
 

27th April 2021 

Statement by SOLAS CEO, Andrew Brownlee to the Joint Committee on 

Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

 

On behalf of SOLAS, I would like to thank the Chair and the Joint Committee Members for the 

opportunity to speak with you today and discuss the reform of the apprenticeship model.  

SOLAS has responsibility for funding, planning and coordinating further education and training in 

Ireland and is the statutory authority for apprenticeships. This means we have statutory responsibility 

for approving new areas of industrial activity for apprenticeship, approving employers of apprentices, 

maintaining a register of apprentices, and making statutory rules for the conduct of apprentices.  

SOLAS also has a role as the coordinating provider for craft apprenticeships. While training is provided 

by a network of ETBs, IoTs and Technological Universities, SOLAS remains responsible for developing 

and setting curricula, scheduling off-the-job training across this provider network, setting assessments 

and overall quality assurance of provision.  

The apprenticeship system is underpinned by a strong partnership approach with SOLAS playing a 

central role in its development and management alongside the Department of Further and Higher 

Education, HEA, QQI, education and training providers, employers and social partners.  It is through 

this approach that apprenticeship has become an established route to employment and attainment 

of qualifications centred on a dual model of learning on and off the job. It is crucial in delivering the 

right and latest skills for employers and delivers a significant and positive impact on society and the 

economy. At the start of this year, for the first time, the apprenticeship population reached 20,000. 

The female apprentice population has grown substantially in recent years and now stands at 1,100, 

building on major efforts to increase participation and to offer more diverse opportunities to enter an 

apprenticeship, although more needs to be done to address barriers to entry.  

This was thanks to the ‘opening up’ of apprenticeship following the publication of the last 

Apprenticeship Action Plan, which called for proposals for the development of new apprenticeships 

from industry and further and higher education. There are now 60 apprenticeship programmes to 



choose from ranging from Level 5 to Level 10 on the National Framework, serving industries as diverse 

as biopharma, ICT, recruitment; financial services, retail, hospitality, engineering and construction.  

We have seen apprenticeship develop significantly as a viable career option for a much wider base of 

people. The Generation Apprenticeship campaign which has been rolled out since 2017 has three core 

messages: (i) to employers on the enormous benefits apprentices and the apprenticeship route offers 

to their business, (ii) to parents, teachers and guidance counsellors on the need to ensure that 

apprenticeship was a core part of the options being presented and considered by young people leaving 

school, and (iii) to potential apprentices of all ages and backgrounds on the great career path 

apprenticeship offers. We are also currently exploring how FET and apprenticeship options could be 

set out alongside higher education choices as part of the CAO decision-making process, which could 

be a real game changer in raising awareness that these great pathways are available to everyone.   

Over the past three years a number of important steps have been taken to ensure that apprenticeship 

is promoting and supporting green skills, with content developed and integrated into a number of core 

apprenticeship programmes. Centres of excellence in Near Zero Energy Building (NZEB) are now 

established in the South-East and Midlands, with 3 further regional centres of excellence in 

development. New apprenticeships in the areas of Arboriculture and Geo-Drilling have green skills and 

knowledge as components of the curriculum. Similarly, new apprenticeships which are currently in 

development such as Scaffolding and Roofing and Cladding include green skills and technologies. The 

Generation Apprenticeship schools competition has also had sustainability as its core theme over the 

last 3 years.  

We believe the work of SOLAS and our partners over the last few years has helped to support a world-

class and rapidly expanding apprenticeship system, with the quality of our apprentices acknowledged 

internationally and on the global stage in Worldskills Competitions. It provides an excellent foundation 

from which to further grow and diversify that system. The new Apprenticeship Action Plan, published 

last week, sets out an exciting new agenda for the development of the apprenticeship system over the 

next 5 years. It targets an increase in apprentice registrations to 10,000 per annum and aims to create 

a single integrated apprenticeship model. The plan sets out reforms and commitments including: 

