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Preface 

This report was commissioned as part of the Accountability After Economic Crisis project – a three-
year initiative funded by the Economic & Social Research Council (ESRC-ES/M011321/1). Members 
of the project are based at City, University of London, Queens University Belfast, and the University 
of Kent.   

The project explores the policies of accountability deployed in the aftermath of the global 2008 
economic recession (the ‘Great Recession’). Using six case studies (Cyprus, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, 
Portugal, and Spain), we approach political accountability through a comparative and thematic 
framework that focuses on the use of specific tools of accountability following the financial crisis. 
The policies of accountability include prosecutions, fact-finding commissions and truth 
commissions and official apologies.   

At base, the project hopes to make contributions both to the theory of ‘crisis governance’ as well as 
to the practice of how governments react to economic crises.  More than 100 elected officials, civil 
servants, academics, journalists, and activists were interviewed for the project. We also developed a 
novel database with prosecutions, truth commissions and apologies in the aftermath of the crisis in 
the six countries. Drawing on a experts’ testimonies and the use of a new database, the project 
provides policy makers with concrete advice for pursuing accountability in future economic crises.   

The country reports have a wide readership envisioned, including policy makers in all countries and 
at various levels of government (including international bodies); scholars; activists; and journalists.  
They have been written without academic jargon, and in both English and relevant local languages, 
to facilitate their practical utility.    

We hope that you will find the report useful and urge you to share it amongst your colleagues and 
networks.  

For further information about the wider project please feel free to contact us at: 

https://accountabilityaftereconomiccrisis.com/contact-the-team/  

 

Iosif Kovras, PhD 
Principal Investigator, Accountability After Economic Crisis Project 

March 2018 
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Executive Summary 

 

The primary responsibility for Ireland’s economic crisis lies with the banking sector, which 
engaged in reckless lending practices to clients primarily based in the construction and property 
sectors. The Fianna Fáil-led coalition governments of 1997-2011 facilitated this reckless 
behaviour largely through favouring a pro-cyclical fiscal policy that mainly relied on tax 
receipts from the construction and property sectors. While the Department of Finance expressed 
concerns about this fiscal policy, it did not sufficiently persuade the government of the day of 
the risks associated with a pro-cyclical fiscal policy. Nor did the Central Bank and Financial 
Services Authority of Ireland and the Financial Regulator reign in the banking sector’s lending 
practices due to a combination of light-touch regulation and staffing issues. When the banking 
sector could no longer access credit, the construction and property sectors collapsed, which 
saw government revenues fall and the economy enter a period of crisis. 

The government argued that the crisis was rooted in volatile international markets that strongly 
affected an open economy such as Ireland’s. The various opposition parties instead blamed the 
government for the crisis and argued that it favoured a fiscal policy that enabled reckless 
lending in the banking system. Both narratives contain elements of truth; the crisis began in 
international markets, mainly the United States, before affecting Ireland. However, the 
government’s chosen fiscal policy made Ireland uniquely vulnerable to an international 
downturn. In response to the crisis the government sought to restore liquidity to the banking 
system through establishing a bad bank that would absorb the banking sector’s losses and allow 
them to resume lending and thus spur economic growth. The opposition parties largely derided 
these strategies, although Fine Gael and Labour would change their stance on the issue when 
they formed a coalition government in 2011. Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael and Labour generally 
favoured market-based policies that sought to restore economic growth through creating 
conditions for the private sector to create jobs rather than see the state directly intervene in the 
economy. The only party that consistently favoured state intervention was Sinn Féin, which was 
not a party to government throughout the crisis. 

Following efforts to restore economic growth the Irish government entered the state into a 
financial assistance programme jointly managed by the European Union and the International 
Monetary Fund. Concurrent with these efforts to restore the economy the state sought to hold 
the appropriate persons accountable for the crisis, learn from the experience of the crisis and 
reform institutions where needed. The Department of Finance was reformed and improved staff 
capabilities. The Central Bank and Financial Services Authority and the Financial Regulator 
merged to become the reformed Central Bank of Ireland. The reformed Central Bank received 
strengthened regulatory and enforcement powers to aid it in regulating the banking sector. In 
addition, the institution received an infusion of new staff at the management level that bolstered 
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its technical capability and reinvigorated its leadership. The Central Bank also increased the 
number of personnel working in financial regulation and enforcement though internal 
restructuring and external hiring. 

The state also sought to prosecute bankers for the role they played in causing the crisis in 
Ireland. However, this task proved difficult as no evidence emerged that directly linked 
financial malfeasance or white-collar crime to the crisis. Instead, the stare uncovered bad 
banking practice and incompetence, neither of which are illegal actions. This did not stop the 
state from prosecuting a number of bankers from Anglo-Irish Bank for various financial 
misdeeds; primarily acts of corruption that centred on inflating the bank’s share price and 
hiding accounts from the revenue service. The state did not actively move to prosecute Anglo 
bankers in the immediate aftermath of the crisis. The growing pressure to prosecute these 
bankers came as the effects of the crisis affected the Irish public and details of Anglo’s practices 
became public. Furthermore, the prosecution of Anglo officials contained elements of the show 
trial. Anglo did not constitute a core bank in Ireland, either as an economic or social actor. It 
primarily catered to builders and did not enjoy the established relationship that Ireland’s pillar 
banks did with the state. This made prosecuting Anglo officials politically savvy, as it did not 
cast the entirety of the banking sector in a bad light. Nor did the prosecutions prove a burden 
for Anglo officials as those who were successfully prosecuted received either community 
service or short custodial sentences. 

A number of politicians and senior civil servants intimately involved in economic policy-
making before the crisis gave public apologies, however the rationalise behind these apologies 
varies. Where politicians apologies they did so in public forums, primarily an Oireachtas 
Inquiry into the crisis, where they were largely expected to go through the public ritual of 
apologising. However, these statements carried elements of qualifications as politicians sought 
to justify their actions and lament that if they knew what they did now they would have pursued 
different courses. Senior civil servants also apologised when prompted to do so in public forums 
and did not seek to qualify their actions, their apologies instead focused on contextualising the 
policy-making process. 

Finally, the state itself demonstrated a commitment be held accountable after the crisis and to 
learn from its mistakes. Both the Department of Finance and the Central Bank of Ireland 
reformed their leadership and restructured their operations. Furthermore, both institutions 
sought to engage with a range of economic stakeholders in Ireland and aboard to gain 
additional information and insights into their work. This indicates that state institutions possess 
the ability to use accountability measures to learn from crises and then respond accordingly. 
The prosecution of bankers indicates that prosecutions lack sufficient rigour as tools of 
accountability if they cannot prosecute actions directly related to the crisis, i.e. they can 
establish a verified link between white-collar crime and an economic downturn. While bad 
banking practice certainly carries the potential for negative social effects, it is not technically 
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illegal. The ability of politicians to learn from the crisis is severely limited. This is not to cast 
dispersions on the ability of politicians but to reflect the reality in which they operate. First, the 
candidate-centred nature of the Irish economy means many must attend to local issues rather 
than complex economic issues. Second, Ireland’s membership of the Eurozone limits the 
government from taking economic decisions independent of the European Central Bank and 
Eurozone states, which hold different economic needs to Ireland. 
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Brief Summary 

Background 
• The primary responsibility for the economic crisis lies with the banking sector, which 

engaged in reckless lending. This occurred in a climate that favoured light-touch 
regulation and minimal interference with the sector. 

