost reductions 
increased the capacity of banks to lower the interest rate they currently charge to consumers and SMEs? Yes / No.  

Please explain the reasons for your answer.  

Yes. 

See question 4 above – if banks can improve their communications and meet borrowers either virtually or at a 
premises the need to have branch networks could be reduced with corresponding cost savings. 

Cash services  

Question 6:  

Noting the concerns being raised that access to cash and cash services are generally reducing, should Government or 
other relevant stakeholders introduce policy or other measures to protect access to cash? Yes / No.  

Please explain the reasons for your answer.  

If you have answered “yes”, please outline the measures that could be taken by the firms in the retail banking sector, 
Government, regulators or other relevant stakeholders to address the issues you identified. 

No.  

Cash and access to cash is increasingly less necessary in a modern society and the last two years have accelerated the 
move to online and digital payments/services.  However, vulnerable stakeholders should be protected, and the 
services offered by An Post in rural locations should be protected at all costs. On a negative note, post Covid there 
remains an active ‘black market’ for cash which is damaging to a modern economy and should be weaned out. 

Banks need to do more to educate customers on the use of electronic banking.  For example, banks could run workshops 
in local venues for customers and non-customers to educate them on transitioning from cash to electronic banking.  
Many people, particularly older people with time on their hand might relish the opportunity to learn how to bank 



electronically.  It would also be a great customer engagement experience and would, most likely attract new customers. 
Barclays Digital Eagles initiative is a good example. 

 

Question 7: N/A 

Given the extent to which the ATM network is now primarily owned by unregulated entities, should Government 
legislate for the regulation of these providers? Yes / No.  

Please explain the reasons for your answer.  

If you have answered “yes”, please outline the areas or activities that should now be regulated to address the issues 
you identified.  

Mortgages  

Question 8: Response refers to SME only 

In your opinion, is there an acceptable level of consumer choice in the Irish market in relation to:  

 Number and type of mortgage provider? Yes/No Yes 

 The mortgage product range? Yes/No Yes 

Mortgages usually refer to borrowings on Home Loan and Residential Investment properties.  Loans to SMEs are 
usually referred to as Term Loans.  In relation to Residential Investment Properties one pillar bank is now offering 25 
years loans on portfolios of Investment properties.  However, their LTV and repayment cover requirements are very 
strict. 

The Residential Investment Property loan market is relatively well served by the likes of ICS/Dilisk. The non-bank 
providers will facilitate longer term amortization (up to 25 years) with 5-year terms and typically will only fund 
specialist property vehicles (SPVs) OR limited liability companies. 

There are options and providers out there – however to ensure they get the most suitable solution for their business 
needs, SMEs may need to utilise mortgage experts or financial advisors rather than just approaching their own bank 
(who may provide limited options). There is a significant challenge to educate SMEs and their Accountants on the 
range of products and services that exist – across the board, and not just in relation to mortgages. 

Please explain the reasons for your answer.  

If you have answered “no”, please outline the measures that could be taken by the firms in the retail banking sector, 
Government, regulators or other relevant stakeholders to address the issues you identified.  

Question 9:  

There are indications that certain mortgage borrowers in Ireland would benefit from a lower interest rate by switching 
their mortgage to an alternative provider, however levels of switching have been low.  

In your opinion, are there measures that could be taken by the firms in the retail banking sector, Government, 
regulators or other relevant stakeholders to increase the level of switching? Yes/No. Yes. 

Please explain the reasons for your answer.  

It is clear that in most cases, switching provider will save the SME money. However SME’s are not familiar with all   
options and may not have the resources to investigate. A better solution may be to talk to a regulated financial broker 
/ mortgage advisor with domain expertise, who offers a full range of products and services and are duty bound to 
explain the benefits and costs of switching provider. There is a need for trusted Government agencies, departments 
and regulated bodies to raise awareness that SMEs should use expert financial advisers. 



Switching Utility provider has become a very simple and seamless process.  In the case of SMEs, switching bank or 
credit facility can incur a lot of cost that is not covered by the acquiring lender (as is the case with Home Loans).  Banks 
seeking switcher customers should be obliged to cover the switcher costs, or part of them, or alternatively incorporate 
the cost of switching into the loan. 

