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The purpose of this document is to provide the Committee of Public Accounts with an overview of; 

1. Context and Financial Provision  
2. ETB Governance Framework Enhancements 
3. Reform Programme for the ETB Sector  
4. C&AG Report on Financial Reporting in the Public Sector for 2015 
5. The role of Education and Training Boards Ireland 
6. Statutory Investigation into Kildare & Wicklow Education and Training Board 

 
1. Context and Financial Provision 

The Education and Training Board (ETB) sector has undergone unprecedented change in recent 
years. In 2013, the Education and Training Boards Act established 16 ETBs, and the 33 Vocational 
Education Committees (VECs) were dissolved. For the majority of ETBs, this has involved the 
amalgamation of the service provided by two, and sometimes three, separate and independent 
VECs.  

In accordance with the ETB Act, the functions of an ETB include to: 

• establish and maintain recognised schools, centres for education and education or training 
facilities; 

• plan, provide, coordinate and review the provision of education and training, including 
education and training for the purpose of employment; 

• provide education and training at the request of, and on behalf of, any body which funds 
training out of money provided by the Oireachtas; 

• support the provision, coordination, administration and assessment of youth work services. 
 

As well as the establishment of the ETBs, major changes have also taken place in the co-ordination 
and funding of further education and training with the establishment of SOLAS in October 2013.  
SOLAS provide strategic direction and funding for the sector with the bulk of education and training 
being delivered or contracted by the ETBs.  As part of this delivery role and reflecting the integration 
of further education and training,  ETBs have taken on the former FÁS training centres. This process 
commenced on 1st January 2014 with transfers to four ETBs and was completed on 1 July 2014 with 
the remaining centres transferred to eight ETBs. SOLAS have developed a Further Education and 
Training Strategy setting out a major reform programme for the sector for the period to 2019. It has 
been a significant achievement on the part of the ETBs that these major structural changes have 
occurred without disruption to the education and training of hundreds of thousands of students and 
during a time of serious financial challenge and reducing staff numbers.  
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Change is ongoing and will take a number of years to embed; the new ETBs continue to develop as 
single entities, adapting organisational structures and practices accordingly and developing their 
response to their new responsibility for training. 
Recognising the need for a sector-wide strategic approach, a reform programme, coordinated by the 
ETB/SOLAS Project Management Office (PMO) in the Department of Education and Skills, is well 
underway. The ETB/SOLAS Reform Programme Plan for 2017 is focused on three main areas 
Systems, Organisation and Culture. Under Systems the priority is to deliver payroll and finance 
shared services for the ETBs and to ensure that adequate ICT infrastructure is in place to maximise 
the use and benefits of the move to shared services. In the area of Organisation the second phase of 
a project to devise a new organisational design for ETBs in order to reflect their new roles is well 
underway. Change in the area of Culture is focused on the consolidation of the changes across the 
sector to further embed the cultural and behavioural changes needed to fully realise the benefits of 
the reform in co-operation with ETBI e.g. ETB sector wide approach to ICT Strategy& Policy, Quality 
Assurance across the FET programme of work and Legal Services Management&Procurement.  
A more cohesive approach to procurement in the ETB sector is also being driven through the Public 
Service Reform (PSR) function located in Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI).  

 
Effective communications and engagement with stakeholders is core to the continued success of the 
change management effort. 

 
There was a significant amount of engagement with VECs in the lead up to the establishment of the 
ETBs in order to facilitate the transition to the new arrangements.  This engagement has continued 
with ETBs represented on a wide variety of governance bodies (steering groups, project design 
authorities, working groups, focus groups etc.)  tasked with directing the change agenda. In addition, 
the Secretary General of the Department began a series of regular meetings with the incoming chief 
executives of the ETBs and ETBI to provide an opportunity to discuss the many issues that the sector 
faced as a result of the restructuring of VECs into ETBs.   
 
These meetings have continued to be a regular feature of the Department’s engagement with the 
sector and they provide a useful forum for the Department to update senior management in the 
sector in relation to the ETB/SOLAS reform programme, to share information and ideas and to 
discuss areas of concern. 
 
 
Funding, Staffing and Learners  - Department of Education and Skills Current Funding 
The Department’s Schools and Head Office Grant (current funding) to an ETB is divided between pay 
and non-pay.  
 
The total pay grant in 2017 amounts to some €748m. Of this, the Department's allocation for 
teacher pay is €639m approximately, for SNA pay is €34m, for administrative pay is €50m 
approximately and some €26m for maintenance pay. Pay costs across all headings are also funded by 
receipts retained by the ETBs of €44m, comprised principally of retained superannuation 
contributions.  
 
Pay covers the cost of sanctioned posts in respect of schools and head office programme at 
authorised rates of pay. It is allocated by the Department under instruction, SNA, administration and 
maintenance pay headings. Teachers’ salaries account for approximately 85% of salaries in 2017.  
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The total initial non-pay grant in 2017 amounts to some €73m. This is comprised primarily of 
Department funding of €65m approximately and by non-pay receipts retained by the ETBs in the 
order of €8m. 
 
Non-pay covers all items other than pay and grants for certain items/programmes that are provided 
for separately. The non-pay allocation to each ETB is determined having regard to: 

• An estimate of the ETB’s expenditure and non-pay receipts (e.g. revenue from night 
classes); 

• Second level and PLC student enrolment levels; 
• Certain programmes being run by individual ETBs; 
• The amount available for distribution (i.e. funding from the subhead and non-pay 

receipts).  
 
