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Some Context  

Human capital is the single greatest asset any nation can possess. Workers, whether they were 

born in Ireland or attracted from abroad are the muscle, the brainpower, the creative force and 

the energy that drives our economy. 

  

In an international context, the IMD’s Competitiveness Yearbook 2018 ranks Ireland 5th for 

attracting and retaining talent. The collective talent of our nation isn’t just the bedrock of our 

economy today, a well-educated, well-skilled and adaptable workforce has been a core pillar of 

Ireland’s economic and industrial policy since the 1960s, and it’s an advantage we must never 

cede. If we are going to keep that advantage, if we are going to keep the promise of opportunity 

to future generations, we have some work to do. 

  

Our economy is being rapidly reshaped by technology, automation, globalisation, geo-political 

shifts (including Brexit1) and several other forces. The manifestation of changes being discussed 

in the debate on the ‘future of work’ are already with us today and are influencing the way 

companies operate and how work is organised. This affects job content, skill needs and quality 

requirements. This transformation is creating opportunity, but it’s also creating disruption—and 

with it, insecurity for many businesses and workers. Some of this insecurity can be attributed to 

two gaps that are preventing our nation from leveraging its talent and our people from realising 

their full potential. The first is a skills gap: too many people lack the skills they need to compete 

for 21st century jobs. The second is a people gap: too many businesses can’t find the workers 

(and often with the right skills) they need, when and where they need them. Closing both gaps is 

imperative to our competitiveness. 

   

This is a multifaceted challenge as skills supply is met in various parts, through outputs from our 

higher and further education system (including apprenticeships and traineeships), from 

employment activation and supports to jobseekers, and from immigration. However, for the 

greatest part, the skills that power Ireland’s economy are derived from within employment. For 

this reason, it is crucial that both businesses and workers are placed at the heart of the response.  

  

Skillnet Ireland is the national agency responsible for the promotion and facilitation of in-

employment training. We have deep roots with enterprise in Ireland and we are contracted with 

over 50 employer groups/ sectoral groups/ regional representative bodies and industry 

associations. In 2017, 15,000 private firms participated in Skillnet learning networks and over 

50,000 workers were supported by Skillnet funded training2. 

                                            

 

 

 
1 The IMF (July 2018) has predicted that should there be a ‘no deal’ BREXIT, Irish economic output could be reduced 

by almost 4% and cost more than 50,000 jobs. 
2 Skillnet Ireland Annual Report (2017) 
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We are funded from the National Training Fund and as a ‘demand side’ agency, in that we 

stimulate, and support enterprise led responses through 65 learning networks across a range of 

sectors and regions. We operate a cost sharing model where State grants are combined with 

investments by businesses. As well as offering a subsidy to encourage upskilling, cost sharing 

drives firm employer commitment to the training process. In 2017, employers made a total 

contribution towards training of €15.91 million through Skillnet. The Skillnet cost sharing model is 

also creating significant funding leverage, in that every €1 of State investment is matched with 

€1.14 from employer contributions. This represents a highly efficient use of public monies and an 

effective vehicle for State investment in the skills of our workers. For 2019, the annual budget 

allocation for Skillnet Ireland has been increased to €28 million (equating to c 4.5% of total NTF 

expenditure3), net of other employer contributions. 

 

Through successive independent evaluations both domestic and international (including the 

OECD4, the EU5 and the ILO6), the Skillnet model has consistently been highlighted as an efficient 

means of addressing skills challenges. An enterprise led approach is core to what we do and we 

are creating value across 3 key broad headings:  

 

• 1st is Workforce Planning: By delivering the skills/ talent supply for industry sectors at a 

strategic level. Our work here is particularly crucial at a time of near full employment.  

• 2nd is Workforce Development: Developing the skills of workers and upskilling those 

already in employment through enterprise led learning and development. We must 

accelerate the shift towards lifelong learning, in line with the Government policy objective 

of a participation rate of 15% by 20257. Once a person finds a job, we need to help them 

to progress, develop and upskill. 

• 3rd is Workforce Innovation: Promoting and supporting interventions that advance our 

understanding of the future of work and that anticipate future skills, by enabling the uptake 

of learning technologies, and by supporting innovative enterprise led proposals that 

prepare industry and workers for the future of work. This includes a focus on taking 

advantage of the many opportunities being presented and to mitigate any risks. We work 

with employers in developing their workforce plans to take account of these issues, 

including changing demographics, technological and labour market changes and the need 

for greater diversity and inclusion. 

