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There are jobs in decent work 
SIPTU shares the aspiration to achieve full employment in the Irish labour market.  
However, it cannot be about creating ‘jobs at any price’; casual labour at the lowest wage, 
but the number of quality jobs with decent wages that are available in the economy. The key 
to reaching Full Employment and maintaining it is to invest in workers themselves and in the 
businesses that will create jobs.  It depends on a comprehensive system of childcare to lift 
labour market participation and additional investment in physical infrastructure and in 
workers to increase the productive capacity of the economy.  
The creation of sustainable, secure and decent paid jobs means there is lower staff turnover, 
higher returns from investment in skills and training, greater productivity growth potential 
and lower welfare costs for the State in housing assistance and income supplements and 
stronger domestic consumption which in turn supports and creates the need for additional 
jobs.  Sustainable employment as distinct from precarious work directly contributes to the 
generation of growth and further job creation because it enables people to plan their lives, 
to obtain loans and to invest in the provision of their social and family needs.  It also 
contributes immensely to social stability thus providing a firm bedrock for further domestic 
and international investment. 
As the Irish economy continues to recover and as we now face the possible implications of 
Brexit, we recognise the need for the Irish economy to remain competitive relative to our 
existing and prospective trading partners.   
Ireland’s economic competitiveness critically depends on expanding our productive capacity 
through investment in our infrastructure and in being able to maintain sound and sustainable 
public finances. This in turn is largely built on strong domestic consumption which depends 
on high employment levels and decent living standards. The alternative is that high levels of 
underemployment, very low wages and high social welfare spending weigh heavily on the 
public finances. The positive feedback loop between decent wages, employment, domestic 
consumption, investment and economic competitiveness is critical to understanding how we 
can stay competitive.   
In order to achieve Full employment, SIPTU is calling for the following specific initiatives to be 
undertaken in the 2017 Action plan for Jobs. 
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1. Public Procurement as an instrument for decent jobs 
With some €8.5bn1 spent in the procurement of goods and services each year, the State plays 
a very significant role in supporting thousands of businesses and jobs across the Irish 
economy. We welcome the effort to date by the High Level group on SME access to public 
procurement to facilitate tenders by SME’s and to focus on the regions. However, there has 
been a major failure and resistance to recognise that public procurement can also be an 
instrument to support job creation in particular disadvantaged areas and to sustain decently 
paid jobs.  
 
SIPTU is calling on the Ministers for Enterprise, Jobs and Innovation and the two junior 
ministers in the department to champion social clauses in public procurement.  
 
The State has a responsibility to lead by example in supporting decently paid jobs. It reduces 
the net cost to the State of subsidising income through social welfare payments where 
suppliers pay low or minimum wages. It also is a highly cost effective way of addressing local 
disadvantage in particular parts of the country when compared to direct subsidy schemes. 
 
SIPTU notes that two of the three new EU Procurement Directives were transposed into Irish 
law in April this year; Procurement (2014/24/EU) and Utilities (2014/25/EU). These had the 
potential to introduce a number of positive developments into the procurement process for 
workers and for small and medium companies in Ireland. The Directives significantly altered 
the rules on public procurement to enable the public sector as the contracting authority to 
promote social and labour standards. This would promote fairer competition and avoid 
downward pressure on wages and working conditions in the tendering process.  
Unfortunately, the terms of the transposition into Irish law were unambitious.  No reference 
was made to social or labour clauses with responsibility delegated to the contracting 
authority; the OGP. SIPTU is calling on the Ministers to ensure these clauses become a key 
part of the tendering process. In particular, the State must show support for the joint labour 
committee wage bargaining framework that Fine Gael in government legislated for in the 
previous administration. 
 
2. Investment in physical infrastructure and in human capital 
Ireland’s public investment rate is widely accepted as being approximately half of the level 
necessary to meet current and future infrastructure needs and the depreciation of our capital 
stock is set to reach unprecedented levels due to the failure to reinvest. Recent revisions to 
the national accounts mean that the public investment share of GNP or GDP is not necessarily 
a useful metric, but we know in the monetary terms that 2016’s Irish gross voted capital 
expenditure in current prices will be just half of that in 2007.  
                                                           
1 Office of Government Procurement (2015). Progress report of High level group on SME access to public procurement.  
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The additional €5.1bn committed by this Government to infrastructural investment over the 
next five years is positive but remains insufficient to adequately address the growing physical 
and social infrastructure needs of our country in the area of energy, transport, skills, training, 
education, health and other areas. 