Political Narratives 
• The Fianna Fáil-led government of 1997-2011 laid the blame for the crisis at volatile 

international markets. The various opposition parties laid the blame for the crisis at the 
government’s door. 

• Ireland’s three main parties, Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael and the Labour Party each favoured 
some form of market-based policy that would revitalise the economy. Only Sinn Féin 
favoured state-led efforts. 

Tools of Accountability 
• The Irish state relied on three tools of accountability, truth commissions and 

parliamentary committees of inquiry, trails and prosecutions, and, public apologies. 
• The truth commissions and parliamentary committees were effective tools in 

highlighting the state’s limited capacities to effectively regulate the economy. This 
began a process of institutional reform in the Department of Finance and the Central 
Bank of Ireland. 

• The state sought to prosecute bankers associated with Anglo-Irish Bank. 
• The parliamentary committees of inquiry provided an opportunity for politicians and 

senior civil servants to make public apologies. 
Impact of Accountability 

• The effectives of prosecutions remained limited. The state could not prosecute Anglo 
bankers for bad business practices so instead prosecuted them on unrelated charges of 
corruption and tax evasion, which, where prosecutions were successful, resulted in 
community service or light custodial sentences. 

• Where public apologies occurred, politicians offered qualified statements of regret 
rather than apologies that sought to justify or minimise the impact of their actions. 

Learning and Reform 
• The Department of Finance and the Central Bank of Ireland successfully learned from 

the crisis and reformed their institutions accordingly. 
• It appears that Ireland’s politicians did not learn much from the crisis but that likely 

reflects the structural environments in which they operate. Due to candidate-centred 
electoral system they must place a high propriety on local issues. Finally, Ireland’s 
membership of the European Union limits the state’s ability to chart an independent 
economic trajectory that significantly deviates from the European norm. 
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Glossary  

 

AIB   Anglo-Irish Bank 

 

BOI  Bank of Ireland 

 

CBFSAI Central Bank and Financial Services Authority of Ireland  

 

DoF  Department of Finance  

 

ECB   European Central Bank 

 

NAMA National Assets Management Agency 

 

PWC  Pricewaterhouse Coopers 
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Introduction 

 

Ireland’s financial-turned-economic crisis carried significant repercussions for the country at 
home and abroad. Harsh austerity measures deemed necessary to restore financial prudence 
plunged the country into a socioeconomic crisis, whose effects continue to linger, while the 
Irish state’s stewardship of the economy earned it harsh opprobrium from its partners in the 
European Union who mandated Ireland enter into a financial assistance programme 
administered by the ‘troika’ of the European Central Bank (ECB), European Commission and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF). This report seeks to explain how the Irish state reacted to the 
crisis in terms of accountability, learning and reform. Simply put this report seeks to determine 
who the state held accountable for the crisis, what the state learned from the crisis and what the 
state did in the aftermath of the crisis to prevent a similar event from happening in the future.  

The report proceeds as follows. I first provide a brief historical background to the crisis before 
addressing the dominant narratives surrounding the crisis in terms of who was at fault and the 
proposed solutions to the crisis. I then address the main tools of accountability employed during 
the crisis (truth commissions, parliamentary committees of inquiry, trials and prosecutions, and, 
public apologies) before assessing their impact and determining whether any significant 
learning and reform resulted from them. Finally, I conclude the report by assessing the overall 
accountability, learning and reform associated with the crisis and relate to current political 
events. I also include an appendix that contains detailed information from the various tools of 
accountability to provide additional context and data. 
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I. The Background to the Crisis 

 

The ultimate responsibility for the Irish economic crisis lies with the commercial banking sector 
as their reckless practices ultimately saw the state invest significant sums of public money and 
the requirement of international assistance to restore their liquidity. This effort to restore 
liquidity carried huge economic, social and political costs. Austerity budgets best exemplified 
the economic costs as government expenditure declined given the diversion of money to the 
banks. Naturally, these economic costs had significant social effects as the vulnerable in the 
economy saw what assistance they got from the state decline, Ireland’s youth began to emigrate 
again and suicide became an issue of concern. Austerity also had political costs; the Fianna 
Fáíl-led government of 2008-2011 lost power in the 2011 general election while the Fine Gael-
Labour Party of 2011-2016 also suffered a dramatic loss of seats, with the Labour Party suffering 
a particularly large loss 

The primary responsibility for the crisis lies with the commercial banking sector (Honohan 
Report, 2010). However, solely blaming the banks ignores the facilitating role the state played. 
If the banks were the reckless driver, the state’s chosen economic policies unwittingly handed 
them the keys. There exists a popular consensus about the crisis in Ireland and the consequent 
narratives of blame. The crisis compromised three distinct crises that overlapped to create an 
all-encompassing economic chimera: a banking crisis resulting from risky borrowing and 
lending; a related property and construction bubble; and, a fiscal crisis of the state, which relied 
on tax receipts from the property and construction bubble. This narrative implicates a great 
many actors, the bankers, the politicians, and the civil servants, especially those in the Central 
Bank, Financial Regulator and Department of Finance (DoF). 

The banks overextending their loan books prompted a liquidity crisis. The deepening of the 
European single-market allowed Irish banks to increasingly access wholesale lending from large 
European banks, which also entered the Irish banking sector. This had a twofold effect: first, 
new competitors entered the Irish market, and second, banks needed to take increased financial 
risks to retain or gain new customers. This saw banks offer larger loans for less collateral. The 
banks primarily exposed themselves to loans in an overheated property sector and became 
overly leveraged as a result. All the while, the banks’ senior management failed to recognise 
and cumulatively manage the build-up of risk and their exposure to the property market in the 
event of a crash. Therefore, the banking system became reliant on a property bubble it helped 
inflate. This seemed a risky strategy that surely necessitated the state intervening, certainly not 
to manage the banks or the economy but to minimise risk in the financial system? The Regulator 
favoured ‘principles-based regulation’, which emphasised process over outcomes and focused 
on verifying the presence of adequate governing structures and risk-management models rather 
than attempting to independently verify the level of risk present on a line-by-line or institutional 
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basis (Ibid, 8). Furthermore, the Regulator displayed a high level of deference to the banks 
because it lacked the capacity, both in terms of personnel and skill, to effectively regulate them; 
staff covered several banks regulatory matters were allowed to drift (Oireachtas 2015; 
Oireachtas 2015a).  

