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The National Training Fund

This Note provides an overview of the National Training 
Fund (NTF), including an analysis of expenditure trends 
and an overview of recent reforms to the Fund.1

Overview

The NTF is financed via a levy on employers of 0.8% 
of reckonable earnings in respect of employees in 
PRSI classes A and H employment.2 This represents 
approximately 75% of all insured employees. The levy is 
anticipated to rise to 0.9% in 2019 and to reach 1% in 
2020 (following announcements made in Budget 2018 
and 2019).

The NTF was originally ring-fenced to support FÁS/
SOLAS training programmes, but has expanded over 
time, and now supports Higher Education (HE) and 
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1 The NTF was established under the National Training Fund Act 
(2000), and replaced the Apprenticeship Levy.
2 More information on Classes A and H employment can be found 
here.

Key Messages
•	 The NTF is resourced by a levy on employers, and aims 

to raise the skill level of those in employment, to give 
jobseekers skills relevant for meeting the demands of 
the labour market, and to facilitate lifelong learning.  It 
further aims to provide information in relation to the 
current and future skills needs of the economy.

•	 The NTF levy is anticipated to rise to 0.9% in 2019 
and to 1% in 2020, following announcements made in 
Budget 2019 and Budget 2018.

•	 The NTF levy is estimated to generate €553 million in 
2018 (and €684 million in 2019), with expenditure for 
2018 of €415 million (and €484 million in 2019).

•	 The income and expenditure of the NTF is set out in 
the Revised Estimates for Public Services along with Vote 
26 but is separate from the allocation approved by Dáil 
Éireann in the annual estimates process.  

•	 While the NTF levy is a contributor to employers’ cost 
base, investment from the NTF has the potential to bring 
substantial long-term benefits associated with higher 
levels of human capital, particularly in terms of labour 
supply and labour productivity. 

Further Education and Training (FET) more broadly. 

While the NTF aims to respond flexibly to changing 
economic conditions, the Fund is pro-cyclical; 
income into the Fund is lower at times of heightened 
unemployment, when the support of the Fund is needed 
most. However, it is worth noting that expenditure from 
the NTF must be allocated within the EU Fiscal Rules 
and the overall expenditure ceiling of the Department of 
Education and Skills.

Regarding the design and administration of the Fund, 
industry stakeholders have called for a shift away 
from for-employment programmes, and towards in-
employment training. In addition, employers have called 
for a greater role in the governance and decision-making 
of the NTF, and for more evidence-based performance 
metrics in evaluating the Fund.3 

For 2017, approximately 73% of NTF expenditure 
(€258.6 million) was allocated to programmes that 
provide training for those seeking employment, while 
approximately 27% was allocated to training programmes 
for those in employment (the estimates for 2018 are 62% 
and 37% respectively). 

Funding higher education

The Report by the Expert Group4 on the future funding 
of higher education (Cassells Report) sets out the long-
term funding needs of the higher education sector. The 
Report calls for an increase in overall core funding for the 
sector of €600 million by 2021 (and €1 billion by 2030). 

Among the recommendations in the Report, is a stronger 
structured contribution from employers via the NTF levy, 
to be targeted at programmes in areas in which there is 
a skills demand. The Report estimates that each 0.1% 
increase in the NTF levy could raise (at the least) an 
additional €50 million per year.5 Indeed, the increase from 

3 Consultation Paper, Proposed Exchequer-Employer Investment 
Mechanism for Higher Education and Further Education and 
Training, March 2017.
4 Investing in National Ambition: A Strategy for Funding Higher 
Education, Report of the Expert Group on the Future Funding for 
Higher Education, March 2016.
5 It should be noted that the Minister for Education and Skills has 
indicated that the Department does not separately identify the 
yield resulting from changes in the rate of the levy (see response to 
Parliamentary Question 34861/18, 24th July 2018).

http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/social_welfare/irish_social_welfare_system/social_insurance_prsi/social_insurance_classes.html
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/pub_ed_proposed_exchequer_employer_investment_higher_further_training_2017.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/pub_ed_proposed_exchequer_employer_investment_higher_further_training_2017.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/pub_ed_proposed_exchequer_employer_investment_higher_further_training_2017.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Investing-in-National-Ambition-A-Strategy-for-Funding-Higher-Education.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Investing-in-National-Ambition-A-Strategy-for-Funding-Higher-Education.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Investing-in-National-Ambition-A-Strategy-for-Funding-Higher-Education.pdf
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2018-07-24/456/#pq-answers-456
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0.8% to 0.9% (announced in Budget 2019) is expected to 
yield an additional €69 million in 2019.6 

The NTF is an important source of funding for higher 
education in Ireland. Expenditure from the NTF will 
represent approximately 4.4% of the Department of 
Education and Skills’ total gross allocated expenditure 
for 2019 (€10.8 billion inclusive of the NTF).7 This is 
an increase from 4.1% in 2018.  Year-on-year surpluses 
generated by the Fund prior to the fiscal crisis in 2008, 
established a reserve, which enabled the Fund to continue 
to provide a relatively stable source of funding for further 
education and training throughout the crisis.