 
SIPTU is calling on the Government to double the public investment rate over the next five 
years. As a start, we call on the Government to avail of the new fiscal stance it finds itself 
in 2016 due to the revision of the 2015 GDP figures. 

 
Technically, the Irish Government now has much more fiscal space available than previously 
thought, while remaining compliant with the rules. The structural budget deficit will now 
drastically deteriorate in 2016 as the figures show Ireland to be very much overheating. 
However, on the positive side, the large increase in GDP significantly expands the potential 
expenditure base.  
The fiscal rules do make some allowance for capital investment, but this is of little help owing 
to the design of the four year average.2 We note that the Government shares the widely held 
frustration about the constraints imposed by these fiscal rules.  However, there is an urgent 
requirement for a major Trans-European campaign for a much more flexible interpretation of 
the rules to facilitate the exclusion of capital investment by Governments, where it can be 
demonstrated that it is productivity enhancing.  In the absence of such flexibility the collapse 
of the European project is inevitable. 
Accordingly SIPTU is calling on the Government to align itself with other progressive 
administrations within the Eurozone e.g. France and Italy, to campaign for the flexibility to 
enable the exclusion for capital expenditure, (subject to a requirement to comply with 
productivity enhancing criteria), in the interpretation of fiscal rules 
But at a time where there is such great need to significantly up investment into our economic 
and social infrastructure, we cannot afford a protracted debate, where a change could be a 
year or more away.  Furthermore, with the uncertainty surrounding Brexit likely to paralyse 
corporate investment, expansion and hiring decisions, the argument for public investment is 
all the greater now.  
 
 

 
                                                           
2 The four year averaging is designed to accommodate once off increases in capital investment and in effect, is of little benefit to a member state such as Ireland that requires a shift level increase in capital investment to maintain and replace existing infrastructural provision. Even with the inclusion of the four year rule, there remains an inherent bias against capital investment relative to current spending, as the rule forces the full capital cost to be realised on the government’s accounts over the short period of four years as opposed to being discounted over much longer period as is used in traditional accounting conventions. 
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3. Public services & Public Employment 
In all previous Action Plans for Jobs, no mention is made of the largest employer in the State; 
the State itself, and the role it plays in creating and sustaining employment.  In 2015, some 
€250m3 was spent on recruiting agency staff to meet the shortfall in labour demand in the 
health sector. The scale of the spend reflects poor management of the health budget and of 
human resources and rostering the sector. More importantly, it represents poor value for 
money to the State as agency costs involve a premium paid to private companies for the 
immediate availability of staff over and above the cost of recruiting the same staff on a 
permanent basis and the high turnover of staff carries higher risks associated with the quality 
of the services and care provided. 
 
SIPTU calls on the Government to greatly reduce the systemic reliance on wasteful agency 
spend within Irish public services, to recognize the cost effectiveness of direct employment 
within the public service, to afford these workers the dignity of a secure, pensionable job 
and to step up efforts to meet the major existing shortfall in permanent staff within the 
Irish health sector. 
 
4. Social Economy  
The attainment of full employment and higher employment rates, particularly amongst 
females greatly depends on better support systems for childcare and eldercare.  The broadest 
measure of unemployment, PLS3 at 15.6% in Q1 20164 is indicative of the potential labour 
supply that is available for work or for more work (underemployment) in the Irish economy 
provided significant structural issues relating the care responsibilities, capacity to work and 
other obstacles are adequately tackled. In particular, there are clear patterns of a drop in 
female participation in the labour force for those with children over the age of 35.5 
 
SIPTU is calling on the Government to accelerate efforts to roll out a comprehensive system 
of state provided childcare support that subsidies the childcare costs of working parents 
and ensures a decent income and conditions for those working in the sector. 
 
Added to that, there is a growing share of older persons in Ireland and with that, requires a 
more targeted and focused effort to ensuring older people can lead healthier, more secure 
lives in their own homes. Increased demographic pressures means that Irish health services 
will have to develop better integrated and more comprehensive home care packages, step 
down facilities and ensure a sustainable supply of State run nursing home places.  
 
SIPTU is calling for a greater focus on a “home first” policy for older people and the 
development of more community based nursing and home care services with decent 
working conditions for those working in the sector. For those that will have to depend on a 
nursing home, SIPTU is calling for more public nursing home bed to be in place.  
                                                           
3 HSE (2015). HSE Annual report. 
4 Source; CSO QNHS, Q1 2016 
5 O Farrell R. (2014). Overview of the Irish Labour Market. NERI Working paper no. 15. 
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5. Apprenticeships 
SIPTU is strongly supportive of the efforts to develop a more comprehensive system of 
apprenticeships in Ireland in recent years. However, SIPTU is very concerned at the absence 
of trade union presence in the industry led consortia that determine the terms, conditions 
and training of apprentices. This is contrary to the spirit and the references to the need for 
trade union involvement in the Educational Training Act. At present, worker learners have the 
terms of their apprenticeships determined by industry players only and there is no 
representation for apprentices themselves. This is out of step with many other EU member 
states where the norm is to have tripartite dialogue between employers, educators and trade 
unions. 
 