Over time, a widening productivity gap has already formed between our indigenous SMEs, and 

the multinationals and larger businesses that operate here. While at first glance Ireland’s 

                                            

 

 

 
3 National Training Fund Expenditure Report (2018) p.3 
4 OECD: Financial Incentives for Steering Education & Training (2017) 
5 https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/good-practices/ireland/women-reboot-have-you-still-got-it et al 
6 ILO: Upskilling SMEs (2017) 
7 National Skills Strategy 2025 (2016) 

https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/good-practices/ireland/women-reboot-have-you-still-got-it
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productivity growth may seem to be relatively strong, it is skewed by a small number of firms 

mainly in the manufacturing and ICT sectors. Best practices are not diffusing to indigenous small 

firms and locally traded sectors to the extent that is possible, nor is the opportunity to create value 

from the prevalence of multinationals being fully grasped by our SMEs. With job vacancy rates 

on the rise, facilitating workplace innovation and delivering an uplift in labour force skills and the 

value of jobs at all levels is therefore essential. The National Competitiveness Council amongst 

others have identified the low uptake of lifelong learning and management development in our 

SMEs as causal factors8. To help alleviate these issues, it is vital that workers in small businesses 

in particular are encouraged to undertake training and are supported in doing so. Brexit too is 

likely to have a disruptive impact on small-and medium-sized businesses. Irish businesses in 

exposed sectors must equip themselves with the essential skills they need to meet the challenges 

that will be presented by Brexit. 

 

A tightening of the labour market also gives rise to skill mismatches and while labour market 

conditions continue to improve, there is a higher level of skills underutilisation. Importantly, the 

CSO in its Labour Force Survey, has also assessed that of those persons not in the labour force, 

the number classified as being in the potential additional labour force was 119,200 in the first 

quarter of 2018. Job vacancy rates are growing in areas of life sciences, retail, food and drink, 

green energy, data analytics, software development, cybersecurity, engineering, healthcare, 

business and in finance. 

 

Securing reasonable levels of inward migration to match emerging skill shortages is now a 

significant challenge for employers. We have also seen net inward migration of Irish nationals in 

the year to April 2018.  Our labour market policies must remain focussed on supporting efforts to 

address all of these challenges.  We must also continue to pay attention to regional development 

in the context of ever-increasing urbanisation. Developing our regional workforce must remain a 

top priority. We should ensure that future investment by enterprise can be matched with suitable 

skills/ talent supply at regional levels, so that our regions are attractive locations for investment, 

in which to live and work, and that employment can grow, and businesses can prosper. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            

 

 

 
8 National Competitiveness Council Scorecard (2017)  
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Recommendations 

Committee members, I have four recommendations to make to you today:  

 

Recommendation 1 

 

That Government maintain a rigorous focus on the skills of those in employment. That 

government direct supports at close-to-labour market skill requirements, and in targeting 

interventions that support effective enterprise-led training and preparing more people to take up 

employment opportunities. 

 

Recommendation 2 

 

To implement in full the recommendations arising from the independent evaluation of the National 

Training Fund undertaken by Indecon including a greater priority being placed on supporting in-

employment training and giving enterprise a bigger voice in how this is determined. 

 

Recommendation 3 

 

To provide greater incentives to firms in order to increase investment at enterprise level in staff 

training. Such responses will serve to increase the productivity, innovation and competitiveness 

of firms and boost the skills, career mobility of workers and the value of jobs. 

 

Recommendation 4 

 

To continue to expand demonstrably effective Government/ Enterprise upskilling mechanisms 

such as Skillnet Ireland to allow us to accelerate our work and penetration, particularly with SME’s 

who employ c.70% of our workforce.  

 

 

Conclusion 

Committee members, at this moment of rapid change and massive transition, we must put talent 

first. That requires us to bridge the gaps that exist between students and workers and the jobs 

that will provide them opportunity, security, and prosperity. It requires us to bridge the skills and 

people gaps that exist between the needs of employers and workers, where businesses seek to 

expand their businesses, to serve their communities, and to grow the economy.  These 

challenges are not small—and their solutions are not simple. But we cannot be deterred from 

action. We cannot sit back and watch an economy that is poised for greater growth stall because 

we have not sufficiently prepared for the skills and people challenges that we face. Skillnet Ireland 

provides strong leadership in shaping the future of workforce development by working with 

enterprise to meet their skill requirements and helping those in work to progress, develop and 

upskill for the future. 
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We are a powerful example of how the State and enterprise can work together to meet identified 

challenges. With our deep roots in every region and sector we are determined that these issues 

are addressed and with the active support of Government, of all our stakeholders and through 

collaboration between agencies, we are working hard to play our part in addressing these issues. 

  

 

 

END 

 



 

 

Appendix 1:  Forecasted Outputs for 2018 
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