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Covid-19 has up-
turned our lives, 
and that is espe-
cially true in the
business commu-

nity. In a recent survey of 
Irish businesses, 75 per cent
of chief financial officers say 
the main impact of Covid-19
is a reduction in Revenue in 
2020 and they see the recov-
ery taking more than one year, 
Des Gibney, chairman of the
Irish Society of Insolvency 
Practitioners and director of 
McStay Luby Chartered Ac-
countants, said.

“Anecdotally, from what
I can judge on a day-to-day
basis as I look out my office 
window on Fenian Street, 
customer-facing businesses 
in the city centre have been
the hardest hit,” he said.

“However, local businesses 
in the suburbs such as food
retailers, wine shops, cafés
and local restaurants seem 
to be coping quite well and 
benefiting from a significant 
rise in people now working 
from home.”

But pain has been felt across
various sectors. “Enterprise

Ireland works primarily with 
Irish exporters and we’ve seen 
the number of contracts signed
by Irish exporters decrease by
approximately 10 per cent this 
year,” said Ciara Fitzpatrick,
senior development adviser
at Enterprise Ireland.

“However, we’ve also seen 
Irish business respond and 
innovate to the Covid-19
challenges. Irish companies
are creating new products
and services that assist in 
the fight against Covid-19, in 
sectors such as medical de-
vices, digital health, protective
equipment and workplace
wellbeing.”

Enterprise Ireland has a 
range of financial supports
available including the Sus-
taining Enterprise Fund (SEF). 
“Thisinitiativeprovides viable
companies with the funding
they require to accelerate their
recovery,” said Fitzpatrick.

“Many companies are on 
the front foot. They are look-
ing at new markets and new
opportunities. However, the
international trading environ-
ment for much of 2021 looks 
uncertain. Additional funding
can provide companies with 
the security and cashflow they 

need to continue to expand
and grow.”

The SEF provides up to
€800,000 in funding. Fifty per 
cent of funding, up to a cap of 
€200,000, is available on a 
non-repayable basis. So, for
instance, if you are approved
for €300,000, then €150,000
is non-repayable.

In addition to the SEF, the
government, through En-
terprise Ireland, is providing 
significant funding to help
SMEs develop their online 
presence, connect with cus-
tomers at home and overseas 
and increase sales.

Having a strong, dynamic
online presence has never 

been more important for Irish 
business.

“So far this year, more than 
€11.5 million has been award-
ed to 330 retailers through the
Online Retail Scheme,” said
Fitzpatrick. “This scheme is
helping retailersacrossIreland 
scale up their online offering,
which will be critical for busi-
ness growth into the future.
Other supports for small-
er companies are available 
through the local enterprise
network and local authori-
ties.”

What is also vital is the ad-
vice service Enterprise Ire-
land provides. As a result of 
Covid-19, new channels of 

communication and new skill
sets are required to compete 
internationally. 

“Enterprise Ireland re-
sponded to the changed en-
vironment and worked with 
client companies to develop 
their virtual marketing, sell-
ing and customer relationship 
capabilities,” Fitzpatrick said. 
“These new skills and new
ways of doing business will
benefit every business into 
the future.”

Meanwhile, Catherine Col-
lins, deputy head of credit
review, says that Irish busi-
nesses are now facing a dou-
ble whammy of Covid-19 and 
Brexit as we move into 2021. 

“Covid-19 has hit the hos-
pitality and tourism sectors 
very badly but there are some
businesses still progressing
and others that have pivoted 
successfully during the pan-
demic. The additional admin
burden posed by Brexit will 
mean very turbulent times for
smaller workplaces in the new 
year.”

Credit Review assists SMEs 
and farms that are viable or 
potentially viable to get ac-
cess to the bank finance they 
need. It works with partici-
pating banks (currently AIB,
BOI, PTSB and Ulster Bank). 
Credit Review provides an in-
dependent appeals process, 
reviewing credit/loan refusals 
by the banks.

“When an SME or farm
applies to Credit Review, we
don’t just look at new credit 
applications, we also look at
refinancing and restructuring 
– two things that are partic-
ularly important in Covid-19
times,” said Collins.

In addition to reviews
and appeals, Credit Review 
is available to help all SMEs 
and farms on their credit mat-
ters by providing accessible, 
easy-to-understand and af-
fordable expert assistance and 
information. “We’re certainly 
busier than a normal year al-
though the uncertainty has 
meant that companies weren’t 
necessarily taking on debt.”

As for other assistance, the
Employment Wage Subsidy
Scheme(EWSS) came intoef-
fect on September 1 last and 
will run to the end of 2021, 
providing a flat-rate subsidy
to employers who keep em-

ployees on their payroll. 
Other business supports 

include the expansion of two 
Strategic Banking Corporation
of Ireland (SBCI) loan schemes
by €450 million to provide an 
extra €250 million for work-
ing capital and €200 million 
for more long-term loans.

Meanwhile, Gibney warned
that directors need to be care-
ful they do not continue to
trade while insolvent for an 
extended period of time to the
detriment of their creditors,
especially when it becomes 
clear to them there is no hope
of recovery.

“Where there is uncertain-
ty, directors should seek the
advice of an insolvency pro-
fessional as this will demon-
strate to any future liquidator
of the business that the di-
rectors were concerned about
the company’s situation and 
soughttheappropriate advice
in order to act in the best inter-
ests of their creditors,” he said.

“It is critical that directors 
continuously monitor the
company’s financial position, 
prepare regular management
accounts, hold regular board 
meetings and support the
view that the company can
trade out of its current situ-
ation. 

