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Chapter 15

Victoria Stadheim
PUBLIC BANKING 
IN PANDEMIC TIMES: 
PORTUGAL’S CAIXA GERAL 
DE DEPÓSITOS 

It is widely acknowledged that public banks have the potential 
to play an anti-cyclical role in times of economic crisis. As 
lending by private banks dries up, public banks step in. The 

world is currently confronting a twin crisis: a pandemic that has 
generated a profound recession. Within this public health and 
economic crisis, what role do state-owned banks play? This chap-
ter examines how Caixa Geral de Depósitos (CGD) has responded 
to the crisis in Portugal. It shows that the CGD acted swiftly when 
faced with a pandemic. It launched its own initiatives and it played 
a role within the Portuguese Government’s response. Some of the 
most important measures were the debt moratoria, various credit 
lines and a series of steps to facilitate the digitalization of finance. 
These measures helped to accommodate the lockdown and to me-
diate its economic effects on families and businesses. Despite this, 
the bank’s initiatives need to be understood within the competitive 
– and indeed profit seeking – logic in which the CGD operates. Fur-
ther research is required to investigate the extent to which CGD’s 
response differed from that of the private banks.  
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INTRODUCTION

Portugal has a brief but relatively recent history of a large state pres-
ence in the banking sector. Almost the entire financial system was 
nationalized in the mid-1970s, but by the mid-1990s, most of it had 
returned to private ownership (Antão et al. 2009, 432; Rosa 2014, 180). 
Bank ownership and control have played a central role in social and 
economic change in Portugal, whether of an authoritarian or social-
ly progressive character. Today, the country’s only remaining state-
owned bank is Caixa Geral de Depósitos (hereafter referred to as CGD 
or Caixa), which is fully owned by the national government.  

It is widely acknowledged that public banks have the potential 
to play an anti-cyclical role in times of economic crisis (Yeyati et al. 
2007). As lending by private banks dries up, public banks step in. For 
example, the World Bank’s Global Survey of Development Banks high-
lights that most development banks in Latin America, Africa, Asia 
and Europe scaled up their lending at a time when private banks 
held back in the period between 2007 and 2009 (Luna-Martínez and 
Vicente 2012). The world is currently facing a pandemic that has 
generated a profound recession. As states around the globe sought 
to contain the virus, lockdowns and workplace closures led to vio-
lent interruptions in capital accumulation.

The lockdowns and social distancing measures worldwide have 
had a huge impact on work and production. In April 2020, full or par-
tial lockdowns affected 81% of the world’s workforce (ILO 2020, 1). 
As workers were prevented from going to work, production plum-
meted, and as people were subject to compulsory or voluntary social 
distancing, demand collapsed too. Millions have been thrown into 
unemployment, and according to the International Labour Organiza-
tion (ILO) (2020), “nearly half of global workforce [is] at risk of losing 
livelihoods”. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD) (2020, p.8) warns that, “By the end of 2021, the loss of 
income exceeds that of any previous recession over the last 100 years 
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outside wartime, with dire and long-lasting consequences for people, 
firms and governments”. 

Within this public health and economic crisis, what role do state-
owned banks play? This chapter examines the CGD’s response to the 
pandemic crisis in Portugal. It is still early in the crisis, however, so 
the analysis is necessarily a preliminary note that addresses some 
of the bank’s measures. 

The chapter is structured as follows. The first section gives an 
overview of public banking in Portugal. The second provides histor-
ical background of the CGD. The third section gives an overview of 
the manifestations of the pandemic in Portugal and outlines some 
of the Government’s measures to contain the virus and counter the 
recession. The fourth section situates the CGD within the Govern-
ment’s response and outlines some of the bank’s own initiatives.  