To afford flexibility, a block allocation is made under this heading, giving each ETB a high level of 
autonomy in its management.  

Funding from the ETB pay and non-pay subheads provides for pay and non-pay running costs in ETB 
schools, colleges and head offices, as follows: 

• 274 schools/ colleges; 
• 16 head offices and 8 designated sub-offices; 
• 128,000* students; 
• 10,442* WTE teachers; 
• 1,684* WTE non-teaching staff (executive, administrative and maintenance). 
• 959* Special Needs Assistants 

   (* approximate figures) 
 
(In relation to Post Leaving Certificate funding related to SOLAS activity, teachers’ pay, some 
capitation and maintenance grants are funded by the Department and are included in the figures 
above) 
 
The non-pay grant to individual ETBs was reduced during the economic downturn. A reduction in 
exchequer funding followed from the general reduction in per capita funding in the other post 
primary sectors. There was also a loss to the ETBs of income from other sources, most notably the 
local authority contribution and bank interest.  Meanwhile, ETBs were required to continue to 
provide the full range of education and curriculum for second level students, including implementing 
national  strategies and policies for educational reform such as the literacy and numeracy strategy, 
school self-evaluation, junior cycle reform etc. In addition, second level enrolments increased by 
19% from the school year 2011/12 to 2016/17.  
 
The economic recovery has allowed for modest improvements in the non-pay grant, however, 
restoration of capitation reductions has not yet been possible. 
 
 

The Department provides a range of other funding to ETBs for areas of expenditure such as:  
         2017* 
Associated Expenditure Grants (e.g. book grant, Transition Year grant,      
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school services support fund)      €   17,495,646 
Target Expenditure Grant (e.g. DEIS, ICT networks)   €     5,930,732 
Outdoor education centres      €     2,279,160 

Higher Education (Equity of Access) - Student Support Services:  € 391,485,000 
Capital/Rentals        €   44,942,915  
 
*Provisional  
 
Staffing 
In March 2009 the Government introduced a moratorium on recruitment and promotion, with a 
general exemption in the education sector for “front line” or teaching staff. As a result, ETBs have 
generally not been allowed to replace Head Office administrative staff or employees such as 
caretakers, cleaners and administrative staff in schools, although replacement to a minimum 
threshold in schools was permitted. Non-teaching numbers reduced from some 2,130 in 2009 in the 
former VECs to c.1684 in the ETBs at end of March 2017.  These numbers do not include the SOLAS 
training centre staff that transferred to ETBs in two tranches on 1st January 2014 and 1st July 2014. A 
total of 863 WTE training centre staff transferred from SOLAS to ETBs along with the new training 
function during 2014.  These staff which include instructors, support and ancillary staff are employed 
in delivery of training in the former FAS training centres which are now under the management of 
ETBs. 
 

Delegated Sanction Arrangements (DSA) 
Since 2016, a Delegated Sanction Agreement (DSA) in ETBs has replaced the Employment Control 
Framework (ECF) and associated moratoriums that had previously been in place to control staffing 
numbers.  

The DSA arrangements refer only to non-teaching administrative, maintenance and tutoring staff in 
ETBs’ Head Offices, schools, centres for education and training centres.  ETBs are, however, still 
required to report in an accurate and timely manner to ETB Financial Section on the pay costs and 
projections for teaching and SNA staff. 

Under the DSA, delegated sanction for recruiting and promoting staff up to and including PO level 
(standard) and equivalent is restored to the Department, subject to adherence to pay ceilings and to 
ongoing compliance with Workforce Planning requirements. For grades above PO standard level or 
equivalent, DPER consent is still required. In relation to ancillary staff in schools, as part of the 
delegated sanction arrangements the ETBs now have discretion to temporarily employ a substitute 
for existing ancillary staff in schools who are temporarily absent due to sick leave etc. in those cases 
where the temporary absence would otherwise result in either no secretary, caretaker or cleaner 
being in the school on the day(s) in question.  The operation of the DSA is monitored by the 
Department and by DPER.  

 
 
Staff numbers 
The approximate WTE staffing levels (ECF/public sector numbers) in the ETBs Schools and Head 
Office Programme* are as follows: 
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2017 
 

Teaching/ 
Instruction 
Posts 

Special 
Needs 
Assistants 

Executive/ 
administrative and 
maintenance posts 

Total 

10,442 959 1,684 13,106 
 
*See paragraph above re. training centre staff transferred from SOLAS to ETBs in 2014 and which are 
additional to these figures.   
 
Students 
The number of second level enrolments in the sector in the 2016/17 school year was 97,691. 
 
Primary School Provision in ETBs - Community National Schools 
11 Community National schools transferred to the patronage of Education and Training Boards 
in 2016. These ETBs have had an active role in the development of these schools since their 
establishment. A further school Two Mile CNS in Kerry, transferred patronage as part of the 
reconfiguration process on 01 September 2017.   
 
The Community National School (CNS) model is aimed at responding to increasing societal 
diversity and demand for greater choice in education provision at primary school level in 
Ireland.  
The breakdown of the number of CNS is as follows; 
 

Dublin and Dun Laoghaire ETB    - 6 schools 
Louth and Meath ETB     - 1 schools 
Kildare and Wicklow ETB   - 2 schools 
Cork ETB      - 2 schools 
Kerry ETB     - 1 school 
 

SOLAS funding 
 
FET is largely funded by SOLAS and delivered or contracted by the 16 ETBs. The Department provides 
funding from the Exchequer and the National Training Fund to SOLAS for the provision of Further 
Education and Training, SOLAS head office costs, salary and pension costs. All the Exchequer funding 
and 82% of the NTF (€302m) in 2017 is allocated to SOLAS for FET provision.  
 