The DoF also exhibited a similar array of difficulties. The Fianna Fáil-led governments of 1997-
2011 favoured pro-cyclical economic policies before the crisis. The government financed this 
policy, characterised by high public spending largely funded by taxes accrued from the 
construction and property sectors. If DoF raised concerns about fiscal policy, the Minister for 
Finance bore responsibility for taking these concerns to cabinet and taking a final decision on 
these matters (Wright 2010). Like its counterparts, the DoF also suffered from a skills shortage 
before the crash. Staff left for better-compensated employment in the private sector and there 
existed a ceiling for technical staff, which meant that practising economists seeking promotion 
needed to undertake new duties that took them away from needed technical work (Oireachtas 
2015a). Thus, the department did not fully utilise the skills of their staff in some instances and 
instead relied on generalists in positions requiring specific technical skills (Wright 2010). 
Compounding the skills shortage was the fact that the department operated in institutional silos 
that saw staff rarely share information with one another and precluded the department as a 
whole from developing a holistic picture of the Irish financial system (Ibid). Similar to the 
CBFSAI and the Regulator, the DoF did not pay sufficient enough attention to dissenting voices 
within its own ranks when concerns emerged about the government’s chosen fiscal policy. 
While the department’s management acknowledged such opinions they did not bring these 
concerns to the Minister for Finance, they instead offered the balance of the department’s view 
when it came to fiscal analysis, which favoured the economic status quo (Oireachtas 2015a). 
Consequently, the DoF became inward looking and resistant to external criticisms or 
commentary. 
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II. The Blame Game: Narratives of the Crisis 

The Government primarily viewed the crisis as a crisis of capitalism and favoured market-based 
solutions to remedy the effects of the crisis. This largely informed the discourse surrounding the 
crisis in Ireland (Mercille 2014).  

 

The Cause of the Crisis: Differing Opinions 

The origins of Ireland’s crisis lie in the 2007 credit crunch, which occurred when the US property market 
bubble burst and banks in the United States could no longer lend (O’Malley, 2011). The ripple effects 
of the credit crunch eventually spread to Ireland with the property and construction markets collapsing 
and the commercial banking sector losing all semblance of liquidity. To stop a run on the banks the Irish 
government brought a blanket banking guarantee into effect to staunch any bleeding in the markets and 
gain time to devise a comprehensive solution to the country’s woes (Lee and McConnell, 2016). 
Moreover, public finances required re-ordering and the banking sector needed reviving but the root 
causes of the crisis needed explain first. When the government presented its budget for 2009 Finance 
Minister Brian Lenihan laid the blame for the crisis at the feet of an international downturn that carried 
severe consequences for the small and open economy. He also noted a slowdown in construction but 
said nothing about the banks’ or the state’s role in the property and construction bubbles (Oireachtas 
Budget 2009). 

However, the opposition parties found this excuse lacking and instead laid the blame for the crisis at the 
government’s feet. Richard Bruton, then Finance Spokesperson of Fine Gael, the largest opposition party 
in the Dáil, criticised Lenihan’s predecessor as Finance Minister Brian Cowen for sowing the seeds of the 
crisis through pursuing a reckless fiscal policy. According to Bruton Cowen dragged the ‘economy to the 
very edge of a cliff’ Lenihan’s favoured policies would push the country over the edge (Ibid). The leader 
of the Labour Party, Eamon Gilmore, also laid the blame for the crisis at the government’s feet and 
criticised them for collapsing the banking system and lacking an appropriate plan to deal with the crisis 
(National Recovery Plan, 2010). Sinn Féin also laid the blame for the crisis at the government’s door 
but also mentioned the complicit role European authorities held in bringing about the crisis in Ireland 
through permitting banks to engage in reckless lending. According to then Finance Spokesperson Arthur 
Morgan:  

 

Let us be clear, the cheap and easy credit pouring into this State came in under the nose of the 
European Central Bank, which, in my view, makes the ECB at least as culpable as the lack of 
regulation in this State . . . [T]hey were at least as culpable for this mess as was the political 
misdirection of this State and our lack of proper regulation in this area. (National Recovery 
Plan, 2010a) 
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While political parties necessarily blame one another for crisis, Ireland’s four large parties each 
noted a contributory aspect to the causes of the crisis although Fianna Fáil ignored the main 
cause of the crisis: reckless banking policies aided and abetted by a tame Regulator. This 
discourse framed much of the debate on the causes of the crisis but the government subtly 
shifted the narrative in early 2009 when it cast blame for the crisis onto Anglo-Irish Bank, which 
had leveraged itself significantly in the property market and required significant cash injections 
from the public purse despite not being a pillar bank, once the extent of its activities became 
clearer (Mercille, 2016). I return to this point about Anglo when I discuss trials as a means of 
accountability. 

 

Escaping the Crisis: Neoliberal Problem, Neoliberal Solution 

While the parties disagreed on the causes of the crisis, the Fianna Fáil-led government of 2008-
2011 and the Fine Gael-Labour Party coalition government of 2011-2016 seemed to agree that 
market-based solutions were best placed to remedy the economy. For example, Fianna Fáil 
established the National Assets Management Agency to revive the economy and restore order to 
the banking system. The government argued that NAMA’s establishment would allow banks to 
minimise their exposure to bad debt, which would in turn allow banks to renew lending and 
revive the economy (NAMA Bill, 2009).  

Both Fine Gael and Labour opposed NAMA in opposition but in coming to government learned 
the two parties acknowledged the limited room for manoeuvre they possessed in the economic 
realm. As such, the two worked with NAMA and exhibited a large degree of policy continuity 
with Fianna Fáil. The two governments implemented austerity budgets or fiscal consolidation, 
which seeks to reduce government deficits and bring public finances under control by cutting 
public spending and raising taxes. This consolidation finds itself accompanied by moves to 
reduce wages, scale back labour protections to make the workforce more ‘flexible’ and privatise 
state assets (Mercille, 2016). Austerity carries with it significant social costs in terms of physical 
and mental health, and, social cohesion (Ibid). Nonetheless, the Fianna Fáil-led government of 
2008-2011 embraced austerity, couching it in a need to restore competitiveness and encourage 
job creation without explicitly mentioning cuts to public spending (Budget Statement, 2008). 

Again, the succeeding Fine Gael-Labour Party continued with this policy course as they 
possessed limited room for manoeuvre. In the coalition’s first budget Finance Minister Michael 
Noonan took an approach similar to Lenihan’s and couched austerity in the language of 
economic restoration while Public Expenditure Minister Brendan Howlin noted the need for 
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severe cuts in public expenditure. However, he acknowledged that the government must look 
to protect the interests of the vulnerable in society: 

 

Noonan: [T]he creation of jobs through the introduction of the jobs initiative, a refocus on 
fairness through the restoration of the cut in the national minimum wage; and an additional year 
to bring the deficit below 3% of GDP. The budget changes the economic strategy of the previous 
Government to put a much greater focus on growth and employment. It balances the need to 
restore confidence in Ireland’s fiscal position with the key objective of supporting economic 
growth that delivers jobs. (Budget Statement, 2011) 

 

Howlin: For 2012, we must implement a fiscal consolidation of €3.8 billion to deliver a deficit of 
8.6% of GDP. Of the total adjustment, €2.2 billion, or just less than 60%, will be on the 
expenditure side of the account, with the remainder of the adjustment being implemented 
through revenue measures . . . We have a duty to protect the most vulnerable in our society and 
to provide the safety net of social protection in what are very extraordinary times. (Ibid) 

 

In response to NAMA, Fine Gael and Labour who both resided on the opposition benches 
advocated state intervention through establishing a state-run national recovery bank and 
temporary nationalisation of the banking sector respectively (Ibid). Sinn Féin also advocated 
nationalisation because of concerns regarding the operation of NAMA. 