Reforms to the Fund

As part of Budget 2018, the NTF levy was raised from 
0.7% to 0.8%. A subsequent increase of 0.1% was 
announced for 2019 in Budget 2019 (with another 
0.1% increase anticipated in 2020). These increases are 
contingent on the implementation of reforms in respect 
of how the Fund is managed, evaluated and reported on.

Several of these reforms have been outlined in the 
National Training Fund Expenditure Report 2018, and 
also closely relate to the recommendations for reform in 
the Indecon review8 of the NTF (which was published 
after the 2018 expenditure report).9 These reforms were 
outlined as:

•	 A Comprehensive Review of the NTF (Indecon 
published their review in August 2018);

•	 Additional and refocused expenditure on programmes 
relevant to the needs of employers, and, an NTF 
more aligned with employer needs (the allocation for 
training to those already in employment has increased 
by 10% for 2018 relative to 2017);

•	 A greater say for employers, more transparency and 
stronger evaluation;

•	 A new strategic dialogue model, incorporating 
strategic performance agreements clearly aligning 
local/regional and national targets in Further 
Education and Training from 2018; and,

•	 As part of the new reforms, at least one NTF-funded 
programme to be evaluated each year.

6 Budget 2019 – Summary of Budget 2019 Taxation Measures, 
October 9.
7 Indecon Review of National Training Fund, Indecon, August 2018.
8 Ibid.
9 National Training Fund Expenditure Report, Department of 
Education and Skills, May 2018.

Income and expenditure of the Fund

The NTF’s income has increased year-on-year since 
2014, growing by 64%, from €338 million, to an 
estimated €553 million in 2018 (and €684 million 
in 2019). The growth in the income of the Fund has 
outpaced expenditure growth, which increased from €346 
million in 2014 to an allocated €415 million in 2018 
(approximately 22%).10 The allocation for 2019 will be 
further increased to €484 million.11

The Fund is projected to generate a surplus for 2018 of 
approximately €143 million (and €259 million for 2019). 

Shifting priorities of the NTF

Expenditure from the NTF in recent years has been 
increasingly focused on those programmes that attempt 
to address the skills needs of the labour market (see Figure 
1).

There was an increase in funding for programmes 
identified under ‘Provision of Skills Needs’ of €1 
million for 2018 relative to 2017 (due to the launch 
of the Regional Skills Fora). In addition, €37 million 
was allocated for expenditure across mainstream higher 
education programmes that produce graduates in areas 
in which there is a demand for skills, such as medical 
devices, tourism and food, and languages.12

Relative to 2017, there was a 37% increase in 2018 in 
funding for programmes identified under ‘Training for 
those In Employment’, while funding for programmes 
classified under ‘Training for [those seeking] 
Employment’ decreased by 15%. 

The relative share of funding allocated to programmes for 
those already in employment has been increasing year-
on-year, from 18% in 2014 to 37% in 2018 (see Figure 
1). The expenditure allocation for 2018 included an 
18% increase in funding for apprenticeships, from €80.4 
million in 2017 to €122 million, which represents the 
single biggest allocation from the Fund.13 Full details of 
the changes in expenditure between 2017 and 2018, by 
programme, are contained in Table 1. 

10 National Training Fund Expenditure Report, Department of 
Education and Skills, May 2018.
11 Main features of Budget 2019: Education and Skills, Department of 
Education and Skills, October 2019.
12 Ibid.  
13 Ibid.

http://www.budget.gov.ie/Budgets/2019/Documents/3. Summary of Budget 2019 Taxation Measures - Policy Changes.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Press-Events/Press-Releases/2018-press-releases/indecon-review-of-national-training-fund.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/national-training-fund-expenditure-report-2018.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/national-training-fund-expenditure-report-2018.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Corporate-Reports/Financial-Reports/Estimates/2019-budget-main-features.pdf
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Figure 1: NTF Expenditure Trends (%) 

Source: NTF Expenditure Report 2018

Future of the Fund

As the economy approaches full employment, and with 
recent reforms that include increases in the size of the 
levy, the Fund should continue to grow in 2019 and 
beyond, with further growth to be expected in the relative 
share of the Fund that is allocated to programmes targeted 
at those already in employment. 

