
IRELAND’S 
ANNUAL
RESPONSIBLE 
INVESTMENT
STATE OF PLAY 
REPORT

2020

SUPPORTED BY



 SIF IRELAND STATE OF PLAY REPORT 2020

INDEX:

SUSTAINABLE AND RESPONSIBLE  
INVESTMENT FORUM (SIF) IRELAND 01 

INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 02 

MAIN EDITORIAL 03

KEY FINDINGS OF THE IRELAND STATE OF PLAY REPORT 2020 01

ESG DATA DEEP DIVE REPORT 2020 12

KEY DEFINITIONS USED WITHIN THE SURVEY 20

METHODOLOGIES, ASSUMPTIONS AND LIMITATIONS 22

RESPONDENTS TO THE 2020 SIF IRELAND STATE OF PLAY SURVEY 23 

DISCLAIMER AND THANKS 24

APPENDICES

https://www.sifireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/SIF_SOPR_FINAL2020.pdf


 SIF IRELAND STATE OF PLAY REPORT 2020

1

SUSTAINABLE AND RESPONSIBLE 
INVESTMENT FORUM (SIF) IRELAND
 
THE NATIONAL PLATFORM FOR POLICY MAKERS, CAPITAL 
PROVIDERS AND INTERMEDIARIES TO ADVANCE SUSTAINABLE 
AND RESPONSIBLE INVESTING BEST PRACTICE ACROSS ALL 
ASSET CLASSES IN IRELAND. 

Established in 2017 by Sustainable Nation Ireland and leading members of the 
Irish investment community, SIF Ireland is tasked, under the Government’s ‘Ireland 
for Finance Roadmap’, with raising awareness of the sustainable and responsible 
investment agenda, as it continues to grow rapidly in Ireland and around the world. 
The specific actions which SIF Ireland are charged with delivering include (but are 
not limited to) the annual publication of this report, and the development of a national 
blueprint to guide Irish green and sustainable finance activities.

RAISING AWARENESS 
OF THE SUSTAINABLE 
AND RESPONSIBLE 
INVESTMENT AGENDA
SIF Ireland wishes to acknowledge the substantial contribution of the representatives of the investment 
managers and asset owners who participated in the survey which forms the basis of the 2020 Report (see 
appendix five). 

Additionally, to those who formed the Steering Committee (Irish Life Investment Managers, Amundi Ireland 
Limited, KBI Global Investors, Mercer (Ireland) Limited, Maples Group, IDA Ireland, ELS Europe, Department 
of Finance, BNY Mellon and UCD) and/or participated in SIF facilitated workshops and interviews, gratitude 
and thanks for your involvement. SIF Ireland would also like to thank Irish Funds and the Irish Association of 
Investment Managers for their participation in roundtable discussions to support the ESG data deep dive. 

SIF Ireland would also like to thank PricewaterhouseCoopers Ireland for preparing the analysis which is 
included within the report and which was based on the figures and responses gathered from the respondents 
to the survey and also interactions with members of the Steering Committee and others as identified by SIF 
Ireland. These figures and responses have not been verified or audited by PricewaterhouseCoopers Ireland.



 SIF IRELAND STATE OF PLAY REPORT 2020

2

 INTRODUCTORY REMARKS
I am delighted to introduce the 3rd Annual State of Play report commissioned by SIF Ireland. This report 
provides a helpful insight on the extent to which the Investment Management Industry in Ireland has 
incorporated Sustainable Investment practices in their business models. We explore the trends and challenges 
faced by Investment Managers in Ireland as the regulatory environment increases and transparency, 
metrics and disclosures become mandatory. For the first time, we have also included a ‘deep dive’ on ESG 
(Environment, Social and Governance) data.

2020 has been a pivotal year for Sustainable Investing both in terms of societal pressures and the increasing 
need for finance to ‘play it’s part’ in the Covid recovery plans. The pandemic has shone a spotlight on 
Sustainable Investing and accelerated the mega trends which were driving it’s growth such as decarbonisation 
and a shift to a stakeholder centric management. The Covid crisis has highlighted that corporate management 
of issues such as human capital management, global supply chain issues, human rights,  and community 
relations have become critical business continuity mechanisms.