PUBLIC BANKING IN PORTUGAL  

After a military coup in 1926, Estado Novo was formally established 
by the Constitution of 1933: an authoritarian regime based on cor-
poratism, nationalism, fascism and a revival of colonialism (Chil-
cote 2010, 78). During this period, a monopolistic/duopolistic na-
tional bourgeoisie controlled the bulk of finance and industry. This 
part of the bourgeoisie was dominated by seven capitalist groups 
(Costa et al. 2010; Rosa 2014). Some started in industry and expand-
ed into finance (“industrial business groups”), and others did the 
reverse (“bank-centred business groups”) (Ferreira da Silva et al. 
2015). Through these owners, finance and industry were connected. 

Portuguese colonialism was at the heart of the Estado Novo dic-
tatorship. A new phase of imperialism had started in the 1890s, and 
after its decline in the 1920s, it was restored by the Colonial Act, 
which was included in the 1933 Constitution (Lains 1998,466-467, 
485). Several of the economic groups replicated their diversification 
process from Portugal when establishing economic activities in the 
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colonies (Ferreira da Silva et al. 2015).
The 1974, the Carnation Revolution brought an end to the dicta-

torship. It began as a peaceful coup-d’état by the Movement of the 
Armed Forces (MFA) on April 25 of that year. Initially, there was no 
plan for a transition to socialism. The objectives were to achieve 
democracy and to end the colonial wars. The situation soon polar-
ized, however, and the revolutionary demands radicalized. A failed 
coup was attempted in March 1975 but failed. This led to the ap-
pointment of the Revolutionary Council, which called for “bold 
measures against the capitalist elite that control finance and much 
of industry” (Norohna 2013, 1). Within three days, the entire bank-
ing system was nationalized, except for credit unions and those 
that were foreign owed. This happened with the help of delegates 
from bank workers’ trade unions, who had pushed for nationaliza-
tion and occupied banks (Noronha 2013, 1; Rosa 2014, 180). This 
step was justified with reference to social and economic policies. 
In the words of the Revolutionary Council’s Decree-Law 132-A/75, 
the banking system was to be converted into a “fundamental lever 
of command over the economy in order to create growth and em-
ployment”. During this brief historical period, credit allocation was 
coordinated by the Bank of Portugal, with the bank workers’ unions 
playing a role in this process (Noronha 2013).

The Constitution of 1976 stated that “all the nationalisations put 
into effect after 25 April 1974 are irreversible conquests of the work-
ing classes”. However, in the 1980s, several constitutional revisions 
opened the door to the re-privatization of banking and insurance. 
In 1988, state-owned enterprises (SOEs) could be transformed into 
joint stock companies with up to 49% private capital. In 1989, a con-
stitutional revision allowed SOEs to be fully privatized, except in 
certain sectors. The stated objectives were to enhance firms’ com-
petitiveness, to reduce the role of the state in the economy, to re-
duce the public debt and to strengthen the entrepreneurial capacity 
(Rosa 2014, 184-186). In the words of Miguel Cadilhe, who was Min-
ister of Finance 1985-1990, “The objective is to strengthen and pro-
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mote the Portuguese entrepreneurial class through privatisation” 
(Mortágua and Costa 2015, 7).  

The speed at which the Portuguese banking system was privat-
ized was remarkable (Antão et al. 2009, 432). In the words of Pinho 
(1997, 6) “the 1985-1995 period witnessed an impressive change in 
ownership structure as a result of the creation of new private-owned 
Portuguese banks, the entry of many reputable foreign institutions 
but, most importantly, as a result of privatisations”. The constitu-
tional revisions of the 1980s also gave rise to what Rodrigues and 
Reis (2012, 196) call “the most intense cycle of privatization in the 
EU”. During those years Portugal’s revenue from privatization was 
equivalent to 23% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2000 pric-
es. This was twice as much as other “big privatisers” like the UK 
(Rodrigues and Reis 2012, 196). The transfer to private ownership 
first focused on the financial sector, but then spread to other sectors 
(Baer and Nogueira Leite 2003, 749). Most of banking was privatized 
in the beginning of the 1990s, and the process was largely complet-
ed by 1995. As this transition progressed, the market share of banks 
under public ownership decreased from 74% to 24% between 1990 
and 1996, and remained stable thereafter (Antão et al. 2009, 432).

