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Abstract 
 

This policy note provides a brief evaluation of the social and employment situation in Ireland. The 

authors analyse the current evolution of key indicators in regard with the EU2020 targets. The 

undertaken reforms and policies are compared to the European and international labour and social 

standards. Moreover, an analysis of the evolution of the social dialogue in Ireland is provided.  Finally, 

the authors briefly discuss the potential key short- and medium- term challenges in social and 

employment policy of the country.   
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Executive summary 

The economic and financial crisis hit Ireland particularly hard and has led Irish authorities to request 

external assistance. Assistance was provided through an economic Adjustment Programme, agreed upon 

by the European Commission, the IMF and ECB. Following the Programme the Irish authorities have 

implemented several reforms and measures in an attempt to promote growth and employment. Several 

encouraging signs can be observed regarding the growth rate and the employment rate in 2012-2013. 

However, the recovery is still fragile and the situation of the most vulnerable remains precarious.  

The employment rate is still far below the EU2020 target and amounted to 65.3% in the second quarter of 

2013. However, the employment rate in the country is rising since the first quarter of 2011, which is an 

encouraging sign in meeting the EU2020 target. Regarding education, the situation seems favourable: the 

share of early leavers from education and training was 9,7% in 2012 while the rate of tertiary education 

attainment at the age of 30-34 reached 51%. The current improvements in both these rates are positive 

trends that could allow Ireland to meet the related EU2020 targets. Regarding poverty, the situation of the 

most vulnerable worsened. The Irish rate of consistent poverty increased since 2009 and reached 6.9% in 

2011, highlighting the need of an inclusive growth that further benefits the most vulnerable.  

The reforms undertaken under the Adjustment Programme have led to concerns about their impact on the 

respect of labour and social standards. In this view, the Committee in charge of examining the 

applications of ILO conventions has addressed several requests and observations that consist mainly in 

asking the government to provide further information and justification on the impact of some measures on 

their compliance with social and labour standards. In particular, concerns were raised about social 

benefits and the minimum-wage fixing machinery. The outcome of these requests is still pending. 

The evolution of the social dialogue in the country is also a matter of debate. After 23 years of social 

dialogue based upon several global collective bargaining agreements, the social partnership has shifted 

after the crisis to the sector and firm levels. While this evolution is seen by some observers as an 

opportunity to increase the flexibility of the economy, other address concerns about the ability of the 

current system to manage the wage pressure that could follow the recovery.   

While the reforms and policies that followed the crisis may have helped to restore growth and to increase 

the employment rate, several challenges remain. In particular, future policies and reforms should preserve 

and further improve the activation of workers and the business environment in the country while 

enhancing the protection of the most vulnerable.   
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Introduction: the economic crisis in Ireland 

Ireland hit by the crisis  

The financial crisis of 2008 and the economic crisis that followed hit Ireland particularly hard. In 2008 

and in 2009 real GDP decreased by respectively 2.2% and 6.4%.
1
 The decline continued until 2010 (1.1% 

decrease of real GDP). The recession followed several years of highly positive growth: between 2000 and 

2007 the annual growth rate was on average 5.8% with a positive impact on the employment and 

unemployment rate. The recession turned these evolutions around with the employment rate falling from 

73.8% in 2007 to 63.8% in 2011
2
. Conversantly the unemployment rate increased sharply between 2007 

and 2011. The unemployment rate stood at 4.7% in 2007 and reached 14.7% in 2011, a very high level 

and far above the EU-28 average (9.7% in 2011).
3
 In particular, youth unemployment rose sharply. In 

2011, 29.1% of the labour force aged less than 25 years was unemployed.
4
 Alongside this negative trend, 

the length of unemployment also worsened: the long term unemployment rate reached 49% of the 

unemployed population in 2010 while it stood at only 29.6% in 2007.
5
 

Parallel to this economic turmoil, the financial situation of the country worsened. After having guaranteed 

all the private liabilities of its three main domestic banks, insolvency of the state was declared. The Irish 

general deficit went from 0.2% of the GDP in 2007 to 30.6% in 2010 and the general gross debt in 

percentage of the GDP grew from 24.9% in 2007 to 104.1% in 2010.
6
 Despite the austerity packages 

introduced between 2008 and 2010 the Irish state was priced out of international bond markets. 

Policy response 

The banking and economic crisis forced the Irish authorities to request external assistance in November 

2010. An economic Adjustment Programme of EUR 85 billion
7
 in financial assistance was agreed upon 

by the European Commission, the IMF and ECB. It was approved in December 2010. As stated by the 

European Commission in the review of the Adjustment Programme, the objectives of the arrangement 

were to ‘address Ireland's financial sector weaknesses, to put its public finances on a sustainable path, to 

implement structural reforms aimed at lowering unemployment and, to fully regain international capital 

market access’ (European Commission, 2013, p.5). The “bailout” was conditional on an additional EUR 

15 million economy package and a series of structural reforms.   

Following the Irish National Plan revised under the 2020 strategy, several reforms and policies have been 

implemented, aimed at supporting a difficult recovery process. Focussing on the employment and social 

aspects, these measures are mainly aimed at reforming the labour market by stimulating both the demand 

and the supply side of the labour market and conducting a growth-friendly fiscal consolidation with 

several cuts in public spending. A “National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007-2011” was also 

undertaken in an attempt to mitigate the social effects of the crisis.  

While the impact of these reforms on employment and social aspects will be analysed in the following 

chapters, we briefly comment hereafter on the short-term social and economic impact (2011-2013) of the 

Adjustment Programme.  