In terms of Regulation, the EU continues to lead the way and comprehensive work has taken place by the 
European Commission to provide clear frameworks which aim to objectively describe the criteria for a 
Sustainable Investment. These regulatory changes require financial market participants to incorporate 
Sustainable Investment practices into mainstream finance and create a stringent bar for financial institutions to 
evidence and report on their ‘sustainable impacts’ at all points of the investment chain. 

The need to integrate Sustainability into finance has become ever more important in the post pandemic era.  
Sustainable Investing is about helping companies move toward a more long-term stakeholder-centric model 
of corporate behaviour. New jobs in the ‘Green Economy’ are on a high growth trajectory. As more sectors 
transition to low-carbon models, every job has the potential to become “green”. As well as jobs in renewable 
energy, electric transport, energy efficiency and agriculture sectors, there are also a host of jobs in financial, IT 
or legal industries. With Covid recovery packages, there’s a chance to reconfigure the jobs landscape by placing 
the environment and sustainability at the heart of the recovery. All sectors of the economy have a role to play 
in helping to deliver on Ireland’s commitments under the Paris agreement. The role of the financial sector in 
ensuring that the recovery is aligned with a just transition to a lower carbon economy is critical. 

I would like to thank the respondents and the Committee for their work  
in bringing this report to publication.

KATHY RYAN

Head of Responsible Investing,  
Irish Life Investment Managers

Chair, SIF Ireland 2020 State of Play Report 
Development Sub-Committee
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 BACKGROUND
The risks associated with climate change cannot be ignored by the financial services industry. The European 
Commission has taken a lead in trying to drive this awareness and change through its regulatory agenda for 
Europe - not only in the area of climate change, but also sustainable finance more generally. The European 
Union’s Green Deal is wide ranging and recognises that the financial services industry plays a crucial role in 
supporting its advancement through the redirection and allocation of private capital and funding to sustainable 
activities. This is currently creating, and will continue to create, challenges and opportunities for not only the 
financial services sector, but also every other company, sector, organisation and individual in Europe. 

The investment management industry has been a forerunner in these areas. Whilst integrating sustainable and 
responsible investing principles into investment decisions was once seen as being a “niche” investment area, 
it is rapidly becoming mainstream - partly, though not principally, to ensure that investment managers comply 
with their regulatory obligations. Environmental, social and governance (“ESG”) and sustainable investing have 
also become more important to investors, who have been identified as a key driver of ESG and sustainable 
investing by Irish investment managers. Recent publications have shown that ESG is now a leading priority for 
investors, particularly amongst sophisticated institutional investors1. 

The growing demand from many institutional investors for investment managers to incorporate ESG  factors 
in their investment decisions is set to be significantly underpinned by governmental action and regulation at 
both EU and national level. This in itself will amplify the pace of change. Investment managers will be required 
to make specific disclosures about their own internal policies, procedures and the impact of their company on 
ESG issues. They will also have to make these disclosures for their financial products. Whilst this may enable 
companies to benchmark themselves against their peers, it will also enable their peers or other organisations 
or agencies to perform similar benchmarking. This in itself will further magnify the pace of change.

Moving from European developments to the national level we also see a number of key initiatives and 
developments which will further strengthen Ireland’s position as a centre of excellence for sustainable finance.

This changing focus offers opportunities for individuals, companies and countries. Yet it also presents a risk 
that, if they do not address the issue, they could be left behind and lose the opportunities for growth. The 
Irish Government growth strategy for International Financial Services, Ireland for Finance2 (the “Strategy”) 
recognises the key role that technology, innovation and - importantly - sustainable finance plays in realising the 
opportunities for Ireland as a global financial services centre. 

1  PwC Asset and wealth management revolution: Investor perspectives - Rethinking purpose and performance 
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/industries/financial-services/assets/pwc-awm-revolution-screen.pdf (last accessed 18/10/2020).

2  Department of Finance Ireland for Finance: The strategy for the development of Ireland’s international financial services sector to 2025,  
https://assets.gov.ie/24482/278893738e764db79c43eada83c030e3.pdf (last accessed 18/10/2020).