CAIXA GERAL DE DEPÓSITOS  

The CGD has been state owned since its foundation in 1876 and re-
mains 100% so (Antão et al. 2009, 432; CGD 2019, 331; DBRS 2020). 
It was modelled on the French Caisse Générale des Dépôts et Consigna-
tions and its initial purpose was to mobilize private savings. It also 
collected fiscal and administrative deposits required by law. Soon 
after its creation, the CGD came to dominate the Portuguese bank-
ing system. Between the 1890s and World War One, it was by far 
the largest institution as far as deposits are concerned. In contrast 
to a specialized banking system, the CGD served as a development 
bank for industry, agriculture and civil construction. It also played 
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an important role vis-à-vis activities in the colonies. Until the late 
1920s, in a context of budget deficits, an important function was to 
finance public expenditure through purchases of public debt (CGD; 
Reis 1997, 255-268). 

In 1929, 90% of the CGD’s deposits went towards financing the 
public sector’s needs, but a series of reforms soon transformed its 
role. António de Oliveira Salazar, who at the time was a Minister of 
Finance, played a central role in this transition. As a dictator and 
Prime Minister (1932-1968), he was committed to budgetary dis-
cipline and austerity, and the 1929 reforms sought to reverse the 
CGD’s role in channelling resources into the public sector (CGD; 
Reis 1997). These reforms also restructured the bank and changed 
its name to Caixa Geral de Depósitos, Crédito e Previdência, which ad-
ministered two autonomous institutions: Caixa Nacional de Crédito 
(CNC) and Caixa Nacional de Previdência (CNP). The CNC was re-
sponsible for credit for industry and agriculture whilst the CNP cov-
ered a range of social security schemes for public sector employees 
(CGD; Reis 1997, 255-268). The CGD continued to be an important 
economic instrument through which the Estado Novo regime pro-
moted the “national interest” (Reis 1997, 255-268). In Salazar’s view, 
“the reconstruction of the country [could] not be achieved without a 
strong credit structure – in the metropole and in the colonies” (Sala-
zar 1930, quoted in Reis 1997, 261). 

At the end of the dictatorship, the Lei Orgânica changed the 
CGD’s legal framework. So far, it had been subject to the same rules 
as the public administration, but it was now transformed into a 
public enterprise. Its management came to comply with guidelines 
for business management. This made it increasingly aligned with 
other financial institutions (CGD). During the Revolution, following 
the nationalizations provoked by the coup attempt in March 1975, 
CGD became part of “Groupo Estado”, along with other banks and 
companies that were now under state ownership (Rosa 2014, 180-
182). In 1993, the CGD’s governance once again changed. It became 
a joint stock company with the state as an exclusive owner of its 
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shares (CGD). The CGD is currently a universal bank (CGD 2019, 
370). It is the largest retail and commercial bank in Portugal, and 
it is part of the CGD Group, which comprises many financial insti-
tutions in Portugal and abroad. Some of these include Caixa Gestão 
de Ativos, SGFI, CGD Pensões Caixa Banco de Investimento, Caixa Cap-
ital and Caixa Imobiliário, The CGD is a leader in several markets 
and has a 29% market share of individual deposits (CGD 2019, 6, 16; 
DBRS 2020). It is a profit-seeking institution and, in 2019, its profits 
amounted to €776 million – 57% higher than the 2018 level. This was 
the first time in nine years that it was able to pay dividends to its 
shareholder, the state, which received €200 million that year (CGD 
2019, 8; O Minho 2020).

Like private banks, CGD is subject to external assessments by 
credit rating agencies. In 2019, several of these improved their as-
sessment of the bank. DBRS upgraded it by one notch, to BBB, where-
as Fitch changed it from BB to BB+ (CGD 2019, 6; O Minho 2020). The 
CGD Group is highly internationalized and has a presence in France 
and in Portugal’s former colonies. Among the institutions that are 
fully or partly owned by the CGD Group are Banco Caixa Geral (Bra-
zil), Banco Nacional Ultramarino (Macao), Banco Comercial do Atlântico 
(Cape Verde) and Banco Caixa Geral (Angola) (CGD 2019, 16). 

