
Ireland has been described as one of the most
open and globalised economies in the world.  In
making this observation we should not lose
sight of the fact that Ireland is an island nation of
4 million people – up to 2 million of whom are at
work.  An increasing feature of this economy is
a expanding workforce from a labour immigrant
base as has been recently illustrated in studies
undertaken by the ESRI and the CSO.

Given the age profile of immigrant labour and
their skill levels, we also have to recognise that
an increasing number of these workers will see
their immediate economic futures in Ireland, as
developments in Eastern Europe are not
proceeding as rapidly as first thought when the
debate on the E.U. expansion was first
mooted. This pattern is likely to be reinforced
given the recent decisions of some of Europe’s
larger economies to maintain the optional
labour migration restrictions arising from the
Accession Treaty.

As one of the most successful economies in
Europe, we need to balance the outward
perception of the economy and the plaudits
this sometimes attracts against some of the
inward myopia we occasionally indulge in. We
need to realise that the possibilities for
protectionist policies are extremely limited. The
debate about the Services Directive shows the
large scale impact which Europe will continue
to have not alone on employment law but also
on competition law. The exigencies of either
legal parameters are not naturally reconcilable
in a market driven economy.

One seeks to protect employment standards
and to extend them while the other seeks to
minimise monopolistic and non-competitive
practices with consequential employment
effects. Both are not always reconcilable in the
context of the historical development of our
own economy and the necessity in the past to
support a high level of national industrial
infrastructure and enterprise and the extension
of employment rights.

In the context of work-based change, we
have to ask ourselves have we fully realised
the potential of partnership or does
partnership continue to be a set of values and
principles established at a national level
without any determined action programme to
promote these objectives at the level of the
workplace? This requires a commitment to
innovation and change, and to the formulation
of policies that will develop and support those
values and which will deliver change and
modernisation.

To some degree both in the private and public
sector there have been many instances in the
Commissions’ experience and from year to
year, where change is only achieved over a
prolonged set of negotiations. In effect, there
has not been an acceptance or recognition of
the need to change and the skills necessary to
articulate and deliver what is required.
Inevitably, there has not been sufficient trust
between the parties to engender and deliver
radical and essential organisational and
enterprise change in the face of public demand
or wider competitive requirements. This said,
there are many cases where employers and
their employees have grasped the challenge
and built innovative and rewarding workplaces.

There is a need for greater levels of
modernisation in the public services and in
particular in those sectors that have an
essential input in developing key aspects of the
social economy e.g. education, healthcare,
childcare, infrastructure, service delivery at
local authority level and on environmental
issues. All of these are now major challenges
in the building of a successful and fair society.

In the context of moving forward we need a
considerable amount of “joined-up” planning
and policy formation in relation to the
immediate provision of the role out of
broadband, on airport and port development
and on the planning and completion of our
national motorways. Why does it take so long

to get additional airport space, additional
motorway space additional infrastructural
space? We have major issues also which we
have not addressed in a coherent fashion e.g.
our dependence on oil-imports, alternative
energy sources, waste management problems
and the balancing of these central economic
issues against the personal lifestyle issues of
commuting time, family-friendly policies, and
wider community/societal healthcare and the
integration of other nationalities.

The Commission sees itself as assisting in the
modernisation process. It is still concerned at
the inordinate amount of time it takes at
conciliation or in our advisory work to manage
and obtain agreement on the agenda for
change. It is a shared management and
employee responsibility to engage with the
change agenda without going through
considerable time lapse periods of
confrontation, engagement, and eventual
potential settlement. Management and unions,
in some cases, are given insufficient time and
resources towards preparing their employees
and members for future re-organisation and
the skills, abilities and analytical qualities
which will be required to meet competitive
pressures and the wider and increasing
demands from an increasingly educated
citizenry and taxpayer. 

This requires that management bring a more
open approach and participative approach to
their employees on the business agenda and
union leaders having the foresight, the vision,
and the ability and courage to engage on more
long-term solutions in both individual
enterprises and public services.

There is a clear and tangible evidence that
where these goals are agreed medium and
long term benefits flow to employees and
clients.

One of the most significant contributory
aspects of the development of the “Irish
Miracle” has been the high volume of labour
growth. One of the challenges for Irish industry
and the Irish social partnership process is to
harness the continued potential of that growth
into dynamic and innovative public and private
enterprises with highly flexible and engaged
employees enjoying good and improving living
standards and quality outputs.
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A total of 1,692 disputes - representing a
rise of 14% - were referred to the
Conciliation Services Division of the LRC
last year. In parallel, significant new
services were also introduced by the
Commission during 2005 including a
Training and Development Service as
well as a new Mediation Service.  

The rise in disputes was up from 1,484 referred
in 2004. The Conciliation Services Division
chaired 1,924 conciliation conferences over the
course of the year, compared to 1,806 in 2004
(an increase of 7%). The Division also convened
another 130 meetings in 2005, comprising
facilitation, the chairing of Joint Industrial
Councils, Joint Labour Committees, Conciliation
Councils, Monitoring Committees etc.  

Therefore, the overall total of formal meetings
convened by the Conciliation Services

Division, in 2005, amounted to 2,054,
compared to a total of 1,930 in 2004.  (See
Figure 1 for comparisons with previous years).
In addition, the Conciliation Service engaged in
many meetings with individual parties in
potential dispute situations.

The Service secured a settlement in 81% of all
cases referred to it in 2005, continuing the very
high settlement rate consistently achieved in
previous years. 

A new on-line referral facility was introduced by
the Division which is committed to ensuring
that access to its services is as straightforward
and convenient as possible to parties in
dispute. The new service allows clients  refer
cases electronically speeding up the process
of response. Access to the on-line referral
facility is via the Commission’s web-site –
www.lrc.ie. 

THE PUBLIC SECTOR
The Conciliation service assisted in the
resolution of high profile disputes in a variety of
significant public sector employments
including An Post, the Health Service, Local
Authority Services, Aer Lingus and Bus
Eireann in 2005. 

This meant engagement at conciliation with
parties from the Public Sector who have not
traditionally used the services of the
Commission before because of their
participation in tailored Conciliation and
Arbitration schemes.  

One notable trend in the Public Sector has
been a regular need for several conciliation
conferences to be convened  to resolve a
dispute. This reflects of the complexity of
issues arising and the impact of perceived and
actual linkages in many areas.

During the year, the Unit dealt with 606 dispute
referrals from the Public Sector and convened
784 conciliation conferences. The Public Sector
generally appears likely to continue to be
involved in workplace change and re-
organisation over the coming years and this is
likely to lead to an ongoing high level of demand
for support from the Conciliation Service.  