Finally, there is a cultural issue with many Irish SMEs reluctant to pay specialist financial advisers as they are not aware 
of the benefits – or the pitfalls of not engaging. The awareness raising piece has been mentioned in the point above – 
the cost could also be addressed by using vouchers for SMEs to access specialist financial advice.  

SME credit  

Question 10: Response refers to SME only 

In your opinion, is there adequate access to and availability of credit from the retail banking sector (including 
appropriate product choice) to meet the funding needs of the SME sector? Yes/No.   

Yes. 

The SME sector is a very broad church, with different sectors and different sizes of company having different 
experiences and differing success in accessing credit for growth (per DOF SME Credit survey). 

What we do know from the survey is that the majority of those SMEs who make a formal application for credit, will get 
a credit facility from their bank. Microbusinesses tend to have lower success rates.  

What we do not know is how many do not approach their bank formally because they are discouraged – either given a 
‘soft no’ when they discuss applying for credit with a bank representative, or find the process takes too long and is 
therefore not completed, or having suffered from poor credit interactions in the past are bootstrapping or growing 
using internal funds. (see response to Q1 a) 

This potentially delays business growth / weakens their position in the market as other better funded firms power 
ahead. Alternatively, it can result in SMEs using valuable working capital funds for Cap ex and leaving the business 
short of cash, a key cause of business failure. The impact on productivity of Irish SMEs due to capital constraints is 
unquantified. 

While bank lending decisions are mainly predicated on cashflow, other important considerations for a bank to lend 
include   (a)security in case it all goes wrong, and  

(b) contribution, equity or stake that must be introduced by the business – banks typically are 
comfortable to provide up to 70% of the funding for capital  investment.  

(a)Modern digital and services companies may not have tangible security – the success of the SBCI guarantee schemes 
has helped overcome this gap in most of the cases that come to Credit Review – however without SBCI products these 
cases may not access funding. New lending in banks during Covid saw heavy utilization of SBCI guarantees. We are now 
moving away from Covid supports and need to get back to leveraging the traditional ‘Credit Guarantee Scheme’ which 
was previously underutilized by banks (‘pre-pandemic’). This scheme specifically supported businesses with no security 
or new complex business models that the banks viewed as riskier. 

(b)Balance of funding – typically 30% for investment in tangible assets – has to be found by the business, either 
internally from reserves or externally from third parties. From a banking perspective, this shows the commitment of 
the borrower to the project, and shares the risk between bank and borrower.  

This will be increasingly an issue going forward as while overall SME deposits have increased during Covid (per Central 
Bank reports), businesses in certain sectors such as hospitality have depleted all their reserves and may have no cash 
to invest. 



For smaller businesses, or businesses seeking smaller amounts of funding, attracting external investment has a fixed 
cost of due diligence which make it unviable in many cases – utilization of tax incentives for investment such as EIIS can 
help here. 

Please explain the reasons for your answer. 

If you have answered “No”, please outline whether this relates to particular types of products or services that SMEs 
need e.g. working capital; investment in fixed assets/expansion; investment in R&D and innovation.  

If you have answered “No”, please outline whether this relates to particular types of products or services that SMEs 
need e.g. working capital; investment in fixed assets/expansion; investment in R&D and innovation.  

Question 11: Response refers to SME only 

The Central Bank is not currently required to license or regulate certain non-bank providers of credit to the SME sector. 
Would it be advantageous if all providers of credit to the SME sector were regulated by the Central Bank? Yes/No.  

Regulation of non-bank providers could be seen by SMEs as a positive, acting as a seal of approval and encouraging 
them to use newer non-bank providers. 

It could level the playing field by ensuring the banks are not the only players burdened with regulation and 
corresponding costs. 

It could help clarity and transparency – for example requiring metrics such as APR to be quoted on all offer letters and 
allowing SMEs to make informed comparisons when deciding on which credit products to use. 

On the downside – regulation has costs. It would increase cost on the non-bank providers with regard to compliance 
and/or additional resources to manage regulation and this ultimately may not benefit the SME.  

