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We welcome this opportunity to address the committee on the subject of work permits and of 

apprenticeship.  What links these issues how skills are formed in an economy – do we ‘make’ them 

or do we buy them in.  There are provisions for work permits in both the high skill and the low skill 

sectors of the economy – and it is in the latter that controversy arises.  There has to be a balance 

between a desire by some employers to recruit additional skills and a desire by other employers to 

depress wages.  As a memo for am inter departmental group states 

‘Where employees on work permits are working for relatively low rates of pay this will tend to set 

rates and conditions for other workers in the same occupations and sectors’i 

According to the CSO, the Q1 vacancy rate was 1.1% -up from .5% in 2011,ii but still far below rates 

prevailing in mainland Europe where the highest job vacancy rates in the second quarter of 2018 

were recorded in the Czech Republic (5.4%), Belgium (3.5%), the Netherlands (3.1%) and Germany 

(2.9%).  Eurostat recorded this country as having a stable job vacancy rate.iii  So while there may be 

skill shortages in selected areas, we are a long way from labour shortages. 

The Skills and Labour Market Unit of Solas in their 2017 bulletin report as follows on shortages 

‘While shortages exist for a number of occupations across all sectors of the economy, many 

of these are small in magnitude and in particular niche areas requiring a number of years’ 

experience.’ iv 

There are still 240,000 people on the live register and 17 million unemployed in the EU 27.  The 

latter are reachable through the EURES service, but employers make insufficient use of this service.  

The Job Path programme is aimed at Irish residents who are long term unemployed.  Government 

has paid out more that €100m in the last two years to the two job path contractors.  Bringing in a 



large number of non EEA nationals on wages at or just above the Minimum Wage goes totally 

counter to the objectives of this programme.   

We need to examine pathways towards regularisation.  A large number of people have come to this 

country on student visas to learn English.  Some have overstayed their visas and have remained in 

the country illegally.  A programme has recently been introduced, opening a path to regularisation.  

We need to evaluate the operation of this programme, possibly with a view to further targeted 

regularisation initiatives should be developed.  One possible criterion which might be used is 

possession of a QQI certificate in a work related discipline. 

To summarise on the question of work permits we need to learn from mistakes and make policy on 

the basis of calm evaluation.  This Committee has a good track record in this area.  A little less than a 

year ago it published a report on the operation of the atypical schemes in the fishing sector, 

describing the harrowing tales of exploitation it had heard in the course of its work.  The same 

mistakes must not be repeated in other sectors. 

 

Apprenticeship 

The development of new apprenticeships has been underpinned by a broad level of consensus 

among the various players.  The most recent statistical update was given to the Dáil in the week 

beginning 25 October.  The Solas website lists 41 current apprenticeships currently on offer.  Of 

these over a third – fourteen are of the new generation of apprenticeships.  There are a further 11 

apprenticeships in development, and a longer list in pre development stage. 

Apprenticeships were traditionally were at level six, but of the newer generation of apprenticeships 

7 of the 14 are at levels seven (ordinary degree) or 8 (honours degree) level.  I would draw the 

attention of the committee to the Industrial Electrical Engineering apprenticeship, run in Limerick 

institute of Technology.  This programme seeks to address the shortage of electrical engineers at 



level 7 or 8 by providing a pathway for existing electricians at level 6 to upgrade to level seven.  The 

attraction for the apprentices is the opportunity for career progression while for the sponsoring 

companies the attraction is the opportunity is to grow their own engineer talent with people who 

have a proven track record in the company. 

New apprenticeship sectors have developed in biopharma, property services, ICT, finance and 

logistics.  In addition new apprenticeships have been developed in electrical and mechanical.  New 

apprentices as a percentage of total apprenticeships have grown from 2% in 2016 to 10% in 2018.  

This will lead to a greater number of women apprentices. 

In the process of recruitment for apprentices everything revolves around CAO dates- particularly the 

date of offers.  It is anticipated however that the concept of ‘earn while you learn’ will catch on 

among young people.  It is hoped that the expansion of apprenticeships will help to address the 

problem of dropout rates and completion rates which exist in our third level sector 

Returning to the question of skills.  People will seek to enter occupations which have good wages 

and progression rates.  They will tolerate low wages while learning in order to have long term access 

to knowledge and skills.  People will not remain in low wage low prospect occupations.  DBEI 

recognise this when they stated in an internal document that some of the labour supply issues in 

certain industries would be alleviated if not resolved by the passing of the banded hours legislation.  

It is perplexing to see certain employers describing difficulties in recruitment in certain sectors and 

almost in the same breath stating that work permits in these sectors should have pay rates pitched 

at no more than the minimum wage. 

 

 

 

 



                                                           
i
 DBEI memo for meeting of 17 April 2018 information from DSEAP 
ii
 

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/elcq/earningsandlabourcostsq12018finalq22018preliminaryestimates/ 

 
iii
 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-datasets/product?code=ei_lmjv_q_r2 

 
iv
  https://www.google.com/search?q=slmru+skills+bulletin&ie=utf-8&oe=utf-8&client=firefox-b 
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