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Additional input from Ibec on apprenticeships provided at the invitation of  the 

Oireachtas Joint Committee on Joint Committee on Business, Enterprise and 

Innovation, following its meeting on November 13th, 2018 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

Key recommendations 
 The cost of funding new apprenticeship off-the-job wages, plus travel and subsistence costs 

where necessary, should be supported through the National Training Fund in order to expand 
take-up of apprenticeships amongst SMEs and address the anomaly whereby similar costs for 
traditional craft apprenticeships are subvented. 

 The highly fragmented components of the apprenticeship ‘landscape’ should be consolidated in a 
dedicated agency, working with business consortia and education providers, to oversee the 
funding, development and promotion of apprenticeships. 

 The Industrial Training Act 1967 should be amended to reflect changes in the business 
environment and facilitate the streamlining of the new apprenticeship development process. 

 Assessment of the capacity of employers to be registered to offer apprenticeships should be 
undertaken by the consortia leading the occupational apprenticeships. 

 A national online mechanism for employers to advertise apprenticeship opportunities and 
prospective apprentices to register interest and/or apply should be introduced, as a priority.  

 A targeted campaign on the business ‘value proposition’ of apprenticeship for firms, and in 
particular, SMEs is required.  ‘Horizontal’ cross sector occupational apprenticeships should be 
promoted. 

 Regional Skills Fora managers should highlight apprenticeships as a core element of the ‘Skills for 
Growth’ package initiative 

 The DIT pilot pre-apprenticeship programme should be mainstreamed and rolled out to other 
regions outside the capital. These programmes should be developed through a partnership with 
appropriate new apprenticeship providers at level 6 to broaden the range of apprenticeships 
beyond the traditional crafts. This should also include apprenticeships in occupations which 
young women regard as offering viable careers 

 The pre-apprenticeship programme should ensure that students can maintain a social welfare 
payment or receive a training allowance while participating in the programme. Where necessary, 
other counselling supports should be provided to improve retention and outcomes 
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Increasing the uptake of apprenticeships by SMEs 

Recommendations 

 A national online mechanism for employers to advertise apprenticeship opportunities and 
prospective apprentices to register interest and/or apply should be introduced, as a priority. 
should  

 The Apprenticeship Council should develop a targeted campaign which highlights the business 
‘value proposition’ of apprenticeships.  

 A targeted campaign on the business ‘value proposition’ of apprenticeship for firms, and in 
particular, SMEs is required.  ‘Horizontal’ cross sector occupational apprenticeships should be 
promoted. 

 Regional Skills Fora managers should highlight apprenticeships as a core element of the ‘Skills 
for Growth’ package initiative 

SMEs and owner managers are a particularly difficult business segment to address in terms of 

expanding take-up of apprenticeships. They tend to be time poor, have limited numbers of staff to 

support apprentices and may not even be aware of how the potential talent delivered by the 

apprenticeship system could improve their business. However, the table below demonstrates why 

this sector cannot be ignored, if the apprenticeship model is to be embedded in Irish business. 

Almost 20% of all private sector employees work for companies with less than 10 staff while 

companies with less than 50 staff account for 44% of total employment. 

Company size  
(no of employees)  

No of companies  % of total 
employment 

No employees 

<10  229,472  19.7 373 

10 -19  10316  10.8 129 

20 - 49  5686  13.4 160 

50 - 249  2829  21.0 255 

250+  540  35.0 414 

Table 1. Source: CSO 

The Generation Apprenticeship campaign has already made significant progress in raising the profile 

of apprenticeships with key stakeholders such as guidance counsellors, learners, business and the 

media. However a targeted campaign on the business ‘value proposition’ of apprenticeship for firms, 

and in particular, SMEs is required.  

While many sectors of the economy are experiencing skills and labour shortages, it should not be 

assumed that all companies fully understand how apprenticeships, or upskilling more generally, can 

address their business need. The Government’s “Skills for Growth” is a package of supports for 

employers to help them understand and plan for their skill needs. Each employer who participates in 

the programme is given access to a new skills audit tool to capture robust and consistent data on the 

skill needs of their business; one on one assistance from a Regional Skills Forum Manager to use this 

tool and plan for the future; and once skill needs have been identified, Regional Skills Fora link 

companies with the education and training providers best suited to responding to their skills needs. 