 

 

                                                 
1
 Eurostat.  

2
 Idem.  

3
 Idem. 

4
 Idem.  

5
 Idem.  

6
 Idem. 

7
 Including Irish funds.  
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Recent main economic developments 

In 2011 and 2012 the growth of real GDP reached respectively 2.2% and 0.2%. This recovery was mostly 

led by competitiveness gains and an increase in external demand (the export growth amounted to 5.4% in 

real terms in 2011).
8
 In 2013, the Central Statistics Office Ireland (CSO) indicated that GDP increased by 

1.5% in volume on a seasonally adjusted basis compared with the second quarter of this year. However, 

the GDP of the two first quarters of 2013 was smaller than in 2012. Regarding employment, while a 

recent improvement can be pointed out (see following chapter), the current situation remains precarious: 

the unemployment rate still amounted to 14.7% in 2012. The correction of public finances is on track: the 

Irish Government assessed in 2013 that 90% of the fiscal consolidation was complete and that the deficit 

was scheduled to fall to below the 3% threshold by 2015 (Irish Government, 2013). This led to a renewal 

in international confidence illustrated by the success of Ireland’s first post-bailout bond sale that occurred 

in January 8
th

 2013. As explained in the following sections, the IMF and the EC currently consider that 

the ‘implementation of the Programme has been strong overall’ (European Commission, 2013 p.5) and 

that this implementation may explain the current improvements in the economic situation of Ireland.  

However, several issues regarding the social impact of the measures were raised by different 

stakeholders. Among others, Rigney (2013), in a report of the European Economic and Social Committee, 

states that the austerity programmes undertaken by the government have weakened the domestic demand 

and have therefore worsened the situation instead of improving it. Furthermore, Social Justice Ireland 

(2012) states that the economic crisis and the measures that followed have hit the most vulnerable 

particularly hard. Moreover, in the report of Impact (2012)  concerns are expressed about the 

unprecedented funding cuts in the healthcare system that occurred in the period 2008-2012 and that 

explain, among others reasons, that ‘the healthcare system is unable to meet the health needs of the 

population’ (IMPACT, 2012, p.1). In the following sections, other concerns regarding the social situation 

of Ireland will be addressed. Among these are institutions such as the Committee in charge of examining 

the applications of ILO conventions
9
.  

In the following sections, we review the recent evolutions regarding the EU2020 strategy targets. 

Following this analysis, we analyse the impact of the reforms and the policies undertaken in response to 

the crisis on the employment and social conditions, in order to evaluate briefly the social cost associated 

with the current incipient recovery. 

                                                 
8
 Central Statistics Office Ireland, 2013. 

9
 See chapter 3. 
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1. The employment and social situation with regard to EU2020 targets 
 

 

1.1 EU2020 Strategy in Ireland 
 

The European Commission states that the Europe 2020 strategy is about ‘delivering growth that is: smart, 

through more effective investments in education, research and innovation; sustainable, thanks to a 

decisive move towards a low-carbon economy; and inclusive, with a strong emphasis on job creation and 

poverty reduction. The strategy is focused on five ambitious goals in the areas of employment, 

innovation, education, poverty reduction and climate & energy’ (European Commission, 2013, p.1). In 

order to ensure the success of these goals, a ‘strong and effective system of economic governance has 

been set up to coordinate policy actions between the EU and national levels’. The overall EU objectives 

have been translated into national targets in the National Reform Programme. As stated by the EC, this 

document presents the country's policies and measures to sustain growth and jobs and to reach the Europe 

2020 targets.
10

 The national targets laid out in the Irish National Reform Programme are presented in the 

Annex. In this note, we focus on the evaluation of the tree targets directly linked to employment and 

social aspects. 

  

1.2 Ireland’s employment and social targets 
  

Target 1: “To raise to 69-71% the employment rate for women and men aged 20-64, including through 

the greater participation of young people, older workers and low-skilled workers, and the better 

integration of legal migrants, and to review the target level of ambition in 2014, in the context of a 

proposed mid-term review of the Europe 2020 Strategy”. 

As shown in Figure 1, prior to the crisis the employment rate was constant above 70%.  Since 2009, the 

employment rate in Ireland has dropped below the EU2020 target (69%). However, after the dramatic 

declines in 2009 (-5.4%) and 2010 (-2.3%), the situation appeared to be stabilising between 2010 and 

2012: the employment rate reached around 65% in 2010 and 64% in 2011 and 2012.
11

 Regarding 2013, 

the annual employment rate was not available at the time of writing. We therefore also analyse the 

evolution of quarterly data (Figure 2). 

 

                                                 
10

 Regarding Ireland, given that some recommendations were already included in the Adjustment Programme, the Commission 

has not issued any additional recommendations to Ireland in the framework of the European Semester in order to avoid 

duplication (European Commission, 2013b).   
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Figure 1: Employment rate (20 to 64 years)  in Ireland and EU target (%) 
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Source: Eurostat (2013) 

Quarterly data allow for a more detailed overview of the situation during the last months. The following 

figure compares the recent evolution of the employment in Ireland with those in the EU-15 and EU-28. 

Figure 2: Quarterly evolution of employment rate (20-64 years old) in Ireland and in the EU 
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Source: Eurostat (2013) 

This figure illustrates the steep decline of employment that occurred between 2009 and 2011 in 

comparison to EU’s average. Furthermore, the figure indicates that the employment rate has risen steadily 

since the first quarter of 2012.  The employment rate reached 65.3% in the second quarter of 2013. While 

the employment rate is still below the EU2020 target, the trend can be seen as an encouraging sign in 

meeting the EU2020 target. The Central Statistics Office of Ireland (CSO) provides more recent data
12

 

that confirm this trend: the employment rate of all age groups has increased between the second and the 

                                                 
12

 The data is collected trough the Quartely National Household Survey (QNHS).  
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third quarter of 2013.
13

 Moreover, the estimations drawn by the Irish government and the EC predict a 

continued rise of the employment rate in 2014 and 2015 (Irish government’s forecast and EC’s forecasts 

project an increase of respectively 0.9%
14

 and of 1.3%
15

 for 2014 while both predict an increase of 1.3% 

in 2015). 

However, while the decline in unemployment has been, in Irish Government’s own words, “sizeable”
16

 -

unemployment decreased from 15% in the first quarter of 2012 to 12,9% in the third quarter of  2013
17

 -  

the current recovery is deemed fragile by some because it is mainly driven by the increase in external 

demand (Rigney, 2013). Moreover, the unemployment rate, in particular for the most vulnerable, is still 

above the pre-crisis levels.  