ACTIVITY REVIEW BY REGION
FOR 2005 

SOUTH EAST
In 2005 the South East Team provided
conciliation services in counties Carlow, Kildare,
Kilkenny, Laois, Waterford, Wexford, Wicklow
and Tipperary (Carrick-on-Suir/Clonmel area)
and in Dublin.  In November 2005, as part of a
minor re-organisation within the Conciliation
Service, responsibility for dealing with disputes
which arose in Co. Laois was transferred to the
West / Mid-West Regional Team.

The South East Team convened 293
conciliation conferences in 2005.  Most cases
were resolved at a single conciliation

NEW ON-LINE REFERRAL SERVICE
INTRODUCED AS ACTIVITY LEVELS
CONTINUE TO RISE

By Kieran Mulvey, Chief Executive, LRC
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conference but, in some cases, usually
involving more complex/multi-dimensional
issues, several conferences were necessary.
Of the cases dealt with in the Region in 2005,
43 required to be referred to the Labour Court.

Pay was the most common issue arising in
conciliation in the Region during the year. The
more significant cases related to claims by
employers of ‘inability to pay’ or for ‘cost-
offsetting measures’ under the terms of the
Sustaining Progress National Agreement. The
Team also dealt with several Public Sector
cases relating to the application of public
service ‘Parallel Benchmarking’ awards and
also cases in private sector employments
regarding payment for change/productivity.

The second most common dispute type in the
Region in 2005 related to rationalization/
redundancy. Major job reductions occurred in a
number of large companies such as Waterford
Crystal, Irish Sugar, Magna Donnelly, Celtic
Linen and Sercom Solutions. There were also
disputes involving lesser job losses in a range
of smaller manufacturing employments.

During the year there were a small number of
isolated instances of industrial action or
threatened action requiring the intervention of
the Conciliation Service. These included  the
HSE/PNA at St Luke’s Hospital in Clonmel;
Doyle Concrete / SIPTU and Nutricia /
Amicius.  The Regional Manager also assisted
the Chief Executive and the Director of
Conciliation in the resolution of a major dispute
involving Irish Ferries, SIPTU and the SUI over
cost reduction issues.

WEST AND MID WEST REGION
The West and Mid-West Team provide
Conciliation Services in counties Limerick,
Clare, Galway, Roscommon and parts of
Westmeath and Offally and also has primary
responsibility for the financial services sector.

Under the provision of Sustaining Progress a
small number of companies sought the
assistance of the Commission in disputes
arising under Section 1(10)(11) and 1(10)
(111) (“Inability to Pay” and “Cost Offsetting
Measures”), with assessors being appointed in
two such cases.

Competitive pressures again continued to
impact on businesses and consequently on
industrial relations in the region during 2005,
with particular reference to the manufacturing,
agri-business, retail and poultry sectors.
Significant involvements included a major re-
organisation at Castlemahon Poultry,
negotiations related to the closure of Crown
Equipment, Galway as well as complex
disputes in Boots and Roches Stores.

The team chaired many conferences in the
Health and related sectors while maintaining a
particular focus on assisting parties involved in
re-structuring in financial services.

The Regional Manager and the IRO for the
Region, as members of the Service
Development Team, contributed to the
development of the Workplace Mediation
Service of the Commission, which was
inaugurated in late 2005.  

A training programme in conflict management
training for Directors of Nursing was provided
at the request of the Irish Nurses Organisation.
Training was also developed and delivered on
‘Skills Development and General Information’
for employee representatives relating to the
Information and Consultation Directive
2002/14/EC.

NORTH WEST AND 
BORDERS REGION
The North West and Borders region covers
Cavan, Donegal, Leitrim, Longford, Louth,
Mayo, Meath, Monaghan, Sligo and
Westmeath.  In 2005 the team convened 314
conciliation conferences with approximately
135 (43%) of these held in Dublin.  This
represented an overall increase in activity over
2004 of 10%. 

Redundancy, restructuring and new working
arrangements accounted for the majority of
referrals. Cases of note included Abbott,
Cootehill (new pay agreement), Sodexho
(redundancy selection) and major restructuring
at the Burlington Hotel.  A number of closures
of long established manufacturing companies
in the region was announced or took place
during the year.  These included PJ Carroll
(cigarettes), Clubman Omega (shirts), Hospira

(medical devices) and Fruit of the Loom
(textiles).  In all of these cases, manufacturing
transferred to lower cost countries.

The health sector accounted for approximately
22% of all cases referred to conciliation in the
region in 2005. 

SOUTH AND 
SOUTH WEST REGION 
The South West Region consists of counties
Cork, Kerry and Tipperary (South). 

The team convened a total of 510 conciliation
conferences in 2005 (446 in 2004), comprised
of 267 meetings in the region in 2005 and a
further 243 in Dublin. 

Helping the parties deal with the management
of change and restructuring dominated the
regions working agenda. 

Significant examples in this area included
companies such as Dairygold and Schering
Plough. Staffing levels and grading remained
the predominant issues in cases referred from
the Health Service Sector in 2005.  

Taking a broader view, issues related to
pension entitlement are now arising on a more
regular basis than in previous years.
Advisory Services Division

The Advisory Services Division (ASD) consists
of three units – Advisory, Research and
Information/ICT and Strategy and Standards.
The Division assists employers and employees
build and maintain positive working
relationships and works with them to develop
and implement on-going effective problem
solving mechanisms. With these in place, the
organisation (management and employees) is
free to concentrate on core objectives, meet
competitive challenges, implement
organisational change and positively address
employee expectations and concerns.

In 2005 a total of 145 projects (see below)
were undertaken by the Division ranging from
the provision of various forms of in-company
assistance, to research to training. This level of
activity represents an 18% increase on 2004
levels.
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INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS AUDITS
Typically the audit is presented to the parties in
the form of a confidential report containing
findings, conclusions and recommendations. In
some cases however it may be more
appropriate to focus on the change agenda
and present the parties with a series of
recommended improvements. The Division
provides further support in terms of post report
monitoring and, where necessary, assistance
with the implementation of the required
changes and improvements. The Division
completed 6 industrial relations audits in 2005.

JOINT WORKING PARTIES
The ASD chairs joint sessions of company
management and employee representatives
working together to agree and implement
recommendations or decisions to improve
industrial relations in their workplace. This
facility is designed to give the parties direct
involvement in developing mutually acceptable
solutions to their difficulties. Eleven joint
working parties were chaired by the ASD in
2005.

PREVENTIVE MEDIATION/
FACILITATION
Assistance is often required in situations where
parties anticipate future difficulties. The ASD
assists in such cases by providing preventive
mediation/facilitation. Many organizations also
require assistance to improve work
organisation. The ASD advises on and
develops specific disputes and grievance
procedures, new work practices, structural
change and other measures required to
maintain and enhance competitiveness. The
Division was involved in 24 such projects in
2005.

ADVICE
In some instances employers, employees and
trade unions approach the Division for detailed
advice on good practice when putting in place
negotiating agreements, grievance/disciplinary
procedures and other industrial relations
frameworks. In 2004, the ASD provided
assistance in 5 such cases.