THE IRISH GOVERNMENT GROWTH STRATEGY 
FOR INTERNATIONAL FINANCIAL SERVICES, 
RECOGNISES THE KEY ROLE THAT SUSTAINABLE 
FINANCE PLAYS IN REALISING THE 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR IRELAND AS A GLOBAL 
FINANCIAL SERVICES CENTRE. 
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 BACKGROUND CONTINUED

This 2020 State of Play Report3 (the “2020 Report”) has been commissioned by Sustainable and Responsible 
Investment Forum (SIF) Ireland and is an important output of the Strategy, providing valuable inputs to 
guide future policy direction. This is the third such report which aims to not only increase awareness of the 
sustainable and responsible investment agenda within Ireland, but also looks to measure the growth and 
potential opportunity in this area. The 2020 Report furthermore includes results from an ESG data “deep 
dive” which was also commissioned by SIF Ireland. Similar to the 2019 Report, the 2020 Report is based on 
the interactions with investment managers and asset owners who make investment decisions in Ireland. The 
respondents to the survey have been identified in Appendix 5, and their responses to the survey form the basis 
of this report. It is the opinion of SIF Ireland that these respondents represent over 90% of institutional funds 
managed from Ireland. 

53% OF RESPONDENTS 
INDICATED THAT THEIR 
COMPANY HAD SEEN  
AN INCREASE IN 
INTEREST IN ESG 
AND RESPONSIBLE 
INVESTING DURING THE 
GLOBAL PANDEMIC.

It is the opinion of SIF Ireland that 
respondents to this survey represent over 

90% of institutional 
funds managed 
from Ireland. 

3 Based on survey data as of 31 December 2019
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 THE EUROPEAN UNION (THE “EU”) PUSHES    
 FORWARD WITH ITS GREEN DEAL
While the focus of this Report is the state of play in Ireland, the European context is very important, and this 
year’s announcement of the EU’s Green Deal is clear in its ambitions and targets. There have been no changes 
to these throughout the global pandemic. The EU is pushing forward with its focus on sustainable finance and 
with the resultant development and implementation of its regulatory package. Sustainable finance is an integral 
part of the EU’s Green Deal agenda.

The EU has outlined its ambition for Europe to become the first climate neutral continent by 2050. The 2020 
Report allows us to assess whether Irish investment managers are preparing for this agenda, with 41% of 
respondents responding positively when asked if their preparations had begun. Areas of focus identified by 
respondents in their preparations for the EU Green Deal include; strategy, reporting and investor engagement, 
governance structure, product strategy and in-house training.

The survey which underpins this report also found that the respondents broadly support the objectives of new 
EU regulations - including the Taxonomy Regulation and the creation of a new category of benchmarks - even 
though some have stated that their support is dependent upon receiving further details.

THE EU HAS OUTLINED ITS AMBITION FOR EUROPE TO BECOME 
THE FIRST CLIMATE NEUTRAL CONTINENT BY 2050.

Stephen Nolan, Sustainable Nation Ireland, Climate Finance Week 2019
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 IRELAND’S PROGRESS IN SUSTAINABLE  
 FINANCE CONTINUES TO MOVE FORWARD
In Ireland, the ambition to meet the targets identified within the Paris Agreement continues to be a focal point. 
The Irish Government’s most recent budget reiterated the Government’s priorities in relation to climate change 
and sustainability. The Irish Government and the Central Bank of Ireland (“CBI”) also continue to make it 
clear that sustainable finance has an important place within the financial services industry in Ireland. This is 
supported by the recognition of sustainable finance as one of the three horizontal priorities which apply across 
all four pillars of the Ireland for Finance Strategy. These pillars are designed to maintain existing achievements 
while enabling growth across all sectors in International Financial Services (“IFS”). Action measures under 
each of these pillars are set out in annual action plans.

PILLAR

1
OPERATING 
ENVIRONMENT

is focused on 
ensuring the 
policy, culture 
and legislative 
conditions 
underpinning 
IFS will support 
growth.

PILLAR

4
COMMUNICATIONS 
& PROMOTION

is focused on 
ensuring that 
Ireland’s IFS 
offering is 
communicated 
to all those 
who are or may 
be attracted 
to investing in 
Ireland.

PILLAR

2
TECHNOLOGY & 
INNOVATION

is focused on 
providing a 
collaborative 
approach to 
addressing 
emerging 
challenges and 
opportunities in 
technological 
developments.

PILLAR

3
TALENT

seeks to ensure 
that we continue 
to have skilled 
people to meet 
the demands of 
the IFS sector, 
including meeting 
needs for new and 
changing skills.