A total of €552,500 million is allocated by SOLAS to ETBs for 2017 while a total of 323,308 
beneficiaries will avail of further education and training mainly funded by SOLAS during 2017. A 
breakdown of this funding is provided for in the table below: 
 

Programme 
Projected 
Beneficiaries 
in 2017 

Funding for 
FET 
Provision in 
2017 

Programme 
Projected 
Beneficiaries 
in 2017 

Funding for 
FET Provision 
in 2017 

Apprenticeship Training 9,435 €53,173,592 ITABE 2,752 €1,938,124 

Blended Training 563 €751,584 Libraries Training 120 €0 
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Bridging and Foundation 
Training 1,171 €2,715,450 Refugee Resettlement 1,035 €2,058,312 

Community Training Centres 2,982 €32,789,775 Skills for Work 3,460 €2,800,000 

Justice Workshops 219 €982,329 Voluntary Literacy 
Tuition 1,338 €0 

Local Training Initiatives 3,569 €24,898,732 Adult Guidance Service   €6,785,418 

PLC 59,778 €7,133,900 ETB Staff & Operational 
Costs   €77,819,129 

Specialist Training 
Programmes 3,594 €46,785,490 Community Education 50,414 €10,836,192 

Specific Skills Training 14,286 €55,902,384 Total ETB allocation   €552,500,168 

Traineeships Training 3,482 €26,159,261 VSCCS PLC 3,175 €440,552 

VTOS 7,966 €73,742,944 VSCCS BTEI 1,239 €320,000 

Youthreach 6,950 €65,960,199 Irish Deaf Society (f/t) 272 €240,000 

Adult Literacy 37,621 €24,964,367 Momentum National 
Programme 0 €1,000,000 

BTEI Groups 33,397 €26,822,212 NALA Write on (p/t) 16,300 €220,000 

ESOL 14,458 €1,736,987 On-line Learning 
(eCollege) (p/t) 8,556 €1,685,000 

Evening Training 14,562 €5,743,787 Cork Institute of 
Technology   €160,588 

FET Co-operation Hours 20,614 €0 Profiled but Unallocated   €11,700,063 

      Total All Programmes  323,308 €568,266,371 

 

2. ETB Governance Framework Enhancements 
 

A number of measures have been implemented in recent years which augment the governance 
framework within which the ETBs now operate. These include:  

 
i) ETB Act 2013 

This Act replaces the VEC Acts 1930 to 2001.  
 
In relation to financial control, it sets out requirements to establish a finance committee and an 
audit committee, as well as related issues concerning membership of same, reporting and ministerial 
directions. 
The requirements concerning finance encompass expenditure limits, submission, publication and 
ministerial direction concerning annual service plans, powers and requirements for ministerial 
approval of borrowing including bank overdrafts, the keeping, reporting and laying of accounts, audit 
functions, and acquisition, holding or disposal of land and accountability of chief executives to 
Oireachtas Committees. 
 
Among the main differences from the previous statutory arrangements concerning financial control, 
are; 

• providing, on a statutory basis, that an audit committee be established (finance committees 
were previously a statutory requirement and remain so) 

• specifying that members of staff may not be on either the finance or audit committees. 

Financial Accountability 
Accountability of the Chief Executive to the PAC 
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In accordance with Section 25 of the ETB Act 2013, the Chief Executive must, when required, give 
evidence to the PAC on: 

• the regularity and propriety of the ETB’s transactions; 
• the economy and efficiency of the boards in the use of its resources; 
• the systems, procedures and practices employed by the board to evaluate the effectiveness 

of its operations; 
• matters concerning the board that are contained in special reports of the C & AG. 

 
Financial reporting/approval between ETBs and the DES as set out in the Act requires the ETBs to: 

• Prepare a service plan each year in accordance with the expenditure limit determined by the 
Minister 

• Seek ministerial consent before incurring expenditure in excess of the approved limit 
• Make such modifications to the service plan as the Minister might require 
• Secure ministerial approval for borrowings or bank overdrafts 
• Keep accounts in such form and manner as the Minister directs 
• Submit accounts to the C&AG for audit by 1 April each year (or other date determined by the 

Minister) 
• Comply with internal audit requirements of the Minister or the Minister for Public 

Expenditure and Reform 
• Comply with ministerial directions or regulations concerning the acquisition, holding or 

disposal of land. 
 
 
 
Accountability of the Chief Executive (CE) to the Board 
The ETB Act is explicit regarding the accountability of the CE to the board. Section 15(4) states that 
the CE “shall be accountable to the board for the due performance of his or her functions.” 

 
 
ii) Circulars 

A number of departmental circulars have issued clarifying or reinforcing arrangements concerning 
ETB finances: 
Circular 39/2011: Good Practice Guidelines for the Provision of Goods and/or Services (evaluation of 
proposals, procurement, approval required for borrowing, reporting of losses, appropriate funding 
sources) 
Circular 15/2013:  Requirement for Department approval before providing non-core services 
(requirement for approval before providing a new programme/activity, evaluation of proposals, 
review of existing non-core services)  
Circular 51/2013: Tax Compliance (alerting ETBs to responsibilities in terms of tax 
compliance/clearance and relevant Revenue Commissioners’ documents) 
Circular 51/2014: Secured Borrowings by schools and ETBs (requirement for Minister for Finance 
approval to engage in secured borrowing) 
Circular 66/2014: Procedures for Borrowing by ETBs (procedures for proposing borrowing and 
obtaining Ministerial approval) 
Circular 18/2015: Code of Practice for the Governance of ETBs (see below) 
Circular 0032/2016: Policy and Procedures for dealing with the recovery of Overpayments of Salary 
DPER Circular 13/2014: Management and Accountability for Grants from Exchequer Funds. (This 
circular sets out areas of responsibility in the context of grantors and grantees) 



