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RISING TO THE CHALLENGE
Ireland’s thriving medtech 
sector faces plenty of 
challenges but also many 
opportunities, according to 
Sinéad Keogh, Director, 
Medtech and Engineering 
Sectors, Ibec.

Ireland’s reputation as a major global hub 
for the medtech sector has grown in 
stature in recent years with 18 of the top 

25 medtech companies in the world now 
operating here. The 400 companies that make 
up the thriving sector employ over 27,000 staff 
between them. In 2014, exports by the sector 
amounted to €8.5 billion or approximately 
10% of total exports.

Research carried out by Ipsos MRBI on 
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behalf of AIB and Ibec paints a picture of a 
sector in good health with optimism evident 
at all levels.  The research surveyed both 
Irish and foreign-owned medical device 
manufacturers as well as specialist precision 
engineering firms, many of which are 
indigenous and form an integral part of the 
medtech ecosystem.

The profile of the sector shows that 58% of 
the firms surveyed are indigenous with many 
of them falling within the SME category. These 
indigenous firms vary in size, with 29% of 
them employing less than 10 staff while 48% 
have a turnover of less than €5 million. At the 
other end of the scale, the presence of many 
multinational firms is borne out by the fact that 
26% of those surveyed employ more than 250 
staff while 31% have annual turnover in excess 
of €20 million.

While the majority of companies (59%) 

say their turnover in 2015 is up on the 
previous year, the short-term outlook for 
their business is somewhat mixed with 43% 
saying it will improve within a year with 43% 
estimating that it will be sometime within 
the next five years.

The research also points to opportunities 
as well as challenges. “The global healthcare 
market is changing and we must help 
companies adapt to get the right skills 
and stay at the forefront of the latest 
innovations,” says Sinead Keogh, Director 
of the Irish Medical Devices Association 
(IMDA), the Ibec group which represents 
the medtech sector in Ireland.

“Ireland has built a strong reputation 
for operational excellence. Businesses are 
constantly investing in lean processes to 
generate efficiencies,” she adds.  “IMDA  
is a leader in this area by working with 
industry to develop the MÓR Model, a 
self-assessment tool to help companies 
progress faster in their lean journeys.  On 
the innovation front, we have been working 
for the past twelve months on a new best 
practice tool for product development, 
which we will launch in 2016. We believe 
Ireland can become a global destination for 
product design and development.”

While the medtech sector has a strong 
track-record when it comes to innovation, 
she says that it is being challenged to push 
harder by healthcare providers.

 “One of the big issues facing the 
medtech sector is the reduction in 
healthcare spend in many markets around 
the world despite greater pressures and 
demand.  Consolidation within healthcare 
insurers and hospital and clinic purchasing 
groups is increasing their power and 
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the availability of improved outcome data 
from healthcare solutions will likely drive 
increased data demands to support pricing 
and reimbursement.  Building awareness 
of the value of medical technology will be 
critical as new products and services will 
require a much deeper understanding of 
health economics models and reimbursement 
policies in order to build successful sales 
strategies.” she says.

“The importance of investment in R&D 
is critical.  While the introduction of the 
Knowledge Box is a step in the right direction, 
much more must be done to make Ireland a 
centre of excellence for innovation and help 
us attract talented clinicians. We must also 
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She also points out that Ireland is well 
positioned to capitalise on the emerging 
trends in connected health and the so-
called Internet of Things.

“eHealth, data analytics, wearables and 
remote-care are part of the growing 
trend of medtech and ICT convergence. 
The Top 10 ICT companies are here 
and Ireland can play a leading role in this 
global change. Patients, like consumers, 
are becoming more empowered and they 
want to be in control of their medical 
care – smart devices can help them 
achieve this. The Internet of Things is also 
revolutionising manufacturing with the 
emergence of the Factory of the Future. 
German companies, in particular, have 
great experience in this area and IMDA 
is working with IDA Ireland to bring 
back best practices to help grow Irish 
companies and realise their potential.” says 
Sinead.

The success of the medtech sector 
to date has been built on talent, she 
continues.  “It is vital that the future talent 
pool is equipped with the skills needed 
to adapt to a rapidly changing medtech 
business model. Advanced manufacturing 

and the emergence of convergent medical 
technologies will fundamentally impact 
the skills needed for the industry.  There is 
huge potential for future growth, but this 
will only be possible if suitably qualified 
and skilled people are readily available.  
This is why IMDA has a strong focus on 
skills development.  The IMDA Skillnet 
offers 30 industry-led programmes, 
from NFQ level 5-9, in areas covering 
operational excellence, innovation, quality, 
regulatory, and medtech leadership. This 
year we launched an MSc in Medtech 
Regulatory Affairs and Design for 
Medtech programme, key growth areas 
for the sector,” she adds.