In devising their neoliberal solutions to the crisis, the two governments found support in the 
Irish media who recognised the need for austerity in order to bring its attendant benefits of 
increased competitiveness, job creation and restored public finances. The media also rowed in 
to support NAMA and while the latter lacked the full support of the media, it did secure a 
begrudging recognition that something needed to be done to restore liquidity to the baking 
sector and resume lending. However, Sinn Féin became a persistent critic of austerity and itself 
championed state intervention and investment in the economy for the period between 2008 and 
2016.  Nonetheless, Sinn Féin could not channel their economic strategy into popular support 
for the party or anger against austerity on a sustained basis. As Barry Cannon and Mary Murphy 
argue, neoliberalism had become so embedded in Irish life that society at large did not possess 
the ability to challenge the prevailing neoliberal consensus or gain insight into alternative 
economic strategies (Cannon and Murphy, 2015). This consequently prevented large-scale anti-
austerity protests from emerging because Irish society largely internalised neoliberal discourses 
implicitly and while neoliberalism suffered blows to its credibility during the crisis, alternatives 
could not break through a media that held a favourable disposition towards neoliberalism (Ibid). 



 

 

   

16 

Despite the social costs of austerity, both individually and collectively, the crisis did not 
generate sustained opposition to prove a change of course at the level of government. 
Furthermore, Ireland’s signing up to a troika-administered financial assistance programme 
limited alternative approaches to remedying the crisis. 

The discourse surrounding the blame for the crisis and its proposed solutions favoured market-
based solutions, despite the consequences of austerity. This prevented policy alternatives from 
emerging both within the Irish state and at the EU level. Rather than being symptomatic of 
‘capture’ by neoliberal economics, the discourse represented the reality in which politicians 
operate. The only tool they possessed was a hammer, which made every problem a nail. 
However, if the state could not change track in policy terms it still sought to hold individuals 
accountable. 
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III. The Tools of Accountability 

In the aftermath of the crisis the Irish state employed three tools of accountability to understand why the 
crisis occurred, identify those responsible, potentially employ punitive measures against them and seek 
public contrition for their actions. In this section, I outline what each tool of accountability 
accomplished or what information it brought into the public domain, in the following section I detail the 
impact of each tool and whether each tool proved a successful instrument of accountability.  

 

Parliamentary Commissions of Inquiry 
 

Brian Lenihan, Minister for Finance in the 2008-2011 Fianna Fáil-led coalition government 
commissioned four reports into the crisis that sought to uncover, why the crisis occurred, the 
role played by commercial banks in bringing about the crisis and the role played by state 
institutions (the DoF, the CBFSAI and the Financial Regulator) in these events. These reports are: 

 
• Klaus Regling and Max Watson, A Preliminary Report on the Sources of Ireland’s Banking Crisis. 
• Patrick Honohan, The Irish Banking Crisis Regulatory and Financial Stability Policy 2003-2008: A 

Report to the Minister for Finance by the Governor of the Central Bank. 
• Rob Wright, Strengthening the Capacity of the Department of Finance: Report of the 

Independent Review Panel (The Wright Report). 
• Peter Nyberg, which produced Misjudging Risk: Cause of the Systemic Banking Crisis in Ireland: 

Report of the Commission of Investigation into the Banking Crisis in Ireland. 
 

The Fine Gael-Labour Party coalition government then established a Joint Oireachtas 
Committee of Inquiry into the crisis, which, at the behest of the Dáil and the Seanad, sought to: 

 
inquire into the reasons Ireland experienced a systemic banking crisis, including the political, 
economic, social, cultural, financial and behavioural factors and policies which impacted on or 
contributed to the crisis, by investigating relevant matters relating to banking systems and 
practices, regulatory and supervisory systems and practices, crisis management systems, and 
policy responses and the preventative reforms implemented in the wake of the crisis (Joint 
Inquiry, 2014). 

 

Below I list the main findings of the commissions and the Committee of Inquiry; full details of 
each body’s findings can be found in Appendix 1. Overall, they contend that the Ireland’s 
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economic crisis was the result of a property bubble, compounded by exceptional access to 
capital in international markets that were suddenly cut. The points below detail specific finds 
with regard to the commercial banking sector and the Irish state: 

The Banks 
• Increased access to wholesale lending saw the sector become vulnerable to a liquidity crisis. 
• Increased competition saw banks take increased financial risks. 
• The banking sector primarily concentrates loans in an overheated property sector. 
• Consequently, they exposed themselves to poor commercial property loans. 
• Senior management cumulatively failed to manage the risks inherent in the sector. 
• Internal and external audits also failed in this regard. 
• The light touch regulation favoured by the Financial Regulator set the tone in this regard. 

 
State Institutions 

• The state subscribed to a ‘soft landing’ theory in the event of an economic slowdown but 
possessed no evidence for this belief. 

• The Regulator possessed sufficient powers to ensure prudential financial practice in the banking 
sector but failed to utilise them. 

• The Government ignored warnings about employing a pro-cyclical fiscal policy. 
• The CBFSAI possessed sufficient powers to regulate the banking sector but like the Regulator 

failed to utilise them. 
• The unnecessarily complex organisation of the CBFSAI and the Regulator impeded their ability to 

effectively regulate the economy. 
• The CBFSAI did sound warnings about risks in the financial system but couched them in benign 

language. 
• Nor did the CBFSAI or Regulator do much to remedy the economy’s reliance on the property 

market. 
• Neither enforced breaches of prudential limits and regulations, instead they relied on moral 

suasion and protracted correspondence.  
• The Regulator did not identify the build-up of systemic risk. 
• The regulator allowed banks to breach sectoral lending limits in the property market without fear 

of consequence. 
• The DOF did not carry out adequate independent analysis of risks to the financial system. 
• The DOF became too reliant on external agencies for economic forecasting and did not 

challenge or verify these forecasts. 
• Generally, the state lacked sufficient resources in terms of numbers and expertise in the DOF, 

CBFSAI and the Regulator, which impeded its ability to manage the economy. 
 
Government Policy and the Oireachtas 

• Taxation policies contributed to the development of a structural deficit. 
• Fiscal policy established long-term spending plans based on continued pro-cyclical revenue 

streams. 
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• The government eroded the income tax base and became reliant on taxes from the property and 
construction sector and made no effort to remedy this situation. 