6
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Under the Operating Environment pillar, a key action in the area of sustainable finance relates to the 
development of a national blueprint to guide Irish sustainable finance activities. SIF Ireland, along with other 
relevant stakeholders, have committed to identifying the actions to enable Ireland to achieve its overall vision 
to be a top-tier location of choice for specialist international services and to enhance and protect our future 
competitiveness. 

Other actions under this pillar include the progression of legislation for the investment limited partnership 
(the “ILP”), the raising of awareness of the responsible investment agenda and the need for international 
collaboration to mobilise global financial centres in support of the sustainability agenda. Whilst discussions 
around the finalisation of the ILP are ongoing, progress has been made in this area. Further, the State of Play 
Report itself is a direct output of the need to increase awareness in this area. Dublin was also selected as the 
European base of the United Nations (UN) International Network of Financial Centres for Sustainability (FC4S) 
and individuals within Ireland also hold some of the strategic positions within FC4S.

Under the Technology and Innovation pillar, a specific action is to undertake a feasibility study into the 
development of a Sustainable Finance Innovation program which supports the development of new IFS products 
and services in support of the ESG agenda. Work is ongoing in this area in conjunction with UCD Smurfit 
Graduate Business School who recently received a grant from Science Foundation Ireland.

As it relates to the Talent pillar, a specific action in conjunction with the Skillnet Ireland backed Sustainable 
Finance Skillnet is the delivery of training programs in sustainable finance and responsible investment. This 
is an area where significant progress has been made. Sustainable Finance Skillnet has delivered, or plans 
to deliver, courses and webinars attended by over 850 professional individuals through to the end of 2020. A 
second action in this area involved the performance of a deep sector analysis of future sustainable finance and 
responsible investment skills and talent requirements. This was completed in 2019.

Finally, the Communications pillar identified two specific actions. The first related to the co-hosting of the 
European Climate Finance Innovation Summit which took place in May 2019, and the second action relates 
to the promotion of Ireland as a location for sustainable finance. This second action is an action for both 
SIF Ireland and all key stakeholders in the industry. Events such as the annual Climate Finance Week also 
highlight the progress which Ireland is making in the sustainable finance area and facilitate discussions about 
how current and future challenges can be addressed by the industry as a whole.

In Ireland, the first sovereign green bond was launched in the final quarter of 2018. In November 2019, Euronext 
Dublin announced it was to host the Euronext Group green bond segment which was inclusive of green bonds 
valued at €120 billion. Bloomberg highlighted in November 2019 that Dublin had overtaken London as the 
green bond listing hub of choice. This announcement which has positioned Ireland as the listing hub of choice 
is attributable to the public and private sector efforts since 2018. In July 2020, Euronext Dublin announced that 
it was to expand its green bond activity to ESG bonds.

Sustainable Finance Skillnet 
has delivered, or plans 
to deliver, courses and 
webinars attended by over 850 professional individuals 

through to the end of 

2020

Launch of Sustainable Finance Skillnet future skills report, Nov 2019
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 THE CURRENT STATE OF PLAY IN IRELAND
According to a new PwC report4, entitled The Growth Opportunity of a Century, European ESG assets could 
reach between €5.5trn and €7.6trn by 2025, making up between 41% and 57% of total European mutual fund 
assets, up from their current proportion of just 15.1% (as of the end of 2019).

Now in its third year the 2020 Report has found that the Irish investment management industry is well 
positioned in the ESG space and poised to drive forward to take full advantage of the significant opportunities 
from the expected growth in sustainable and ESG investing in the coming years.

650 professional individuals 
through to the end of 

2020

94% of companies that responded have an 
ESG policy in operation within their 
business which demonstrates a very 
high degree of adoption and significant 
progress by Irish investment managers. 

The most recent survey also shows that ESG factors are having a real impact on the decision-making processes 
employed by Irish investment managers. 94% of respondents reported that the consideration of ESG factors 
may lead to the decision not to progress with an investment, the remaining 6% identified that these factors may 
trigger ongoing future active engagement with the potential investee company.

The most common ESG issues on Irish investment managers’ agenda were noted as being climate change 
related impacts, corporate governance issues, the environmental impact of investment products and services 
and environmental management systems and reporting.

In terms of expertise and experience with ESG strategies, the 2020 survey shows that Irish investment 
managers are employing the full range of ESG strategies in their businesses.