In the context of the 2008-09 financial crisis, the CGD played a role 
in state interventions in finance. It was instrumental in the rescue 
operation that saved the private bank Banco Português de Negócios 
(BPN). The BPN’s nationalization in 2008 was one of ten bank nation-
alizations in Europe that year (Assembleia da República 2009, 214). 
Despite a small market share, it was justified on the grounds of “sys-
temic risk”. The BPN was integrated into CGD, which administered 
it during its time under public ownership (Moura e Silva 2013, 130; 
Torres 2009, 61). It remained under state ownership between Novem-
ber 2008 and March 2012. The “toxic assets” of the BPN were separat-
ed out and placed under public ownership (Cabral 2015; Assembleia 
da República 2012; Mortágua 2015). The healthy part of the bank, on 
the other hand, which was later given the nickname “BPN bom” was 
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privatized and purchased by Banco BIC, with Angolan capital. Its pri-
vatization “on an accelerated schedule” was part of the structural ad-
justment programme that Portugal underwent in the context of the 
crisis in the Eurozone (IMF 2011, 8). 

Over the last decade, the CGD has been subject to restructuring. 
When Portuguese authorities were compelled to request a rescue 
package from the European Commission (EC), the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the European Central Bank (ECB) in 2011, 
the creditors sought to include the CGD’s privatization in the struc-
tural adjustment programme. However, this was averted (Cardoso 
2016). Instead, the insurance arm of the CGD, Caixa Seguros, was 
among the state-owned enterprises that were listed for sale (IMF 
2011, 45). This CGD has regularly been recapitalized, and this last 
happened in 2017-2018. 

In the context of the last recapitalization, the CGD was required 
to implement a “strategic plan”, which Portuguese authorities have 
drawn up with the European Commission (Cavaleiro and Vicente 
2020; CGD 2019, 6). The restructuring plan (2017-2020) included a 
scaling down of international operations, a reduction in the num-
ber of branches, and a reduction in non-performing assets. In 2016, 
its ratio of non-performing loans was three times higher than the 
current level of 4.7% (CGD 2019, 6; DBRS 2020). It was compelled 
to sell its subsidiaries in Spain and South Africa in 2019 (Cavaleiro 
2019; DBRS 2020; Fernandes 2019). As part of the strategic plan, CGD 
was also required to sell off Banco Caixa Geral – Brazil and reduce its 
ownership in banking in Cape Verde. However, this has been dis-
rupted by the Covid-19 pandemic (Cavaleiro and Vicente 2020; CGD 
2019, 7; DBRS 2020; Relvas 2020).

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN PORTUGAL 

In the European context, Portugal fared quite well in the early stag-
es of the Coronavirus pandemic. Portugal’s initial ‘success’ is likely 
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to reflect resolute action at an early stage. The school system was 
closed on 16 March and a lockdown was imposed before any Covid-19 
deaths had been recorded. Subsequently, the border with Spain was 
closed by mutual agreement and connections through air, river and 
rail were suspended. The country entered a state of emergency on 18 
March, which lasted until early May (Jones 2020; Mamede et al 2020; 
Peixoto et al. 2020; Presidência 2020; Worldometers 2020). 

Like elsewhere in Europe, the situation is getting worse, and 
total deaths now amount to 2,297 (as of late October 2020). The 
number of active cases was contained between the end of May and 
the end of August, but thereafter started to increase and, at the 
time of writing, is at its highest level so far. Deaths also started to 
creep up from the second half of September and Portugal entered 
a “state of calamity” in mid-October (Direção-Geral da Saúde 2020; 
Worldometers 2020). 