CODES OF PRACTICE 
The Division is responsible for drafting

statutory Codes of Practice (Section 42 of the
Industrial Relations Act, 1990. To date the
following Codes have been completed:

• Code of Practice on Dispute Procedures,
including Procedures in Essential Services;

• Code of Practice on Duties and
Responsibilities of Employee
Representatives and the Protection and
Facilities to be Afforded them by their
Employer;

• Code of Practice on Grievance and
Disciplinary Procedures;

• Code of Practice on Compensatory Rest
Periods;

• Code of Practice on Sunday Working in the
Retail Trade;

• Code of Practice on Voluntary Dispute
Resolution;

• Code of Practice Detailing Procedures for
Addressing Bullying in the Workplace;

• Enhanced Code of Practice on Voluntary
Dispute Resolution; 

• Code of Practice on Victimisation.

During 2005 the Division prepared a new
Code, the Code of Practice on Access to Part-
Time Work and commenced work on a Code
of Practice on Information and Consultation.

ENHANCED CODE OF PRACTICE
ON VOLUNTARY DISPUTE
RESOLUTION (SI 76 OF 2004)
This Code provides a recognised framework
for the processing of disputes arising in
situations where negotiating arrangements are
not in place and where collective bargaining
fails to take place. The ASD facilitates the
procedure, which is designed to assist
management and unions to resolve the issues
in dispute. The Division received 78 referrals
under SI 76 in 2005.

NEW ON-LINE REFERRAL SERVICE INTRODUCED AS ACTIVITY

LEVELS CONTINUE TO RISE cont.



Of the 75 Cases (405 issues), which were fully
processed through stage one of the SI 76
Code of Practice, 202 issues (50%) were
resolved at the LRC stage and 203 (50%)
were referred to the Labour Court.

TIME FRAMES
There is a difference in the rate of resolution
where parties agree to extend the timeframe. Of
the 75 cases completed, it was agreed to
extend the timeframes in 39 cases (on average
by 12 weeks). Where the time frames have been
increased, the LRC issue resolution rate is 48%
(compared to 37% where no extension was
agreed). Furthermore in 21 of the on-going 29
cases time-frame extensions have been invoked.

GENUINE EFFORT
The disposition of the parties to the process
also had a significant impact on its efficacy at
stage one vis-à-vis resolving issues. 
• In 35 of the 75 completed cases, it was

observed that both parties made genuine
efforts to resolve the issues, this resulted in
the resolution of 66% of issues at the LRC.

• In 9 of the 75 completed cases, it was
observed that neither party made genuine
efforts to resolve the issues, this resulted in
the resolution of one of the issues being
resolved at the LRC

• In 9 of the 75 completed cases, it was
observed that only the company made
genuine efforts to resolve the issues, this
resulted in the resolution of 14% of issues
at the LRC.

• In 14 of the 75 completed cases, it was
observed that only the union made genuine
efforts to resolve the issues, this resulted in
the resolution of 27% of issues at the LRC.

SUBSTANTIATION OF CLAIM
Of the 75 cases completed, only 28 supplied
supporting documentation to substantiate their
claim at the time of referral.

NEW ON-LINE REFERRAL SERVICE INTRODUCED AS ACTIVITY
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Cases Issues Comment

SI 76 Referrals to-date 149 777 18 cases (12%) with 10 or more issues

Company did not engage 28 130 (19% of all referrals)

Referrals withdrawn by union 17 75 (11% of all referrals)

Cases On-going 29 168

Cases completed 75 405 This figure is inclusive of cases where all issues were resolved at the LRC, where issues
were referred to the Labour Court or where Collective Bargaining was negotiated.

Collective Bargaining Negotiated 6 33 (8% of all Cases Completed)

All Issues resolved at LRC 25 121 (33% of all Cases Completed)

Issues Referred to Labour Court 60 203 (80% of all Cases Completed)

Of these 60 cases referred to the Labour Court there were 26 cases where 76 
issues were resolved by the LRC.

HEADLINE FIGURES
The following is a breakdown of the SI 76 cases referred to the Advisory Services Division to-date.

NATURE OF ISSUES
The following is breakdown of the type of issues referred under the code of practice (These
figures are based on all referrals)



Mediation is essentially a facilitative
process where both parties retain control
over the outcome, but where a neutral
third party assists them in defining the
issues of difference, finding common
ground and ultimately agreeing a way
forward.

INTRODUCTION
Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) and
‘mediation’ in particular have become key
policy objectives for the British government.
The focus is on  promoting ADR at the earliest
stage of a disagreement before conflict
escalates in the workplace.  The thinking
behind this emphasis on ADR is driven partly
by the desire to counter the rise in litigious
employment relations but also to re-enforce the
government’s commitment to the high
performance workplace and raising
productivity through more effective
management of the employment relationship
within the workplace.

Increasingly employers and employees have
been looking for other ways to deal with
workplace conflict which is damaging to the
business in terms of management time, cost
and productivity and to employees and
managers alike in terms of stress.   The
Chartered Institute of Personnel and
Development in its 2004 survey of Conflict in
the Workplace and its 2005 guide on Bullying
at Work also identify the growing use of
mediation as an effective means of resolving
workplace conflict.

WHY DID ACAS INTRODUCE ITS
MEDIATION SERVICE?
For Acas, it chimed with our mission to
improve Employment Relations and working life
generally, and it addressed the needs of our
customers who were increasingly looking for a
different approach.  

With the apparent increasing individualisation of
the relationship between employer and

employee in the United Kingdom and the decline
in union membership and collective bargaining,
workplace conflict increasingly manifests itself in
individual grievances, absence and
disengagement. Acas conciliation, whether in
collective or individual disputes, only comes into
play once early conflict has become a fully
fledged dispute and those involved entrenched.
By this time the damage done to the
employment relationship and the loss of trust
makes finding a “way out” increasingly difficult.
There was widespread recognition that
intervention by Acas at an early stage in conflict
could have considerable benefit in preventing
the escalation of conflict and maintaining and
building employment relationships. 

The initial spark that leads to a dispute might be
a difference of opinion, perception or
misunderstanding between people with
relationships and personalities playing a strong
part. The next stage is where overt conflict
arises and the individual may take the issue to a
line manager.  If they fail to act (as they often do
because of a tendency for people to avoid
conflict and the unpleasantness associated with
it), the employee may go through formal internal
procedures. Finally, the individual looks outside
the organisation, possibly to litigation.

It is at the early stages that those involved can
often benefit from help from a mediator.    

WHAT IS MEDIATION?
Mediation is essentially a facilitative process
where both parties retain control over the
outcome, but where a neutral third party assists
them in defining the issues of difference, finding
common ground and ultimately agreeing a way
forward.  However it can be moulded to suit
different circumstances and the level of
intervention stepped up or down.  Mediation can
therefore range from problem solving to a more
directive process that involves recommending a
way forward.   It is equally as effective in dealing
with conflict between individuals like supervisor
and employee or two peers in an organisation as
it is in dealing with differences between groups

of individuals that do not fall in to the traditional
collective bargaining arena.  