Complexity of regulation can make it difficult for SMEs to understand exactly what they are signing up to. Nowadays 
there are so many general Terms & Conditions that it is difficult to understand the offer. These terms and conditions 
are generally unalterable for the standard products on offer to SMEs. This makes the benefits of regulation – right of 
appeal, time to consider – less useful to the SMEs. 

Regulating the advisers is one solution that needs to be considered. In our work with Credit Review, we find a wide 
range of advisers of differing skill and expertise. The Central Bank has a register of qualified debt managers, but most 
SMEs are unaware of their existence – and debt management and restructuring is increasingly regulated, complex and 
difficult for SMEs to understand. Following on from Covid disruption, we expect restructuring to be a critical part of the 
recovery for many SMEs.  

For mortgages,  SME’s could use financial advisers that are regulated – for example, financial brokers are regulated 
under CMCAR (mortgage regulations) for consumers, a similar regulation could be applied for SME advisers. Again, a 
campaign to raise awareness amongst SMEs would be required. 

As mentioned above, costs of using advisers (at least initially to overcome cultural issues mentioned previously) could 
be addressed using voucher schemes for SMEs to fund expert advice.  

Please explain the reasons for your answer.  

Consumer credit  

Question 12:  

Credit can play a pivotal role in the lives of consumers. It is therefore important that consumers have good access to 
credit, appropriate levels of consumer choice, whilst also being protected from over-indebtedness.  

In your opinion:  



c) Is there adequate access to and availability of credit from the retail banking sector (including appropriate product 
choice) to meet the needs of consumers? Yes/No. Yes  

There is choice for consumers who wish to access credit and the CCPC is to be commended for their work on 
highlighting the various product providers and the cost of credit for each one in the realm of consumer credit. There 
remains however a very poor understanding of finance by consumers generally and there are areas which should form 
part of every secondary student’s education which could include: 1. Household income and expenditure (introducing 
the standard financial statement and concept of monthly reasonable living expenditure (ISI) 2. Loans – how to calculate 
daily interest charges 3. Mortgages – the concepts of NDI (net disposable income) and stress testing to account for 
interest rate increases.  

All of these areas will assist individuals/consumers when they enter business and improve overall financial literacy for 
both consumers and businesses. 

d) What are the main risks to consumers in the area of consumer credit? Understanding the cost of credit and ensuring 
affordability is evident. N/A 

For both (a) and (b) above, please explain the reasons for your answer.  

Where you have identified issues, please outline the measures that could be taken by the firms in the retail banking 
sector, Government, regulators or other relevant stakeholders to address the issues you identified.  

Other retail banking services  

Question 13:  

With respect to deposit/savings accounts, in your opinion, is there an acceptable level of choice for consumers and 
SMEs in the Irish market in relation to the:  

 Number and type of providers? Yes/No Yes 

 Product range? Yes/No Yes 

This is not currently an issue for SMEs.  There is a reasonable range of product and providers. Where SMEs have excess 
cash, they will generally look for opportunities to invest this in growing their business and in providing for pensions 
through an SSAP.  Banks are currently charging negative interest on balances over €1m and while this is a disappointing 
development this can be overcome by most SMEs by spreading their excess liquidity around.  

Deposit interest for SMEs has not arisen as an issue in feedback to Credit Review. However, rising interest rates should 
drive movement in this market but once again consumers and SMEs need to be encouraged to ‘shop around’ and get 
professional advice rather than relying on their current provider. Customer ‘stickiness’ or reluctance to switch provider 
is benefitting the banks from both a deposit and credit viewpoint. 

Please provide reasons for your answers. 

If you have answered “no”, please outline the measures that could be taken by the firms in the retail banking sector, 
Government, regulators or other relevant stakeholders to address the issues you identified.  

Question 14:  

With respect to current/payment accounts, in your opinion, is there and acceptable level of choice for consumers and 
SMEs in the Irish market in relation to:  

 Number and type of providers? Yes/No Yes 

 Product range and features? Yes/No Yes 

The current accounts offered by the banks in Ireland are all very similar. We also have the likes of Revolut and N26 
providing current accounts for consumers and more recently Bunq via Capitalflow, offering access to IBANs for SMEs 



using Fintech within 5 minutes. It is likely technology is going to continue to evolve and more Fintech providers will 
come into the market.  

