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I wish to thank the Joint Committee for the opportunity to address you on 

this important issue for the business sector. Ibec is pleased to have 

contributed to the Review of Economic Migration Policy carried out by the 

Interdepartmental Group last year which served to inform many elements 

of this Bill. Therefore we are very familiar with the detailed work that has 

gone into the development of the General Scheme. We also welcome the 

commitment of the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation, 

notably the team in the Economic Migration Policy Unit, to engage with 

business. 

 

This is an extremely timely Bill which seeks to build upon the existing 

employment permits system which has provided a strong framework to 

supplement skills and labour needs in the State, and ensure it is future 

proofed, agile and responsive to the dynamic Irish labour market. It gives 

priority, quite correctly in our view, to the ability of the system to adapt to 

rapid changes in the needs of the labour market of the future, something 

that will support the competitiveness of business in Ireland.  

 

However, its success will be ultimately judged by how it delivers. This is a 

complex area that requires collaboration from all stakeholders, including 

business if we are to respond to the changing needs of our economy and 

its citizens.  

 

Obviously, we are unable to comment in detail on a 117 page General 

Scheme document in a short input. Therefore, I want to highlight where we 

believe the most significant opportunities and challenges exist from a 

business perspective.  

 

A constant challenge in this area of labour market policy is the ability to 

remain responsive to the changing needs of organisations and industries, 

and the swift administration process of various permit types. Backlogs 

and delays in the permit process generate uncertainty in the business 

community and can in some cases result in jobs or significant projects 



falling through. While failure to respond to growing challenges in meeting 

skills or labour needs has implications for the ability of business to meet 

existing demands or to grow. In the current economic expansion, the 

combined effects of EU migration and domestic labour market 

activation are not sufficient to meet Ireland’s rapidly growing demand for 

labour.  

 

The level of difficulty in filling vacancies has increased in the last twelve 

months with almost three quarters of those vacancies deemed “hard to fill” 

primarily due to an insufficient number of candidates with skills in the Irish 

labour market1. These vacancies spanned both high and low skilled roles. 

 

Industry remains committed to enhancing our indigenous skills supply to 

meet labour market needs through a combination of upskilling and 

reskilling programmes. However, we know that given the fast paced, 

changing global business model, education and training cannot meet all 

demands in real time. Developments in terms of infrastructure, increased 

capacity, innovation and changing skills needs take time.  

 

The General Scheme has identified several areas where they can build 

flexibility and responsiveness into the system through: 

• Retaining sensible rules such as the 50:50 rule except where the 

individual in receipt of the permit would be the only employee. 

• Reforming the operational features of the Labour Market Needs Test 

to align it with the appropriate vacancy advertising practices used by 

employers today. 

• Introducing a Seasonal Employment Permit which will help alleviate 

labour market demands during peak production or delivery times in 

specific sectors. The provision too, of streamlined renewal processes 

for this permit’s users will also encourage it to be used appropriately 

and avoid seasonal workers overstaying their permit permissions 

thus ensuring it is retained for its agreed usage. 

• Simplifying the administration of intra-company transfers and 

contract for services employees in line with trade agreements will 

also enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of these key processes 

for business.  

• Streamlining the permission of spouses, partners and dependents of 

Critical Skills Employment Permit holders or Researchers on hosting 

agreements through the provision by the Minister for Justice and 

 
1 SOLAS: Recruitment Agency Survey, 2019 



Equality of a visa for them to reside and work, thus supporting the 

aim of retaining these key skills in the State. 

• Working on the processing system to ensure an automated system is 

available to reduce the administration burden on applicants. A system 

that allows for auto-population and ease of completion will increase 

efficiencies on all sides and support the speed and accuracy of 

administration and reduce the backlog in this process. 

 

Unfortunately, the General Scheme does not directly tackle the issue of 

the low and unskilled workers who are needed to support the 

maintenance and growth of industry in certain sectors such as food 

processing, hospitality, agriculture, social care and healthcare. The 

absence of this category of workers is not being addressed by the reduced 

pool of resident workers and fails to be in a position to compete with 

higher paying sectors like construction due to its low margins.  

However, failing to resolve this crisis is likely to endanger existing 

business and limit the ability of organisations to take on new business 

opportunities internationally, which in the context of Brexit is crucial. 