Where possible, apprenticeships should a central focus of this solution. 
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The recent SOLAS Review of pathways to participation in apprenticeship1 has recommended that a 

national online mechanism for employers to advertise apprenticeship opportunities and prospective 

apprentices to register interest and/or apply. It is surprising that five years into this project that such 

a mechanism does not already exist. Therefore it should be implemented as a priority. 

There have been two national Calls for apprenticeship proposals to date, in January 2015 and in May 

2017. Arising from these Calls, there were 16 new apprenticeships operational (as of September 

2018) with up to 36 more due to launch before the end of 2019. Since the 2017 call, the Irish labour 

force and economy has continued to expand, with analysis of skills shortages in a number of key 

areas. Businesses groups are usual organised along sectoral lines and, not surprisingly, the consortia 

that have responded to calls are organised along sector lines. There is a danger that the promotional 

opportunities for ‘horizontal’ cross-sector occupational apprenticeships such as ICT or sales will be 

missed. Therefore, these require specific marketing campaigns. 

Support for employers hiring apprentices 

Recommendation 

 The cost of funding new apprenticeship off-the-job wages, plus travel and subsistence costs 
where necessary, should be supported through the National Training Fund in order to expand 
take-up of apprenticeships amongst SMEs and address the anomaly whereby similar costs for 
traditional craft apprenticeships are subvented. 

A major obstacle to the expansion of new apprenticeships, particularly amongst SMEs, is cost. There 
is strong evidence that the cost of paying a salary and subsistence while the apprenticeship is off-
the-job has become a major disincentive (see case study below). There is also a significant policy 
inconsistency where payment of off-the-job wages for traditional four-year craft apprenticeships is 
provided by the State  

This was acknowledged by the Review of Apprenticeship Training in Ireland 2013 report:  

The payment by an employer of an apprentice wage throughout the period of training, both in the on 

and off the job phases, for new apprenticeships, is a departure from the existing scheme. However, if 

the State were to assume the off the job wage cost in new programmes, the scope for expansion 

would be extremely limited. This issue should be discussed further with employer organisations. 

Since the Review, was published five years ago, Government has been able to significantly increase 

apprenticeships funding to €122m in 2018, due to a significant increase in National Training Fund 

(NTF) levy receipts. The amount contributed by employers through the NTF levy will have doubled 

from €340m in 2014 to a budgeted €685m in 2019. However, only a very small fraction (€13m in 

2018) has been allocated to new apprenticeships.  

The NTF levy itself was raised by 0.1% in 2018 to 0.8% and will be increased by a further 0.1% in both 

2019 and 2020. The Minister for Finance stated that increases in the levy would be subject to the 

implementation of the necessary reforms to ensure that employers have a greater role in 

determining the priorities and the strategic direction of the Fund. The new apprenticeships have the 

potential to increase skill levels across the economy and should be regarded as a priority for NTF 

support. The cost of funding new apprentice off-the-job wages, plus travel and subsistence costs 

where necessary, should be supported through the National Training Fund. 

                                                           
1
 http://www.solas.ie/SolasPdfLibrary/PathwaysApprenticeshipReviewNov18.pdf 
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Case study 

In 2017 the Irish Medtech Association and Polymer Technology Ireland, the Ibec groups that 

represents the medtech and polymer sectors launched three new apprenticeships as part of the 

Department of Education and Skills wider national strategy. These include:  

 - Manufacturing Technician level 6 – 2 years  

- Manufacturing Engineer level 7 – 3 years  

- Polymer Processing Technologist level 7 – 3 years  
 

These three new industry led apprenticeships are the fundamental building blocks to future proof 

the medtech and polymer sectors in Ireland as well as meeting the skill needs of the broader 

manufacturing industry and creating world class talent.  
 