There remains a requirement however to protect vulnerable consumers and SMEs in rural areas who require access to 
current/payment accounts. The works done by An Post in this regard needs to be encouraged and supported as there 
will always be a sector of the population who will be left behind as technology proceeds. 

SMEs are reasonably well served in this area, but we have received feedback that the Business Ebanking offered by 
Irish banks are poor relative to international banks.  Banks need to do more to assist SMEs transition from manual to 
electronic receipts and payments. 

Please provide reasons for your answers.  

If you have answered “no”, please outline the measures that could be taken by the firms in the retail banking sector, 
Government, regulators or other relevant stakeholders to address the issues you identified.  

Question 15:  

As different providers in the retail banking sector have different fee structures and charges, it may be possible to make 
savings by switching current/payment accounts. Research previously found that switching rates in Ireland were very 
low.  

In your opinion, are there measures that could be taken by the firms in the retail banking sector, Government, 
regulators or other relevant stakeholders to increase the level of switching? Yes/No. Yes. 

Please explain the reasons for your answer.  

If you consider that the Central Bank’s Code of Conduct136 on the switching of payment and current accounts should 
be amended, please outline the changes you would propose.  

The switching of payment and current accounts has not worked properly with all Stakeholders claiming they are not 
the one responsible. The legislation needs to be enforced by the Central Banks Code of Conduct on the credit 
institutions in this regard, or improved/updated to make it as effective as possible. 

There are benefits to switching banks and to negotiating with your own bank on the fee structure however SMEs are 
not aware that this is possible. Again, we would look to the work the CCPC has done in highlighting the benefits of 
switching so that SMEs and consumers could be better informed. 

Capital, operational and other challenges for the retail banks  

Question 16: Response refers to SME only 

There are various financial and other costs to the provision of retail banking services in Ireland.  

In your opinion, are there cost challenges that are specific to Ireland that impact on the provision of retail banking 
services to Irish consumers and SMEs? Yes/No. Yes. 

The Review document itself has clearly laid out cost factors for Irish banks which include regulatory compliance costs, 
and requirement to hold higher levels of capital.  Impacts on interest costs in Ireland are particularly evident at lower 
sub €250k lending levels, where interest rates in Ireland are out of line with other jurisdictions and substantially higher. 
It costs the financial provider the same to process a €250k loan as a €2.5m in terms of assessment and oversight. If the 
capital allocation for smaller SME loans was reduced it should ensure that the financial provider would allocate 
resources to ensure that the smaller loan got the same level of support in credit assessment and underwriting. 

Please explain the reasons for your answer.  

If you have answered “yes”, please outline the measures that could be taken by the firms in the retail banking sector, 
Government, regulators or other relevant stakeholders to address the issues you identified. 



Capital  

Question 17: NOTE Credit Review does not deal with PDH mortgages – however feedback has been provided by our 
external reviewers who operate professionally in this space. The views expressed below are provided for information 
only and reflect their views - the Credit Reviewer has no experience or opinion directly on this matter. 

Banks are required to hold capital for all key risks including the risk of credit losses arising on their loan portfolios. A 
key measure of the riskiness of a bank is how effectively it manages all aspects of credit risk – from loan origination to 
distressed debt.  

In the context of the capital levels banks are required to hold for mortgage lending there has been discourse over a 
number of years on the impact on capital levels of the requirements of the Central Bank’s Code of Conduct on 
Mortgage Arrears137 (CCMA) and the time it can take to recover collateral through the judicial process, which in turn 
can contribute to higher levels of interest paid by Irish mortgage holders relative to European counterparts.  

Regarding the repossession of security for PDH mortgage debt, do you consider there is an appropriate balance 
between the rights of a borrower who is in financial difficulty, compared to the rights of a lender, when a borrower has 
been afforded due process in line with the CCMA, and where it has been established that the borrower cannot repay 
their mortgage? Yes/No. No. 