Acas mediation is
• Voluntary
• Confidential
• Impartial
• Not normally legally binding

It differs from collective conciliation in that it 
• focuses on interests rather than positions, 
• looks for and tackles the root causes of the

problem rather than the surface
manifestation,  

• adopts a joint problem solving approach
seeking  sustainable solutions as well as a
solution to the immediate crisis and 

• Seeks to maintain and build relationships.    

It enables people to have the kind of
conversation that has become impossible
because of heightened emotions and
entrenched positions and invites people to
think rather than telling them what to think.  

‘The reason I wanted to go down the path of
mediation was because it seemed more informal.
I didn’t want it to become a dispute.  I really
didn’t.’ (Employee in Employer-employee dispute)  

Some common misconceptions exist around
mediation.  Those we come across most
frequently are that managers will either use it
too readily to avoid their managerial
responsibility or not use it fearing the loss of
control over the situation and outcome.  Proper
training for line managers can overcome these
to a large extent but Acas mediators also
consider each request for mediation and make
a judgment about the suitability of the situation
for mediation in discussion with those involved.
Only if the mediator and the parties all wish to
go ahead can mediation proceed.  

THE ROLE OF THE MEDIATOR
AND THE MEDIATION PROCESS
It is the job of those involved to solve the
problem and the role of the mediator is to

WORKPLACE MEDIATION– A
PERSPECTIVE FROM THE ADVISORY,
CONCILIATION AND ARBITRATION
SERVICE (ACAS) IN THE UK.

By Gill Trevelyan
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WORKPLACE MEDIATION– A PERSPECTIVE FROM THE ADVISORY,

CONCILIATION AND ARBITRATION SERVICE (ACAS) IN THE UK. cont.

manage the mediation process to help them do
that.  Acas mediators follow a process which
includes meeting both parties separately to
identify the issues, areas of common ground
and their desires and expectations.  This is
usually followed by a joint meeting with clear,
agreed ground rules where the parties will
each have limited uninterrupted time to set out
how they see the situation.  This can be very
important because it is often the first time they
have truly listened to each other.  

‘It certainly gave me an insight, which is what I
wanted, into my role in the dispute, how much
of the dispute I was creating.’  (Employer in
employer-employee dispute)

‘It was remarkable how much I learned about
his position and how he saw things because it
enabled me  to stand in his shoes and see
things from his perspective and to see that he
really believed that he was being unfairly
treated and why he  believed that.’ (Employer
in employer-employee dispute)

The mediator then summarises back to the
parties and agrees the agenda for the rest of
the mediation which may be a mix of joint and
separate sessions.  Questioning is the major
tool in the mediator’s toolkit but they can draw
on a wide range of other skills and techniques
to explore the issues between the parties and
help them to build agreements. 

Everything that is discussed in mediation is
confidential unless the parties agree otherwise.
This can be difficult for an employer or HR
manager who may have commissioned the

mediation and feel they have a right to know
the detail, the outcome or who is ‘to blame’ if
mediation is unsuccessful.   

Agreements reached are usually put in writing
so that the parties know what they have agreed
to but these agreements usually have no legal
standing.  Agreements usually focus around
some or all of the following:

• Explanations and apologies
• Changes in behaviour
• Changes to working practices, procedures

and policies 

and (less commonly)

• Specific changes to the work environment

If you visit the Acas website at
www.acas.org.uk you will find more
information about mediation and some video
clips to give a feel for what it involves.

DOES IT WORK – WHAT DO OUR
CUSTOMERS THINK?
Independent research of Acas mediation found
that in the great majority of cases, mediation
had a positive impact on the dispute and
yielded benefits to the organisation, and the
parties and were sustained in the longer term.
Many employers reported that mediation had
worked where internal procedures had failed
and had enabled them to retain valuable
members of staff.  

Other specific benefits that have been
identified include:

• Reducing the numbers of tribunal claims
and formal grievances - for example one
organisation reported a reduction from 55
to 38 in the number of formal grievances
and from 17 to 12 Employment Tribunal
cases lodged in the year after they
introduced mediation.

• Reduced sickness absence arising from the
stress associated with conflict

• Employees feeling valued by their
employer’s willingness to provide mediation
and seeing it as a positive sign that their
concerns were being take seriously

• Retention of valuable employees

• Helping to change organisational culture
from one based on command and control to
one based on greater employee
involvement, engagement and innovation.

The Labour Relations Commission has
recently introduced a Workplace Mediation
Service for employers and employees in
Ireland.  The benefits of using mediation to
maintain and build employment relationships
and improve both productivity and the quality
of working life could soon be coming to a
workplace near you!  

Gill Trevelyan CMCIPD is the Acas national
Mediation Business Manager and an
accredited mediator.  She has also worked
with the Labour Relations Commission on
the development of its Workplace Mediation
Service.  



THE LABOUR RELATIONS COMMISSION’S
NEW  WORKPLACE MEDIATION SERVICE

By Anna Perry

The  Workplace Mediation Service of the
Labour Relations Commission is
designed to provide an effective, tailored
response to the issues arising in Irish
workplaces today which might not fit into
the category of issues which could most
effectively be dealt with by Conciliation or
through the Rights Commissioner Service

As part of its overall role and responsibility for
promoting good industrial relations in Ireland,
the Labour Relations Commission launched its
Workplace Mediation Service in the later part of
2005.  The provision of this service was
conceived and developed as a consequence of
the perception by the LRC of a growing need for
such an alternative dispute resolution process.
The expansion of Commission Services to
incorporate this field of work has to date proven
to be very successful in cases where it has been
utilised and acknowledged to be very useful and
positive by service users.  

Skilled officers of the Commission’s Conciliation
and Advisory Services who have all undertaken
specific studies/training in this area provide and
deliver the Workplace Mediation Service. 

WHAT IS THE WORKPLACE
MEDIATION SERVICE?
Workplace mediation provides for a prompt,
confidential and effective remedy to workplace
conflicts, disputes and disagreements.  It is
particularly suited to disputes involving
individuals or small groups of workers who find
themselves having to deal with situations which
may involve the following: 
• Interpersonal differences, conflicts,

difficulties in working together
• Breakdown in a working relationship
• Issues arising from a grievance and

disciplinary procedure (particularly before a
matter becomes a disciplinary issue)

• Industrial Relations issues which have not
been the subject of a referral to the Rights
Commissioner Service or the Conciliation
Service, the Labour Court or other statutory
dispute resolution body.