The academic partners for the manufacturing programmes include the Institute of Technology in 

Sligo, Galway, Limerick, Cork to date and Athlone Institute of Technology & Institute of Technology 

Sligo for the polymer apprenticeship. They require the releasing of the apprentice for 15 weeks per 

year off the job to ensure standardised academic and technical workshops skills are acquired. The 15 

weeks block release pattern is the preferred option by industry and academics partners. The 

apprentice salary is set by the individual company.  
 

In year one, 2017, 106 apprentices were signed up from 56 companies, of which 45% are small and 

medium enterprises. The sector breakdown is 50% medtech, 4% pharma and 46% engineering.  

Although there were many achievements in the first year, sustainability of the apprenticeship 

programmes is a major cause of concern for Irish Medtech Association, Polymer Technology Ireland, 

partner Institute of Technologies and member companies. Based on feedback from companies, the 

costs incurred on the employer to take on apprentices are not sustainable. The Institutes of 

Technology require two intakes per year for long term viability. From a financial perspective the 

programmes need to be accessible to small and medium enterprises and continue to be an 

affordable option for larger organisations. Surveys, company consultations and consortium meetings 

throughout the development of the apprenticeship consistently showed a very positive response 

and strong demand from employers, due to the ongoing pronounced shortage of technicians, 

engineers, polymer technicians and technologists. However, the potential level of government 

support to employers was very unclear throughout. It was not apparent until the later stages of 

development that the employer themselves would have to cover the full cost of salary plus travel 

and subsistence for the off the job phases and that the government supports for the existing trades 

off the job phases would not apply. As a result, some plastics and smaller medtech companies, 

including some of those that had taken an active role in the design and development of the 

apprenticeships, cannot afford to avail of the programmes. Some of these companies are engaged 

with the pre-2016 apprenticeships and cannot justify the substantial employer costs of the new 

programmes.  
 

The Polymer Apprenticeship requires significant machinery and polymer expertise to deliver the off 

the job phases, available only in Athlone IT, therefore employers from Cork, Waterford etc who wish 

to participate in the programme must factor in substantial travel additional costs. In summary, many 

smaller companies have not engaged with the new apprenticeship programmes in Manufacturing 

Engineering or Polymer Technology as the cost of paying a salary and subsistence while the 

apprentice is off the job for 15 weeks per year is prohibitive.  

According to Irish Medtech Association and Polymer Technology Ireland, the total cost of a newly 

recruited apprentice manufacturing engineer is about €90k. This is major obstacle for the expansion 

of apprenticeships amongst SMEs. 
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Governance 

Recommendation 

 The highly fragmented components of the apprenticeship ‘landscape’ should be consolidated in 
a dedicated agency, working with business consortia and education providers, to oversee the 
funding, development and promotion of apprenticeships. 

The landscape around the development and promotion of apprenticeships is extremely fragmented 

with multiple actors. These include the Department of Education and Skills, the Higher Education 

Authority, Quality and Quality Assurance Ireland, education and training Boards, higher education 

educations, industry groups and trade unions. 

A National Apprenticeship Advisory Committee (NAAC) advises the Board of SOLAS on 

apprenticeships in place prior to 2016. The Committee includes representation of employers, trade 

unions, education and training providers in further and higher education via an Institutes of 

Technology Apprenticeship Committee (ITAC), the Department of Education and Skills, SOLAS and 

the HEA. To support its work, the NAAC establishes working groups representative of the main 

stakeholders to develop guidelines on curricula, and a small group of experts, also representing the 

stakeholders reviews and develops apprenticeship curricula in accordance with the guidelines. The 

Committee also provides advice on the designation of new occupations in apprenticeship training, 

drawing on scoping studies. 

The Apprenticeship Council, which was launched in 2016, is responsible for the expansion of 

apprenticeship into new sectors of the economy and identifying sectors where new apprenticeships 

can make a real difference to both employers and employees. It develops calls for proposals for 

apprenticeships in areas outside of the traditional apprenticeships and reports to the Department of 

Education and Skills on viable new apprenticeships. It also monitors the development by industry 

and education and training partners of the successful proposals into new apprenticeships, including 

curriculum development, awarding arrangements, duration and entry level. 