It remains an issue in Ireland that the outcome of an arrears resolution is determined more by who owns the debt (the 
creditor view), rather than being an equal playing field dependent on factors such as affordability. Reforms to the 
personal insolvency arrangement, in particular the S115 appeals have brought some conformity for debtors but it 
remains fundamentally flawed that who you owe money to rather than ‘bringing your appropriate means to bear’ 
determines the outcome.  Different debt providers will offer different solutions, some with a broader range of options 
than others – but may not offer the one most appropriate to the borrower. More legislation is required here to address 
the imbalance. 

This is also the case for the informal debt management services cases, where there are further, more wide-reaching 
issues. There are c.50 debt management services firms, regulated by the Central Bank of Ireland for this purpose 
however the average mortgage arrears customer is not aware of these firms. The financial providers arrears letters 
mention MABS and Personal Insolvency Practitioners (PIP). While MABS and PIPs offer excellent advisory services 
supported by the Abhaile Scheme, arrears customers may not always be best served by these agencies. Debt 
Management Services firms are qualified debt advisors, who are regulated by the Central Bank of Ireland. However, 
any party can be authorised as a 3rd party to liaise with financial creditors and negotiate on consumers / SMEs behalf. It 
is illegal for these parties to charge for this service but the consumer is not aware that there are regulated entities who 
are specifically qualified with a duty of care for this purpose. In addition, those practicing and charging without 
regulation are only found out if they are reported to FSPO or CBoI which tends to only happen in cases of fraud. 

We sympathize with the long-term arrears borrower facing repossession however while the loans are being dealt with 
under CCMA (under MARP) they should engage a debt management services firm before repossession / legal action is 
threatened. When repossession / legal action is threatened a PIP should be able to resolve every case, but only if the 
legislation is amended to accommodate equality for every case.  

Please explain the reasons for your answer.  

If you have answered “no”, please outline the measures that could be taken by the firms in the retail banking sector, 
Government, regulators or other relevant stakeholders to address the issues you identified.  

  



Staffing and remuneration  

Question 18  

Restrictions on pay were introduced as a condition of the State’s recapitalisation of the Irish banks. In 2014, European 
legislation also introduced remuneration requirements on all European banks, including the domestic Irish banks. It is 
contended that continuation of the Irish restrictions inhibits recruitment and retention of staff in the recapitalised 
banks, with adverse consequences for their ability to compete. This may negatively impact the products and services 
provided by these banks to consumers and SMEs.  

In your opinion, should the Government retain, amend or remove the Irish restrictions that currently only apply to the 
three banks that were recapitalised by the State following the GFC?  

Credit Review considers it important that Irish banks recruit and retain staff that can provide the best service to SME’s 
when they seek credit. We have seen very capable and highly visible moves at CEO level, taking roles in other 
jurisdictions in what is an international market, and this may also be happening at lower levels within the banks. Good 
bank personnel are required at high level to develop the right strategies to benefit the Irish SME credit market, and 
throughout the business to deliver on those strategies.  

There are emerging labour shortages in all sectors of the Irish economy, and we assume banking is no different. The 
issue of pay caps will need constant review as the situation evolves.  

It is noted that the pay restrictions were introduced when the banks had to be bailed out and when the banks are no 
longer partially owned by the State, they may have less restriction on remuneration.  

Changes in regulation and work being done to change the culture within the banks, as well as the expertise and 
experience of bank staff at all levels, will determine bank behaviour, and the products and services they offer. The pay 
cap is only one element that may impact. 

Please explain the reasons for your answer.  

If you consider that the Irish restrictions should be amended, please outline the changes you would propose. 

Regulation  

Question 19:  

A key principle of good regulation is that it is proportionate to the risks it seeks to mitigate. Since the GFC an enhanced 
regulatory framework has been developed and implemented collaboratively at international level. Given the systemic 
importance of the banking system at a global, regional and national level, banks are subject to a broader suite of 
regulatory requirements, compared to other service providers, which includes both regulated and unregulated entities.  

In the context of Ireland, in your opinion, do you consider that the regulation of the retail banking sector is applied in a 
proportionate manner? Yes/No.  