8 
 

 
 
iii) Code of Practice for the Governance of ETBs 

A new code was issued on 16th March 2015, replacing the previous 2005 Code. 
The new Code was developed having regard to the Department of Finance Code of Practice for the 
Governance of State Bodies, the requirements of the ETB sector and changes in the governing 
legislation, as well as to incorporate certain elements of good practice such as the appointment of 
external members with relevant expertise to the finance and audit committees.  
 
Guidelines were also issued to ETBs for the appointment of external members of the audit and 
finance committees. 
 
The ETB sectoral code is being reviewed to take account of any necessary changes on foot of the 
publication by DPER of a revised State Bodies Code in 2016.  
 

 
iv) Terms of Reference for the Internal Audit Unit for the ETBs (IAU-ETBs) 

Revised terms of reference were agreed by the IAU-ETB Steering Committee and issued to the IAU-
ETBs and the ETBs in March 2015. These outline:  
 

• Scope and independence of IAU-ETB 
The IAU-ETB will carry out its duties in an independent and objective manner and will have 
procedures in place to demonstrate same. 
The scope of internal audit extends to all activities carried on by the ETB regardless of how these are 
funded or regulated. The internal auditor must have full access to all the records, property and 
personnel of the ETB in head office, schools and centres for education and training, and must have 
direct access to the Audit Committee.  
The IAU-ETB should only carry out the assurance work programme as set out and approved in the 
Audit Plan. 
In undertaking its function, internal audit will remain independent of the ETB, the Chief Executive, 
the Department of Education and Skills and the Steering Committee. 
The IAU-ETB does not have any role in the executive management of an ETB nor is it a substitute for 
management. It is free from any operational duties in an ETB. 
 

• Revised reporting arrangements as follows:  
- Reports specific to ETBs 

The IAU-ETB will issue two reports specific to an ETB at the conclusion of each audit; a Findings and 
Recommendations Report and an Opinion Report. 
The Findings and Recommendations Report will detail the audit work performed and the 
recommendations made. 
The Opinion Report, which provides an overall conclusion on the results of the internal audit, will 
outline the area or programme audited, the audit method, respective responsibilities of the auditor 
and executive management, and the opinion as to the adequacy and effectiveness of internal 
control. 
Both reports, once finalised, will be sent directly and simultaneously, under separate cover, to the 
Chairperson of the Audit Committee and the Chief Executive. 
The Chief Executive will provide the DES with a copy of the Opinion Report within three weeks of 
receipt. Where in the Opinion Report the internal auditor expresses an opinion that internal controls 
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are inadequate (i.e. deficient, not operating or both), the Department will be provided by the Chief 
Executive with full details of the item or items giving rise to this opinion. All other internal audit 
findings and related recommendations should not be communicated to the Department. 
In the event that losses have occurred, all such losses will be communicated to the Department by 
the Chief Executive in accordance with Circular 39/2011 (or any subsequent relevant circular) 
together with a full explanation and confirmation that internal control issues identified have or will 
be addressed from a stated date.  
New reporting arrangements for SOLAS – funded activities have been agreed on a pilot basis to 
avoid duplication of audit/assurance work. Under the pilot, SOLAS will receive opinion reports 
related to audits of training centres. 

- General Report to Executive Management 
The IAU-ETB will produce “general” reports on audit findings in the sector. Such reports will be sent 
to the Chief Executive of each ETB in order to assist executive management to identify potential 
deficiencies and implement necessary improvements to the system of internal control. 

- Ancillary reporting activities of the IAU-ETB 
The IAU-ETB will prepare additional reports only when requested to do so by the Steering 
Committee and approved by the Department. 

  
v) Membership of the IAU-ETBs Steering Committee 

 
The constitution of the IAU-ETBs Steering Committee was amended in 2013. It now provides for an 
independent Chairperson with relevant governance/financial experience, 3 persons nominated by 
ETBI, 2 of whom should be external to the ETB sector, and a SOLAS nominee, in addition to members 
nominated by the ETB Chief executives and the Department.  
 
 

vi) Enhanced departmental, inter-agency and inter-sectoral governance networks  
 
The Department’s remit encompasses a diverse range of bodies in the education sector including 18 
State bodies, ETBs and higher level institutions. 
 
Within the Department a Management Board (MB) sub - committee was established in 2015 to 
oversee the further development and implementation of robust governance arrangements across 
the education sector. The Committee is chaired by the Secretary General of the Department and 
comprises external members including the Chief Executive Officer of SOLAS and the Chief Executive 
of the HEA. It has an independent expert, who is a private sector retiree from outside the public 
services with a background in audit. The Committee’s role is to support the Department’s in rolling 
out a standardised approach to governance and accountability across the education sector through 
oversight and regular assessment of its approach to governance.  
 
A Principal Officers’ Sectoral Governance and Accountability Network was also established in 2015 to 
support the work of the Management Board. The POs Network sub-committee facilitates discussion 
regarding compliance requirements, to provide feedback, highlighting issues arising in each sector 
aiding in lessons of central application being shared and to disseminate best practice across the 
Department’s bodies. 
 