• further development and enhancement of the consortium-led approach which has 

underpinned new apprenticeships developed since 2016 

• a new grant for employers, with a top-up grant for areas of identified national skills needs  

• support for targeted recruitment of underrepresented groups such as female apprentices, or 

lone-parents, people with disabilities, or members of the Travelling community 



• non-financial supports targeted to SMEs  

• targets for the public sector to take on apprentices  

The plan also includes a commitment to establish a National Apprenticeship Office, to be jointly 

managed by SOLAS and the HEA. SOLAS will retain its statutory responsibilities with regard to 

apprenticeship, but it is hoped that this joint office will provide apprenticeship with a distinct focus 

and identity and reflect the fact that apprenticeships are now provided across both further and higher 

education. SOLAS looks forward to playing a lead role in this office and in the continuing management, 

development and oversight of apprenticeship in Ireland.   

SOLAS will retain responsibility as coordinating provider, although there is a commitment to move this 

provision to a devolved model of delivery over the lifetime of the plan. This will involve education and 

training providers taking more of a lead role in this regard, building on their expertise in developing 

curricula, setting assessments and quality assuring provision. A migration plan will be developed in 

close partnership with all of the key stakeholders involved in this process, including industry, unions 

and the providers themselves.  

While there is an exciting future for apprenticeship, of course we must acknowledge the significant 

damage COVID has caused to provision over the last year. Our training centres and institutions which 

provide Phase 2, 4 and 6 apprentice off-the-job training have been closed or operating at severely 

reduced capacity for 9 of the last 12 months. Unlike some FET and HE provision, the practical focus of 

apprenticeship means that most of this training has to take place onsite, and the restrictions have 

caused significant waiting lists to develop, particularly around access to plumbing and electrical 

apprenticeship training. However, the problems have also acted as a spur for significant innovation. 

We have seen apprenticeship training move online for the first time ever, with theory elements of the 

programmes delivered remotely. We have worked with providers and employers to phase back 

essential onsite provision via safe, socially distanced approaches. Addressing the backlog will be a 

significant challenge, but the recent announcement of €20mn in capital funding to expand capacity, 

use of online and competency assessments to speed up the apprentice journey through training, 

working with providers and unions to agree flexible and overtime arrangements to facilitate provision 

outside of traditional training periods will all help to start to make inroads in the next few months.    

I hope that this provides a brief overview of the reform of the apprenticeship model and the current 

and evolving role which SOLAS plays in managing and developing the system. I would like to thank the 

Committee for their time today and look forward to further discussion on this matter. 

ENDS 
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Science on reform of the apprenticeship model 
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1 Introduction 

 

An tSeirbhís Oideachais Leanúnaigh agus Scileanna (SOLAS) is an agency of the Department 

of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science with responsibility for 

funding, planning and coordinating further education and training in Ireland. Among its 

functions, SOLAS oversees and supports education and training provided by sixteen 

Education and Training Boards around the country. SOLAS also has statutory responsibility 

for the national apprenticeship system which spans further and higher education. 

 

We welcome the focus of the Joint Oireachtas Committee on reform of the national 

apprenticeship model, particularly in light of the recently published Action Plan for 

Apprenticeships 2021-2025, and are pleased to make a submission to the Committee on the 

matter. SOLAS has been closely involved in expansion of the apprenticeship system since 

2013, supporting the Department of Education and Skills and working with partners who 

include Education and Training Boards; higher education institutions, the Higher Education 

Authority, Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI); the enterprise community, apprentices 

and trainees. Substantial public funding is allocated each year to support this provision; in 

2021 €200m has been allocated for apprenticeship. 

 

Impact of the pandemic on apprenticeship training 

The Covid-19 pandemic has had a very significant impact on the apprenticeship system. 

Workshops and training centres have been closed for 9 of the past 12 months, leading to 

disruption and delays for apprentices in completing their off-the-job training. Supporting 
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apprentices to get back on track with their training is a number one priority for SOLAS and 

for the 25 further and higher education providers around the country who deliver craft 

apprenticeship training. €20m funding was announced in March 2021 by Minister for 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science Simon Harris TD to support 

additional capacity in the system. Intensive work is now underway on creating additional 

workshop capacity, using online learning for theory, and prioritising apprentices for practical 

assessment and completion. 