Following the Indecon review, the Department of 
Education and Skills published the Review of the National 
Training Fund Implementation Plan14 in October 2018, 
with a particular focus on greater employer engagement 
and reforms aimed at strengthening governance and 
oversight of the Fund.15  

The implementation plan aims to have the majority 
of the recommendations from the Indecon review 
implemented in the 2018 and 2019, with a view to 
having the expenditure decisions in 2020 made in a 
“fully reformed NTF.” NTF reforms will be monitored 
by an Interdepartmental Group comprising of the 
Department of Education and Skills, the Department 
of Public Expenditure and Reform, the Department of 

14 Review of the National Training Fund Implementation Plan, 
Department of Education and Skills, October 2018
15 Minister Bruton publishes Independent Review of the National 
Training Fund, Press Release, 17 August 2018.

Finance, and the Department of Business, Enterprise and 
Innovation, as well as related agencies, with an update of 
progress published in quarterly reports.

Specific changes to the NTF provision in 2019, following 
Budget 2019, include:16

•	 Certain higher education provision of relevance to 
employers will be transferred to the NTF from the 
Vote (+€83.1 million);

•	 Increased expenditure  on Apprenticeships and 
Traineeships to (+€29 million);

•	 Increased expenditure on Springboard (+€4 million);

•	 Increased expenditure on Skillnet Ireland (+€6.3 
million);

•	 New expenditure will be allocated to the Education 
Training Board Employee Development Programme 
(+€11 million);

•	 The reallocation within the Fund to meet increased 
apprenticeship costs (-€7 million); and,

•	 The transfer of programmes less relevant to employer 
needs out of the NTF to the Vote (-€57.6 million).

Furthermore, a ring-fenced fund within the NTF is 
planned for 2020.  The Human Capital Initiative will 
invest €60 million per annum from surpluses accumulated 
in the NTF, totalling €300 million from 2020 to 2024. 
This is intended to target the skill needs of the economy 
(at a regional level) and to respond to challenges such as 
Brexit. It further aims to encourage the education sector 
to take a more medium-term approach to budgeting 
through a multi-annual allocation.

16 Main features of Budget 2019: Education and Skills, Department of 
Education and Skills, October 2019.

https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/review-of-national-training-fund-implementation-plan.pdf
https://merrionstreet.ie/en/News-Room/Releases/Minister_Bruton_publishes_Independent_Review_of_the_National_Training_Fund.html
https://merrionstreet.ie/en/News-Room/Releases/Minister_Bruton_publishes_Independent_Review_of_the_National_Training_Fund.html
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Corporate-Reports/Financial-Reports/Estimates/2019-budget-main-features.pdf
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Programme 2017 Allocation 
(€m)

2018 Allocation 
(€m)

% Change

Training for Employment

Training People for Employment (SOLAS/ETBs) 220.7 182.5 -17%
Labour Market Focused Higher Education - 37.0 Switched from Exchequer 

(no change)
Springboard+ 27.4 30.4 11%
Community Employment Training (DEASP) 4.2 4.2 No change
Technical Employment Support Grant (DEASP) 3.2 3.2 No change
Training Networks Programmes (Skillnets) 1.8 2.2 19%
European Globalisation Fund 0.3 0.1 -83%
Momentum 1 - Not inc. 2018
Total 258.6 259.6 0.39%

Training in Employment

Apprenticeship (SOLAS and HEA) 80.4 (+23.1 HE 
Exchequer)

122.0 18%

Training Networks Programme (Skillnets) 16.4 19.5 19%
Training Grants to Industry 6.5 6.5 No change
Workplace Basic EducationFund (SOLAS) 2.8 3.0 7%
Traineeship for those in employment (SOLAS) - 1.5 New allocation
Regional Skills Innovation 0.0 1.0 New allocation
Community and Voluntary Organisations (The Wheel) 0.4 0.4 No change
Continuing Professional Development (Engineers 
Ireland)

0.1 0.1 No change

Total 106.6 154 45%

Provision of Skills Needs

Regional Skills Fora 0.0 1.0 New allocation
Skills Analysis Unit (SOLAS) 0.5 0.5 No change
Expert Group on Future Skills Needs 0.4 0.4 No change
Total 0.9 1.9 111%

Overall Total 366 415 13%

Source: NTF Expenditure Report 2018. A more detailed breakdown of the allocation of expenditure is contained in the 
report.

Table 1. NTF Expenditure Allocation 2017 versus 2018
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