88% 88% 76% 
ENGAGEMENT EXCLUSIONS ESG INTEGRATION

ESG STRATEGIES MOST COMMONLY USED BY INVESTMENT 
MANAGERS

4  PwC report  “PwC 2022 - The growth opportunity of the century: Are you ready for the ESG change?  
https://www.pwc.lu/en/sustainable-finance/esg-report-the-growth-opportunity-of-the-century.html (last accessed 3/11/2020)”
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IRISH INVESTMENT MANAGEMENT 
FIRMS HAVE PARTICULARLY STRONG 
EXPERTISE IN MANAGING ESG FOCUSED 
EQUITY STRATEGIES (PARTICIPANTS 
INDICATED THAT 63% OF ESG ASSETS 
MANAGED FROM IRELAND WERE 
EQUITY) AS WELL AS EXPERTISE IN 
ESG STRATEGIES INVESTING IN FIXED 
INCOME, ALTERNATIVES AND REAL 
ESTATE ASSETS.  

The survey also showed that the use of this range of ESG strategies is being driven largely by institutional 
investor demands and regulation / legislation. The most common strategies being demanded by investors are 
ESG integration, thematic investment and exclusions. 

65% 53% 41% 
ESG 
INTEGRATION

THEMATIC 
INVESTMENT

EXCLUSIONS

THE MOST COMMON STRATEGIES BEING 
DEMANDED BY INVESTORS
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Consistent with the trend reported in previous years the 2020 survey revealed that institutional investors 
(insurance companies, public and private pension funds and religious and charitable bodies) account for 
approximately 79% of the ESG assets being managed by Irish investment managers.  

There are good reasons driving the demand for ESG strategy from investors. Companies with risk management 
practices that take into consideration broader industry, regulatory and societal risks such as sustainability and 
climate change are better prepared to drive long-term sustainable performance—and shareholder value.

of investment managers surveyed believe that 
responsible investing strategies deliver superior risk 
adjusted returns for investors with the remaining 

53% 
47%  believing that responsible investing 
strategies do not impair returns and deliver similar 
risk adjusted returns to conventional strategies. 

The growing demand for ESG strategies from investors globally is fueling demand for talent in this area and this 
pressure is also reflected in the survey responses this year which highlighted the availability of ESG skills as 
one of the key challenges to the implementation of ESG strategies. The survey found that 47% of respondents 
had employees dedicated to ESG whereas 53% of companies have integrated ESG across the entire investment 
process. 

Fundamental to the achievement of the progress made by Irish investment managers in the sustainable 
investment/ESG space to date is the way that companies have embedded ESG within the culture of their 
companies and the role played by boards of directors and senior management. 82% of those companies who 
participated in the survey, identified that the board was involved in the oversight of the company’s ESG policy at 
least on an annual basis. 41% of respondents described their company’s governance and culture in the area of 
sustainability as being one where senior management championed sustainability internally and externally and 
that this aided effective strategy development. 

INDICATED THAT 
THEY MEASURED 
THE FINANCIAL 
EFFECTIVENESS 
OF THEIR ESG 
STRATEGY

47% INDICATED THAT 
THEY MEASURED 
THE SOCIETAL, 
GOVERNANCE 
AND/OR 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
IMPACT OF THEIR 
ESG STRATEGY

53% 
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The 2020 survey included a number of new questions about the respondents’ approach to the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (“SDGs”) in their ESG strategies. 

53% of respondents publicly communicate, or plan to communicate, their approach to the SDGs either through 
their website, or through their periodic ESG reporting. Only 18% of those who responded indicated that they did 
not factor the SDGs into their ESG approach or strategy.

Where respondents factor SDGs into their ESG strategy or approach, 29% measure their own impact on the 
SDGs with a further 21% indicating that they plan to measure their own impact on the SDGs in the future once 
they have defined how this impact will be measured. 

Over the past twelve months, there has been a continued focus from the European Commission on the areas of 
ESG, Sustainable Finance and the need for Europe to become the first climate neutral continent. 

41% 
of respondents 
indicated that 
their company had 
begun preparations 
to implement the 
European Green Deal 
Investment Plan - 
Renewed Sustainable 
Finance Strategy  
(the “EU Green 
Deal”).

94% 
of respondents 
agree in principal, 
or strongly agree 
with the EU’s 
proposals for a 
unified classification 
system for 
sustainable activities 
(the “Taxonomy 
Regulations”). 