 

This submission is structured in four parts, responding to the areas for discussion set out by 

the committee. Following this introduction, Section 2 provides some observations on 

apprenticeship as a viable career option. Section 3 deals with restructuring of ‘non-

traditional’ apprenticeships. Section 4 outlines the work to encourage more female 

apprentices. Section 5 provides an overview of the work underway to ensure a skilled 

workforce for the green economy. 

 

2 Promoting apprenticeship as a viable career option 

In 2013, the year the first review of apprenticeship in Ireland was published, there were just 

1,929 apprentice registrations. Following a period of recovery and expansion over the past 

7-8 years, and notwithstanding the shock of the Covid-19 pandemic, in 2020 there were 

5,326 apprentice registrations. This was down from 6,177 registrations in 2019. 

Registrations over the past 12 months have been helped by the Employer Incentivisation 

Scheme which was introduced by Government as part of the July 2020 Jobs Stimulus 

package and which runs to the end of June 2021. As of the end of March 2021, 1,284 

employers had received an incentivisation payment for 2,209 apprentices, at a cost of 

€4,418,000 expenditure. A further 370 applications for the incentive are currently being 

processed. 

There are now 60 national apprenticeship programmes available compared to 25 in 2013, in 

industries that include biopharma, ICT, recruitment; financial services, as well as 

engineering, electrical and construction. Over 7,000 employers in Ireland are now using 

apprenticeship as a talent pipeline, up from just over 3,000 in 2013. Apprenticeships lead to 



3 

awards across multiple levels of the National Framework of Qualifications, from Level 5 

certificate level to Level 10 doctoral level. 

 

The first action plan for expansion of apprenticeships during 2016-2020 included a strong 

emphasis on promoting apprenticeship as a high-value career option. The ambition set out 

was to establish apprenticeship as ‘a major route to skills development in Ireland’. A new 

branding and awareness campaign, under the banner ‘Generation Apprenticeship’ was 

launched in early 2017. There were three core messages: (i) to employers on the enormous 

benefits apprentices and the apprenticeship route offers to their business, (ii) to parents, 

teachers and guidance counsellors on the need to ensure that apprenticeship was a core 

part of the options being presented and considered by young people leaving school, and (iii) 

to potential apprentices of all ages and backgrounds on the great career path 

apprenticeship offers, whether someone is as the beginning of their career or whether they 

are seeking an opportunity mid-career to upskill or reskill. National schools and apprentice 

competitions, extensive work with second level teachers and guidance counsellors, creation 

of 25 apprenticeship employer ambassadors, two Employer of the Year awards initiatives 

were all progressed under the Generation Apprenticeship banner. A partners group with 

over 300 members of employers, educators, past apprentices and other stakeholders was 

formed, acting as a platform to collectively promote the positive message about 

apprenticeship. A revamp of the national website www.apprenticeship.ie was completed in 

2020, this includes a jobs vacancies section where employers can advertise apprenticeship 

jobs free-of-charge. 

 

The new action plan for apprenticeship 2021-2025 which was launched on 19 April last by 

Ministers Simon Harris TD and Minister Niall Collins TD, includes multiple practical actions to 

further advance the standing of apprenticeship as an important route to career 

development. As well as setting national target of 10,000 apprentice registrations per 

annum by 2025, a study of employment outcomes from apprenticeship will be completed; 

there will be enhanced feedback from apprentices and employers on their experience; 

promotion of apprenticeship as a career option will be continued and further expanded via 

online means including the job vacancies service and the new ‘one-stop’ website 

www.therightcourse.ie which was launched earlier this year. There will be practical supports 

http://www.apprenticeship.ie/
http://www.therightcourse.ie/
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and incentives to broaden the diversity of the apprentice population around the country. 