Longer term, this will also impact their ability to meet Department targets 

set for certain sectors e.g. Food Wise 2025. Shortages among lower 

skilled workers and subsequent pressure on wages have the potential to 

be as harmful to the Irish economy as a shortage of skilled labour. This is 

particularly true for indigenous businesses which are predominantly based 

in sectors that use a higher proportion of low-skill labour, such 

as tourism, care, retail, manufacturing and agri-food. These sectors then 

often set the cost floor and thus competitiveness in the economy as a 

whole.  

 

Many of these workers in the care or food processing sectors etc remain 

on the ineligible list thus stunting the ability of businesses to meet 

existing needs, let alone grow. Some employers have found this is 

impacting workforce development too as they struggle to staff a shift let 

alone release people for learning and development. Given our 

commitments to lifelong learning as a way to remain competitive, this is a 

worrying trend to hear. 

  

Ibec believe that a model such as the Lower Skilled Occupations Visa used 

in Canada or the Essential Skills Work Visa in New Zealand could offer 

opportunities and parameters that could suit Ireland’s need for lower 

skilled general operatives beyond what the general employment permit 



offers. The eligibility requirements are for the equivalent of a high school 

diploma or two years job specific training and enable a worker to remain 

in the country from six to 24 months and as such fill immediate labour 

shortages where gaps exist. In addition, such visas define the duration, 

wages and conditions for their stay in the country.  

 

One of the challenges to the provision of low skilled workers that arose 

during discussions contributing to the Review of Economic Migration 

Policy, regarded how greater access to low-skilled immigrant workers may 

stifle innovation and automation of certain roles. However, many of the 

sectors in question are sectors where future automation is not possible or 

where a transition to automation away from labour will be slow and 

costly, such as tourism, hospitality, social care and healthcare. These jobs 

require unpredictable, non-routine work involving personal interaction and 

emotional, rather than artificial intelligence and are not easily replaced by 

automation. As such the repeated reference to conditionality around 

knowledge transfer and process innovation to be prescribed in Regulations 

is a worrying one that many employers may struggle to fulfil.  

 

Conclusion  

Immigration will remain an important source of labour for Ireland in the 

future, one that can allow both a quick response to emerging skills 

shortages and provide an ongoing supply of skilled workers where the 

number of new entrants or experienced workers is too low. The continued 

economic recovery means that shortages will be observed in greater 

number and in more occupations and sectors.  

In an increasingly uncertain global environment, policy must continue to 

innovate and challenge boundaries. New ways to attract migrants must be 

undertaken to meet the labour market needs that extend beyond our own 

capacity. Competition will increase and failure to meet the skills and 

labour market demands will do untold, long-term damage to elements of 

our economy. 

 

The General Scheme is a welcome Bill which aims to provide a more 

responsive and agile employment permit system for Ireland. In doing so it 

will support the Irish economy and its ambitions for growth while future 

proofing the system for the expected ebbs and flows of the labour 

market.  

 



I will conclude by thanking members of the Joint Committee for the 

opportunity to present Ibec’s views on this important Bill. 
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Response to the General Scheme of an Employment Permits (Consolidation and Amendment) Bill 

 

Introduction 

Ibec welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Joint Committee on Business, Enterprise and 

Innovation on the General Scheme of an Employment Permits (Consolidation and Amendment) Bill.  

 

In the main the Irish employment permits system has increasingly responded well to labour market 

shortages and surpluses. The mix of permit types, criteria and duration have served us satisfactorily 

over the last number of years drawing on market intelligence from the Expert Group for Future Skills 

Needs (EGFSN), the SOLAS Skills and Labour Market Research Unit (SLMRU) and general employer 

engagement. This is supported by EU-level analysis1 which shows that Ireland leads most EU 

member states in terms of developing labour migration policy that is linked with labour market 

intelligence connecting almost all employment permits to identified labour market gaps. However, 

as Ireland approaches full employment, the ability to enable future growth potential and respond to 

the changing economic conditions of different sectors in a timely fashion depends on how well we 

address labour shortages. With that and the challenges faced by the administration of the increased 

demand for employment permits it is timely that the Department of Business, Enterprise and 

Innovation have reviewed how the process is serving the dynamic skills and labour market needs 

today. 