60% 
of respondents 
also think that 
the Taxonomy 
Regulations will have 
a significant impact 
on their business or 
reporting.

The 2020 survey respondents also reported challenges with the availability of relevant ESG data on underlying 
investee companies and with the costs associated with relevant and reliable ESG data. This concern may well 
be front of mind as a result of the impending deadline for the implementation of the Sustainable Finance 
Disclosure Regulation (SFDR) from 10 March 2021. The most common challenges identified were; (i) the delay 
in finalisation of technical regulations; and (ii) the short timeline to implementation. 

We note that in October 2020, subsequent to our survey, the European Commission recognised these issues 
and has indicated its intention to proceed with SFDR on a phased basis. This would see the high-level principles 
(“Level 1”) of SFDR coming into force on 10 March 2021 but the RTS and other guidance at “Level 2” being 
pushed back to the end of 2021 or early 2022.

71% of the survey participants were also in favour of proposals 
to develop a standardised publicly accessible ESG 
database in Europe which could help to address some of 
the challenges relating to mandatory ESG disclosures
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 ESG DATA
Given the key role that ESG data plays in meeting the increasing needs of industry participants, whether 
these are reporting and disclosure requirements, risk / due diligence requirements, or to obtain a competitive 
advantage in the market, ESG data is of great importance in supporting Ireland’s position as a top-tier location 
for international financial services.

The findings from the ESG Deep Dive survey conducted this year are as follows:

 ESG DATA SOURCES AND USE: 
The majority of respondents use ESG data within their businesses, whether this is internally generated data, 
or obtained from an external data provider. This data is drawn from a large number of sources, with 53% of 
respondents using multiple sources of data. In addition, 59% of respondents indicated that they are generating 
internal ESG ratings.

 METHODS OF GATHERING ESG DATA: 
Around half of respondents requested both periodic reporting on ESG from investee companies, combined with 
regular meetings and discussions with the underlying investee company in relation to specific topics to gather 
relevant ESG data. ESG data from external providers is being used by over half of the respondents for ongoing 
risk assessments, and initial / ongoing due diligence purposes. 

MAIN CHALLENGES  
ASSOCIATED WITH ESG DATA:

The top three challenges identified by  
respondents were:  

1 no standardised reporting format;

2 the costs associated with data gathering 

3 inconsistent methodologies / data sources   
 between providers.

 DEVELOPMENT OF A STANDARDISED, PUBLICALLY ACCESSIBLE   
 ESG DATABASE:
The majority of respondents were in favour of the development of a standardised, publically accessible ESG 
database as they believe that such a database would increase the availability of reliable ESG data.
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 WHERE TO   
 FROM HERE?
Impacting all elements of the investment 
management industry, we are now in an important 
phase of the sustainable finance agenda whereby 
companies are working hard to adopt and apply the 
incoming European regulations to their businesses. 
And in the context of the EU’s renewed sustainable 
finance strategy, key issues that repeatedly arise 
include; where to find and how best to develop 
sustainable finance talent, and issues concerning the 
availability, use and cost of ESG data.
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 TRAINING AND SKILLS
Further training and skills are frequently cited as being necessary to embed ESG and sustainability throughout 
the entire investment ecosystem - within companies and throughout the industry as a whole. 

Specialist training in the area of ESG and sustainable finance is therefore needed, and dependent upon the 
sector in which investments are being made, has many different aspects. Therefore, the phrase “one size fits 
all” is not applicable when assessing current and future training needs. 

There is a real opportunity for Ireland to build upon the areas which were identified within the Sustainable 
Finance Skillnet 20195 report and develop these specialised skills as an industry. This will not only address the 
current and future needs, but also encourage and attract more key talent and ESG focused companies to come 
to Ireland. 

Progress has been made in relation to the training courses provided by Sustainable Finance Skillnet and 
others, which is evidence of the growing interest within the industry in acquiring these skills. The numbers 
subscribing to these programmes (Sustainable Finance Skillnet have in 2020 facilitated or plan to facilitate 
courses or webinars which will have reached over 850 professional individuals) is a very positive indicator that 
the upskilling and training agenda is a priority within the industry in Ireland, and will build on the existing base 
of specialised and skilled financial services professionals from which to grow this opportunity for Ireland.