Covid-19 and the measures to contain the virus brought pro-
found disruptions to production and demand. Portugal is now in 
recession. In the first quarter of 2020, GDP contracted by 2.3% 
year-on-year and in the second quarter it shrunk by 16.5% (Ataíde 
2020; European Commission 2020). Before the pandemic, the coun-
try had been in growth for six years, but industrial slowdown in 
Germany had already been a cause of concern (Ribeiro 2019; World 
Bank 2020). The form of Portugal’s recovery from the previous crisis 
also came to shape the pandemic induced recession. In a Fast and 
Exceptional Enterprise Survey conducted by Statistics Portugal and 
the Bank of Portugal in mid-April, 80% of respondent enterprises 
reported a decrease in turnover resulting from the pandemic. The 
most frequently cited causes were the absence of clients and or-
ders and the restrictions that accompanied the state of emergency 
(Instituto Nacional de Estatística 2020a). The hospitality sector was 
hard hit (European Commission 2020). By the end of April, almost 
60% of firms in the accommodation and food sector had shut down 
temporarily (53.9%) or indefinitely (5.5%) (Mamede et al. 2020). 
Portugal’s economic recovery from the previous crisis was in part 
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driven by tourism, and this came to shape the economic effects of 
Covid-19. Tourism was the most severely affected sector, as visits 
plummeted by nearly 100% in April, compared with the previous 
year (European Commission 2020). Despite an easing of restric-
tions, tourism was practically in suspension also in May, when 
overnight stays by non-residents dropped by over 98% year-on-year 
(Instituto Nacional de Estatística 2020b). Faced with international 
travel restrictions and quarantines in other countries, much of the 
tourist season was lost.

To facilitate the lockdown and to counter the recession and its 
social impact, the Portuguese Government implemented a large an-
ti-cyclical programme, much like other Western countries. These 
measures can be grouped into: 1) liquidity and access to credit; 2) 
employment retention and training; 3) extended social protection; 
and 4) taxation and social security contributions. Taxation mea-
sures included deferral of various taxes paid by companies and the 
self-employed in situations such as compulsory closure or a turn-
over loss of more than 20%. It also included reductions and deferral 
of social security contributions depending on firm size, sector and 
losses. A furlough scheme sought to retain jobs. This was condition-
al on avoiding dismissal of workers. The extension of social protec-
tion included cash benefits to pay for care of children or grandchil-
dren to facilitate self-isolation; financial support for workers who 
cared for children due to school closure; automatic extension of 
unemployment benefits; and a new benefits scheme for informal 
workers with no prior history of paying social contributions (Ma-
mede et al. 2020, 18-19). 

A whole series of credit and debt related measures were 
launched. These targeted companies as well as individuals. A €13 
billion scheme approved by the European Commission financed 
grants and state guarantees on loans to for investments and capital 
needs. This included a €6.2 billion credit line with state guarantees 
channelled through the banking system. It was oriented towards 
industry (€4.5 billion), tourism (€900 million), restaurants (€600 
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million) and travel agencies (€200 million). A €400 million credit 
line was oriented towards the companies that were most severely 
hit by the pandemic and another credit line was directed towards 
micro-enterprises in tourism (€60 million). Subsidized credits were 
offered to operators in the fishing and aquaculture sector (€20 mil-
lion) and a €25 million support package targeted start-ups and so-
cial innovation (Mamede et al. 2020, 18). A debt moratorium was 
among the “exceptional” measures to protect families and compa-
nies’ access to credit. The moratorium, which was passed through 
Decree-Law no. 10-J/2020, was the result of a close collaboration be-
tween Banco de Portugal and the banking system. It allowed the sus-
pension of debt and mortgage repayments and included the princi-
pal and interest. The scheme required that the mortgage financed 
their permanent home. It was initially for a period of six months, 
until 30 September 2020, but was subsequently extended until Sep-
tember 2021 (Bank of Portugal 2020a).

During the state of emergency and thereafter, there was a ban on 
terminating rental contracts due to delayed rent caused by income 
loss (Governo de Portugal 2020). Cancellation of essential services 
such as water, electricity, gas and electronic communication was 
also banned during this period (Diário da República 2020). In other 
words, individuals and families were protected against evictions and 
from having essential services cut off. The banking system played 
an important role in operationalizing many of the above measures. 