SIPTU calls on the Government to ensure sufficient trade union representation on the key 
oversight committee; the industry led consortia, that determine the terms, conditions and 
training of apprentices. 

 
6. Wages  
In the wake of the Brexit referendum result, it is not in the interests of working people, 
thousands of Irish businesses, the public finances, our social welfare system and our economy 
to retreat on plans to progress living standards and to pause investment, expansion and wage 
progression plans. SIPTU regards the current uncertainty that has built up around future 
progression on the national minimum wage as at best, short sighted, or at worst, 
opportunistic and will, over the medium term, do more damage than good to the viability of 
Irish businesses and the living standards of Irish workers.  
 
Accordingly SIPTU is calling on the Government to disregard the most recent absurd 
recommendations of the Low Pay Commission envisaging a mere ten cent increase in the 
National Minimum Wage.  Instead, a clear statement is required committing to the 
objective of equating the Minimum Wage to the Living Wage. We reiterate the ICTU call for 
at least 85 cent per hour to reach the psychological target of €10 per hour in 2017. 
 
Just as importantly, the Government must also support and facilitate the functioning of the 
wage bargaining systems that were promoted by the last administration and enshrined in 
legislation by the Oireachtas.   Yet Government has done nothing to support or facilitate the 
operability of these mechanisms.  
In this regard SIPTU calls on the Government to render the tax incentivized VAT rate, 
applicable in the hospitality industry, subject to a requirement that the employers would 
participate in the Joint Labour Committee. Preferential exceptions in the matter of taxation 
which are subsidised should entail a degree of social obligation.  If the employers in the 
industry refuse to comply with this requirement, the reduced VAT rate should be 
discontinued and the hundreds of millions of euro which would accrue should be deployed 
for a clearly dedicated social purpose e.g. the provision of improved childcare. 
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7. Workplace Innovation 
SIPTU, on a number of previous occasions, has made submissions on the need for 
Government to promote and support workplace innovation.  The concept of workplace 
innovation is accepted by trade unions and business as providing an enhanced vehicle for 
improved efficiency, productivity and worker involvement. The State through Enterprise 
Ireland provide supports for “lean manufacturing techniques” but fails to incorporate the 
important role of workplace innovation in its construct.   
The EU and in particular Eurofound have identified the positive potential such a process has 
and is actively promoting the concept at European level.  SIPTU in conjunction with its training 
arm the IDEAS Institute has engaged with the employers’ organisation IBEC and currently 
works with successfully with several manufacturing companies throughout Ireland.  We 
believe an urgent review of the potential benefits and obstacles to the roll out of workplace 
innovation needs to be undertake by Government which should involve the Social Partners 
and specific Departments of State.  In the post Brexit environment, the viability of 
manufacturing in Ireland will depend on companies staying ahead of the competition 
particularly in terms of productivity and efficiency and developing a strong worker 
participation culture within their structures.   
We strongly urge the Government to set up a consultative forum for the purpose of 
identifying the strategic needs of industry in the context of implementing workplace 
innovation. 
 
8. Employment Law 
We reiterate our call for the recommendations of the Duffy Cahill report to be enacted. While 
we are mindful that the Company Law review group are due to report over the coming 
months, we do not believe that this is sufficient grounds for delay to act on the labour law 
reform recommendations.  
 

 
9. TUPE 
The Protection of Employees on Transfer of Undertakings Regulations 2003 (commonly 
referred to as the TUPE Regulations) relates to the safeguarding of employees' rights in the 
event of transfers of undertakings, businesses or parts of undertakings or businesses. This 
was transposed into Irish law to implement the mandatory requirements of Council Directive 
2001/23/EC of 12 March 2001. SIPTU recognises that this is a very important piece of labour 
protection legislation however there is a fundamental weakness in the regulations in that 
they do not contain any “service provision change” (SPC) protections.  
 