• Fiscal policy after 2001 focused on mitigating and managing property price increases. 
• The government regularly exceeded the Budget Strategy Memorandum prepared by the 

Department of Finance, with the exception of one year. 
• The Oireachtas failed to oversee the government’s work to an adequate degree. 
• The strength of the cabinet constrained the ability of ordinary Oireachtas members to challenge 

the consensus. 
• While the government accepts responsibility for the crisis, much of the advice it received from 

external sources proved incorrect. 
• All the country’s political parties favoured pro-cyclical policies in government and opposition 

during the Celtic Tiger years. 
 

These bodies proved effective in uncovering the proximate causes of the crisis and all reached 
similar conclusions, which strengthens their respective findings. 

  

Prosecutions 

 

The Irish state also prosecuted a number of executives from Anglo-Irish Bank in the aftermath of 
the crisis. The nature of these prosecutions did not strictly speak to the financial crisis but rather 
corrupt practices that the state uncovered in its investigation of Anglo’s banking practices 
(Mercille, 2015). These corrupt practices primarily related to manipulating the bank’s valuation 
to avoid a run on deposits in the immediate lead up to the crisis. In the ‘Anglo Trial’, the main 
trial that concerned the bank’s activities former Chairman Seán Fitzpatrick was found not guilty, 
while William McAteer and Pat Whelan, two Anglo executives, were found guilty and each 
sentenced to community services (Gartland, 2014; Lyons, 2014). A number of cases involving 
Anglo personnel and others from the banking sector reveal a similar pattern: the state did not try 
bankers for the economic crash where bankers were successfully prosecuted they received 
either community services or short custodial sentences. As I detail below, these trials became 
show trials at heart. Being seen to prosecute bankers assumed as much importance as 
successfully prosecuting them. 

The immediate fallout of the crisis saw the state take an active and natural interest in the affairs 
of Irish banks. It also raised questions about the nature of white-collar crime in Ireland; does the 
state possess sufficient enough capacity to prosecute it, and more generally, is prosecution 
subject to class-based or social differences given the state’s proclivity for targeting the less well-
off rather than those from professional backgrounds, who are likely working in the boardrooms 
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of banks? (McCullagh, 2015; O’Toole, 2014; McCullagh, 2014). White-collar crime is typically 
prosecuted via the ‘show trial’. The key element at work in this context is the ‘monstering’ or 
demonising central to the moral panics created by events such as economic crisis (Levi, 2009). 
When moral panics involve white-collar crime, they involve targeting an atypical, limited and 
isolated range of people within a given community and diffusing responsibility for the crimes of 
the community on to them. Those typically demonised in a moral panic are outsiders to the 
community in which they reside and they display backgrounds atypical to the majority of their 
community, which naturally are ‘respectable’. This makes them the ideal candidate on which to 
diffuse the community’s responsibility for a crime as these outsiders embody in their persona 
and behaviour all the qualities that contributed to the crisis, thus allowing the ‘respectable’ 
‘elite to feel comfortable when they (the others that is) are depicted as criminals’ (Ibid). This 
allows the ‘respectable’ elements of the community to localise the problem and ‘sanitise’ their 
sector by getting rid of the supposed ‘bad eggs’ and thus allowing the system to return to normal 
and likely unreformed. When we consider the prosecution of those employed by Anglo-Irish 
Bank, we see this demonising strategy at work. For the majority of its history Anglo was an 
outsider within the Irish banking community and the respectability it achieved during the Celtic 
Tiger appeared to be conditional and liable to revocation at any time. 

When we consider the prosecution of executives from Anglo-Irish Bank, these factors come into 
play. At its inception, Anglo set out to disrupt the established banking practices of AIB and BOI 
(Ross, 2009). Additionally, Anglo did not subscribe to the tenets of retail banking and did not 
offer current accounts, credit cards, mortgages or the like. Instead, it sought to position itself as 
the bank of wealthy property developers and established a reputation for looking after this 
segment of society. Where the pillar banks took five weeks to arrange a property loan it only 
took five hours with Anglo (Ibid). These anti-establishment practices largely mirrored the 
backgrounds of the bank’s management, particularly those who would eventually stand on trial 
in the aftermath of the crisis. Within the Irish banking community, centred on AIB and BOI, 
bankers, businessmen, lawyers and politicians operated in overlapping educational, business 
and social circles thus gaining a familiarity and understanding with one another (Ibid). What 
separated AIB and BOI was the efforts the two would go to in order to secure business; the 
former was typically portrayed as aggressive in comparison to the latter’s somewhat genteel 
nature. In contrast, those in Anglo existed outside this rarefied community. The Anglo 
leadership did not serve its banking apprenticeship in either AIB or BOI. Seán Fitzpatrick began 
his professional career, as an accountant before moving into the banking industry by acquiring 
a job in a small Dublin bank that eventually became Anglo (Ibid). Nor did Willie McAteer or 
John Bowe apprentice in AIB or BOI (Anglo Trial Profile, 2016). McAteer began his career with 
PWC before moving into venture capital while Bowe worked for a number of European banks 
including ABN-Amro.  As Anglo prospered, the banking establishment derided its achievements 
and sought any opportunity to dent the upstart’s achievements. As Anglo became a key player 
in the burgeoning Irish property market, it could not afford to be ignored however (Ross, 2016). 
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Beginning in the late-1990s, Anglo garnered a reputation as the builders and developer’s bank 
and became recognised as an important player in the Irish banking community. Fitzpatrick soon 
ingratiated himself into many of the banking networks hitherto populated by grandiose old 
bankers from AIB and BOI who he purportedly disdained. 

Anglo’s risk-taking nevertheless prevented the state from fully embracing Fitzpatrick and his 
team. One anecdote recorded by Shane Ross indicates the establishment’s feelings towards 
Fitzpatrick. The government appointed Fitzpatrick to the board of Aer Lingus, the state airline, 
in 2004 in preparation for its privatisation. The government however baulked at making him 
chairman of the board. Then Transport Minister Séamus Brennan informed Ross that, ‘we 
cannot risk appointing Sean to the chair. We think he may be too accident-prone. You never 
know what could jump out of the cupboard and bite us’ (Ibid). The establishment certainly 
accepted Anglo and Fitzpatrick but never seemed to embrace them as trusted members. 

Fitzpatrick’s successor as chief executive of Anglo, David Drumm, mirrored many of his risk-
taking tendencies. In fact, Drumm accelerated much of Anglo’s risk-taking and firmly placed 
Anglo on the path towards financial ruin (Sunday Business Post, 2014). In fact, Anglo’s over-
exposure to property and to Sean Quinn’s twenty-five percent stake in the bank necessitated 
Anglo undertaking illegal activities to maintain its position. These actions included providing 
unlawful financial assistance to investors to buy Quinn’s bank shares, Drumm’s provision of 
financial assistance to the Quinn family and Anglo’s attempts to mislead its investors through 
rotating money between itself and Irish Life (MacCormaic, 2014; Irish Times, 2016; Brennan, 
2016). When the financial crisis hit the government initially treated Anglo similarly to the pillar 
banks of AIB and BOI and guaranteed its deposits via the banking guarantee. The government 
initially deemed Anglo a pillar bank similar to AIB and BOI, thus it required saving. Only after 
revelations about corruption within Anglo did Irish discourse move to paint Anglo as a rogue 
bank not essential to the functioning of the Irish banking system (Mercille, 2015). Rather, Anglo 
was the bank that fuelled the property boom, not one systemic to daily life. 