We therefore further analyse how the participation of young people and legal migrants has evolved in the 

labour market.  

Figure 3: Evolution of the Unemployment Rate
18

 -  Persons aged between 15-24 years  

 

Source: Eurostat (2013) 

There has been a sharp increase in the unemployment rate of young people in Ireland. In the first quarter 

of 2012, it amounted to 31%, which was well above the level in the EU 28 (22.6%). As of 2012, the 

unemployment rate of young people has decreased but is still at a high level:  in the third quarter of 2013, 

26.6% of young people were unemployed.  

Regarding the integration of migrants, it appears that the unemployment rate of foreigners in Ireland 

amounted to 17% in 2011 compared to 16% in EU-27
19

. In 2011, the general unemployment rate was 

much higher in Ireland than in the EU-27 (respectively 14% and 9%). Considering only citizens with a 

non-EU nationality, the rate of unemployment was 15% in Ireland while it amounted to 20% in EU-27. It 

appears that despite the higher overall unemployment rate, citizens with a non-EU citizenship were better 

                                                 
13

 See figure in Annex.  
14

 Irish Government (2012) , http://budget.gov.ie/budgets/2013/Documents/Budget%202013%20-

%20Economic%20and%20Fiscal%20Outlook.pdf.  
15

 European Commission (2013c), http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/eu/forecasts/2013_autumn/ie_en.pdf.  
16

 See Irish Government (2013). 
17

 See Figure in Annex.  
18

 Eurostat, seasonally adjusted data.  
19

 Eurostat, unemployment rate by country of citizenship (2009-2011). 

http://budget.gov.ie/budgets/2013/Documents/Budget%202013%20-%20Economic%20and%20Fiscal%20Outlook.pdf
http://budget.gov.ie/budgets/2013/Documents/Budget%202013%20-%20Economic%20and%20Fiscal%20Outlook.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/eu/forecasts/2013_autumn/ie_en.pdf
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integrated in the labour market in Ireland in comparison to the EU-27’s average. This observation also 

holds for the years 2009 and 2010.  

Target 2: To reduce the percentage of 18-24 year olds with at most lower secondary education and not in 

further education and training to 8%; to increase the share of 30-34 year olds who have completed tertiary 

or equivalent education to at least 60%. 

Figure 4: Early leavers from education and training (%) 

 

Source: Eurostat (2013) 

The percentage of early leavers on the population (aged 18-24) in Ireland is below the EU-28 average but 

still above the EU2020 target. However, since 2004 this percentage has declined every year (except for an 

increase in 2009) and amounted to 9.7% in 2012, after a decline of more than 3% in 8 years. The target 

could therefore be met if a rather similar trend is sustained.  

Figure 5: Persons with tertiary education attainment (30-34 years old in %) 
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Progress can also be pointed out in the area of the share of persons with tertiary education attainment at 

the age of 30-34: since 2004 there has been a continued increase (except for 2011) in the percentage of 

persons who have competed tertiary education at the age of 30-34. In 2012, the share was 51%, which is 

still below EU2020 target, but given the current trend (a nearly 20% increase in 9 years) this target could 

also be met.   

Target 3: To reduce consistent poverty to 4% by 2016 (interim target) and to 2% or less by 2020, from 

the 2010 baseline rate of 6.3%. The Irish contribution to the Europe 2020 poverty target is to reduce by a 

minimum of 200.000 the population in combined poverty (either consistent poverty, at-risk-of-poverty or 

basic deprivation)”. 

Consistent poverty has increased from 5.1% in 2007 to 6.9% in 2011
20

; far above the EU2020 target. The 

effect of the crisis on poverty is clearly established: after a decline in consistent poverty rate between 

2005 and 2008, the consistent poverty rate increased between 2009 and 2011. At the time of writing, 

more recent data were not available. It seems that in order to reach the target in 2016, an inclusive growth 

accompanied with additional reforms to tackle poverty are needed.  

The following figure illustrates the evolution of the consistent poverty, at-risk-of-poverty or basic 

deprivation rates.  

Figure 6: Evolution of poverty in Ireland (%) 

 

Source: CSO (2013) and Eurostat (2013) 

In Ireland, a negative trend regarding the three rates defining the combined poverty can be observed in 

2011. More recent data was not yet available as the results of the new SILC survey were to be published 

by the end of 2013. Regarding the deprivation rate, the increase began in 2008 while the increase of the 

consistent poverty rate and the at-risk of poverty rate began respectively in 2009 and 2010. The targeted 

reduction of 200.000 persons in combined poverty is therefore currently not attainable at this present 

trend. In comparison with the EU-27’s at risk of poverty rate, it appears that the increase in the rate 

started earlier (2008) in Ireland than in EU-27 (2010), illustrating how fast Ireland has been hit by the 

crisis. The National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007-2011 is the policy approach aimed at meeting 

                                                 
20

 CSO (2013), http://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/releasespublications/documents/silc/2011/silc_2011.pdf. More recent data 

were not available at the time of writing. 

http://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/releasespublications/documents/silc/2011/silc_2011.pdf
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the poverty target and includes maintaining the nominal value of welfare rates.
21

 The restoration of the 

value of the minimum wage in 2011, the exemption of the lowest earners from the Universal Social 

charge as of 2012 and the increase between 2009 and 2010 of the Family Income Supplement are 

initiatives that target in-work poverty (European Parliament, 2013).  

However Social Justice Ireland (2012), among others, states that other additional measures are needed 

and that ‘if the government continues to pursue policies which reduce the income and living standards of 

the groups most at risk in Irish society, there is no doubt that poverty, social exclusion and inequality will 

continue to grow’ (Social Justice Ireland, 2012 p.44). Regan (2013) states that ‘reforms of wage setting, 

labour market and social security are all premised on saving costs, and have not enhanced the institutional 

or payment support for those on radically reduced incomes’ (Regan, 2013 p.14). Regan (2013) quotes the 

results of the SILC survey led by CSO that show that the cumulative impact of the crisis and budgetary 

adjustment has been regressive between 2009-2011: the bottom decile have seen their income reduced by 

25% while the top decile have seen their income increased by 5%. However, according to Callan et al. 