“Ireland’s medtech sector is ambitious 
about the future. Ireland is the strongest 
growing economy in the EU and, as the 
recovery takes hold, confidence is growing. 
IMDA is equipping members with the 
industry foresight to build on their success 
to get ahead in the global healthcare 
market,” she concludes.

encourage more entrepreneurs to start-
up new business, but to do this we must 
reward risk takers. Developing new products 
in the medtech sector takes time and the 
Government needs to make it easier for these 
companies to grow and changes to capital 
gains tax can help them attract investment.” 
says Sinead.

“58% of the firms 
surveyed are indigenous 
with many of them falling 
within the SME category.”

“Much more must be done 
to make Ireland a centre 
of excellence for innovation 
and help us attract 
talented clinicians.”
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SUPPORTING THE MEDTECH SECTOR
Working with many of Ireland’s leading medtech companies, AIB 
has developed considerable expertise in the sector, according to 
Anne Bannon, Head of Healthcare & Life Sciences, AIB.

“Ireland is already a leading 
player in the global 
medtech industry and has 

the opportunity to become an 
even more significant global hub 
in the coming years,” says Anne 
Bannon, Head of Healthcare & 
Life Sciences, AIB.

“The industry is highly 
innovative and dynamic, a key 
contributor to exports and the 
source of high-skill, high-tech jobs.  
Ireland has the highest number 
of people working in the industry 
of any country in Europe, per 
capita,” she adds.  

“The medtech sector is also 
widely dispersed geographically 
with several clusters throughout 
the country. Europe’s premier 
cluster of medtech companies is 
based in the Galway region with 
almost 50% of the sector’s overall 
employment in the Western 
region.  It also accounts for a 
significant proportion of industrial 
employment in the Midlands 
and Southern region.  Only 16% 
of companies in the Ipsos MRBI 
research survey were based in 
Dublin,” says Anne.

She points out that the 
medtech sector in Ireland has also 
demonstrated its ability to survive 
and thrive amidst the recent 
period of economic recession, 
with growth in both exports and 
employment since 2007.

“Investment by the world’s 
top medtech companies in 
Ireland has been key to the 
development of the sector and 
it has led to the emergence of a 
growing number of indigenous 
innovation-led companies along 
the entire value chain.  Many of 
these sub-supply and service 
companies have invested in 
R&D and developed proprietary 
products. A growing number of 
exciting research-based medtech 
start-ups and spinouts are also 
emerging from research centres 
and academic institutions.  Ireland 

is also becoming a location of 
choice for international medtech 
start-ups migrating to the EU, to 
develop and commercialise their 
innovative medical devices,”

“Medtech is characterised by 
a constant flow of process and 
product innovations resulting 
from ongoing, high levels of 

investment in R&D.  The research 
shows that the vast majority of 
companies plan to invest in R&D, 
new equipment or technologies 
and launch new products over 
the next three years,” according 
to Anne.

She adds that substantial 
State investment has also led to 
the development of excellent 
capabilities for medtech research.  

“There is also significant EU 
funding available for collaborative 
and individual SME research 
and innovation under the 
Horizon 2020 programme.  The 
importance of State funding and 
bank finance is evident from 
the research with 45% of the 
respondents planning to use both 
sources to fund their investment 
initiatives.  In addition, some 21% 
of companies planned to seek 
external funding. 

The global medtech sector is in 
the midst of significant and rapid 
change as the broader healthcare 
world moves to a value-based 
system. 

“The new healthcare 
marketplace rewards companies 
that work with hospitals to 
cut costs and improve patient 
outcomes,” says Anne.

“Digital health-enabled 

technologies are becoming a 
value driver in the care pathway.  
Sensors and communications 
functionality is being added to 
medical devices to transport data 
to healthcare providers.  Digital 
innovation in manufacturing 
is also being used to lower 
production and maintenance 
costs and new products time to 
market,” she adds.

“AIB recognises the vital role 
medtech plays within the Irish 
economy and backs companies 

across their life cycle, from start-
ups right through to fast-growth 
SMEs and established companies.

“AIB has a range of products 
and services to support the med 
tech sector including asset finance 
and working capital finance. AIB 
also understands the importance 
of venture capital to the 
development of innovative, high-
growth medtech companies. AIB 
is one of the largest providers of 
venture capital funding in the  
Irish market. AIB is Ireland’s 
number 1 Bank for Overseas 
Companies who have set up 
in Ireland* and our dedicated 
FDI team works with many 
of the leading global medtech 
companies,” she concludes.
*IPSOS MRBI AIB Foreign Direct 
Investment Research - February 2014.
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“Ireland is also 
becoming a 
location of choice 
for international 
medtech start-ups 
migrating to  
the EU.” “The global medtech 

sector is in the 
midst of significant 
and rapid change 
as the broader 
healthcare world 
moves to a value-
based system.”
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CASE STUDIES Two medtech customers of AIB share their views on the 
challenges and opportunities the sector faces.
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Established in 2006 by 
Barry Comerford and John 
Farragher, the Galway-
based Cambus Medical 
has rapidly established 
itself as one the leading 
indigenous medtech 
companies in the country.