Instead of reform, Anglo was to wind down as the rechristened Irish Bank Resolution 
Corporation and certain members of its management team would stand trial. In contrast, the 
established banks of AIB and BOI emerged unscathed. There were calls to ‘reform’ the two 
pillar banks and a number of senior members in both institutions willingly stood down, 
however their replacements came from within the same bank thus ensuring a semblance of 
continuity (Ross, 2016). However, the various inquiries into the financial crisis established that 
AIB and BOI’s reckless lending was as detrimental to financial stability as Anglo’s reckless 
banking. Thus, the question requires asking: why was Anglo the target of public opprobrium 
while it was ‘as you were’ for the establishment banks, aside from cosmetic reforms to their 
respective leaderships?  



 

 

   

22 

The prosecution of Anglo-Irish Bank executives made little impact on everyday events in 
Ireland. Where trials occurred and prosecutions proved successful, the indicated executives 
received very light sentences. Perhaps more importantly, the Anglo executives did not go to trial 
to answer for tanking the economy. Their prosecution instead reflected individual instances of 
financial malfeasance as certain bankers engaged in specific transactions related to specific 
issues, such as Seán Fitzpatrick, Willie McAteer and Pat Whelan’s attempt to provide unlawful 
assistance to specific individuals so that the latter group could purchase Anglo-Irish Bank shares 
in order to bolster the institutions’ position (MacCormaic, 2014). In the Irish Times Colm Keena 
supports this contention noting that ‘[t]he lending practices that were an inherent part of the 
banking during the bubble years, and even before that, were not a crime. They are still not a 
crime’ (Keena, 2016). Furthermore, as Keena points out it was not a crime on the part of the 
regulator to fail in their duty to rein in the reckless behaviour on the part of banks and none in 
the regulator have been prosecuted for failing in their duties. Nothing the banks did 
contravened the law; they just acted rashly. 

Simply put, the state did not prosecute Anglo executives for Ireland’s baking crisis but instead 
prosecuted these individuals for acts of financial malfeasance. However, it became important 
on a political level that prosecutions occurred against individuals in the banking sector despite 
the costs and challenges of white-collar cases as to not do so would strengthen the view that 
there is one set of laws for the rich and powerful and another for the poor, which would 
damage social cohesion (Ibid).  

In this regard, Anglo proved an ideal target for prosecution. It remained an outsider institution in 
Irish banking circles, thus making it easy to cast as a rogue actor. The conflation of financial 
malfeasance with bad banking practice allowed this to happen. All Irish banks engaged in 
reckless lending during the crisis and the regulator undoubtedly failed in its duty, this however 
constitutes bad job performance not white-collar crime. Furthermore, and as alluded to above, 
the Irish state needed to do something to demonstrate to the wider population that bankers were 
not above the law. This carried the added benefit of placing the burden of blame for the crisis 
on Anglo and Anglo alone. However, the state still received appropriate levels of blame for its 
role in the crisis but it certainly gave Irish policymakers the opportunity to avoid answering 
pertinent and potential damaging questions. Anglo provided this necessary distraction and the 
prosecution of bankers created the narrative of a state actively tackling those deemed 
responsible for the crisis. Finally, and following on from the previous point, the Anglo trials 
prevented the state from answering questions about its conduct before, during and after the 
crisis. While the various commissions of inquiry into the crisis do correctly find the state partly 
responsible for the crisis, the Anglo trials still raised questions that remain unanswered.  

The prosecution of Anglo executives was not necessarily successful in terms of delivering a 
prosecution but it did succeed in placing the sins of the banking community neatly on to their 
shoulders. Indeed, the media coverage of Anglo and the personalities associated with the trial 
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largely prevented important questions about the nature and practice of banking regulation from 
being asked. Furthermore, the focus on Anglo allowed the establishment banks of AIB and BOI 
to escape significant media and political scrutiny. Thus, Anglo fulfilled the role of folk devil for 
the Irish banking community in absorbing the community’s sins. In one regard the prosecutions 
were successful; they delayed the day of reckoning for the Irish banking community. For that 
reason they were also unsuccessful, the banks avoided their day of reckoning but the public had 
to continue to live with the consequences of their actions. 

 

Apologies 

 

Apologies did occur after the crisis but those proffering apologies largely confined themselves to 
undertaking this action in public setting of the Joint Oireachtas Banking Inquiry. Otherwise, 
politicians, senior civil servants and members of the banking community saw little need to 
apologies. Furthermore, where individuals offered their apology the also sought to qualify their 
statements indicating their statements were less admittances of penance but rather the expected 
undertaking of a public act of contrition that contained little if any substantive meaning.  

A number of figures from the Fianna Fáil-led governments of 1997-2011, members of the public 
service and members of the commercial banking community all offered a range of public 
apologies for the roles they played in bringing the crisis to Ireland, the full texts of which are 
available in Appendix 3. The tone and content of these apologies vary, some admit to making 
mistakes directly while others attempt to contextualise their actions. Others cling to the belief 
that they were correct in making the decisions they did and that if they knew the crisis would 
occur they would have done things differently. However, they readily ignored warnings before 
the crisis that indicated the unsustainable nature of Ireland’s economic policy, albeit 
information that did not make it to the upper echelons of the state because those residing there 
did not want to hear it. In addition, some justify the nature of a pro-cyclical fiscal policy 
because it brought material benefits and the crisis was a cost that required payment. 
Furthermore, here politicians apologised it was often in circumstances that compelled them to 
apologies, such as parliamentary inquiries. None spontaneously apologised in the media or in 
person, instead they only did do in situations that publicly compelled them to do so. This raises 
the interesting question of whether politicians would have apologised if they did not feel the 
need to. As space is limited in this report I confine the apologies I discuss to those proffered by 
six individuals at the Oireachtas Banking Inquiry, three former politicians (Bertie Ahern, Brian 
Cowen and Mary Harney) and three retired high-ranking civil servants (Patrick Neary, John 
Hurley and Dermot McCarthy). 
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In his apology, Ahern seeks qualified his actions by stating that the improvements he oversaw as 
Taoiseach will benefit the country’s recovery after the crisis. He also attempts to qualify this 
inability to foresee in this regard by insisting that he prepared the country for a better future. 
While he does apologise he makes no efforts to indicate he would have chosen a different 
course had he known the direction the economy would head: 

I did make mistakes, Chairman, I admit that. But, so does everyone who governs. I know that 
during my time as Taoiseach, while I did not get everything right, I can honestly put my hand on 
my heart and say I did try my best - my very best - to do the right thing by the Irish people. Of 
course, I apologise for my mistakes but I am also pleased that I did get a lot of things right. (Joint 
Inquiry, 2015) 

Cowen adopts a similar approach to Ahern and justifies the need for Ireland undertaking 
austerity measures. However, he apologises for the suffering caused by austerity. Again, like 
Ahern, Cowen does not apologise for putting in place conditions that led to the crisis or 
apologise for not taking a different path when Minister for Finance. He apologises for the effect 
not the cause: 