HOW DOES WORKPLACE
MEDIATION WORK?
Mediation provides an opportunity for those
involved to address the issues, explore options
and reach a workable outcome through a
mutually agreeable course of action.  The
process is flexible and can be adapted
depending on individual situations but essentially
revolves around giving every individual
concerned an opportunity to give their side of
the story and to work with the other party to find
a solution. The process may involve a mix of joint
meetings or meetings with the mediator alone.
The entire process is focused on every individual
involved being comfortable with the process and
on the active exploration of potential solutions.
Some key principles governing the process
include: 

• It is voluntary – it can only take place on the
basis that all sides are agreeable to
participate.  Anyone can withdraw at any
stage if they want to.

• It is confidential – the process is private and
confidential to the parties unless otherwise
agreed.  This will give parties confidence to
express exactly how they feel and confidence
to explore solutions without prejudice.

• It is fast – takes place as soon as schedules
etc permit.

• It is solution focused – the object of the
exercise is to reach a workable and mutually
agreeable solution to the conflict or issue of
difference.

• It is impartial – the mediator is impartial and
does not take sides.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF
WORKPLACE MEDIATION?
• It is an opportunity to resolve a problem in an

informal non-adversarial way. 
• The resolution of the issue remains in the

control of the individuals directly concerned.
They will be involved in the development of
the solution and as a result the outcome is
likely to be better and longer lasting. 

• It creates a safe place for all sides to have
their say and be heard. 

• It has the potential for a high success rate
and positive outcomes where the parties are
genuinely committed to a resolution.
Mediation focuses on the future working
relationships of those involved. 

• It will not duplicate other dispute resolution
services.

WHAT HAPPENS IF A DISPUTE
REMAINS UNRESOLVED
FOLLOWING MEDIATION?
The mediation service of the Labour Relations
Commission is focused on assisting parties to
deal effectively with issues that arise in the
workplace. Participation in mediation does not
oblige any party to commit to any further
procedure in the event that the problem
remains following mediation.

The mediator will, in the event of a problem
remaining unresolved following mediation,
assist the parties in agreeing a joint way
forward in relation to the issues.

HOW DO I APPLY FOR
MEDIATION?
All applications for mediation should ideally be
made on a joint basis. The process will work
best when both parties have a desire to resolve
an issue and have jointly agreed that mediation
is the best means to secure that resolution.

Notwithstanding this, the Commission will
attempt to secure agreement to participate in
mediation where only one party has sought the
intervention. The process is however voluntary
and the Commission is not in a position to
compel attendance.

Anna Perry is a member of the Mediation
Service Development Team in the LRC

Requests for Mediation should be made to 
the Workplace Mediation service, Labour
Relations Commission, Tom Johnson House,
Haddington Road, Dublin 4 – ‘phone (01)
6136700.
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After the initial grief and shock what is
the first, natural, reaction to a disaster?
If a hotel burns down or a train crashes,
once people come to terms with the
reality of the occurrence what is the next
instinct?  It is always “how do we ensure
this does not happen again?” 

In industrial relations terms, and in terms of the
damage it did in provoking very dangerous anti-
migrant sentiment, the Irish Ferries case was a
catastrophe.  And what has been the reaction?
Did the nation unite in resolving “never again” ?

For sure the trade union movement made it
very clear that the prevention of similar
occurrences in the future was now the number
one item on their agenda, but shamefully, for
reasons based on their own narrow economic
self-interest, the reaction from employer
organisations – backed up by influential
sectors of the media – oscillated between the
ludicrous assertion that Irish Ferries “simply
couldn’t happen again” and the even more
cynical line that what happened wasn’t really
displacement at all but rather was an
opportunity taken to do a good turn for
impoverished East Europeans who would be
delighted to get the crumbs being distributed
so generously to them by the facilitated
departure of the Irish staff. 

Inevitably, Irish Ferries will be the starting point
for any discussion on the issue of job
displacement.  Before it happened who would
seriously have believed that a profitable
company operating a service – which, by its
nature has to be located in Ireland and cannot
be ‘globalised’ off to a low-pay, far away
economy – would get away with ditching over
500 current employees and replacing them with
others at a fraction of existing payment levels?  

The assertion was, and is, pompously made
that the maritime nature of this enterprise
meant that this displacement could not be
replicated ‘on land.’  

This assertion ceased to have any integrity or
credibility once Irish Ferries was forced to
concede the payment to its new staff of the
legal minimum wage.  The significance of the
unique option available to this Company
under maritime law that it could declare itself
not amenable to Irish law was that it could
‘legally’ ignore statutory minima.  It follows
therefore that provided a company accepts
the ‘burden’ of abiding just by what is legally
enforceable here, it too can get rid of its
existing workforce and replace all or some of
them with cheaper labour. 

And is that happening? Yes, it is.  Furthermore it
should come as no surprise to anyone that it is. 

For well over five years now trade unions and
other socially concerned organisations have
been highlighting case after case of
exploitation of migrant workers – often at levels
below those permitted by even our light-touch,
pro-business legislative regime.  And the
consequences?  None!  No enforcement, no
punishment, no redress for the victims, no
disincentives to others tempted (or forced) to
behave in a similar fashion.  So, just as even
the most law abiding motorist will sooner or
later drive in a bus lane if everyone else is
doing it with impunity, thus has our State
allowed (encouraged?) more and more
employers to view migrant workers not merely
as a means of filling vacancies but as a cheap
and low pay way of doing so as well. 

In my preparatory work for this article I took out
a piece of paper and wrote down a list of
companies just in my own Region (Midlands
and South East) where employers were using
migrant workers as a means of reducing the
numbers of Irish workers and as a
consequence making savings.  “Making
savings” is as neutral a description as I can use
to identify getting the same or more work for
less pay.  My list ran to 23 employers in one
Region alone.  The list does not include
GAMA, Moneypoint, Spencer Dock, the fast

food sector, the catering sector, the contract
cleaning sector, the mushroom industry or any
amount of individual employments located
outside of the ten counties which comprise my
Region. 

Anyone with even the slightest exposure to the
world of industrial relations will accept that no
other subject or topic area (such as pay claims,
equality cases, pension disputes, sick pay
improvements etc, etc) could feature so
abundantly on any similar list.  In a period of
continual reductions in the number of days lost
due to industrial disputes I have already
conducted two separate official strikes
precisely on the issue of the displacement of
workers by cheaper alternatives.  

One of the most remarkable aspects of the
entire phenomenon of job displacement is the
degree to which those who have cynically used
it for ill-gotten profit have succeeded in
recruiting a virtual army of decent, caring,
progressive people who assert that it is not
happening at all or pretend that it is not. 

The motivation of such people is high-minded,
but misguided.  They fear that an emphasis on
this problem will lead to the growth of
xenophobia and anti-migrant sentiment.  As if
suppressing a truth ever did a society any
good!  

I would much prefer a debate which names
and shames the wrongdoers and diligently
enforces decent standards.  