CAIXA GERAL DE DEPÓSITOS AND COVID-19 

The World Health Organization (WHO) declared that Covid-19 
was an international pandemic and a public health emergency on 
March 11, 2020. Two days later, the CGD communicated its commit-
ment to support Government policies through a credit line (CGD 
2020a). Subsequently, it launched a broader set of initiatives. It stat-
ed that, “without compromising measures that are being approved 
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by national and European authorities, CGD has decided to imple-
ment a series of measures that … will be carried out at the request 
of its customers” (CGD 2020b). This was immediately after Portugal 
entered a state of emergency. In the context of the pandemic, it was 
decided that the CGD would not transfer dividends to its only share-
holder – the state in 2020. The Vice-Chair and Executive Officer ab-
stained from bonuses. 

Many of CGD’s actions towards individuals and firms can be 
broadly divided into three categories: 1) debt moratoria and a 
flexible stance towards debt repayment; 2) credit lines; and 3) dig-
italization of finance and measures to support financial transac-
tions that reduced the risk of Covid-19 transmission. These were 
the CGD’s initiatives, but they were in line with legislation that was 
about to come through.  

Concerning credit lines, CGD announced that “as part of the 
state package to support companies to minimise the impact of the 
new coronavirus on the economy” it would make a new credit line 
available for enterprises. On March 13, a total of €200 million was re-
served for micro-enterprises, small enterprises and medium-sized 
firms. The credit line was supported by state guarantees. The ratio-
nale was to offer support and to accommodate “abrupt reduction in 
demand in many sectors of economic activity” (CGD 2020a). Subse-
quently, new measures were introduced and CGD announced that 
it would “keep in operation, with great simplification of processes 
and speed of decisions, all the financing lines that CGD has, satis-
fying the needs of customers in time and capacity”. Additionally, it 
would reinforce existing credit lines, and create new ones to assist 
companies with the acquisition of IT and telecommunications to 
facilitate teleworking (CGD 2020b). In April, the CGD launched a 
new €400 million credit line exclusively for microenterprises (TVi24 
2020). These constitute the vast majority of Portuguese firms. Cur-
rently, the credit line Linha de Apoio à Economia Covid-19 offers 
loans with six years maturity for up to €50,000 for microenterpris-
es and €250,000 for small firms. The conditions include not having 
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been in difficulty before December 31, 2019, having seen a drop in 
business volume of more than 40% and committing to maintaining 
permanent jobs until the end of 2020 (CGD 2020c). Another credit 
line with state guarantees − Linha de Apoio ao Setor Social COVID-19 
− is available for companies and charities in the area of social assis-
tance and solidarity (CGD 2020d). 

A second set of measures concerned debt moratoria and a flex-
ibilization of debt repayment vis-à-vis companies and individuals. 
On the day Portugal entered a state of emergency, the Government 
held a press conference where the Minister of Finance, Mário Cen-
teno, outlined the “possibility of constituting a moratorium on cap-
ital and interest”. The details were yet to be decided. At the time, it 
was not mentioned that this would also cover families, but this was 
later included (Melo 2020). The CGD immediately announced the 
introduction of initiatives along these lines. Vis-à-vis companies, 
the CGD accepted readjusted monthly debt repayments for a period 
of up to six months. Additionally, companies in the tourist sector 
were offered an extension of up to five years on the maturity of any 
debts. For individual customers with mortgages or personal cred-
it, CGD would consider the suspension of capital repayments for a 
period of up to six months (CGD 2020b). When the Decree Law that 
outlined the moratorium came into force, CGD was legally required 
to offer moratoriums on capital and interests to its customers. In 
CGD’s own assessment (2020e, 7), it was “quick to react in making 
prompt adjustments” to the legislative changes. Additionally, CGD 
has a private moratorium. This compliments the legally required 
moratorium. It covers mortgage debt and personal credit that is 
not included in the Government’s moratorium. There are several 
private moratoria in Portugal, and these have been designed in the 
context of guidelines provided by the European Banking Authority. 
The CGD offers the one that is promoted by the Portuguese Banking 
Association (APB). Private banks also offer private moratoria (Bank 
of Portugal 2020b, 84-85; CGD 2020f). Furthermore, Caixa was pro-
active in signalling its willingness to extend the moratoria beyond 
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the initial six months covered by the Decree-Law (O Minho 2020). 
By July 28, the CGD had approved 48,326 moratoriums: 36,604 to in-
dividuals (€3,063 million) and 12,222 to companies (€3,919 million) 
amounting to €6,982 million (Sapo 2020).