I am sorry that the policies we felt necessary to put in place in responding to the financial crisis 
brought with it hardship and distress to many people. The human cost of dealing with this crisis, 
which we sought to mitigate as best we could, was the most difficult aspect of the decisions we 
had to make. What we did was about restoring financial stability to the country. (Ibid)  

Harney, similar to Ahern and Cowen pursues the qualified apology. She notes that government 
policy contributed to the crisis but she also qualifies the government’s role by noting that 
additional factors also contributed to the crisis. However, Harney does concede that the 
availability of additional information or the government’s willingness to engage more deeply 
with fiscal issues would have changed the nature of events but to what extent she cannot say: 

Large sections of the Irish people suffered hugely because of the austerity measures and I regret 
that we were forced to make these decisions. I believe our economic and financial problems 
were caused by a combination of factors. (Ibid) 

Patrick Neary simply apologises and admits he failed to carry out his duty to the best of his 
ability rather than attempt to qualify matters: 

Before I begin my statement, I would like to say that, with hindsight, the supervisory measures 
taken by the Authority, which I will be outlining in this statement, were not sufficient to meet the 
challenges posed by the crisis and the recession that emerged and I am deeply sorry for that. 
(Ibid)  

Hurley pursues a similar curse to Neary and accepts blame for the role he played in the crisis 
for the most part. However, he qualifies his apology to an extent by noting that other Central 
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Banks behaved in a similar manner and by noting that the Irish government received favourable 
assessments for its economic policy:  

It is clear that, in hindsight, the warnings in our financial stability reports should have been much 
stronger, and I very much regret that the bank underestimated the risk that subsequently 
materialised. The fact that similar criticisms can be made of central banks in other countries that 
experienced systemic crisis is no consolation to me. However, for an insight into the thinking at 
the time, the very favourable assessments of both the international economic environment and 
the Irish economy by most domestic and international commentators need to be taken into 
account. (Ibid) 

McCarthy, similar to Neary and Hurley readily assumes blame for his contribution to the crisis. 
Yet, similar to Hurley he qualifies his apology by asking whether he could have done things 
differently if he had access to additional information: 

I am challenged by the question of whether I could have done more to avert the damaging 
outcomes from the crisis. My regret is tempered only by the belief that I have performed my 
duties to the best of my ability. (Ibid 

To an extent, this is true but it also raises questions about why as a senior civil servant, and the 
same could apply to Neary and Hurley, he did not seek to question the prevailing consensus in 
greater detail if they bore responsibility for managing the affairs of state? The nature of the 
apologies offered by politicians and senior civil servants reveal an interesting dichotomy. While 
both seek to qualify their apologies for the most part, when politicians apologies they seem to 
apologies for the effect not the cause while senior civil servants apologies for the cause and 
effect. This gives rise to an interesting question about the two, that I explore throughout the 
remainder of this report, are civil servants more adaptable than politicians; can civil servants 
change their behaviour if evidence compels them to do so? 

Where public apologies occurred they did so during the occurrence of public testimony relating 
to the economy crisis. There exist benefits to public apologies, they reinforce and restore social 
norms, deter future wrongdoing and heal psychological wounds (White, 2005). However, there 
also exists a strong counterargument against these benefits as the performative or declarative 
aspect of the apology, it taking place in a public forum for example, takes away from the 
interactive aspects that seek to restore norms and heal psychological wounds (Espindola, 2013). 
To a certain extent, this raises questions about the genuine nature of the apologies given by 
politicians, senior civil servants and members of the banking community.  

Indeed, this line of thought gains additional credence when we consider that the vast majority 
of proffered apologies contained qualifications that sought to either justify or minimise the 
impact of people’s individual decisions and instead subsume as part of a larger narrative. Most 
apologies proceeded along similar lines: ‘I regret that the downturn occurred and my role in 
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bringing it about, however drafting solutions to the crisis that placed onerous were a necessary 
evil to revive the economy and I believe that the small part I played in bringing about the crisis 
should be seen in an overall context where I contributed to the delivery of sustained economic 
growth and expansion in Ireland’. However, we should rightly ask did these apologies occur 
because individuals truly felt remorse or did they express their regret at Ireland’s economic 
situation because they were in a public venue, in this case a joint parliamentary committee, and 
recognised the need to provide public contrition, regardless of how they actually felt. Certainly 
the utterances of apologies offered no change in material circumstances for the individuals 
involved or the overall Irish economy and instead tended toward the declarative but necessary. 
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IV. Impact of Accountability 

 

While the Irish state utilised accountability tools in the aftermath of the crisis, questions 
naturally arise about the success and consequences of these tools. Of the tools utilised, only the 
commissions of inquiry could be considered successful and holding beneficial consequences. 
These commissions sought to understand why the state failed to properly regulate the banking 
sector and manage the economy and as I detail in the following section on institutional 
learning, the DoF, the CBFSAI and Regulator did learn from their chastening experiences. The 
Oireachtas Inquiry into the Banking Crisis is an interesting anomaly in terms of success and 
consequences. It certainly proved successful in helping society gain an understanding of the 
crisis but many of its findings only codified and reinforced what the state already found in the 
previously undertaken commissions of inquiry. However, the Committee did prove beneficial in 
providing a forum for senior civil servants to explain the nature of reforms that occurred in the 
DoF, CBFSAI and Regulator. Again, as I detail in the next section we can view the commissions 
of inquiry as a success because real learning and reform did occur. However, the utilisation of 
trials and prosecutions and public apologies made little in the way of a tangible impact. The 
former were as much psychological exercises as they were legal actions, the State certainly 
sought to prosecute malfeasance in the banking sector but the trials also provided the State with 
an opportunity to punish individuals for the crisis while the public apologies offered at 
Oireachtas Inquiry carried little substantive meeting. 
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V. Learning and Reform 

 

The trials and prosecutions of Anglo bankers and the public apologies of politicians and senior 
civil servants did little to promote learning and reform. However, as I made clear in the 
previous section the various truth commissions undertaken by the state and discussed in detail 
at the Joint Oireachtas Committee of Inquiry. The commissions made clear the need for reform 
of the DoF, the CBFSAI and the Regulator, an act that all three institutions quickly embraced. 

 

Reforming State Institutions: The Department of Finance and the Reformed Central Bank of 
Ireland 

In the aftermath of the crisis, there existed a professional consensus that the DoF made mistakes 
in its economic management during the Celtic Tiger. Consequently, the DoF underwent a 
reform process. First, the incoming Fine Gael-Labour Party coalition government reorganised 
the department’s duties. The government created a new Department of Public Expenditure and 
Reform (DPER) tasked with managing the administration of the public sector (salaries, pay deals, 
recruitment etc.) while the DoF itself retained responsibility for economic management (Ward, 
2017). Internally, DoF made a number of internal changes in response to the various 
commission’s findings and recommendations. First, the DoF under former Secretary-General 
John Moran sought to redress the lack of equilibrium between civil servants through looking to 
improve communication between senior civil servants and elected politicians in order to 
formulate proactive responses to potential crises.  