It is crucial that we bear in mind that the object
of such enforcement is not to reduce the
numbers of migrants (they will still be needed
in our economy) but rather to outlaw the use of
them for low-paid, exploitative deployment.
The treatment of migrants in this manner not
only demeans them, it also sows the seeds of
divisiveness, insecurity and distrust amongst
indigenous workers.  These seeds, if allowed
to flourish will yield a very bitter harvest.  

DISPLACEMENT – AN
UNNECESSARY EVIL

By Mike Jennings of SIPTU
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DISPLACEMENT – AN UNNECESSARY EVIL cont.

One of the devices most favoured by bad employers, and both their
cynical supporters and well-meaning apologists, to distract attention
from the anti-social activity in which they are engaged, is to exaggerate
out of all proportion the distinction between “displacement” (which they
by implication accept is reprehensible) and “replacement” which they
hold to be harmless.  

But replacement is not harmless and, in fact, its end product will, if it is
not discouraged, be the same as displacement, namely the creation of
low paid employment ghettoes exclusively or predominantly populated
by migrant workers. 

Why is it regarded by some as acceptable that some jobs are so poorly
paid and are so unattractive that they are done “only” by migrants?  Are
people blind?  Do we really want to create a society where migrants and

the children of migrants do certain jobs and the Irish do the rest?  Have
we calculated the twin evils of resentment amongst one group and
insecurity and distrust in the other?  Is there a more potent recipe for
social division?  

The alternative vision to that given to us by those who justify
displacement and/or replacement is one where migrants are valued
because their work is needed and their presence is distributed evenly in
all sectors where there are current shortages.  They should not be
stereotyped and not paid and rewarded less well than their Irish
colleagues who should be their friends and team mates as well as co-
workers.  We have in the past been able to guess on someone’s socio-
economic status by reference to their home postal address.  I do not
want to create a society where simply by hearing a person’s accent or
looking at his/her skin colour I can make a fairly accurate estimate of
his/her job status. 

I have already referred to a particular characteristic of this displacement
debate being the reluctance of many who are normally the natural allies
of the trade unions to give due recognition to the phenomenon because
of a fear of creating an atmosphere of anti-migrant hostility.  I respect
such people and accept the genuineness of their analysis.  Because,
yes, it is a fine line between identifying a problem and exaggerating it.
It is crucial to know and respect the limit between reflecting real fears
and creating unnecessary ones. 

But it does irk me to hear a “tut tutting” superior tone coming from those
who for years now have failed to lift a finger to help deal with the misery
imposed on migrant workers by exploitation.  It ill behoves these same
people to point these same fingers at the trade unions and, by
implication, accuse us of manufacturing a problem for some
unspecified aim.  Never was a group of people less entitled to adopt a
high moral tone. 

Who are these people I am referring to?  They are the same people
who have always exploited vulnerable people and for whom migrants
are just the latest opportunity. But they have been at this game for a long
time and their language is smooth. 

How about this for smooth language?  “Increased international labour
mobility acts to moderate wage growth in those sectors most
accommodating of immigrant workers.”  When you translate these
honeyed phrases (they come from an article in the Irish Times written
by a Vice Dean of a School of Business and a professor of micro
economics) you realise that in plainer English they mean ‘migrant
workers are useful for depressing wages.’  It is an honourable task for
the trade union movement to set itself that we strive to create a diverse
society which is genuinely welcoming of increased migration whilst at
the same time trying to prevent ruthless people using those migrants to
undermine pay and conditions hard won over many years.  

Mike Jennings is Regional Secretary for the Midlands and South East
Region for SIPTU.
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Ireland’s labour market has changed
dramatically over the past decade or so.
Instead of our young people emigrating
to London or New York to look for work,
Ireland is now home to increasing
numbers of non-nationals hoping to
share the gains of our new found
economic prosperity. Our strong
economy is now heavily reliant on this
immigrant labour in order to maintain its
current pace of growth. This
transformation of the Irish labour market
has been an overwhelmingly positive
experience but it also presents a number
of challenges for policy makers and the
social partners. The success with which
these challenges are addressed will
influence our ability to attract overseas
workers in the future and will ultimately
determine our future living standards. 

A DECADE OF CHANGE – RECENT
LABOUR MARKET TRENDS
The past decade has seen two distinct periods
of labour market growth. Following a brief
period of ‘jobless growth’ in the early 1990s,
during which Irish companies benefiting from
improved market conditions used existing slack
to increase output, much of the mid to late
1990s was characterised by strong jobs
growth and falling unemployment. Returning
immigrants were also an important factor in this
period in addressing skill deficiencies in a
buoyant economy. Around the beginning of the
current decade, however, the labour market
was reaching near full employment and jobs
growth slowed substantially. 

This reduced pool of unemployed coupled with
a plateau in school/college leaver numbers
meant that a new source of labour was
required in order to maintain strong economic
growth. The accession of the New Member
States to the EU in May 2003 presented this
opportunity. Together with Sweden and the
UK, Ireland opened its labour market to
residents of the New Member States. Almost

immediately Ireland became a very popular
destination for workers from these countries.
As a direct consequence total employment
grew at its fastest pace since the late 1990s.
Employment growth of just 22,000 in 2002
was followed by increases of 47,000 in 2003,
65,000 in 2004 and 87,000 in 2005.

This strong labour market growth led directly to
increased economic output. Last year GNP
grew at its fastest pace since 2000 and a range
of indicators from consumer spending to new
house completions reflect the current buoyancy
of the Irish economy. Our current phase of
economic growth is very different from that
experienced in the 1990s, however. During that
period it was the competitiveness of Irish
industry and the strength of our export sector
which generated employment and drove
economic growth. Our present economic
buoyancy is underpinned by the strength of the
construction sector and consumer spending,
while the manufacturing sector is suffering from
a loss of competitiveness. The construction and
other elements of the services sector are very
labour intensive and their future expansion is
dependent on the availability of suitably skilled
labour. The improvement in our economic

conditions over the past two years has been
closely linked to the strong growth in net
immigration. In the same way, our medium-term
economic prospects will be largely dictated by
our ability to continue to attract non-nationals to
live and work in Ireland. 

IMMIGRATION - REPLACEMENT
NOT DISPLACEMENT
While it is widely accepted that the recent
surge in net immigration has led to improved
economic conditions, there has been much
debate around the possible negative
implications of immigration for the Irish labour
market. Opponents of Ireland’s open labour
market policy have claimed that immigration
has led to the displacement of Irish workers
and downward pressure on wage levels. Both
of these claims are incorrect, however. 