Audit Forum - An Internal Audit Education Sector Forum has been established.  The focus of the 
Forum is the national agencies, Higher Education Institutes and Education and Training Boards and 
facilitates discussion, advice and guidance on internal audit. In addition it promotes best 
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professional practice in internal audit across the sector. The first meeting was held in November 
2016. 
 
Concerning the ETB sector specifically, arrangements are in place for regular meetings between 
senior management in the Department and the IAU-ETB, and the C&AG. Arising from these 
meetings, it has also been agreed in principle that issues arising during the course of audits should 
brought to the attention of the Department at an early stage. 
 
In the context of the Department’s work programme to both strengthen and standardise governance 
capacity and oversight, the Department, having rolled out phase one in a series of rolling reviews in 
regard to governance compliance with the Code of Practice, is currently working to develop specific 
terms of reference for phase two of a series of governance reviews to be delivered across the 
education sector bodies. It is envisaged that the reviews will progress during quarter two of 2018, 
subject to a tender process.   
 

3. ETB Reform Programme - Sector Restructuring and Establishment of SOLAS 
 

Through a series of Government decisions, 33 vocational education committees were amalgamated 
into 16 Education and Training Boards (ETBs) in July 2013 and SOLAS was established as the new 
Further Education and Training Authority in October 2013 to provide strategic direction, co-
ordination and funding to the overall sector. 
 
The purpose of the reform was to bring cohesion to the Further Education and Training sector, and 
transform it into a strong and vibrant fourth pillar of education and training. 
 
Each ETB has a board of 21 members consisting of  
- 12 members elected by local authorities in the geographic area of the ETB 
- 2 staff representatives 
- 2 parents representatives 
- 5 representatives elected by bodies specified by the Minister 

 
Each ETB has a Chief Executive responsible for the administration and management of the staff and 
functions of the ETB. The existing legislation defines certain functions of the ETB as reserved to the 
Board. 
 
Training Centres 

Under the reform process, ETBs were given responsibility for the delivery of training provision 
previously managed by FÁS.  The 19 SOLAS training centres and their staff were transferred to 11 
ETBs in 2014.  
 
More recently, responsibility for the planning and delivery of training in their functional areas has 
been transferred onwards to the 5 ETBs who did not receive a training centre.  These are Cavan 
Monaghan ETB, Carlow Kilkenny ETB, Tipperary ETB, Laois Offaly ETB and Kildare Wicklow ETB. 
 

 
Overview of main functions carried out by ETBs 
 
ETBs are the legal patrons under the Education Act, 1998 of second level post primary schools that 
they maintain (commonly called Vocational Schools or Community Colleges) and these schools 
currently educate approximately 33% of all post primary pupils. 
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ETBs also have an important role in the Community School sector, where they are co-patrons with 
religious authorities, and in relation to Comprehensive Schools. In the case of Comprehensive 
schools the Chief Executive is a member of and ex-officio secretary to the Board of Management. 
Comprehensive and Community schools together educate approximately 16% of second level 
students. ETBs also distribute funding to schools in the DEIS disadvantaged schools programme.  
ETBs also play a central role in the provision of further education and training (FET).   
 
 
Reform in Further Education and Training 

SOLAS, the Further Education and Training Authority was established, as part of the reform of the 
Further Education and Training Sector, under the aegis of the Department and was a key milestone 
in the implementation of the education reform programme. 
 
Working in partnership with the ETBs, it is responsible for the planning, coordination and funding of 
an integrated system of further education and training provision to respond more effectively to the 
needs of those who require up-skilling and those seeking employment and to provide for the skill 
needs of enterprise. 
 
One of the first major tasks carried out by SOLAS was the development of a national strategy for 
further education and training.  
 

 
 
FET Strategy 2014-2019 
 
Published in May 2014, the Further Education and Training Strategy 2014-19 sets out a vision to 
transform the sector, providing a focus for the annual funding and investment priorities, to deliver a 
world-class integrated system of further education and training that will support economic 
development, increase social inclusion and to meet the needs of all who engage with FET.  

 The strategy contains over 50 individual actions that are tracked through a detailed implementation 
plan development that are arranged around the strategy’s five strategic goals;-  

• Skills for the Economy  

• Active Inclusion  

• Quality Provision  

• Integrated Planning and Funding  

• Standing of FET  

A key aspect of the strategy is to deliver quality education and training that responds to employers’ 
existing and evolving skill needs while providing a good basis for learners to manage their careers 
and ongoing learning.  

The strategy also provides for the development and implementation of a number of co-ordinated 
sub-strategies including forging strong partnerships between employers, employees, trade unions 
and training providers along with development and publication of a FET employee development 
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strategy,  a professional development strategy and a technology enhanced learning strategy as well 
as an integrated guidance strategy. 

Three-year strategies for technology enhanced learning and for professional development in the 
sector were published last year.  A number of actions under each are included the 2017 Action Plan 
for Education and will be implemented this year.  

An independent mid-term review of the FET Strategy has recently been commissioned by SOLAS and 
is currently underway. 

 

Planning and Funding of FET – Annual FET Service Plans  

Since the publication of the strategy, significant improvements have been made in putting in place a 
framework for improved planning and funding of Further Education and Training (FET). 

The annual FET Services Plans agreed between SOLAS and the 16 Education and Training Boards 
(ETBs) provide details on FET provision to be funded along with numbers, costs and estimated 
outputs. 

To date, SOLAS has published four annual FET services plans for the years 2014 to 2017. 