(2013), the policy changes in the areas of direct tax, welfare and public sector pay that occurred between 

2008 and 2012 tended to reduce incomes at the top of the distribution more significantly than in the 

bottom half. 

 

                                                 
21

 See European Parliament (2013). 
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2. Compliance with the European and International social and labour 

standards under the Adjustment Programme  
 

As stated above, an Economic Adjustment Programme of EUR 85 billion, including Irish funds
22

, was 

agreed upon by the EC, the IMF and the ECB in December 2010, following the crisis. The objectives of 

the arrangement were ‘to address Ireland's financial sector weaknesses, to put its public finances on a 

sustainable path, to implement structural reforms aimed at lowering unemployment and, to fully regain 

international capital market access’ (European Commission, 2013a, p.5). The Memorandum of 

Understanding (MU) was signed on 16 December 2010 by the EC and the government defined the 

economic policy conditions that accompany the granting of the financial aid. While a more exhausting list 

of reforms undertaken under the Adjustment Programme can be found in the Autumn 2013 review of the 

Adjustment Programme by the European Commission or in the yearly NRP by the government, we quote 

some of those reforms or initiatives that may have led to modifications in the respect of social and labour 

standards:  

 Several reforms, mainly aimed at stimulating the supply side of the Labour market were 

undertaken:  reforming the “activation” services by strengthening training and re-skilling 

opportunities for unemployed, restructuring the main training agency, and improving the incentive 

structure by establishing sanctions for non-engagement, etc. These reforms are part of the strategy 

“Pathways to Work”. Reforms regarding minimum wage have also been undertaken (including a 

cut in the minimum wage that was cancelled later on).   

 Regarding the stimulation of the demand side of the labour market, the “Action Plan for Jobs” is 

aimed at improving the operating environment for businesses and supporting the creation of jobs. 

It includes measures to incentivise, attract and support start-ups, foreign direct investments, etc. 

 Other structural reforms focussing on the improvement of competitiveness have also been 

undertaken, for example enabling wage-setting in certain sectors to be more responsive to 

economic conditions, etc. In the public sector, following the government’s unilateral pay-cut, the 

“Croke Park Agreement” was agreed upon. It included a pay freeze and the commitment from the 

government not to reduce pay further, to maintain existing pension arrangements and not to 

reinforce redundancies. Trade unions committed to industrial peace and to a transformation 

program to increase productivity. 

 “Growth-friendly” fiscal consolidation and a reduction of the public deficit were implemented: 

several cuts in spending occurred (wage and non-wage costs in the public sector, child and elderly 

benefits, cuts in education, cuts in community welfare scheme and healthcare,…) but with an 

attempt to maintain the nominal amount of the headline social welfare payments between 2008 

and 2012. However, according to Rigney (2013), there have been modifications in the 

‘mechanism of determining entitlements to social welfare payments, which have the effect of 

cutting levels of payment while leaving headline rates untouched’ (Rigney, 2013, p.8). 

In the last available review of the Adjustment Programme (2013) the European Commission noted that 

the authorities' strong ownership of the programme has been a key factor in its success and programme 

implementation has remained strong overall, including during the last two quarters of 2013’ (European 

Commission, 2013 p.5). Most of the targets for the second half of 2013 were met with only a few delays. 

Some targets remain work in progress such as ‘one health sector condition, while the requirement to make 

                                                 
22

 EUR 17.5bn had to be made available from Ireland’s own resources. This is to be made up of EUR 5bn Ireland’s own 

resources/reserves and EUR 12.5bn from the National Pension Reserve Fund (European Commission, 2013a). 
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expenditure ceilings binding and consistent with EU rules is still under discussion’ (European 

Commission, 2013 p.5.). 

In the two following sections we briefly analyse how these reforms affected the conditions of the 

European Social Charter and the ILO conventions. 

  

2.1 Compliance with the European Social Charter 
 

The European Social Charter, adopted in 1961 and revised in 1996, is a Council of Europe treaty which 

guarantees social and economic human rights.
23

 The council of Europe states that ‘the European 

Committee of Social Rights rules on the conformity of the situation in States with the European Social 

Charter’.
24

 The states must submit annual reports to the Committee under the provisions of the Charter. 

The Committee then examines the reports and decides whether or not the situation in each country is in 

conformity with the Charter. The conclusions of the Committee are published every year. Aside from 

these conclusions, some “decisions” can also be drawn from “Collective Complaints”. 

Ireland ratified the European Social Charter on 07/10/1964 and the Revised European Social Charter on 

04/11/2000. Ireland accepted 92 of the 98 paragraphs of the Revised Charter.
25

  

The two last reports concerned the following thematic groups
26

: “Children, families and migrants” 

(conclusions in 2011) and “Employment, training and equal opportunities” (conclusions in 2012).  

At the time of writing, the most up-to-date review regarding the compliance of Ireland can be derived 

from the latest report of the European Committee of Social Rights (conclusions 2012).
27

 This report 

covers the period of 1 January 2007 to 31 December 2010. Therefore we cannot use the latter in 

reviewing the impact of the Adjustment Programme on the respect of the European Charter. This last 

report (conclusions 2012), pointed out 8 conclusions of non-conformity and 6 conclusions of conformity. 

The conclusions on non-conformity are mainly linked to discrimination among workers of other states. 