I will firstly address the displacement issue.
Displacement refers to when workers are
involuntarily and permanently separated from
their jobs. In almost all cases displacement of
workers results in rising unemployment. This
has certainly not occurred in the case of Ireland
in recent years, as our unemployment rate has
remained very low. The CSO, in its Quarterly
National Household Survey (QNHS) recently
produced data on the number of non-national
workers by sector in the economy. A total of
171,000 or 9.5% of the workforce was found
to be non-national. The only sector which had
a significantly higher than average share of
non-national workers was the hotel and
restaurants sector, where just over one quarter
of those at work were non-national. Other
sectors with a relatively high proportion of non-
national workers were manufacturing (11.7%),
construction (11.1%), health (9.6%) and
financial services (9.4%). With the exception
of manufacturing all of these other sectors
have reported high numbers of unfilled
vacancies in recent years and have suffered
from skills shortages. Indeed if it were not for
the supply of non-national labour, the difficulties
experienced by our health service would be

FLEXIBLE LABOUR MARKET KEY 
TO OUR COMPETITIVENESS

By Danny Mc Coy of IBEC

11

Opponents of
Ireland’s open
labour market
policy have claimed
that immigration
has led to the
displacement of
Irish workers and
downward pressure
on wage levels.



FLEXIBLE LABOUR MARKET KEY TO OUR COMPETITIVENESS cont.

even more acute while the labour shortages in
the hospitality sector would be at crisis point. 

Turning now to the fact that the number of non-
national workers in the manufacturing sector
has increased at a time when total employment
in the sector is falling some commentators
have pointed to this fact as evidence of
displacement. What is actually occurring here,
however, is that many Irish workers are leaving
the manufacturing sector, where the pressure
of global competition demands wage
moderation, in order to take up higher paid
employment in the construction sector or other
elements of the services economy. Apart from
instances where companies have been forced
to relocate to lower cost economies or cease
their operations altogether, these workers are
leaving their jobs on a voluntary basis in order
avail of better opportunities in more profitable
sectors of the economy which are not subject
to the vagaries of international competition. 

If it were not for the availability of non-national
labour to take up the vacancies left by Irish
workers in the manufacturing sector it is likely
that even a greater number of operations would
have relocated to lower cost economies in
recent years. Based on this evidence from the
CSO and other sources it is clear that non-
nationals have not displaced Irish workers but
in some cases, such as the manufacturing and
hospitality sectors, non-national labour has
been required to replace Irish workers. 

The other claim often cited in relation to the
increase in the number of non-national workers
is that it has depressed Irish wage levels.
Again, there is no statistical evidence to
support this claim. Average wage growth in the
Irish economy has remained remarkably stable
in recent years. The ESRI estimates that
between 2002 and 2005 annual economy-wide
wage growth has remained in the 5.3%-5.5%
range. The opening of our labour market to
residents of the New Member States in 2003
therefore had no impact on the rate of wage
growth in the Irish economy. 

FUTURE LABOUR MARKET
TRENDS
Ireland’s labour market will continue to experience
considerable change in the coming years. The

ESRI has estimated that in order for the economy
to achieve its medium-term economic potential,
annual net immigration of almost 40,000 will be
required over the next decade or so. The nature
of employment is also likely to continue to change
over this period. An increasing number of sectors
and businesses of various types will become
more susceptible to the forces of globalisation.
Many elements of the services sector will for the
first time be subject to the type of competitive
pressures that the manufacturing sector has
experienced in recent years. 

Increased use of ICT will lead to greater
mobility of employment. This will bring both
challenges and opportunities for the Irish
labour market. In order to prosper in the new
global market place, Irish workers will need to
embrace change and engage more proactively
with up-skilling and lifelong learning initiatives.
It will become increasingly  likely that most
workers will have a number of different jobs,
demanding a range of new and evolving skills
during their working lives. While few workers in
the future can therefore be guaranteed a ‘job
for life’, the modern workplace will be one that
offers greater opportunities for personal
development and advancement. In this way
lower job security will be compensated for by
greater job satisfaction. The failure of
economies, and individuals, to accept the
realities of globalisation will ultimately result in
a decline in their living standards as more

innovative economies maximise the
opportunities provided by a more liberalised
world market for goods and services. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR 
PUBLIC POLICY
While businesses and their workers are
ultimately responsible for their own
competitiveness in the global market, it is the
role of Government to ensure that the optimum
policy measures are delivered to support a
flexible and competitive labour market. Through
effective immigration policies, Government
must ensure that Ireland continues to attract the
requisite volume and quality of labour required
to sustain our economic growth. As other EU
economies continue on their paths to economic
recovery the coming years are likely to see
increased competition for young skilled labour
in an ageing Europe. In order to remain an
attractive destination for an increasingly mobile
labour supply, Ireland must ensure that it offers
a high quality of life and good quality public
services in an inclusive and modern society. 

In addition to attracting new workers,
Government must maximise the potential of our
existing population. Further progress is
required on the childcare issue in order to
increase the rate of female labour force
participation which remains well below that in
other developed economies. Both the supply
and the affordability of childcare places must
be improved in order to ease the burden on
working parents. Improved supports are
required for lifelong learning and employment
based training in order to assist workers to
develop the skills required by evolving work
practices. The percentage of Irish workers
engaging in lifelong learning is much lower
than in our main trading partners. Developing a
more effective learning culture in Irish
workplaces and improving the R&D
performance of Irish business will be key
factors in restoring Ireland’s competitiveness. 

Ireland’s well educated and enterprising
workforce has been the cornerstone of our
recent economic success. Similarly our future
economic prosperity will be determined by the
ability of our labour force to remain flexible and
innovative in the face of increasing global
competition. 
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Much has been written about immigration
in Ireland in recent times. Some of the
contributions have been based on
detailed research but others have been
based on anecdotal evidence or, in some
cases, no evidence at all. In this article, I
hope to set out (a) what we know about
immigrants in Ireland and (b) what we
don’t know but need to establish. What
should be clear by the end of the article is
that much remains to be uncovered about
immigration in Ireland, in terms of both
the nature of the immigration but also in
terms of its impacts on the Irish economy.
As others countries have undertaken
extensive research on immigration, we
can at least say that we know the set of
questions that need to be asked.

1. HOW MANY?
We will begin with the apparently simple issue
of the number of immigrants in Ireland. The
Census in 2002 showed that 6 percent of the
population at that time were non-Irish nationals.
Although the CSO collect information on an
on-going basis about population inflows, the
data since 2002 are viewed as being
preliminary until after Census 2006. For this
reason, we do not have a definitive figure for
the number of non-Irish national living in Ireland
at the moment. We can, however, provide an
estimate based on CSO data. This information
is presented inTable 1.

In the top section of Table 1, we show the
breakdown of Irish and non-Irish people in
2002. In broad terms, the total population in
2002 was about 3.9 million and just under a
quarter of a million were non-Irish. For the
years 2003 to 2005, the CSO provide figures
for the natural increase (i.e. births minus
deaths) and estimates of the net inflow (i.e.
gross inflows minus gross outflows). If we
assume that the natural increase adds to the
stock of Irish nationals and that the net inflows
add to the stock of non-Irish nationals, we can
arrive at estimates of the nationality stocks in

2005. Based on these numbers we see that
the proportion of non-Irish nationals has risen
rapidly between 2002 and 2005, from 6
percent to 8.5 percent. As the CSO have
suggested that their preliminary estimates for
the number of non-nationals in the country are
more likely to understate than over state the
true number, the figure of 8.5 per cent can
probably be taken as a lower bound estimate of
the proportion of non-nationals living in Ireland.