This challenges posed by this fragmentation has been highlighted by two Government reports. The 

Apprenticeship Review Group warned:  

There are currently major differences in legislative underpinning and culture between higher 
education institutions and those in the further education and training sector. For example, higher 
education institutes control quality through statutory academic councils, have delegated authority to 
make awards, develop curricula, are examining bodies and have nationally coordinated data base 
systems for records. Development of cost effective and efficient work based systems should recognise 
and capitalise on these differences and should endeavour to optimise utilisation of existing 
governance, resources and systems to the maximum. The principle of subsidiarity should apply to 
operations in so far as is feasible.  

More recently the Action Plan to Expand Apprenticeship and Traineeship in Ireland 2016-20202 

stated: 

A challenge for the expansion project will be to ensure that the various State partners are working in 

close collaboration to ensure smooth operational roll out and governance of the expanding system. 

                                                           
2
 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Action-Plan-Expand-Apprenticeship-Traineeship-

in-Ireland-2016-2020.pdf 
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The Apprentice Review Group recommended a framework for more plural governance arrangements 

in the future … which will facilitate apprenticeship at either further or higher education level.’ The 

experience of recent years would suggest that time has arrived for introduction of these new 

arrangements in the shape of a specific agency, working with business consortia and education 

providers  to oversee the funding, development and promotion of apprenticeships. 

Streamlining the new apprenticeship approval process 

Recommendation 

 The Industrial Training Act 1967 should be amended to reflect changes in the business 
environment and facilitate the streamlining of the new apprenticeship development process. 

 Assessment of the capacity of employers to be registered to offer apprenticeships should be 
undertaken by the consortia leading the occupational apprenticeships. 

The new apprenticeship project has been developed under the legal framework of the Industrial 

Training Act 1967. At one level, it is testimony to amount of the goodwill that exists towards the 

apprenticeship project in the system that any new apprenticeships have been delivered through a 40 

year old legal framework that was designed for a different industrial era. It should also be pointed 

out that all the legal requirements around, protections, rights and responsibilities of apprentices and 

employers are still valid. However other requirements have made the development of new 

apprenticeships and registering of new companies a bureaucratic process, as evidenced by the 

critical path for apprenticeship development set out in Action Plan to Expand Apprenticeship. It 

should be noted that this ‘path’ starts up to seven months after a call for a proposals  

1. Proposal – Industry-led Consortium 

2. Assessment and Approval for Development – Apprenticeship Council, Minister for Education 

and Skills 

3. Project Plan Approved; Development Funding Allocated – SOLAS, HEA, Apprenticeship 

Council 

4. Programme Develoment – Industry-led Consortium 

5. Occupation Profile Approved – Apprenticeships Council 

6. Validation and Q/A for Programme Approved – Validation Body/QQI 

7. Creation of Industry Training Order – SOLAS 

8. Implementation Plan and Budget Agreed – SOLAS and HEA 

9. Approval of Employers Registration of Apprentices – SOLAS 

10. Apprenticeships Underway – Industry-Led Consortium 

In raising this issue, we are not suggesting any comprises around validation and quality assurance 

elements of this paths. The quality assurance guidelines for apprenticeship, which were published by 

the QQI in June 2016, require employers and education and training providers to have co-ordinated 

robust structures in place, ensuring high standards that meet employers’ skills needs and 

apprentices’ career ambitions while also being accessible and user-friendly. This is appropriate as 

employers and learners need to retain full confidence in the quality of apprenticeships.  

However, other elements of the path are not adding value to the process. The Government’s 

apprenticeship expansion plan included a commitment to an overall development to rollout of 12-15 

months. This has not been achieved and there is a major challenge around keeping companies, who 

originally expressed interest in the apprenticeship project, engaged. Given the constantly changing 

business environment and skills requirement, the system needs to respond swiftly. 
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Therefore legislation for apprenticeships should be designed as an enabling framework only, as 

originally recommended by the Apprenticeship Review Group. As a first step, the assessment of the 

capacity of employers to be registered to offer apprenticeships should be undertaken by the 

consortia themselves, as they have the appropriate expertise for the occupation concerned. This is 

possible under the existing legislation. 