“And it’s important to keep 
detailed records of the advice
received and decisions made 
during this period to clearly 
demonstrate that the directors 
are behaving responsibly.

“If it is concluded by the
liquidator that the directors
have not been acting respon-
sibly they could be faced with
restriction, disqualification or
being held personally liable
for the debts of the company.” 

Businesses that weather the 
Covid-19 period will improve 
in 2021. 

“However, there is always 
theprospectof a messyBrexit
spoiling the party and busi-
nesses with close relation-
ships to Britain should keep 
this on their radar,” Gibney 
said.

“Businesses with high lev-
els of unsustainable debt will
have to try and restructure
with their creditors in 2021. 
Their success will depend on 
the level and nature of their
debt and their relationship
with their creditors.”

While revenue has fallen for
75 per cent of firms this year, 
Enterprise Ireland and other 
state entities can help put
companies back on the front 
foot as Brexit looms

According to Neil 
Keenan, head of 
corporate at law 
firm ByrneWal-
lace, 2020 can 

only be described as an un-
precedented year due to the 
impact Covid-19 has had 
on all aspects of our lives.

“If this had been a normal 
year, we would have expect-
ed a strong year for corporate 
transactional activity follow-
ing on from a busy 2019, de-
spite some headwinds such 
as Brexit,” Keenan said.

“However, when Ireland 
initially entered lockdown 
in March, many transactions 
were put on hold or did not 
proceed, particularly those in 
certain hard-hit sectors. Oth-
ers were renegotiated before 
proceeding, as what was a 
seller’s market became more 
of a buyer’s market almost 
overnight.”

As the year continued, it 
was a different s tory w ith 
transactional activity re-
maining surprisingly strong 
despite the ongoing crisis. This 
is evidenced by the latest re-
sults published by Experian 
MarketIQ which recorded a 
flurry of deal-making in the 
third quarter after the initial 
dip in Q2.

ByrneWallace advised on 
many of these deals, and was 
credited by Experian with ad-
vising on 12 transactions over 
€500,000 totalling €512 mil-
lion, placing the firm third in 
the rankings of legal advisers 
on Irish deals by deal value, 
one of only four Irish head-
quartered firms in the top ten 
in those rankings.

The firm advised on a 
number of landmark deals 
spanning many sectors, with 
activity in life sciences, tech-
nology, healthcare and energy 
particularly strong.

“The high-profile sales of 
Precision Biotics and Infla-
zome and fundraisings by 
OneProjects, Avectas, Neu-
romod and Priothera kept 
our life sciences partners 
Colin Sainsbury and Cather-
ine Dowling busy, while our 
technology practice, led by 
Darren Daly, concluded mul-
tiple deals including the much 
publicised sale of Interactive 
Services to US-based LRN 
Corporation,” Keenan said.

“The energy sector also re-
mained resilient, with fund-
raisings by GridBeyond and 
Mainstream Renewable Pow-
er, and the project finance of a 
number of wind farms by ING 
Bank. Our Energy team head-
ed by Gavin Blake will also be 
busy with the provisional re-
sults of the first auction under 
the Renewable Energy Sup-
port Scheme now announced 
which should drive activity in 
this sector for the rest of 2020 
and into 2021.”

Other significant transac-
tions for ByrneWallace in-
cluded the sale of food com-
pany M&M Walshe Holdings 
(owner of Callan Bacon) to 
Eight Fifty Food Group, the 
sale of Ireland’s largest build-
ing on behalf of a South Af-
rican fund, and the sale of 

a corporate and real estate 
loan portfolio to Ready Cap-
ital (NYSE:RC), the latter two 
deals being led on the cor-
porate side by partner Gerry 
Beausang.

With many clients in the 
healthcare and public sec-
tor, ByrneWallace was also 
active advising the state in 
its response to the pandem-
ic. Corporate partner Gillian 
O’Shaughnessy was involved 
in these projects and also saw 
increased activity advis-
ing companies navigate the 
unique corporate governance 
challenges presented by the 
pandemic.

Concluding large and com-
plex deals in a remote work-
ing environment brought its 
own challenges said Keenan, 
with many of the transactions 
mentioned having been nego-
tiated and concluded without 
any physical meetings.

“Corporate lawyers and 
their clients had to adapt 
quickly, conducting business 
over Microsoft Teams and 
Zoom, and using electronic 
signature platforms such as 
Docusign to manage remote 
signings and closings. It is a 
testament to the resilience of 
our clients and the strength 
of their businesses that they 
were able to conclude such 
landmark deals in the midst 
of a global pandemic.”

Generally speaking, M&A 
activity did bounce back in 
Q3 with Investec reporting 
90 transactions having been 
concluded in the Irish market, 
not far off the 98 recorded in 
the final quarter of Q4 2019.

Looking ahead, it is pos-
sible, according to Keenan, 
that Q4 2020 and Q1 2021 
may be more muted due to 
the uncertainty surrounding 
the EU/UK trade agreement 
and with the timing of an ef-
fective Covid-19 vaccine still 
unclear, although thankfully 
there may be positive signs 
on that front.

Keenan said: “For busi-
nesses whose valuations 
have been impacted by the 
pandemic, now is a good time 
to instigate succession plan-
ning and to set up employee 
and executive share arrange-
ments.”

“We also expect that, in 
2021, some businesses will 
reorganise, repair and con-
solidate, and seek additional 
funding as they emerge in 
what we all hope will be a 
post-pandemic world, and a 
time of recovery and oppor-
tunity.”

A strong year 
for corporate 
transactions 
despite crisis

Neil Keenan, head of 
corporate at law firm 
ByrneWallace

Wide range of supports to help
businesses cope with Covid-19
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