Apprenticeship will be positioned within career guidance websites and support structures as 

a clear route to qualifications and a career in areas of proven skills need. 

 

3 Re-structuring of ‘non-traditional’ apprenticeships 

The new action plan for apprenticeship includes a number of actions which will support 

development and re-structuring of all apprenticeships, including those in newer industry 

areas such as recruitment, arboriculture and healthcare. The first phase of expansion of 

apprenticeship set out a ‘consortium-led’ approach for new apprenticeship programmes. 

The consortium would be industry-led and include education providers, social partners and 

other stakeholders. Over the past five years 35 new apprenticeships have been added, with 

up to 18 more in development. 

 

The new action plan sets out a policy commitment to create a single integrated 

apprenticeship model which further develops and enhances the consortium-led approach 

and puts this at the heart of the Irish apprenticeship system over the coming five years. The 

benefits of this industry-led approach are set out. They include enhanced flexibility and 

responsiveness to current and emerging skills needs, and an even closer relationship 

between employers and the design, delivery and updating of apprenticeship programmes. 

Employers are at the heart of the apprenticeship model. The ambition of having 10,000 

apprentice registrations per annum by 2025 will require an estimated doubling in the 

number of employers in Ireland using apprenticeship as a skills development, talent and 

staff retention pathway. 

 

4 Promoting diversity and inclusion in apprenticeship 

As the apprenticeship system in Ireland grows it is vital that it becomes more inclusive and 

its apprenticeship population more reflective of our society as a whole. A review of 

pathways to participation in apprenticeship was published in 2018 which reported that of 

14, 953 apprentices at that time, 85% were males under 25 years. Just 2% of the population 

were women. 2.8% of apprentices had declared a disability. The review included a number 
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of recommendations which have been implemented in the interim and there has been 

progress. 

 

In January 2021, a milestone of 1,000 women apprentices in training was passed, 

corresponding to c.5% of the apprentice population. There was a large-scale national 

campaign to celebrate and promote this, with showcasing of many current and past women 

apprentices and their stories on the website and via print and social media. The appendix to 

this document shows that as of the end of March 2021 there were 1,091 women 

apprentices in training. This is undoubtedly an improvement on the 2018 picture, however 

considerable work remains to be done. The new action plan on apprenticeship includes a 

dedicated section and actions to achieve a more inclusive apprenticeship system. The 

bursary to employers for taking on female apprentices will be extended. Access to 

apprenticeship programmes will be further developed and promoted. Targeted work will be 

undertaken within schools, Youthreach and Community Training Centres. A bursary for 

potential apprentices who experience socio-economic barriers to participation will be put in 

place. 

 

On apprentices with disabilities there has been no increase in those declaring a disability 

between 2018 and 2021; however the new plan includes actions which aim to increase the 

numbers in this cohort. Education providers have developed tailored supports for 

apprentices with disabilities, and many employers have also enhanced supports. As the 

apprenticeship system expands it is essential that skills development through 

apprenticeship becomes a realistic, valued option for the widest possible cohort of young 

and older citizens in Ireland. 

 

5 A skilled workforce for the green economy 

Over the past three years a number of important steps have been taken to ensure that 

apprenticeship is promoting and supporting green skills and the green economy in Ireland. 

SOLAS is participating in a number of Irish and European groups working on green skills and 

technologies. Green skills content has been developed and is being integrated into a 

number of core apprenticeship programmes, including Plumbing, Electrical and Motor. 
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Centres of excellence in Near Zero Energy Building (NZEB) are now established in the South-

East and Midlands, and there are further regional centres of excellence in development in 

the South, mid-West and north-West. Research and expertise from these centres are 

informing national apprenticeship training and development. As well as ensuring that 

apprentices are skilled in green technologies and approaches, there is work underway on 

opportunities for experienced crafts people and those in other industries to upskill as part of 

their ongoing career development. Workplace programmes have been developed and are 

delivered through industry networks, through the Skills to Advance initiative, and in 

partnership with the higher education system. Development work is also underway to 

enable NZEB and other green skills courses to be delivered in blended formats and online. 