Second, the DoF made a concerted effort to foster a cultural change in this regard and also 
made efforts to bolster its capabilities by hiring increased technical staff and redeploying 
available technical staff to where they were needed. In addition, the DoF made training 
opportunities available for staff, particularly in the area of IT (Joint Committee, 2015). The DoF 
also made an effort to re-engage with Ireland’s broader economic and financial community. The 
department encouraged staff to publish academic papers and present their work at conferences 
in a twofold environment to demonstrate the Department’s work and gain additional 
perspectives on economic and financial developments per current Secretary-General Derek 
Moran. In addition the Department also made a number of organisational changes: 

Extensive changes have been made in the organisation of the Department. These are aimed at 
ensuring the Department has the capacity to do its job and relate properly to its stakeholders. 
We’ve increased the publication of technical studies, policy reviews and other relevant papers. 
We’ve entered into a research partnership with the ESRI, whereby members of the institute and 
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the Department work together on a number of micro and macroeconomic projects. Engagement 
with the stakeholders, think-tanks and other experts can only improve the quality of advice. (Ibid) 

 

This opening up had a palpable effect on the Department: 

The Department of Finance is a completely different place. They have got a load of economists 
who are doing interesting work and they are publishing it. […]There was a team of very good 
economists and we were encouraged to disagree and so I think we have seen a cultural change 
back to a Department of Finance which I think is doing a good job. (Ibid) 

Finally, the DoF put in place a number of processes and bodies, such as establishing 
expenditure benchmarks, the reformed Stability and Growth Pact and the establishment of the 
Irish Fiscal Advisory Council, to ensure the state did not implement policies detrimental to 
Ireland’s financial well-being.  

The CBFSAI and Regulator also underwent significant changes. The Central Bank Reform Act 
2010 merged both institutions into a single entity, the newly reformed Central Bank of Ireland 
(CB), with the responsibility for financial regulation assigned to one of the bank’s deputy 
governors (Central Bank Reform Act 2010). In addition, the CB began a process of internal 
restructuring with the appointment of a new leadership team that oversaw the appointment of 
an expanded financial regulation team. First, the CB reformed its leadership with the 
appointment Governor Patrick Honohan and Deputy Governor for Financial Regulation 
Matthew Elderfield. Both men’s credentials signalled to external observers the seriousness of the 
CB’s intent to reform itself and challenge existing practices (Interview with Ciarán Lynch, 2017). 
What’s more, observers of the process noted that these appointments would accelerate the 
process of reform within the CB because they hailed from outside of Ireland’s state intuitions 
meaning they could bring additional perspectives to bear. Consequently, the CB’s new 
management team displayed a willingness to offer contrarian opinions in a direct manner, a 
contrast to the CB’s previous leadership, which often implicitly demurred to the government’s 
agenda (Interview with John FitzGerald, 2017). 

The CB also changed its approach to regulation as Elderfield’s successor Cyril Roux noted in 
testimony to the Oireachtas, which saw the CB take a more activist approach through internal 
restructuring and recruiting additional staff (Joint Committee, 2015). However, significant staff 
turnover since the crash has prevented strong institutional memory from yet developing (Ibid). 
Nevertheless, this recruitment drive saw the CB hire capable staff and significantly bolsters its 
regulatory staff. Internal reform also saw institutional reform as the CB no longer retained the 
duty of promoting Ireland’s financial services industry and instead prioritised financial stability 
as its institutional mission, a mission bolstered by the recruitment of external staff who could 
bring additional perspectives to the CB’s operations. 
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The CB also accrued new regulatory powers including new enforcement powers and the 
implementation of new prudential measures that created reasonable loan-to-value rations. In 
addition the CB made public the knowledge of those commercial institutions it sanctioned and 
made clear that firms with poor regulatory records of accomplishment would not receive the 
benefit of the doubt as they had previously (Joint Committee, 2015a). Furthermore, the CB no 
longer displays its customary defence towards the commercial banking sector as banks with the 
CB’s regulatory arms while the CB also published details of those commercial institutions under 
sanction (Ibid). Furthermore, Honohan also displayed a willingness to test the CB’s regulatory 
powers to the fullest of their abilities. 

The CB also made efforts to change its institutional culture and create an open working 
environment that allowed dissenting voices to make their opinions clear. It hired external 
consultants to provide objective analysis of its policies and initiated internal processes that 
allowed contrarian opinions to be formalised within the system, although Honohan noted the 
difficulties that come with voicing dissenting opinions 
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Conclusion 

In the aftermath of the crisis, the Irish state began a process of accountability, learning and 
reform. However, the success of this process varies and there exists an interesting cleavage, 
particularly in terms of learning and reform between civil servants and politicians. The Irish 
state commissioned numerous commissions into the economic crisis and they all came to the 
same conclusion: the banking sector engaged in reckless lending aided by an absent-minded 
regulator that eventually led to a crisis necessitating Ireland’s international partners bail out the 
country. In terms of accountability, the state held itself to accountability and sought to reform its 
role in economic management, particularly in the institutions responsible for fiscal and 
economic policy, the DoF and the reformed Central Bank. What’s more, these institutions 
openly praised their reform processes and sought external involvement in this regard. However, 
politicians rarely held themselves to account for their actions in causing the crisis. They limited 
acts of contrition to public forums were apologies were expected and they sought to qualify 
their actions rather than fully stand accountable for their actions. 

The legal response to the crisis reveals that the Irish state felt a need to prosecute members of 
the banking community for their role in causing the crisis, despite bankers not committing 
illegal acts but instead engaging in bad banking practice. However, the state and the broader 
banking community received a stroke of luck in the form of Anglo-Irish Bank, an outsider in the 
banking community that engaged in an illegal effort to maintain its value. While the prosecution 
of Anglo executives mostly resulted in light sentences if any, it allowed the state to create the 
illusion that it would hold bankers to account. 

Turning towards, learning and reform, we can note that Irish politicians did not appear to take 
any serious lessons from the crisis. Certainly, they became aware that the crisis could not 
happen again but a combination of institutional and European constraints meant that they could 
not readily envision alternative economic solutions outside the strictures of neoliberal 
economics. However, the DoF and Central Bank did learn from their experience of the crisis 
and reformed their institutions to allow them to better regulate the economy and intervene more 
stringently where necessary. Nevertheless, questions exist about the state’s willingness and 
capacity to rein in the banking sector given the ongoing tracker mortgage scandal in Ireland 
(Burke-Kennedy, 2017; Taylor, 2017; Ferriter, 2017; O’Toole, 2017). 

Overall, this report informs us that in the aftermath of a crisis states do engage in accountability, 
learning and reform process whether out of a genuine despite to reform or to be seen to be 
doing something. However, this process reveals an interesting finding about the reform and 
learning process in particular; state institutions display a remarkable willingness to recognise 
their shortcomings and address them through institutional reforms while their political maters 
do not. 
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