Aside from these conclusions of non-conformity that cover the period prior to the Adjustment 

Programme, some complaints have been introduced between 2010 and 2013 by third parties. Among 

these complaints, a collective complaint introduced by the European Confederation of Police alleged that 

the Association of Garda Sergeants and Inspectors (AGSI) does not enjoy full trade unions rights, which 

include, in particular, the right to join an umbrella organisation and the right to bargain collectively. The 

complainant organisation alleged a violation of Articles 5 (the right to organise), 6 (the right to bargain 

collectively), and 21 (the right to information and consultation) of the European Social Charter 

(Revised).
28

 While this complaint cannot directly be linked to reforms undertaken with respect to the 

Adjustment Programme (AGSI wasn’t part of an umbrella organisation before the Adjustment 

Programme), it may however highlight the current tension in the system of social partnership in Ireland. 

An analysis of the evolution of the social partnership is provided in the following chapter.  

In conclusion, so far there is no indication of a direct violation of the Charter, but given the covering 

period of the available reports at the time of writing, it would appear necessary to wait for following 

                                                 
23

 Such as rights related to housing, education, employment, legal and social protection, movement of persons and non-

discrimination. 
24

 See Council of Europe website, http://www.coe.int/T/DGHL/Monitoring/SocialCharter/.  
25

 See Council of Europe (2013a), Ireland and the Social Charter, 

http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/monitoring/socialcharter/countryfactsheets/Ireland_en.pdf.  
26

 States present a report on the provisions relating to one of the four thematic groups on an annual basis. Consequently each 

provision of the Charter is reported on once every four years (Council of Europe). 
27

 Full report http://www.coe.int/T/DGHL/Monitoring/SocialCharter/Conclusions/State/Ireland2012_en.pdf 
28

 See Council of Europe (2013b), https://www.coe.int/t/dghl/monitoring/socialcharter/complaints/CC83CaseDoc1_en.pdf.  

http://www.coe.int/T/DGHL/Monitoring/SocialCharter/
http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/monitoring/socialcharter/countryfactsheets/Ireland_en.pdf
https://www.coe.int/t/dghl/monitoring/socialcharter/complaints/CC83CaseDoc1_en.pdf
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reports to address the impact of Adjustment Programme on the compliance with the European Social 

Charter.   

 

2.2 Compliance with ILO conventions  
 

ILO conventions  

As described by the International Labour Organization (ILO), ‘international labour standards are legal 

instruments drawn up by the ILO’s constituents (governments, employers and workers) and set out basic 

principles and rights at work. They are either conventions, which are legally binding international treaties 

that may be ratified by member states, or recommendations, which serve as non-binding guidelines’ (ILO, 

2013b, p.1). Still according to the ILO, ‘ratifying countries commit themselves to applying the convention 

in national law and practice and reporting on its application at regular intervals’ guidelines’ (ILO, 2013b, 

p.1). In addition, ‘representation and complaint procedures can be initiated against countries for violations 

of a convention they have ratified’ (ILO, 2013b, p.1). 

ILO and Ireland 

Ireland is an ILO member since 1923. Ireland ratified 71 conventions and 2 protocols.
29

 Currently, 13 

Conventions have been denounced by Ireland (58 conventions of the 71 ratified are in force).  A process 

of ratification of the convention 189 (Domestic worker Convention) is currently taking place in Ireland 

but there is no clear date as to when this process would be likely to conclude. 

The Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations is in charge of 

examining the application of international labour standards and makes ‘two kinds of comments: 

observations and direct requests. Observations contain comments on fundamental questions raised by the 

application of a particular convention by a state. These observations are published in the Committee's 

annual report. Direct requests relate to more technical questions or requests for further information. They 

are not published in the report but are communicated directly to the governments concerned’ (ILO, 2013b 

p.1). 

It appears that the reforms undertaken during the Adjustment Programme have led to several direct 

requests and observations by the Committee of the ILO. The mains Committee’s concerns are related to 

the impact of the reforms on the most vulnerable.  

The following observations rely on the latest annual report of the Committee (published in 2013) and on 

the different pending comments (requests or recommendations) and complaints quoted on the ILO 

website.  

The Committee (2013) issued several Observations relating to the appliance of six conventions in Ireland 

(in the report 2013) and numerous Direct requests related to 18 Conventions
30

. Moreover, the Committee 

notes that the requested reporting process was not entirely respected by the government.
31

  

Focusing on the impact of the Adjustment Programme, we briefly describe the direct requests and 

observations potentially linked to reforms under the Adjustment Programme in the following section.  

                                                 
29

 See country profile of Ireland. ILO, 

http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:11200:0::NO:11200:P11200_COUNTRY_ID:102901.  
30

 See annex for a list of the concerned conventions.  
31

 Regarding 2012, 37 reports were requested and 7 were not received, regarding the following conventions 7 reports were not 

received: Conventions Nos. 19, 27, 32, 88, 142, 159, 179.  

http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:11200:0::NO:11200:P11200_COUNTRY_ID:102901
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Direct requests related to Minimum Wage-Fixing Machinery Convention (Convention n°26)
32

   

The Adjustment Programme implied structural reforms of the labour market that were concluded with the 

EC in the Memorandum of Understanding (MU). In particular, the Act of 2012 has been introduced, 

reviewing some previous legislation related to the minimum wage. The legislation has led to concerns 

among the ILO Committee that were translated into direct requests to Ireland. In particular, the 

Committee issued the following requests:  

 to supply information on the impact of the measures taken under the implementation of the MU;  

 to re-examine the question of the differentiated minimum wage rates based on age
33

 by drawing 

government’s attention on the importance of equal pay for work of equal value;  

 Moreover, the Committee expresses worry about the “the Act of 2012” that states that ‘under 

certain conditions the exemptions requested because of economic difficulties faced by the 

enterprise may be granted even if the majority of the workers are opposed to those exemptions’ 

(ILO, 2013c,p.1). This exemption may be granted only once every five years (contrarily to only 

once under the Act 2000). In this view and ‘recalling the need for minimum wage rates to be 

binding once they have been fixed and the fundamental nature of the principle of participation on 

an equal footing of representatives of employers and workers in the application of minimum wage 

fixing machinery’ (ILO, 2013c,p.1), the Committee ‘hopes that the Government will take steps as 

soon as possible to restrict the scope of inability to pay clauses, and requests it to keep the Office 

informed of any decisions taken in this matter’ (ILO, 2013c, p.1). 