Regulations only matter to those organizations who choose to follow them, so enforcement and visibility of 
enforcement are as important. 

The same regulatory obligations apply to the large banks who have access to large specialist resources as they do to 
the smaller providers. This remains a barrier to entry to new / smaller financial services providers and may be limiting 
competition. 

Please explain the reasons for your answer.  

If you have answered “no”, please outline the measures that could be taken by Government, regulators or other 
relevant stakeholders to address the issues you identified.  

In answering this question, you should consider that it may not be within the remit or capacity of any individual 
stakeholder to change existing regulations.  



Climate  

Question 20: Response refers to SME only 

The Government has set targets to reach net-zero emissions no later than 2050. As part of the Government’s plan to 
reach this target, there are indicative ranges of emissions reductions for each sector of the economy, as well as 
objectives to retrofit residential buildings. It is expected that the retail banking sector will assist consumers and SMEs 
to fund the work that is needed to assist them transition to a low carbon future.  

In your opinion, is the retail banking sector providing consumers and SMEs with appropriate support and funding to 
transition to carbon neutral? Yes / No.  

No. SME businesses are focused on making a return for their owners/shareholders. The transition to a low carbon 
future will need to make economic sense for these businesses in the short and medium term, as well as saving the 
planet. An issue in the past has been the slow payback period for energy efficient initiatives – for example, if the 
payback period is 15 years, then a 15-year loan must be available so that the initiative is at least cost neutral to the 
business.  

Unfortunately, the recent large increases in energy costs mean that some businesses will have to adapt quickly to 
survive. Loans with appropriate pricing for appropriate time periods that can be approved quickly will need to be 
available. (And on the physical supply side, suppliers and installers of energy efficient products will need to be available 
to do the work). Initiatives such as SBCI products and other government schemes will be required to ensure a rapid 
response, working with the banking system and non-bank funders to deliver the funding. 

It may be easier for the banks to focus initiatives on domestic or personal customers in the ‘green’ area – application to 
SMEs may need to be monitored and encouraged. The more recent ‘green mortgage’ offered to consumers by a 
number of banks is a good example of how consumers can be rewarded for taking the right decision to either live in a 
high BER rated home or improve their home to B+ rating. We would assume that these ‘green loans’ can be used by 
the financial services provider on the money market via securitized bonds to good effect also. Financial Services 
providers should be encourage to extend these types of product to their SMEs, possibly via a specifically designed 
support product via the SBCI. 

What is going to drive the carbon emissions reform for small businesses will ultimately be the requirements of their 
customers.  For example, large business that purchase product from SMEs will ultimately insist that their suppliers are 
carbon neutral or have a plan to get there.  Banks providing ‘green’ loans will assist but there is a lot more that needs 
to be done in this area. 

Please explain the reasons for your answer. If you have answered “no”, please outline the measures that could be 
taken by the firms in the retail banking sector, Government, regulators or other relevant stakeholders to address the 
issues you identified.  

Providing feedback and next steps  

Question 21:  

In addition to the matters covered in this public consultation, are there other issues relevant to the Terms of 
Reference, which you wish to bring to the attention of the Department? Yes / No  

Credit Review believes that the Irish financial services market is performing to service the SME & Agri businesses who 
formally apply for credit. However, we only ever see the very motivated borrower who has the conviction to go 
through a decline / appeal process within the bank and then complete our application process. The pool we end up 
helping is small. In other jurisdictions, similar ‘independent’ Credit Review bodies have been given a mandate to 
retrospectively review the banks own files where they decline the loan and the applicant forgoes an appeal. This, with 
borrowers’ consent, could be a very valuable tool for the bank to reconsider their internal credit policies and re-assess 
where credit could have been provided but wasn’t, for future policies.  



It is also regularly commented on by  SMEs that they are being discouraged from applying and effectively informally 
refused access to credit before any formal application is submitted. These refusals are not recorded and the SME is not 
given any right of appeal.  More information could be collected, either via surveys or a  ‘mystery shopper’ process to 
identify this which could reduce the incidence of SMEs being refused credit at this initial stage. 

 