Pre-apprenticeship programmes 

Recommendations 

• The DIT pilot pre-apprenticeship programme should be mainstreamed and rolled out to other 
regions outside the capital. These should be developed through a partnership with appropriate 
new apprenticeship providers at level 6 to broaden the range of apprenticeships beyond the 
traditional crafts. This should also include apprenticeships in occupations which young women 
regard as offering viable careers 

• The pre-apprenticeship programme should ensure that students can maintain a social welfare 
payment or receive a training allowance while participating in the programme. Where 
necessary, other counselling supports should be provided to improve retention and outcomes 

 

Pre-apprenticeships are programmes targeted at young people aged 16-24, where the aim is 
progression to an apprenticeship. They are designed to give young people the skills, confidence, and 
connections they need to access and successfully complete an apprenticeship. Pre-apprenticeships 
prepare young people for apprenticeships by providing a combination of vocational training and 
hands-on experience, however, the components vary by individual programme. They enable young 
people who have not previously been successful in making positive and sustained transitions in 
vocational education and training, or into employment, the opportunity to develop specific skills, 
experience and attributes they need to gain an apprenticeship.  

The European Commission has sought to improve the rigour of pre-apprenticeship programmes 
across Europe through the publication of its Recommendation for a Quality Framework for 
Traineeship in 2013.  Ireland, to date, has placed significant and warranted focus on initiating 
Generation Apprenticeship and has been slow to embark on journey for pre-apprenticeship.   It is 
now time to increase focus on this model of education and training and delivery. Ibec welcome and 
strongly the endorse the recommendations and actions of the recently published Review of 
Pathways to Participations in Apprenticeship ( SOLAS, Nov. 2018)3  that aims to create new pathways 
via pre-apprenticeship courses around the country. This includes the 500 places on pre-
apprenticeships courses to be made available by Q3 2019.  However, this ambition will not be 
realised without adequate  policy supports and resources to enable education and training providers 
to develop, market and scale programmes.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3
 http://www.solas.ie/SolasPdfLibrary/PathwaysApprenticeshipReviewNov18.pdf 
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Case Study 

In 2017 Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT), supported by the JP Morgan Foundation and ESB, 
launched a pilot programme aimed at supporting the transition of young people from areas of socio-
economic disadvantage to secure apprenticeships. 

DIT has its roots in vocational education with a long history of supporting young people from 
disadvantaged areas to access education and training. The programme was developed to address 
the lack of knowledge about how to secure an apprenticeship as well as the low levels of social 
capital that exist for young people from marginalised communities.  The target age group is 16 – 24  
years.  

Over the initial 18 month pilot period, 48 students were recruitment over three 12 week 
programmes.  The targeted 12 week programmes aims to build confidence, offer a sample of the 
various skills and opportunities available via apprenticeships and to build links with employers.   

Access to Apprenticeship worked in partnership with employers who provided work placement 
during the 12 week programme and also in over 50% of cases provided apprenticeship positions for 
the young people.  The two-week work placement takes place at the end of the programme to 
ensure young people gain exposure to the workplace environment and experience the reality of 
apprentice training before completing the programme. DIT work with a selection of employers from 
across apprenticeship sectors to ensure young people have access to a work placement in a sector of 
their choice.  

The programme was also supported by an advisory board with representative from key stakeholder 
groups including Ibec, HEA, THEA, Dublin Regional Skills Forum, CIF, ESB and the National Youth 
Council. In the initial pilot the programme recruited 48 young people with 26 moving into full 
apprenticeships in the traditional trade apprenticeships.  

DIT is now working on a second stage of the pilot programme, funded in partnership with JP Morgan 
and the HEA to further develop the programme and implement the recommendations from the 
phase 1 evaluation.  

The second generation of Access to Apprenticeship will run from October 2018 to March 2021.  

Some challenges emerged during the pilot that will require attention to ensure that the pre-
apprenticeship programme meets its stated intention and to develop best practice prior to a 
national roll-out.  

The DIT programme, which is a level 6 Special Purpose CPD Award, is not formally recognised by the 
DSP as a qualifying programme for Back to Education Allowance. Participants risk losing their 
payments by taking up a place on the programme. 

 

 

 