The 2020 Report has highlighted that companies are increasingly employing full time employees whose sole 
responsibility is in the area of ESG, that they consider training in the area of ESG data to be a priority and that 
sustainability is being built into companies’ own governance and culture. The training and upskilling of staff in 
the area of ESG and sustainable finance therefore presents further employment opportunities for Ireland within 
the sector.

THE TRAINING AND UPSKILLING 
OF STAFF IN THE AREA OF ESG 
AND SUSTAINABLE FINANCE 
THEREFORE PRESENTS 
FURTHER EMPLOYMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR IRELAND 
WITHIN THE SECTOR.

Emma Jane Joyce, NTMA, Climate Action leadership award 2019

5    https://www.skillnetireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Sustainable-Finance-Skillnet-Deloitte-Report-Nov-2019.pdf
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 ESG DATA
Many companies are grappling with the ESG data challenges which 
have been identified within this report. Companies in Ireland are 
not alone in this challenge. Whilst the proposal of a standardised, 
publicly accessible, centralised ESG registry within Europe could 
assist in addressing some of these challenges, it will not resolve all 
of them.

Key to the area of ESG data is its governance, collection, 
organisation, classification and validation. Ireland has been 
recognised in recent years as a leading location for technology and 
innovation, with a strong collaborative research ecosystem in place.

There has been significant government investment in this area 
which has created a deep talent pool of data literate and high-
quality ICT graduates with skills in data engineering, data analytics, 
data science and AI. Last year alone the Irish government through 
Science Foundation Ireland announced the creation of Centres 
of Research Training in specialist areas of Data Science with the 
aim of producing 700 new PhD graduates within the next 4 years. 
Further graduates and opportunities for engagement with the 
research community are available through world class Research 
Centres such as CeADAR, Insight, ADAPT and Lero. Additional 
Government industry supports including the R&D tax credit and 
government agency Research, Development & Innovation (RD&I) 
Programmes through IDA Ireland, Enterprise Ireland and Science 
Foundation Ireland have also contributed to the development of 
Ireland as a strategic hub for data-intensive technology innovation.

This collaboration between skilled ICT professionals and ESG 
specialists, building on the existing financial services ecosystem 
will facilitate Ireland taking a leadership position in ESG data and 
sustainability analytics.

IRELAND HAS BEEN RECOGNISED 
IN RECENT YEARS AS A LEADING 
LOCATION FOR TECHNOLOGY AND 
INNOVATION, WITH A STRONG 
COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH 
ECOSYSTEM IN PLACE.

15
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 NEXT STEPS
A sustainable and resilient economy – one that prioritises human well-being, social equity and protection of our 
environment – is the foundation for ensuring Ireland’s prosperity. As one of Europe’s leading financial centres, 
Ireland already plays an important role in mobilising private and public capital, in order to assist governments 
and investors around the world to support greater social, environmental and economic outcomes.

Building on these achievements, it is now timely to develop Ireland’s first Sustainable Finance Roadmap to set 
out – in concrete, practical terms – how Ireland can continue to consolidate its existing expertise in finance 
to accelerate the transformation toward a sustainable financial system and contribute more systematically to 
Ireland’s transition to a more resilient, sustainable and prosperous economy, society and environment. With 
more than 37,000 people working in financial services, the sector has the people with the passion, skills and 
ideas to build new and better sustainable products and services that respond to increasing demand and deliver 
solutions locally and globally. 

The Roadmap should look beyond 2020, to 2030, providing the longer-term horizon needed to mobilise 
investment. It should articulate a long-term policy framework tailored to serving international banks, 
investment managers, asset owners, fund promoters, insurance companies, pension funds, sovereign wealth 
funds and other financial service providers from around the world, supporting Ireland as a leading hub and 
gateway for international sustainable finance. Furthermore, the Roadmap should be integrated into a capital 
plan for Ireland to realise its ambitions under the recently launched Programme for Government.

Developing a Roadmap

1. Identify its strategic objectives and priorities: These should include the development of an integrated 
approach that can be used by all financial sector stakeholders—both public and private—to accelerate 
the transformation across government, the Central Bank and private financial sector participants to focus 
efforts. Other strategic objectives and priorities should include mobilising capital to deliver on our national 
and global climate goals and SDGs and enhancing the sustainability, resilience and stability of the financial 
system to better account for and manage risk and impact.