 

The current labour market 

Ireland is experiencing a period of rapid economic expansion and consequently high employment 

growth. Since the beginning of the recovery in 2014, an additional 349,000 people have been 

employed in the country, marking an 18% increase in total employment. There are currently 

2.3m people at work in Ireland, the highest number in the history of the state. This growth in 

employment looks set to continue into the future, placing increasing pressure on Ireland’s already 

tight labour market.  

 

The European Commission recently forecast a slow in Irish GDP growth for in 2020 and 2021, partly 

on the back of a tight labour market and diminishing spare capacity, leading to a 

risk of overheating1. As demand for labour increases, it is vital that action is taken now to address 

ongoing capacity constraints in the labour market and ensure that the conditions necessary for 

future growth are met.   

 

While employment levels have seen a rapid increase since the economic recovery, labour force 

participation, while growing, has not kept pace with increased demand for labour and we are now at 

a point where much of the labour force activation possible in the short-term, without significant 

additional investment, has already been achieved.   

 

 
1 European Migration Network (2015). Determining labour shortages and the need for labour 
migration from third countries in the EU: Synthesis report. 
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Ireland’s prime age (aged 25-54) participation rate has never been higher. It reached 83.5% in Q4 

2018, up from 80.6% in 2012. This was the fourth largest increase in the EU. This increase was 

primarily driven by higher female participation rates (particularly for those in their 40s), as male 

prime age participation rates are still lower than 2007. As an indicator of labour market slack, this 

suggests that there are very few additional ‘easy to reach’ workers likely to come into the domestic 

labour market over the coming years. At a current unemployment rate of 4.8% as of 

October, additional sources of labour are needed above what labour market activation can provide.  

 

Government expenditure on active labour market policies (ALMPs) was €1.1 billion in 

20182. Given the challenges involved in implementing ALMPs to induce more workers into the 

labour force, increased labour market activation is not a viable alternative to inward migration in the 

short-term.  

  

 
During the boom, a significant number of workers came from central and eastern Europe, increasing 

the supply of labour and providing relief to a strained labour market. Net migration from EU 

accession countries peaked in 2007 at 64,900. During the downturn, many of these migrant 

workers from central and eastern Europe left Ireland and as a result net migration was negative. 

With the significant upturn in the Irish economy, it could be expected that the number of immigrants 

would return to similar levels experienced in 2007 but this is nowhere near the case. Despite the 

significant growth in the Irish economy, in 2018 only 11,000 people came to Ireland from central 

and eastern Europe. Roughly 6,500 people emigrated to central and eastern Europe resulting in a 

net migration of only 4,500. This was partly due to the upswing in their home economies. 

  

In the current economic expansion, the combined effects of EU migration and domestic labour 

market activation are not sufficient to meet Ireland’s rapidly growing demand for labour.  

 

The level of difficulty in filling vacancies has increased in the last twelve months with almost three 

quarters of those vacancies deemed “hard to fill” primarily due to an insufficient number of 

candidates with skills in the Irish labour market2. These vacancies spanned both high and low skilled 

roles and over half were in science, technology and engineering sectors.  

 

 
2 SOLAS: Recruitment Agency Survey, 2019 
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Industry remains committed to enhancing the indigenous skills supply to meet labour market needs 

through a combination of upskilling and reskilling programmes. This has been demonstrated through 

a range of collaborations between industry and education on various Skillnets, Springboard and 

Apprenticeship programmes and the two ICT Skills Action Plans aimed at building the domestic 

supply of high-level ICT graduates. Each of these collaborations have delivered significant progress 

ranging from the increase in the number of students choosing higher level Leaving Certificate 

mathematics examinations to the volume of graduates from skills conversion programmes. 

Furthermore, these collaborations are constantly adapting and evolving to ensure they continue to 

meet current and future needs.  

 

However, we know that given the fast paced, changing global business model, education and 

training cannot meet all demands in real time. Developments in terms of infrastructure, increased 

capacity and changing skills needs take time. This is particularly the case when broad economic 

policy is focused on attracting and supporting high value-added investment. This can often bring a 

requirement for skills to fill narrow occupations within ICT or pharma, generating skills demands 

difficult for the domestic labour market to immediately meet. Therefore, it is critical to have a fully 

functioning and responsive employment permit system that can promote Ireland as an attractive 

destination for the skills we need from outside Ireland and where necessary, the EEA.  