The annual planning process involves a focus on a range of factors, including emerging employment 
opportunities, skill shortages and vacancy trends in the local and national labour markets to inform 
annual provision in each ETB area. 

It includes a top-down and bottom up approach with SOLAS providing detailed funding parameters 
to ETBs at the outset that set out deliverables and priorities based on Departmental and 
Government strategies, programmes and action plans and ETBs providing information on 
requirements gathered from detailed local consultation with employers and other stakeholders and 
engagement with partners on the Regional Skills Fora.  

It is also informed by high quality labour market data and analysis of regional and local skill needs, 
provided by the SOLAS Skills and Labour Market Research Unit (SLMRU) to ensure that the skill 
needs of learners and enterprise are addressed and provided for at national and regional level.   

From this year (2017) the process has been significantly enhanced through the integration and full 
implementation of the new data system, the Programme and Learner Support System’ (PLSS).   From 
next year on (2018) this will enable much enhanced tracking of learner outcomes and more 
informed funding decisions using the national FET Course calendar and programme and learner 
databases.   

 

Evaluation of FET Programmes 

To ensure that Further Education and Training (FET) provision is planned and provided on the basis 
of social and economic impact, a series of independent evaluations of the full time and employment 
focused FET programmes are scheduled to take place over the life of the FET strategy.   

The first of the FET programme evaluations has recently been completed by the ESRI, examining the 
effectiveness of the Post Leaving Certificate programme.  The report of the evaluation will be 
published shortly.  Work has commenced on the evaluation of the Youthreach programme and the 
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tender for the combined evaluation of the Vocational Training Opportunities Scheme (VTOS) and 
Specific Skills Programme (SST) will be advertised shortly.   

 

Follow Up Survey 2016 

A follow up survey of the 2016 training programme has recently been completed and dissemination 
of results will begin shortly. 

It is the latest in a series of such surveys which are taken every two years by SOLAS (and previously 
FÁS).  The aim of these are to establish what happens following training participation and to gather 
an accurate assessment of the number of job placements arising from these programmes and the 
type and relevance of employment to the subject of their training courses, engagement in further 
studying and up-skilling, incidence of unemployment etc. The survey also asks about perceptions of 
the quality and relevance of the programmes. 

Commissioned by SOLAS, the survey was carried out by independent consultants with over 2,000 
responses in total.  Findings from the survey will shortly be published. 

 

 
The Programme and Learner Support System (PLSS) 

A key aspect of the Further Education and Training (FET) Strategy 2014-2019 is to ensure that high 
quality data is available to support planning and funding of effective and high quality programmes. 
SOLAS and the Education and Training Boards (ETBs) have developed the new FET data system, the 
Programme and Learner Support System (PLSS), to provide a single platform for information on 
Further Education and Training (FET) courses and the profile of learners.  It comprises a national FET 
course calendar, a national FET programme database and a national FET learner database.  The data 
system will support evidence based planning, co-ordination and funding of FET provision as well as 
enhancing the series of FET programme evaluations.  It has been fully implemented since January of 
this year.  From next year (2018), as full learning cycles complete, it will enable much enhanced 
tracking of learner outcomes to support better informed funding decisions and better quality 
planning of provision. 

The public facing element of the PLSS, www.fetchcourses.ie, which was launched last year, provides 
information on over 6,000 FET courses delivered nationwide as well as online through SOLAS 
eCollege.  
 It provides learners with to access to information on FET opportunities and facilitates online 
application for courses. 
 

Regional Skills Fora 

 

Along with Higher Education Institutions, ETBs are working closely with the newly established 
Regional Skills Fora to plan and provide for the skills needs of their regions.  The Fora, which will 
provide a platform for engagement between employers and education and training providers, are a 
key component in the new national skills architecture set out in the National Skills Strategy.  
 

Apprenticeship 

 



14 
 

Government has a major reform and expansion of the apprenticeship system underway with 

ambitious targets set in the Action Plan to Expand Apprenticeship and Traineeship 2016-20.  

Government is committed to achieving 50,000 cumulative registrations on apprenticeship and 

traineeship programmes by 2020, more than a doubling of 2016 levels of activity.  The ETBs and 

SOLAS are key partners in delivering and managing the apprenticeship programme.  There has been 

strong growth in registrations in the craft trades over the last number of years and this trend if 

forecast to continue until at least 2020.  ETBs deliver the first and longest of the off the job phases of 

training in craft apprenticeship and have played an important role in defining and delivering a range 

of new curricula to meet the needs of modern workplaces.  Apprenticeship is also expanding beyond 

its traditional base into a range of new areas.  This is being done through formal calls for proposals 

from the Apprenticeship Council to industry and education and training partners for the 

development of new apprenticeships.  Apprentices are now registered on 9 new programmes in 

areas such as Accounting Technician, International Financial Services, Industrial Engineering, 

Manufacturing, Hospitality and Insurance.  A further two programmes in the ICT area have been 

validated by QQI and will move to apprenticeship registration and employer approval shortly.  

Apprenticeships are now in place at a range of levels of the National Framework of Qualifications, 

involving both further education and training and higher education providers.  A strong pipeline of 

further new apprenticeships has been established and this will be refreshed through the second call, 

the results of which will be announced next month.  ETBs have responded strongly to the two calls 

to date and are involved in a number of the new apprenticeships. 

 

 

4. C&AG Report on Financial Reporting in the Public Sector 

This is the second successive year the Office of the Comptroller and Auditor General (OCAG) has 
published a Special Report in regard to the timeliness of public sector reporting. The Comptroller’s 
Office is focused principally on the financial year ending 2015 (and accounts outstanding from prior 
years) and his Office considers the timeliness of clearance and presentation financial statements 
audited by the OCAG.  