2. Establish timelines: Look beyond 2020, to 2030, in terms of opportunities and challenges.

3. Outline recommendations and action plan: The Roadmap should seek to recommend pathways, policies 
and frameworks together with an action plan to enable the financial sector play its important role in 
assisting Ireland meet the objectives agreed upon in the UN’s SDG’s and the Paris Agreement on Climate 
Change. 

The development of this Roadmap will be overseen by a dedicated SIF Ireland Working Group that brings 
together leaders and experts from Ireland’s major banks, superannuation funds, insurance companies, 
financial sector organisations and academia to guide the development of a Sustainable Finance Roadmap, in 
collaboration with representatives from government and public institutions and in consultation with diverse 
sectors and stakeholders. The Working Group should look to obtain input through an open, creative and 
inclusive process involving various working groups and interview sessions. 

The goal is to deliver this Roadmap by June 2021, to coincide with Ireland’s second Sustainable Finance 
Development Day. 
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 CONCLUSION
The three years since the first Ireland State of Play Report in 2018 have brought significant progress and 
positive change in the evolution of Ireland as a leading location for ESG and sustainable investment. 

This success and progress is visible in numerous areas, including employment levels, investor demand and 
organisational governance and support. All strong indicators that the industry is responding positively to the 
increasing demand for ESG and sustainable investment strategies from institutional investors and some retail 
investors, with more Irish based investment managers delivering ESG product.

The growth has been strongly supported and encouraged by both the Irish Government and its agencies, 
through the Ireland for Finance Strategy, and by the Central Bank of Ireland who continue to make it clear that 
sustainable finance has an increasingly important role to play in the future of the financial services industry. 

Through the work of the Sustainable Finance Skillnet, Ireland has taken a lead in upskilling its investment 
management community in the area of sustainable finance, with almost 300 people undertaking PRI Academy 
training courses in 2020. This proactive step will help Ireland address the challenges identified in the current 
“United Nations Financial Centres For Sustainability (UN FC4S) review of sustainable finance skills and 
talent in the European financial services sector” report. Their findings indicate that 74% of companies saw 
skills shortages in this area as affecting their company. 78% of respondents indicated that they expected that 
experienced hires for sustainable finance would be needed within their company, while 91% expected to upskill 
their existing employees.

The consistent message received from respondents and industry representatives is that the development 
of skills in ESG, and specifically in ESG data is an area of huge opportunity for Ireland. They pointed toward 
Ireland’s proven record in providing innovative and flexible service offerings within both the financial services 
and the technology sector, and they agreed that Ireland is well placed to build on these strong foundations to 
take advantage of the opportunity in the ESG data space. 

Ireland is well positioned to play a leadership role in the innovation of ESG investment product. For a small 
country, it has managed to position itself as a global leader for investment funds, aviation finance, technology 
and pharmaceutical sectors. In particular, there is a very close alignment with current activity in our 
International Financial Services Sector and EU regulation aimed at the investment management industry. An 
Action plan for realising Ireland’s Sustainable Finance ambition, together with timely implementation of EU 
laws and a world-class domestic framework, will support Ireland to build on progress to date and be a global 
leader in Sustainable Finance. 

Paul Travers AIB, Mike Hayes KPMG, Sarah Dempsey AIB, Dario Traum Bloomberg, Climate Finance Week 2019
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 DISCLAIMER AND THANKS
Sustainable & Responsible Investment Forum Ireland would like to acknowledge and thank 
PricewaterhouseCoopers Ireland for preparing the analysis which is included within the report and which was 
based on the figures and responses gathered from the respondents to the survey and also interactions with 
members of the Steering Committee and others as identified by SIF Ireland. These figures and responses have 
not been verified or audited by PricewaterhouseCoopers Ireland.

In this document/material, “PwC” or “PwC Ireland” refers to PricewaterhouseCoopers Ireland, which is a 
member firm of PricewaterhouseCoopers International Limited, each member firm of which is a separate 
legal entity. This document is for general information purposes only, and should not be used as a substitute for 
consultation with professional advisors.

At PwC, our purpose is to build trust in society and solve important problems. We’re a network of firms in 157 
countries with over 276,000 people who are committed to delivering quality in assurance, advisory and tax 
services. Find out more and tell us what matters to you by visiting us at www.pwc.ie.

PwC refers to the PwC network and/or one or more of its member firms, each of which is a separate legal 
entity. Please see www.pwc.com/structure for further details.

© 2020 PwC. All rights reserved
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