 

Q1. How the proposed changes to existing law would affect the employment permits system 

The proposed changes to existing law set out in the General Scheme in the main will have significant 

benefits to the responsiveness and agility of the current employment permits system. While 

balancing the dual needs of prioritising the Irish and EEA labour pool with the introduction of 

suitable non-EEA migrants to fill skills shortages, the General Scheme highlights several key areas 

where reforms will bring efficiencies.  

 

The ability of the current system to adapt in a timely fashion or be flexible to changes in 

employment practice have hampered its agility in the past. The proposal to move the operational 

practices from primary to secondary legislation will enable greater responsiveness to the changing 

economic conditions (Head 19) be they positive or negative.  

 

At the foundation of the system are sensible rules such as the current 50:50 rule which will be 

retained except in the special circumstances such as when the individual in receipt of the permit 

would be the sole employee. Welcome reforms have been made to the operational features of the 

Labour Market Needs Test (LMNT) by ensuring breadth of job advertisement but reflecting more 

appropriate advertising practices (Head 15) as engaged in by a twenty first century employer. In 

addition, the streamlining of processes for Trusted Partner and renewal applications (Head 27) too 

will simplify the process and remove much of the administrative burden and time involved in the 

process. This along with the monitoring of personnel numbers will ensure the efficient functions of 

this vital service. One administration improvement that could be added to is the provision of a fast 

track process for candidates who have been vetted for a permit with one employer where the job 

falls through, yet their skills are highly suited to another employer. At the moment that usually 

involves another application, with a 10-12-week lead in period and starting all over again when the 

process has already approved the candidate and this can be easily confirmed. 
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The introduction of a Seasonal Employment Permit will align Ireland with other countries and help 

alleviate labour market demands during peak production or delivery times in specific sectors. This 

will enable organisations to meet day to day operational demands throughout the year (Head 4). The 

provision of streamlined renewal processes for this permit’s users will also encourage it to be used 

appropriately and avoid seasonal workers overstaying their permit permissions thus ensuring it is 

retained for its agreed usage. 

Other welcome measures have been the move to attract foreign nationals who have relevant 

experience in areas such as ICT but may not have the academic qualifications as previously defined. 

The intended adjustments will address many of the challenges facing those recruiting for 

occupations featured on the Critical Skills lists which the Critical Skills Employment Permit aims to 

attract – highly skilled and experienced individuals such as those required in high-tech ICT and 

pharma sectors, as well as those where an increased labour force is required at peak times 

throughout the year.  

 

Simplifying the administration of intra-company transfers and contract for services employees in line 

with trade agreements will also enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of these key processes for 

business. While spouses, partners and dependents of Critical Skills Employment Permit holders or 

Researchers on hosting agreements have always been permitted to work, the process has in the past 

caused confusion. Since March 2019 the Minister for Justice and Equality has been providing them 

with permission to reside and work, making the whole process more streamlined and attractive for 

the family of a highly skilled cohort that we are trying to retain in the State. 

 

Q2: Specific matters of relevance to the employment permits system not addressed by the General 

Scheme 

There are a number of issues however that are not addressed fully by the General Scheme. 

 

• Low skilled workers 

The cohort of workers and employers that the General Scheme seems to largely ignore is that of low 

skilled workers in various sectors. While we welcome the introduction of the Seasonal Employment 

Permits (Head 4) we believe it does not go far enough and fails to address the demand for unskilled 

and low skilled workers that are needed by particular sectors of the economy year-round. These 

sectors are experiencing serious challenges with gaps at unskilled general operative level e.g. food 

processing, hospitality, agriculture, social care and healthcare. These skills shortages are unlikely to 

abate as these sectors increasingly find themselves competing to attract the interest of a reduced 

pool of resident workers thus preventing training or knowledge transfer as an immediate solution.  