S3.19 of the report notes the improvements in the submission of accounts within the ETB sector. The 
OCAG have regard for the transformational change that occurred within the sector and comment 
that there was a high level of arrears at the end of 2015 when 9 ETB accounts were in arrears.  
 
It is noted that at end 2016, 6 ETB financial statements were in arrears, with one of the ETBs, Mayo, 
Sligo and Leitrim ETB being in arrears both for the 2013/14 financial statements as well as the 2015 
financial statements.  The Comptroller reports that for two of the ETBs that the delay in certifying 
the 2015 financial statements arises due to difficulties experienced by the ETB in producing both 
financial statements and servicing the audit.   
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The Comptroller’s report references the challenges faced by the ETB Sector with the organisational 
change from 2013 and how this rationalisation process continues to be a contributory factor to the 
delays.   
 
While the challenges experienced by the newly formed ETBs continue, it was evident that the 
position with the 2015 accounts showed improvement. This is reflected in the C&AG’s report, which 
references the steps taken by the Department including emphasising to ETBs the importance of 
timely submission, an enhanced communication framework for the sector and the filling of a number 
of critical vacancies in relevant areas. The report envisages that there will be significant 
improvement in the timing of submission of ETB accounts in future years.  
 
 
Measures to address challenges and reduce delays 
 
The Department acknowledges that problems arose during a period of retrenchment when public 
sector numbers were capped and significant re-alignment was underway in the ETB sector. Steps 
have been taken where possible to support the ETBs through the change process. 

 

- Systems improvements 
The long term plan, in line with Public Sector Reform, is to move the ETB payroll and finance systems 
to a shared services model. The move to shared services requires a significant change programme 
across the ETB Sector and whilst this is in progress a number of interim measures have been 
implement by the Department in co-operation with the sector to supplement the existing systems.  

 
- Personnel improvements 

Crucially, the Department also approved the filling of new senior management posts at Director level 
in all ETBs as well as the filling of a number of critical vacancies in ETBs’ core support sections such as 
finance and HR.  In addition to the Directors, 18 such posts were approved in 2015, 41 in 2016 and 
32 to date in 2017.  
Additional resources were provided to Mayo Sligo Leitrim ETB in light of the particular challenges in 
that ETB in preparing material for audit. 
These steps, taken to alleviate staffing pressures in particular areas, should augment ETBs’ capacity 
in the future. 

While the public sector moratorium has ended, in line with the provisions of the Department’s 
Delegated Sanction Agreement any staffing approvals have to be affordable and prioritised within 
the Department’s overall pay ceilings.  
 

- DES Governance Structures and Supports 
The Department is continuing to work to enhance its internal governance structures and has 
enhanced its oversight and monitoring of the submission and clearance of audits in the education 
sector whereby the Department may assist the bodies with remedial action as appropriate to 
improve the bodies’ capabilities to meet the annual reporting and audit timelines.  The ETB oversight 
section has developed enhanced communications frameworks with the ETBs and the C&AGO to 
improve delivery of the accounts and the provision of advice or support where possible. 
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Discussions on the format of ETB accounts  
 
The recent restructuring of the ETB sector, while challenging, presented a timely opportunity to 
review the format of the ETB accounts.  

A working group was established in 2015 to develop a revised format for ETB accounts. The group is 
comprised of ETB finance officers, DES staff, and a representative from each of ETBI, SOLAS and the 
C&AG.  

A key objective of the work is to ensure that any changes are manageable so as to avoid further 
exacerbating the challenges faced by ETBs or disruption to the preparation of accounts and their 
submission to the C&AG for audit. 

 

Availability of Professional expertise 

The Department employs a full time professional accountant in the ETB Financial Section to provide 
technical advice and support internally within the Department and externally to ETBs.  

 

 
5. ETBI 

ETBI is the national representative body for the 16 education and training boards. It is not a public 
body or state agency, however, it is recognised in legislation (Education and Training Boards Act 
2013), as the “association established to collectively represent education and training boards and 
promote their interests, which is recognised by the Minister for the purposes of this Act”. 
   
The Principal Object of ETBI is to promote the development of education, training and youthwork in 
Ireland. 
 
The Department engages and works with ETBI on a regular basis, on a number of fronts including: 
• ETB/SOLAS reform including transfer of training functions to ETBs and the development of 

shared services 
• The development and implementation of sectoral policies and arrangements for the ETBs on 

HR, recruitment, governance of ETBs, transfer of patronage of community national schools, 
training for ETB boards and committees, charities and lobbying regulation, pensions, Board of 
Management arrangements, educational matters etc. 

• The development of ETBI’s strategic vision 
• Ad hoc queries/issues arising in the ETB sector 
 
The Department funds a number of posts and secondments in ETBI to support it in its work on the 
above issues, including a secondment for the post of General Secretary. The value of these funded 
posts is in the region of €1.1 million. 
 
The Department provides an annual grant to ETBI of (currently) c.€168,000. This is similar to the core 
grant funding provided to school management bodies. 
 
Public Service Reform funding is provided in addition to the above grant allocation based on invoiced 
actual spend on pre-approved initiatives. 
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Departmental supports are provided in accordance with the Department's service level agreement 
with ETBI.  
 
ETBI also raises funding from subscription from the ETBs. The annual subscription is approximately 
€40,000 per ETB. 
 
It is understood that ETBI has furnished the PAC with copies of its 2016 Audited Accounts, its 
2016/17 Annual Report and its Strategy Statement. 
 