A last set of measures concerned a digitalization of finance and 
of support of socially distant financial transactions. Caixa waived 
small merchants’ fees for Automatic Payment terminals with bills 
below €7,500 per month. To facilitate payment by card rather than 
cash, it would maintain the practice of not changing the fixed 
component of the merchant service charge for transactions with 
a small value. Individual account holders would benefit from free 
transfers through digital channels during the “crisis period”. For 
account holders without a debit card, Caixa would waive the debit 
card fee for the first year. Finally, the CGD stressed its commitment 
to protect the most vulnerable groups, through an exemption from 
commissions for customers with an income of up to 1.5 times the 
minimum wage and young people up to the age of 26 (CGD 2020b). 

The bank evaluates its digital efforts successfully and highlights 
that the number of digital customers in the domestic market in-
creased to 1.76 million (CGD 2020). According to the bank’s own 
evaluation, “the Covid-19 pandemic enabled CGD to consolidate 
its leading position as the digital bank of Portuguese citizens, in 
its almost immediate provision of distance solutions designed to 
facilitate access to the bank and maintain customer proximity” 
(CGD 2020e, 8). This points towards a simultaneous digitalization 
of finance and a support of transactions that reduce the risk of 
Covid-19 transmission. 

CONCLUSION

On the eve of the pandemic, the CGD wrote that “2020 is likely to be 
an especially complex year owing to the, as yet, uncertain impact 
of Covid-19” and that “the progress achieved over the last few years 
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enables us to claim that Caixa is currently ready and in a position 
to make an important contribution to minimising the pandemic’s 
effects on economic actors and Portuguese society, as has been 
the case on several occasions over its 144 years of existence” (CGD 
2019, 7). There is no doubt that the CGD’s response to the Covid-19 
pandemic has played a role within the Government’s public health 
management and its anti-cyclical programme. Along with the rest 
of the banking system, the CGD was legally required to provide “ex-
ceptional” support to companies and firms. In relieving families of 
their immediate debt obligations, it facilitated the lockdown and 
mediated the social impacts of income loss. The CGD also acted 
proactively. It passed measures before they were required by law 
and signalled its commitment to extending the moratoria. 

However, some of these measures should be understood with-
in the market imperatives and the regulative framework within 
which the public bank operates. While the moratorium is socially 
inclusive, it is also a financial stability measure. Defaults on debt 
represented a major risk, and the moratoria protected creditors 
as much as obligors. For the banks, it was important that these 
were not classified as “non-performing loans” within the Euro-
pean framework. This was the case for the CGD and for private 
banks. The moratoria flexibilized debtors’ contractual obligations 
vis-à-vis creditors and it simultaneously helped the banks to avoid 
a large amount of non-performing loans in their portfolio (Bank 
of Portugal 2020, 83-85; Melo 2020). This may explain why Caixa, 
as well as the private banks, implemented private debt moratoria. 
Various associations including Associação Portuguesa de Bancos, 
Associação de Instituições de Crédito Especializado and Associação 
Portuguesa de Leasing, Factoring e Renting promoted these (Bank of 
Portugal 2020, 83-85). 

Finally, it should be pointed out that some of the GCD’s initia-
tives that concerned a digitalization of finance and of support of 
socially distant financial transactions were compatible with the 
bank’s identity as a profit-seeking public bank. The bank positively 
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evaluated its improved position in the market for digital customers. 
However, further research is required to examine how different the 
CGD’s response was from that of the private banks. 
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