 

New apprenticeships in the areas of Arboriculture and Geo-Drilling have green skills and 

knowledge as components of the curriculum. Similarly, new apprenticeships which are 

currently in development such as Scaffolding and Roofing and Cladding include green skills, 

knowledge and technologies. Processes for national validation of new apprenticeship 

programmes, and re-validation of existing programmes, include consideration of green skills 

and the green agenda. 

 

As part of national promotion of Ireland’s sustainability and climate change goals the 

Generation Apprenticeship competition at second level during 2019 – 2021 has had green 

skills and sustainability as core themes. Teams have submitted wonderful entries, with very 

positive feedback from teachers and tutors on the impact of this approach. It was also noted 

by the competition judges that young people between the ages of 15-18 years are actively 

seeking opportunities to express their concerns and hopes about the environment and their 

future in what is currently a climate-challenged world. 

 

Conclusion 

We hope that this briefing document is of assistance in the Committee’s deliberations and 

look forward to the discussion with Committee members on Tuesday 27 April 2021. 

 

SOLAS, 23 April 2021 
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Appendix 

Table 1 Apprentice population by apprenticeship and by gender as at end March 

2021 

Apprenticeship by family & programme Male Female 

 
Arboriculture 15 0  

Arboriculture 15    

Auctioneering and Property Services 101 112  

Auctioneering and Property Services 101 112  

BioPharmaChem 26 35  

Laboratory Analyst 18 22  

Laboratory Technician 8 13  

Construction 4734 20  

Brick and Stonelaying 206    

Cabinet Making 3    

Carpentry and Joinery 1904 6  

Geo Driller 19 1  

Painting and Decorating 98 5  

Plastering 91    

Plumbing 2116 4  

Stonecutting and Stonemasonry 21    

Wood Manufacturing and Finishing 276 4  

Electrical 8255 111  

Aircraft Mechanics 208 16  

Electrical 6969 75  

Electrical Instrumentation 421 8  

Electronic Security Systems 142 4  

Industrial Electrical Engineer 100 2  

Instrumentation 54 2  

Refrigeration and Air Conditioning 361 4  

Engineering 2367 48  

Engineering Services Management 22    

Farriery 20    

Industrial Insulation 56    

Mechanical Automation & Maintenance Fitting 626 10  

Manufacturing Engineer (Level 7) 91 7  

Manufacturing Technology (Level 6) 99 17  

Metal Fabrication 825 3  

OEM Engineer 24 2  

Pipefitting 191    

Polymer Processing Technology 46 4  

Principal Engineer 5    
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Sheet Metalworking 159 1  

Toolmaking 203 4  

Financial Services 354 368  

Accounting Technician 135 211  

Insurance Practitioner 150 126  

International Financial Services Associate 29 12  

International Financial Services Specialist 40 19  

Hair 9 84  

Hairdressing 9 84  

Hospitality and Food 219 43  

Butcher 55 4  

Chef de Partie 47 16  

Commis Chef 112 23  

Sous Chef 5    

ICT 309 81  

Cybersecurity 34 9  

Network Engineer Associate 72 10  

Software Developer Associate 102 58  

Telecommunications and Data Network Technician 101 4  

Logistics 147 49  

Lean Sigma Manager 43 14  

Logistics Associate 83 27  

Supply Chain Manager 14 4  

Supply Chain Specialist 7 4  

Media 5 2  

CGI Technical Artist 5 2  

Motor 2330 32  

Agricultural Mechanics 156    

Construction Plant Fitting 245 1  

Heavy Vehicle Mechanics 541 4  

Motor Mechanics 1268 23  

Vehicle Body Repairs 120 4  

Printing & Paper 2 0  

Print Media 2    

Recruitment 9 14  

Recruitment Executive 9 14  

Sales 99 92  

Retail Supervision 79 82  

Sales 20 10  

Total 18981 1091  

Grand Total  20,072  
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