6. Statutory Investigation into Kildare and Wicklow ETB 

In the course of the Audit by the Comptroller & Auditor General of the Kildare & Wicklow ETB’s 
financial statements for 2015 (which is ongoing) the C&AG brought a number of issues to the 
attention of the Department of Education and Skills. The Department corresponded with Kildare & 
Wicklow ETB and sought responses to the issues concerned.   
Having considered the issues raised by the C&AG and the subsequent correspondence between the 
Department and the ETB, the ETB was notified that the Minister proposed to exercise his powers 
under Section 40 of the ETB Act 2013 to appoint an investigator to carry out an investigation into the 
performance of the board of its functions particularly in relation to public procurement and 
propriety matters.  

Mr Richard Thorn, President Emeritus of Sligo Institute of Technology has been appointed to 
carry out the investigation.  It is envisaged that the investigation will be completed in 
Quarter 1 2018.  

The Terms of Reference for the investigation are provided at Appendix 1. 
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Appendix 1 
Terms of Reference  

 
In the course of the Audit by the Comptroller & Auditor General of the Kildare & Wicklow 
ETB’s financial statements for 2015 (which is ongoing) the C&AG brought a number of 
issues to the attention of the Department of Education and Skills. The Department 
corresponded with Kildare & Wicklow ETB and sought responses to the issues concerned.   
Having considered the issues raised by the C&AG and the subsequent correspondence 
between the Department and the ETB, in exercise of his power under Section 40 of the ETB 
Act 2013 the Minister for Education and Skills has appointed an investigator to carry out an 
investigation into the performance by the board of its functions particularly in relation to 
public procurement, usage and disposal of assets and propriety matters and to submit a final 
report to the Minister as soon as practicable after the report is completed. 
The terms of reference for this investigation are: 

1. a) To examine and report on the robustness of the ETB’s responses to the issues 
raised in the C&AG Audit and the Department’s subsequent correspondence and 
identify any lacunae, inconsistencies or insufficient clarity in the responses provided 
with particular reference to the following matters: 

i. Compliance with Department procedures in relation to the procurement 
and delivery of various building projects  

ii. The governance arrangements in relation to procurement matters in 2015, 
2016 and to date in 2017 

iii. The effectiveness of arrangements put in place, in the years 2015, 2016 
and to date in 2017, by the delegation of functions or otherwise to ensure a 
conflict of interest did not occur with particular regard to procurement, 
asset disposal or leasing that concerned companies referred to in the 
C&AG Audit 

iv. The access to and usage of an ETB rented property by a company referred 
to in the C&AG Audit, the origin of this arrangement, the agreements 
reached, the conditions attached including rent level, payments in respect 
of works carried out, the timeliness of invoicing for rent and utilities due 
and receipt of same 

v. The business case for the ETB’s intended use of the rented property and 
any impact of its unavailability for this intended use 

vi. The operation and use of pool vehicles and business case for same  
vii. The sale of a motor vehicle and the timelines in relation to the decision to 

dispose  of the vehicle, the assessment of its value, the date of sale, the 
supporting documentation in relation to the sale and the timeliness of 
receipt of the proceeds of same by the ETB  

viii. The tender assessment process in relation to a drawdown contract awarded 
to a company referred to in the C&AG Audit 

ix. The sequence of events and the nature of the particular problems which 
gave rise to claims for additional payments on a building project referred 
to in the C&AG audit 

x. To examine and report on the purpose for and the procurement and award 
of a contract to an independent expert for a school building project. 
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b) Where lacunae, inconsistencies or insufficient clarity are identified, to establish the 
factual position in relation to the matters in question in so far as it is reasonably 
practicable to do so. 
c) In the light of the above, to report and make recommendations as appropriate, in 
relation to the ETB’s compliance with the relevant requirements regarding 
governance, procurement, ethics and Department policies and procedures.  

2. The investigation may include: 
a) any other matter which was raised in the C&AG Audit or the Department’s 

subsequent correspondence which, in the light of the ETB’s response, the 
Investigator considers is a cause of concern or a matter of public interest, and 

b) any other matter which, during the course of his/her investigation, comes to 
the attention of the Investigator and which the Investigator considers is a cause 
of concern or a matter of public interest. If the Investigator considers that it is 
not feasible or appropriate to deal with such matters within this investigation, 
s/he may bring such matters to the attention of the Minister.    

 
3. The investigation may encompass examination of documents and matters which relate 

to periods before or after the year 2015, if deemed relevant by the Investigator. 
 

4. The investigator shall be entitled at all reasonable times to enter any premises 
occupied by Kildare & Wicklow ETB and shall be afforded every facility and 
cooperation by the board, chief executive and members of staff of the board, 
including access to all records, to perform his or her functions.    
 

5. Where appropriate, the Investigator will interview or consult with any relevant 
member of staff of the Board, member of the Board, or any other person, in relation to 
the matters identified. The Investigator may revert to any party if further clarification 
or information is required.  
 

6. The investigator will have access to any persons with relevant specialist expertise, as 
required. 
 

7. To ensure that it is effective, the investigation will proceed on the basis that 
confidentiality will be maintained during the investigation process. 
 

8. Following his/her investigation, the Investigator will prepare a draft report and a final 
report in accordance with the provisions of Section 40 of the Act. 
 

9. It is envisaged that the investigation will be completed in Quarter 1 2018.  
 

10. The terms of reference may be subject to such addition or amendment as the Minister 

considers appropriate in the context of this investigation.  
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