Direct Requests related to Right to Organise and Collective bargaining convention (n°98)
34

.  

The Committee asks the government to pursue the modifications on the legislation that sets restrictions to 

the right to organise and bargain collectively in order to ensure ‘that workers are fully protected in their 

right to organise’ and requests the government ‘to provide information on the progress made in this 

regard’ (ILO, 2013d, p.1). 

Direct Requests related to Social Security (Minimum Standards) Convention, 1952 (No. 102)
35

 

The length of the two-years qualifying period for sickness and unemployment benefits was considered by 

the Committee as excessive in comparison with other European countries. The Committee would like the 

government to take into account while reforming the Irish social welfare system that ‘the present design 

of the sickness and unemployment benefits results in obstructing the access of persons protected to the 

minimum benefits guaranteed by the Convention’ (ILO, 2013e, p.1).  

The Committee also notes that the ‘changes introduced by the Social Welfare Act 2011 and the Social 

Welfare Act Pension 2012, in the context of the Adjustment Programme, continue the trend to reduce or 

abolish a number of social benefits’ (ILO, 2013e,p.1). In this view, the Committee ‘would like the 

Government to state when it expects to stop the trend to downsizing Ireland’s social welfare system, what 

new cuts in benefits are foreseen in the 2013 Budget, and whether it has fixed for itself any threshold 

precluding any further reduction of social expenditures’ (ILO, 2013e, p.1). 

The Committee notes a sharp increase of basic deprivation has taken place in the country. The Committee 

‘would like the Government to explain the discontinuation of which social welfare benefits has 

                                                 
32

 This section is based on ILO (2013c). 
33

 The committee considers indeed that the application of the lower minimum wage rates for workers under 18 years of have or 

workers having less than two years’ experience as being potentially unequal. The Committee proposed to reduce the scope of 

the application of the differentiated rate. 
34

 This section is based on ILO (2013d).  
35

 This section is based on ILO (2013e).  
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contributed to the sharp increase of basic deprivation in the country and the adoption of what measures 

may help to reverse this trend’ (ILO, 2013e, p.1). 

Observations addressed by the Committee 

Alongside these direct requests, the Committee has addressed several observations, some of which can be 

linked to the reforms that took place under the Adjustment Programme.  

Observations related to Employment Service Convention, 1948 (No. 88) (ratification: 1969)
36

 

Following the deterioration that took place in the employment situation since 2008, the Committee invites 

the Government to ‘provide information on the measures adopted by the public employment service to 

achieve the best possible organization of the employment market and to meet the needs of the economy 

and the active population (Articles 1 and 3 of the Convention). It also invites the Government to provide 

relevasnt information concerning the number of public employment offices established, the number of 

applications for employment received, the number of vacancies notified, and the number of persons 

placed in employment by such offices in each region of the country (Part IV of the report form). The 

Committee hopes that the Government will make every effort to take the necessary action in the near 

future’ (ILO, 2013f, p.1). 

Observations related to Employment Policy Convention, 1964 (No. 122) (ratification: 1967)
37

 

Regarding the employment policy convention, the committee addresses the following observations. The 

Committee asks the government to provide information about the reviewing process of the policies 

adopted with regards to the objectives of full, productive and freely chosen employment. Furthermore, the 

Committee also ‘invites the Government to include in its next report information on the impact of its 

active labour market measures adopted in order to address labour market bottlenecks and overcome the 

negative effects of the adjustment measures’ (ILO, 2013g,p.1). Finally, the Committee notes that ‘there is 

no information in the Government’s report concerning the participation of the social partners in the 

formulation and implementation of employment policies’ (ILO, 2013g, p.1). The Committee therefore 

asks the government to provide information on ‘consultations held with the social partners, both at the 

formulation and implementation stages of employment policies’ (ILO, 2013g, p.1). 

These requests and observations illustrate the concerns of the Committee with regards to the social 

situation in Ireland. The core of these requests consists of a demand of more information on and 

justification of the measures by the Irish government. Once the information is received and analysed by 

the Committee, a further analysis could be done in order to assess whether the ILO deems the reforms to 

be in violation of any conventions.   

In conclusion, the precise impact of the measures can only be assessed when more information is made 

available with respect to the European and international labour and social standards. However, the 

existing direct requests and observations regarding the ILO conventions already illustrate the current 

concerns regarding the social impact of the measures undertaken during the Adjustment Programme.    

                                                 
36

 based on ILO (2013f).  
37

 based on ILO (2013g). 
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3. Social dialogue and the role of social partners during the crisis 

  
3.1 Pre-crisis situation 

  
In 1987, a system of centralised wage bargaining was set up in Ireland and it has been the core of the 

social dialogue thereafter. Since 1987, there have been 6 agreements
38

 between the Government, the trade 

unions, the main employers groups (IBEC and CIF), farming organisations and the community and 

voluntary sector. These social partnership agreements included a binding determination of wage increases 

in the public and (unionized) private sector and other economic and social reforms.  

Regan (2013) states that ‘a consensual approach to socio-economic policy was the default position of the 

country’s political economy’ (Regan, 2013, p3.). The social partnership is often seen as key contributor to 

the economic success of Ireland during the 90’s and the 2000’s by controlling any wage increases
39

.  

  

3.2 Evolution of the social dialogue during the crisis 

One month prior to the economic collapse in November 2008, social partners negotiated a National Wage 

Agreement titled “towards 2016: Review and transitional agreement 2008/2009”. They agreed on a “pay 

pause for 11 months in the public sector and three in private (unionized) sector
40

, followed by a 6 per cent 

increase over 18 months” (Reagan, 2013, p.14). The agreement was nearly signed when the country was 

hit by the crisis. The government signalled its intention to seek a coordinated response and discussion 

began in the NESC (National Economic and Social Council). It was the beginning of a 12 months process 

aimed at negotiating a social partnership agreement that ultimately failed.  