For some sectors the situation is so critical that it is impacting the ability of companies to plan for 

expansion or meet day-to-day operational demands. For example, the agri-foods sector generally in 

Ireland like most other advanced economies, depends on migrant workers. Its labour force needs if 

left unresolved will reduce processing capacity, endangering existing business and limiting the ability 

to take on new business opportunities internationally, which in the context of Brexit is crucial. 

Longer term, this will also impact their ability to meet the sector targets under Food Wise 2025.  
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Further challenges to attracting the unskilled and low skilled operatives to sectors like 

manufacturing and food processing are the competition with the construction industry. Due to low 

margins for example in the food processing sector, it is not possible to match construction wages. 

The forecasts within Rebuilding Ireland suggest that it is likely that construction employment will 

need to grow by around 50,000 between now and 2020 to meet demand, thus making construction 

employment 9 percent of the workforce, levels similar to 1998-99. This means that sectors 

competing for the same workers will start to experience further critical skills shortages that could 

damage operational demands and stifle growth opportunities.  

We need to learn from the lessons of the past. During the boom, a surge in the construction sector 

crowded out the manufacturing sector, as rising wages attracted low-skill workers from 

manufacturing into higher paying construction jobs. This meant that when the downturn came and 

the construction sector suffered, many of the former indigenous exporting firms were no 

longer operating. These are economically strategic sectors and failure to address this situation in a 

timely manner could lead to a repeat of indigenous exporting organisations going out of business as 

occurred during the recession. Given that many of these employers are also very active in regions 

outside of Dublin it is important to ensure these jobs are maintained so that rural areas retain 

industries should another construction slowdown occur in the future. 

Ireland is currently facing not just a skills shortage but a labour shortage, and new sources of labour 

must be found to address this ongoing constraint. If left unaddressed, shortages among lower skilled 

workers and subsequent pressure on wages have the potential to be equally harmful to the Irish 

economy as a shortage of skilled labour. This is particularly true for indigenous businesses, which 

are predominantly based in low-margin sectors that use a higher proportion of low-skill labour, such 

as tourism, care, retail, manufacturing and agri-food. These sectors then often set the cost floor and 

thus competitiveness in the economy as a whole.  

  

 
 

If we take a closer look at one such sector, the home care sector, across the OECD, long term care is 

the fastest-growing division in the health and social care sector with the number of individuals aged 

65 and over projected to almost double over the next 50 years to reach 152 million in 2060 and the 
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number of people living with long-term illness and disability projected to increase. To keep up with 

these trends the workforce will have to double by 2050. In Ireland, the residential care services 

sector requires individuals to support elderly or infirm clients remaining in the home a labour-

intensive role which cannot be solved by automation.  

 

In the National Skills Bulletin 2018, SOLAS and the National Skills Council estimate that 61,700 

people were employed as “care workers, home carers etc.” in 2017, representing 51% of all social 

and care occupations. This sector provides a huge service as clients are enabled to remain living in 

their own home thus reducing the burden on the State. Ireland has one of the fastest growing and 

ageing populations in the EU3 and demand is expected to grow by 120% between 2016 and 20314 

as we experience increasing life expectancies and the declining and ageing pool of informal 

caregivers. The sector approach is in line with government strategy e.g. Sláintecare which committed 

to re-orientating the health system away from a reliance on acute care setting to a greater focus in 

primary and community care settings, including the home over the next 10 years. This would see a 

move from an over-reliance on more expensive services which the Department of Health in the 

Health Capacity Review 2018 found to be an unsustainable long-term scenario. Indeed, the HSE 

intended to provide 18.2m hours of home support to 53,417 people across Ireland in 2019, yet this is 

a level of service provision well below the demand for home care. While the HSE’s home care budget 

increased by 45% over the last 4 years, the waiting list for home support grew by 93% between April 

2016 and March 2019. The sector estimates conservatively that an additional 7000 care workers will 

be required by 2021 if capacity is to sufficiently expand to meet the demand. 

 

Yet these workers like other low skilled workers in food processing etc remain on the ineligible list 

thus stunting some businesses ability to meet existing needs, let alone grow. Some employers have 

found this is impacting workforce development too as they struggle to staff a shift let alone release 

people for learning and development. Given our commitments to lifelong learning as a way to 

remain competitive, this is a worrying trend to hear. 