 The company designs, 
develops, and manufactures 
hypotubes and micro-
component solutions for 

minimally invasive medical devices.
“The company currently employs 102 

people and exports 67% of its output to all 
worldwide regions. The other 33% is supplied 
to companies operating in Ireland who in turn 
ultimately export the majority of their final 
product,” says Barry Comerford, the company’s 
CEO. 

In 2012 the company entered into a 
joint-venture partnership with Freudenberg 
Medical which is part of the Freudenberg 
Group, a 166-year-old diversified family-owned 
German business that has annual revenues 

in excess of €7 billion and employs 44,000 
people worldwide.  This transaction allowed 
for some of the early-stage investors such as 
the AIB Seed Capital Fund and the Western 
Development Commission to exit with an 
excellent return on their investment.

“John and I knew from the outset that we 
would need an industry partner to help us 
grow and invest in the business over the longer 
term and Freudenberg Medical ticked all the 

boxes. Freudenberg Medical is a serious player 
in the market and for us, it means the long 
term sustainability of the business is secure. 
This partnership is very important because 
when we talk to our customer base, they need 
to know that we have the capacity and backing 
to meet their long term needs,” says Barry. 

“The biggest driver for us in the medtech 
sector is innovation. The market is under 

pricing pressure, therefore, there is a need to 
be innovative in terms of technologies, product, 
process and service. We are able to assist our 
customers in each case, by providing a pipeline 
of innovative solutions for their mature, key 
and emerging products. The lifecycle curve 
for the market shows that while there is a 
mature element, there is still strong double-
digit growth in key and emerging technologies 
within the sector,” he adds.

“Since Cambus Medical’s formation, we have 
worked very closely with AIB. The relationship 
with AIB has always been excellent, and their 
support was immense particularly in the 
difficult early days of the business. The team at 
local level has always provided considerable 
support, a big part of this has to do with 
the fact that they trust John and I and they 
understand our business. In this business the 
lead time to repeatable revenue streams 
can take a very long time, so it’s important 
for a rapidly growing company like Cambus 
Medical to have a bank that recognises this 
and supports the people taking the risk,” he 
concludes.

With revenues of $7.38 
billion in 2014, over 23,000 
staff and operations in 
40 countries, Boston 
Scientific is one of the 
top ten medical device 
manufacturers in the world. 

The company 
manufactures a variety 
of medical devices and 
technologies that are 
used to diagnose and 
treat a wide range of 

medical conditions, including heart, digestive, 
pulmonary, vascular, urological, women’s health, 
and chronic pain conditions.

The company’s Irish operations in Clonmel, 
Galway and Cork employ over 4,000 staff 
between them, making Boston Scientific one 
of the largest employers in the country.

“The Irish operations cover a wide range of 
different areas ranging from research, product 
development, manufacturing, distribution and 
right through to commercial services,” says 

Conor Russell, Vice President of Operations 
with Boston Scientific Clonmel.

He points out that one of the biggest 
challenges all medical device manufacturers 
face is the constant need to innovate and 
create solutions to treat medical conditions. 
“We pride ourselves on being innovative 
and finding less invasive ways to treat today’s 

illnesses and providing solutions that ultimately 
lead to better patient outcomes” he says.

“The reality is that to introduce a new 
medical device to the market, there is a 
lot more scrutiny to ensure that the new 
technology is safer and superior to existing 
methods of treating the disease. In the 
future we will see a lot more emphasis on 

implantable sensors and diagnostics devices 
that better inform the physician on the 
patient’s condition. This information will lead to 
a more informed diagnosis of the disease and 
more targeted treatment options” he says.

With manufacturing operations in the USA, 
Costa Rica and Puerto Rico, he says the Irish 
operations are very competitive but that 
the Irish manufacturing sector shouldn’t be 
complacent. 

“There is a real threat from the low cost 
geographies as they are very cost competitive 
and are starting to build up real capability and 
infrastructure in medical device manufacturing. 
I think Ireland is on a par with the US in 
terms of labour costs, so there’s not much 
of a competitive advantage here anymore. 
However, Ireland has some really unique  
and differentiating factors that ensure it 
remains competitive on a global level. We have 
phenomenal talent in our workforce  
and we have built a strong track record in 
large scale execution and global collaboration.” 
he concludes.

“We pride ourselves on 
being innovative and 
finding less invasive ways 
to treat today’s illnesses.”
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“The biggest driver for us 
in the medtech sector is 
innovation.”