Negotiations on the national pact took place throughout December 2009. The Irish Congress of Trade 

Unions (ICTU) agreed on a 4 billion EUR reduction in current expenditure. The ICTU then tried to find a 

strategy for this reduction, which was ultimately refused by the government. An emergency legislation 

was then introduced to override the “Non-Payment of Wages Act” (which makes it illegal to unilaterally 

cut pay without agreement).  

According to Brendan McGinty, Director of the Industrial Relations and Human Resources with the Irish 

Business and Economic Confederation (IBEC), ‘social partner’s reaction to the crisis was too slow and it 

simply ran out of road’ (Eurofound, 2013b, p.1). The Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) General 

Secretary David Begg similarly acknowledged the failure of social partnership during the onset of the 

economic crisis. According to him, ‘the response to the crisis was too slow and interaction with the Irish 

Government was not strong enough’ (Eurofound, 2013b, p.1). 

As a consequence of the failure to reach an agreement, the government decided unilaterally to freeze 

public sector pay while the IBEC made the decision to withdraw from the private sector transitional pay 

agreement of the 2006 social pact towards 2016. For the first time in 23 years, Ireland entered a period of 

enterprise level bargaining in unionised employments. Trade unions employers and the government were 

operating in the absence of a national partnership agreement. Wage determination shifted back to firm 

level and several changes took place through bipartite collective bargaining at the company and sectoral 

                                                 
38

 These agreements, can be considered as social pacts that can be seen as similar practices as centralized wage bargaining and 

policy concertation between government, trade unions and employer associations that take place in European corporatism 

(Avdagic, 2012).  
39

 Thanks to social partnership, wage increases in the “dynamic” multinational sector (characterized by high productivity 

growth) came to be tightly linked with wage and productivity increases in the much more sluggish domestic portion of the 

manufacturing sector . 
40

 As is typically the case with Anglo-Saxon economies, union contracts are not binding for non-union companies in Ireland 

(Bacaro and Simoni, 2004).  
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levels.
41

 Some observers consider the country’s social partnership system to have failed during the 

economic crisis.
42

 However, it should be pointed out that the country, with a strong social dialogue 

tradition, managed to overcome some of the difficulties and to conclude agreements in 2010 and 2011. 

Two separate systems of “collective bargaining” governing industrial relations were established during 

the crisis:  

 A public service agreement 2010-2014 (“the Croke Park Argreement”) was negotiated under the 

lead of the Labour Relation Commission (unlike previous agreements). The agreement provides 

the government with “political cover and stability to implement cost-savings measures”. It was 

agreed that no more pay cuts and lay-off would take place for public servants in return for 

industrial peace, reform of bonus payments, a recruitment freeze in health and education and new 

pay and conditions for new entrants to the public service. The agreement included an industrial 

peace clause which prevents public sector workers taking industrial action related to the reform 

programme and which was considered as “a ban on strikes in the public sector” (Gellis and 

Harrington 2010, p.21-22).  

 In the private sector, an informal private sector agreement was agreed between IBEC and ICTU in 

2011, illustrating the willingness of both actors to engage in social dialogue aimed at minimizing 

industrial action (Reagan, 2013). This agreement managed the decentralization of wage bargaining 

on the company level.   

Despite the severe economic crisis and the reforms, there have been very few industrial conflicts. For 

some observers this may be explained trough the fact that the Irish ‘population recognized the necessity 

of adapting to the changed economic environment. The reason for this is closely related to the cultural 

background including the absence of going on strike or self-activity of workers’ (European Parliament, 

(2013, p.14). The 20 years of social partnership led to a rather passive behaviour of workers. The latter 

have little experience in fighting for a pay claim as their wages have been settled nationally (European 

Parliament, 2013, p.9).  

 

3.3 Possible evolution of the social partnership 
 

For some, the current evolutions reflect the need ‘that the social dialogue model in Ireland should evolve 

to fit the circumstances the country finds itself in’ (Eurofound, 2013b, p.1). 

However according to Begg, both social partners (IBEC and ICTU) would welcome the re-establishment 

of a tripartite body involving employers, unions, and the government (Eurofound, 2013b). According to 

Begg, such a re-establishment could help the country to manage the wage pressure that could follow the 

recovery.   

According to Regan (2013), a renewal of labour inclusive social partnership under the constraints of the 

troika Adjustment Program is, however, highly unlikely because of the focus on fiscal consolidation. 

Regan (2013) states moreover that ‘social partnership will remain a centralized process dependant on the 

political preference of the government if there is still an absence of beneficial constraints on employers to 

improve labour market coordination’ (Regan, 2013, p.23). A centralized wage agreement is therefore not 

likely to be resurrected anytime soon.  

However, according to Reagan (2013) two factors might combine to change this: continued wage pressure 

might force employers in private sector to seek a centralized wage agreement in order to control labour 

costs and secure competitiveness gain of several years of no wage growth. In time of EU monetary and 

fiscal integration, Regan notes that ‘the government will attach increased importance to income and 

                                                 
41

 Compiled with Reagan (2013), Eurofound (2013a), Eurofound (2013b) and European Parliament (2013). 
42

 E.g. Eurofound (2013b). 
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labour market policy in managing the economy’ (Reagan (2013), p.24) and therefore could tend to a 

national competitiveness oriented income policy to ‘ensure that the gains of internal devaluation are not 

lost’ (Reagan (2013), p.24).  

 

4. Short and medium term challenges in social and employment policy  
 

While the incipient recovery that can be seen in Ireland helps the country to improve the employment 

situation, several challenges remain.  

The incipient recovery is still weak and fragile and has been mainly led by an increase in external 

demand. The employment and social situation are therefore still too dependent on the global economic 

conditions. A strengthening of domestic demand could help the country to stabilise economic conditions.  