  

Ibec believe that a model such as the Lower Skilled Occupations Visa used in Canada or the Essential 

Skills Work Visa in New Zealand could offer opportunities and parameters that could suit Ireland’s 

need for lower skilled general operatives beyond what the general employment permit offers. The 

eligibility requirements are for the equivalent of a high school diploma or two years job specific 

training and enable a worker to remain in the country from six to 24 months and as such fill 

immediate labour shortages where gaps exist. In addition, such visas define the duration, wages and 

conditions for their stay in the country.  

Repeated references to the provision of training, knowledge transfer and process innovation 

Ibec notes the multiple references to “employer commitments to the provision of training, 

knowledge transfer, process innovation” (Head 11, Head 39). Employers already have demonstrated 

their commitment to upskilling and reskilling through various initiatives such as Skillnets and 

Springboard among others, and life-long learning is essential to the development of a functioning 

labour market. However, the suggestion that knowledge transfer and process innovation would be 

 
3 Department of Health 2018a 
4 Department of Health & PA Knowledge Ltd., 2018 
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possible in every situation is not correct.  

During discussions contributing to the Review of Economic Migration Policy, concerns were raised 

regarding how greater access to low-skilled immigrant workers may stifle innovation and automation 

of certain roles. However, many sectors of employment in Ireland which are reliant on foreign labour 

are also those sectors where future automation is not possible or where a transition to automation 

away from labour will be slow and costly, such as tourism, hospitality, social care and healthcare. 

These jobs require unpredictable, non-routine work involving personal interaction and emotional, 

rather than artificial intelligence and are not easily replaced by automation. OECD research has 

found that Ireland is one of the lower-risk OECD countries, in terms of the proportion of jobs at risk 

from automatability, due in part to a higher share of services jobs and the need for complex problem 

solving and communication skills within those jobs.   

As such the repeated reference to conditionality to be prescribed in Regulations is a worrying one 

that many employers may not be able to fulfil.  

• Revocation 

Another area of concern pertains to the possible revocation of an employment permit where the 

permit holder does not take up the employment within a prescribed period (Head 22). Due care is 

needed with this issue to ensure this is a substantial time period given the delays experienced by 

individuals in attaining a visa following the issuance of their work permit, taking up to nine weeks in 

some cases.  

• Time frames and administration 

Ibec understand the pressures that increased demand place on the system and welcome the regular 

review being kept on the provision of additional personnel. Yet while time frames for processing of 

permits is being reviewed it has been a repeated source of concern for employers, even those 

operating under the Trusted Partner system. Lack of communication too has arisen as an employer 

frustration as there is little to no correspondence channels and an absence of urgency against 

significant business deadlines for employers. We welcome the work being carried out on the 

processing system too as a fully automated system is crucial to reduce the administrative burden on 

applicants. A system which allows for auto-population and ease of completion will increase 

efficiencies on all sides and support the speed and accuracy of administration and reduce the 

backlog in this process. 

 

Conclusion  

Immigration will remain an important source of labour for Ireland in the future, one that can allow 

both a quick response to emerging skills shortages and provide an ongoing supply of skilled workers 

where the number of new entrants or experienced workers is too low. The continued economic 

recovery means that shortages will be observed in greater number and in more occupations and 

sectors.  
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The economic impact of migration reaches every aspect of the economy from population growth, 

labour participation and employment, the national skills base and net productivity. Migrants tend to 

be concentrated in the younger, more economically active age groups and as such contribute to the 

reduction of the dependency ratios5. Additionally, they arrive with skills and abilities that 

supplement the local human capital.  

 

In an increasingly uncertain global environment, policy must continue to innovate and challenge 

boundaries. New ways to attract migrants must be undertaken to meet the labour market needs 

that extend beyond our own capacity. Competition will increase and failure to meet the skills and 

labour market demands will do untold, long-term damage to elements of our economy. 

 

The General Scheme is a welcome Bill which aims to provide a more responsive and agile 

employment permit system for Ireland. Its success will be ultimately judged by how it delivers. In 

doing so it will support the Irish economy and its ambitions for growth while future proofing the 

system for the expected ebbs and flows of the labour market.  

 

Kara McGann 

Head of Social Policy  

Ibec 

  

 
5 OECD (May, 2014). Is migration good for the economy? www.oecd.org/migration 
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