In effect, workers in the services sector (contract cleaners, security workers etc.) do not have 
the same protections as workers in other sectors of the economy. Instead, these workers rely 
on the directive being interpreted by the CJEU and on National case law, neither of which 
recognise the deficiency in protection of these workers. CJEU case law has interpreted the 
directive to include protections to workers only where there is a transfer of workers and 
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assets, or on a transfer of workers alone where workers make up the majority of the 
workforce. 6,7 However, this interpretation of the Directive has led to a situation whereby the 
result to be achieved by applying the Directive has become a condition determining whether 
it is to apply. 
 
SIPTU calls on the Government to amend the terms of the Protection of Employees on 
Transfer of Undertakings Regulations 2003 to include all categories of workers whose work 
is transferred from one economic entity to another. 
 
This anomaly was recognised by the British Government in 2006 and with the backing of 
business groups, the trade unions and legal profession, the UK Government introduced a SPC 
into the UK Regulations. As a result of this, employees in the services sector were given the 
same protection as those in the rest of the economy. For businesses in the services sector, 
the change meant increased certainty and an even playing field when services transfer from 
one business to another.  The UK Government reviewed their TUPE Regulations in 2011 and 
following public consultation retained the SPC with one small amendment.  

 
10. Pensions.  
Government Policy towards pensions over recent decades has been piecemeal, reactionary 
and the distributional implications have not been thought through. Even more seriously, 
major reform of the pension system has been promised for many years, but with no 
substantive action. Numerous studies have demonstrated serious issues relating to the 
adequacy and sustainability of pension income in Ireland.8 This will be compounded by 
increased demographic pressures over future decades. Failure by this Government to act on 
this burgeoning pension crisis risks exposing current and future generations to huge costs. 
 
Existing problems are many but SIPTU is calling for Government to act on three main issues.  
(i) Remedy the serious shortfall left by the abolition of the transitional state pension.  

 
(ii) Reform existing pension legislation governing occupational funds to move towards 

a more realistic assessment of liabilities and assets of the private pension fund. 
 

(iii) Most importantly, institute a mandatory second pillar state run occupational 
pension fund available to all working people to bring Ireland in line with all but one 
other OECD country. 

   
 
Since the transitional pension payment was abolished in 2014, SIPTU has consistently 
highlighted the major difficulty this presented for the many forced to retire as per the terms 
                                                           
6 Süzen v Zehnacker Gebäudereingung GmbH (1997) C-13/95  
7 Hernández Vidal and Others v Perez and Others C 127/96, 229/96 and C-74/97 and Sánchez Hidalgo v Asociación de Servicios Aser C-173/96 
8 OECD (2014). Review of the Irish pension system. OECD:Paris.  
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of their contract of employment. The nature and timing of the abolition has meant that little 
or no period of advance notice was afforded to workers to allow them to try to accumulate 
some savings to cushion the resulting financial shortfall between the ages of 65 and 66. SIPTU 
has repeatedly called for an increase in job seekers benefit as a temporary measure to deal 
with this problem. Such a provision would cost as little as €5 million a year to cover those 
forced to retire at 65 and just €25 million for all 65 year olds who are dependent on the Social 
Welfare system. This problem will be exacerbated under plans to extend the age of 
entitlement to the State pension to 68 in 2021. 
 
Since the economic crisis in 2008, the viability of defined benefit occupational pension 
schemes has been repeatedly challenged owing to rules relating to benchmark sovereign 
bonds and their yields. We are now in the absurd situation that several perfectly viable 
schemes involving tens of thousands of members may be unable to meet the regulatory 
Minimum Funding Standard due to the collapse of German and other sovereign bond yields. 
This will result in catastrophic losses for the workers affected if these schemes are, quite 
unnecessarily, forced to close.  

 
11. Freelance workers & Collective Bargaining 
Government must support the private members Bill that is currently going through the 
Houses of the Oireachtas to permit freelance workers to collectively bargain. The 
classification of these workers as individual business undertakings ignores the reality that 
these workers are not genuinely independent of their employers for the duration of the work 
undertaken. 
 
The 2003 decision on this matter by the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission 
is out of step with a recent CJEU ruling that has held that a worker is not independent of his 
or her employer if the worker acts under the direction of the employer as regards freedom to 
choose the time, place and content of work, does not share in the employer’s commercial 
risks and in reality forms an integral economic unit within the employer’s undertaking.9 
Furthermore, it found that such freelance work is not a business undertaking but that self-
employed persons are employees in the true sense of the word. 
 
SIPTU calls on the Government to alter the Competition Act, 2002 to enable freelance 
workers to collectively bargain for the betterment of their terms and conditions and to end 
their classification as business “undertakings.” 

                                                           
9 FNV Kunsten Informatie en Media v Staat der Nederlanen (C-413/13)  


