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2021 – AN UPLIFTING OUTLOOK
Richard Allinson, Head of Corporate Banking, Northern England, Bank of Ireland

2021 is certainly beginning to feel more 
positive. To date, more than 35 million  
people have been vaccinated against 
Covid-19. We are also beginning to ease 
lockdown restrictions across the UK.

The corporate sector is seeing increased 
activity in the early months too, with  
an opportunity to capitalise on market 
normalisation and growth from higher 
GDP forecasts for both the UK and the 
Northwest in 2021 and 2022. 

In 2020 the agility of millions of  
employees was evident as working from 
home was established promptly  
through enhanced technology and has 
proven not to be detrimental to general  
productivity. This change in working 
practice is expected to continue to varying 
extents in the future and is one of the key 
highlights of how both businesses and 
their staff jointly and constructively  
adapted to the impacts of Covid-19.

Economic optimism
Unsurprisingly, current surveys suggest 
UK CFOs are increasingly optimistic  
about the future. Business structure and 
liquidity requirements that were naturally 
high on agendas as lockdowns were 
announced led to reductions in demand 
and in some cases are now being replaced 
by considerations of recovery and growth. 
This early stage is an important milestone 
in the context of UK economic activity 
potentially returning to pre Covid-19 levels 
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by the end of 2021 according to Bank of 
England forecasts.

Forecasted GDP growth of more than 5% 
for each of 2021 and 2022 is in significant 
contrast to the 9.8% contraction in 2020 
– including the astounding 19% fall in 
Q2 2020, as Covid-19 started to have its 
impact from the first UK lockdown. Yet, 
future growth rates always include some 
natural uncertainties, not least for the time 
being the risk of further lockdowns should 
the scientific data so warrant.

View from corporates
For individual corporates, the trajectory  
of the recovery curve will be different  
and the confidence levels around forecast 
performance variable. For example, retail 
and hospitality sectors were among the 
worst affected in 2020 although some 
businesses adapted well and increased 
revenues through online retail activities. 
The mix between traditional store and 
online retail will be an interesting one as 
the effects of the lockdown easing become 
clearer over coming months.

In the wider debt markets, advisory  
services have become a more common 
feature for corporates, including listed 
companies. These debt advisors include 
accountancy firms, investment banks and 
dedicated independent practices which 
have all been able to provide deep and up 
to date knowledge of the borrowing market 
conditions and appetites of individual 
lenders to their corporate clients. 

They have been successful in arranging 
the most appropriate funders and debt  
and pricing structures, whilst also supporting 
their clients in discussions with lenders if 
asked. The proposed borrower’s depth of 
relationship with the selected lenders is a 
very relevant consideration in this process. 
The advisory market continues to grow 
and provide a valuable independent view 
to CFOs.

Richard Siddall, PwC Debt & Capital 
Advisory Partner said; “After an  
extremely busy 2020, this momentum has 
continued into 2021 with a number of  
live transactions across multiple sectors 
and structures. The debt markets for 
mid-market corporates are very much  
open and it is fantastic to see the growth  
in numbers of both lenders and  
financing products, providing borrowers 

with much more flexibility than has  
historically been seen.”

Martin O’Shea, Finance Partner,  
Addleshaw Goddard LLP said:  
“2020 was a year of two halves for our 
finance team. The first lockdown  
started with a tsunami of covenant waiver 
letters with borrowers and lenders  
getting to grips with what Covid-19 meant 
for their businesses, following which the 
Government debt schemes tried to address 
some of those issues. 

“Since the end of the Summer, surprisingly 
with all that had happened, we’ve  
seen a return to traditional “new money” 
mandates with strong corporates and 
certain lenders keen to support companies 
that are doing well. We haven’t seen any let 
up in that during the first half of 2021.”

What we’re seeing
Bank of Ireland’s UK corporate banking 
business had a busy 2020 with a  
positive outlook for continued new funding 
to larger corporates to support their  
revenue and job growth plans in 2021. 

In 2020, the bank provided liquidity 
facilities and covenant resets for  
some of its existing customers whilst also 
establishing more than £900m of new 
customer commitments. This was across 
a range of sectors with the Bank’s core 
specialisms including industrial, business 
services, technology media and telecoms, 
subscription finance and consumer 
segments. The annual customer service 
questionnaire endorsed these capabilities 
with 85% of respondents being very  
satisfied with their service and an overall 
net promoter score of 72%. 

The North of England business also 
grew in the year with customers  
positively referencing the local market  

experience and knowledge of the team  
as the foundation for an open and  
higher quality discussion on business 
and funding needs. The team provides a 
strong traditional relationship approach, 
with open and honest conversation and an 
ability to positively listen and respond to 
thoughts and ideas. It demonstrates a solid  
understanding of the corporate’s underlying 
industry dynamics and market position, 
an ability to put financial performance and 
information into context.

 Importantly, there is a passionate  
commitment to support target market  
corporates with their funding needs 
through a consistency of service and 
prompt decision making.

The portfolio growth in 2020 included 
core infrastructure assets involving  
businesses in the likes of water, ports  
and telecommunication sectors.  
This is expected to continue in 2021 
together with increased activity  
being seen in the wider corporate market. 
New customer facilities provided in  
2021 include businesses operating in the 
food retailing, manufacturing and  
personal care markets and extend to both 
FTSE250 and equivalent larger private 
companies in the region. Core emphasis is 
on debt facilities – be it club or syndicated 
– typically working alongside another 
lender. The relationship can be enhanced 
by interest rate hedging, foreign exchange, 
asset leasing and vehicle contract hire 
capabilities. These continue to be delivered 
by a highly personal approach, pivoted 
around the local team (as consistent point 
of contact throughout).

Outlook
From the fundamental paradigm shift 
caused by Covid-19 in 2020 and  
being sensitive to the risks of further future 
lockdowns, forecast GDP is a real  
positive for corporates in their growth  
aspirations. The greater optimism should 
lead to a continuation in the higher M&A 
activity seen in the early months of 2021 
as well as general corporate funding 
requirements, including more temporary 
Amend and Restated structured  
facilities being agreed over a longer term. 
This greater certainty of funding for  
the corporate will be an important part in 
the strategic outlook and activities. 

“Importantly, there is a  
passionate commitment  
to support target market  

corporates with their  
funding needs through a 

consistency of service and 
prompt decision making.”“In 2020 the agility of  

millions of employees was 
evident as working from 
home was established 

promptly through enhanced 
technology and has proven 

not to be detrimental to  
general productivity.”
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