The unemployment rate is still too high. While several attempts to tackle this problem are taken up in 

the “Pathways to work” and “the Action Plan for job” the activation policy and the tax and welfare 

structures could be reviewed in order to ensure higher labour force participation, in particular for low-

wage workers (OECD, 2013).  

The long-term unemployment rate reaches a very high level. The OECD states that to ‘avoid rising 

structural unemployment and a drift into social exclusion’, Ireland should try to prioritise ‘the 

engagement with long-term jobseekers and increase the number of caseworkers supporting them, through 

internal redeployment’ (OECD, 2013). 

The situation of the under-25 age group is a particular concern. The share of young unemployed 

persons who are out of work for more than one year increases and reached around two in five of all 

youth unemployed in 2013 (INRP,2013).  

The activation policy wouldn’t be sufficient to address unemployment issues. Indeed, Ireland has the 

highest unemployment-to-job vacancies ratio in the OECD (Regan, 2013).  

A further increase in demand must therefore occur. In this view, the OECD recommends to ease 

doing business, increase competition in legal services and reduce licensing costs and waiting times. While 

an increase in the demand is a necessity, the mismatch between supply and demand of skills appears 

to be too high. In this view, the OECD (2013) recommends to better align the content of education and 

training schemes so that they provide the skills required in the expanding sectors. 

The current evolution of the social partnership has raised concerns regarding the ability of the present 

system to face a potential wage increase without hurting competitiveness. The lack of centralised 

wage bargaining could, according to some
43

, indeed lead to a faster increase in wage after the recovery. 

For others however, the current increase of the in sector or firm’s level bargaining offers the flexibility 

currently needed. 

Further public cuts are needed to end fiscal consolidation. It will be challenging to conduct these cuts 

while not hurting equity and not worsening the situation of the most vulnerable. In this view the 

current rise in consistent poverty rate is of particular concern.  

Some of the reforms and measures have implied an increase in the inter-generational and gendered 

inequalities. New cleavages among public sector employees may occur as new entrants will have 

significantly reduced pay and conditions compared to their unionized colleagues. Regarding gender 

inequalities, the pay cut for lone parents may induce gender inequalities between women and men
44

. 

                                                 
43

 See for example Begg quoted in Eurofound (2013b). 
44

 See Barry and Conroy (2012). 
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5. Conclusion 
 

Following the economic crisis, Irish authorities launched an ambitious process of reform. Because of the 

scope of these reforms, the impact of these changes on the current employment and social situation is of 

particular concern.  

The employment rate is still far below the EU2020 target. However, the employment rate in the country is 

currently rising, which is an encouraging sign in meeting the EU target. Regarding education, the 

situation seems favourable. The current improvements in the rate of early leavers from education and in 

the rate of tertiary education attainment are positive trends that could allow Ireland to meet the related 

EU2020 targets. Regarding poverty, the crisis worsened the situation of the most vulnerable. The Irish 

rate of consistent poverty was increasing until 2011, highlighting the need of an inclusive growth that 

further benefits the most vulnerable.  

The reforms undertaken under the Adjustment Programme have led to some concerns about their impact 

on the compliance with labour and social standards. In this view, the Committee in charge of examining 

the applications of ILO conventions has addressed several requests and observations that consist mainly 

in asking the government to provide further information and justification on the impact of some measures 

on the respect of social and labour standards.    

The evolution of the social dialogue in the country is also at the core of some concerns. After 23 years of 

social dialogue based upon several global collective bargaining agreements, the social partnership has 

mainly shifted after the crisis to the sector and firm levels. While this evolution is seen by some observers 

as an opportunity to increase the flexibility of the economy, others address concerns about the ability of 

the current system to manage the wage pressure that could follow the recovery.   

While the reforms and policies that followed the crisis helped restore growth and increase the 

employment rate, several challenges remain. In particular, future policies and reforms should preserve 

and further improve the activation of workers and the business environment in the country while 

enhancing the protection of the most vulnerable.   
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Annex 
 

Ireland’s EU 2020 targets 

 To raise to 69-71% the employment rate for women and men aged 20-64, including through the 

greater participation of young people, older workers and low-skilled workers, and the better 

integration of legal migrants, and to review the target level of ambition in 2014, in the context of a 

proposed mid-term review of the Europe 2020 Strategy. 

 Improving the conditions for research and development, in particular with the aim of raising 

combined public and private investment levels in this sector to 2.5% of GNP (approximately 

equivalent to 2.0% of GDP). 

 Reduce greenhouse gas emissions in the non-traded sector by 20% compared to 2005 levels; 

increase the share of renewables in final energy consumption to 16% by 2020; to move towards a 

20% increase in energy efficiency. 

 To reduce the percentage of 18-24 year olds with at most lower secondary education and not in 

further education and training to 8%; to increase the share of 30-34 year olds who have completed 

tertiary or equivalent education to at least 60%. 

 To reduce consistent poverty to 4% by 2016 (interim target) and to 2% or less by 2020, from the 

2010 baseline rate of 6.3%. The Irish contribution to the Europe 2020 poverty target is to reduce 

by a minimum of 200.000 the population in combined poverty (either consistent poverty, at-risk-

of-poverty or basic deprivation)
45

”.  

 

Figure 7: Employment rates in Ireland (QHNS). 

 

Source: CSO (2013) 
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 This fifth target is a revised target. The former target was the following: To reduce the number experiencing consistent 

poverty to between 2-4% by 2012, with the aim of eliminating consistent poverty by 2016, which will lift at least 186,000 

people out of the risk of poverty and exclusion. 
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Figure 8: Unemployment rate in Ireland and in Europe 

  

Source: Eurostat (2013) 

 

List 1: List of observations and direct requests by the Committee of the ILO 

The Committee has addressed to Ireland several Observations related to 6 conventions (Nos 88, 111, 122, 

144, 159, 182)  and numerous Direct requests related to 18 Conventions (Nos 14, 26, 29, 62, 81, 98, 99, 

100, 102, 111, 138, 139, 142, 155, 176, 179, 180, 182). 

 