In terms of absolute numbers, Table 1
suggests that the number of non-nationals in
Ireland rose by almost 115,000 between April
2002 and April 2005. This may strike some as
being a rather low estimate when compared
with figures that have appeared elsewhere,
especially figures that are based on records
relating to the issuing of personal public
service numbers (PPSs). As mentioned in the
previous paragraph, 115,000 is likely to be an
under-estimate but it should be noted that the
PPS records are likely to over-state the number

of non-national living in Ireland. Some people
could apply for a PPS number but could then
fail to find a job that is acceptable to them and
hence leave. Others that do find employment
might only stay in Ireland for a limited time and
so do not join the stock of immigrants. 

2. LABOUR MARKET ISSUES
Having looked at the number of immigrants in
Ireland, we can now consider some of the
characteristics of the immigrant population,
especially as they relate to the labour market.
In Table 2, we present information on the
distribution across sectors of employment of
non-nationals, along with the same information
for Irish nationals. The first point that we can
make is that non-nationals are estimated to
make up 8.6 per cent of total employment; this
is in line with the estimate of the non-national
proportion of the population in Table 1.
Focussing on the sectoral distribution, the
similarity in the distributions of the two groups
is probably more noteworthy than the

WHAT WE KNOW AND WHAT WE
DON’T KNOW ABOUT
IMMIGRATION IN IRELAND

By Alan Barrett of the ESRI

Table 1: Ireland’s changing population, 2002 to 2005

2002

Total population 3917200

Total Irish 3682168

Total Non-Irish 235032

% non-Irish 6.0

2003 2004 2005

Natural increase 31900 33300 33500

Net migration 29800 31600 53400

Population increase 61700 64900 86900

2005

Total Population 4130700

Total Irish 3780868

Total Non-Irish 349832

% non-Irish 8.5

Source: CSO Census 2002, CSO Population and Migration Estimates 2005, own calculations
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WHAT WE KNOW AND WHAT WE DON’T KNOW ABOUT 

IMMIGRATION IN IRELAND cont.

differences. Out of the eleven categories, the
difference in proportions is greater than three
percentage points in only four - Agriculture,
Forestry and Fishing; Other Production
Industries; Hotels and Restaurants; Public
Administration and Defence. It is in the Hotels
and Restaurants sector that the greatest
difference occurs. 

Table 2 tells us the sectors in which non-
nationals are working but it does not tell us
anything about the types of roles they play in
these sectors. In order to shed some light on
this we need to refer to data that was
gathered in 2003 because the relevant
calculations have not yet been undertaken for
2005, even though the data has been

collected by the CSO. As the data relate to
the period before the accession of the ten
new member states to the EU, these data
obviously omit the impact of the large inflows
since accession. 

In Table 3 we show the distribution of
nationals and non-nationals by occupation.
Similar to Table 2, what is striking here is the
similarity between the two groups rather than
the differences, especially when we group the
top three occupational categories together.
This might suggest similar outcomes for
nationals and non-nationals in the Irish labour
market but this turns out not to be entirely
true. In order to understand why, it is
necessary to consider Table 4.

In Table 4, we show the distributions of
nationals and non-nationals by level of
education and now striking differences do
arise. If we focus on the third-level categories
we can see that over half of all non-national in
Ireland (as of Q2 2003) had third level
qualifications compared with just over a
quarter of national. The opposite pattern is
shown at the lower end of the education
distribution with about 15 per cent of non-
nationals having lower second level or less
compared with over 30 per cent for nationals.
If we combine the findings in Tables 3 and 4,
the conclusion that must be drawn is that
immigrants are not “fully employed” in Ireland,
in the sense that their distinctly higher levels
of educational attainment are not reflected in
a higher level of occupational attainment. (A
proper multivariate statistical analysis of this
issue is contained in Barrett et al, 2006)

Table 2: The sectoral distribution of Irish and non-Irish 
employees (Q4, 2005)

Irish nationals Non-Irish nationals
% of sector % of sector

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing 6.2 2.3
Other Production Industries 14.3 17.7
Construction 12.6 14.8
Wholesale and Retail Trade 14.6 12.3
Hotels and Restaurants 5.0 14.2
Transport, Storage and Communications 6.1 4.3
Financial and Other Business Services 13.3 13.2
Public Administration and Defence 5.5 0.8
Education 6.7 4.0
Health 9.7 9.8

Other Services 6.1 6.4
Total 100 100
Non-Nationals % of employment 8.6

Source: AIB 2006 (based on CSO data), own calculations

Table 3: The occupational distribution of Irish and non-Irish 
employees (Q2, 2003)

Irish nationals Non-Irish nationals

Managers and administrators 17.7 10.5
Professional 10.5 12.9
Associate professional and technical 8.7 11.4
Clerical and secretarial 12.2 10.0
Craft and related 13.6 10.1
Personal and protective service 9.8 17.5
Sales 8.2 6.9
Plant and machine operatives 9.8 9.1
Other (includes not stated) 9.6 11.6
Total 100 100
% in top three categories 36.9 34.8

Source: Barrett et al 2006
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WHAT WE KNOW AND WHAT WE DON’T KNOW ABOUT 

IMMIGRATION IN IRELAND cont.

3. ECONOMIC IMPACTS
Having looked at both the number of
immigrants in Ireland and their labour market
characteristics, we now want to address the
issue of the impact of immigrants on the Irish
labour market. Before presenting the results
of analyses conducted at the ESRI, it is
important to add a note on how the impacts
are estimated. While it might seem sensible
to look at correlations between immigrant
inflows and, for example, wage rates in
Ireland this approach could be misleading.
Immigrants are likely to arrive in any country
because of buoyant labour market conditions.
For this reason, we would often find a
positive relationship between immigrant
inflows and wages but it would be incorrect
to conclude the immigrants were “causing”
higher wages. 

Given this sort of complexity, it is necessary
to have a statistical model of the labour
market in order to estimate the impact of
immigrants. By comparing outcomes of the
model in simulations where the numbers of
immigrants can be varied, it is possible to
estimate how variables such as wages and
employment respond to immigrant inflows.
This is how we conduct our analysis and the
results of a simulation are presented in Table
5.

In order to generate the results shown in
Table 5, we added 72,000 immigrants to our
statistical model of the Irish labour market. As

the skill level of the immigrants is crucially
important in determining their impact, we
applied the education profile shown in Table
4. This means we are adding a highly skilled
immigrant group to the labour market but, as
we know from the discussion above, this may
not fully represent the true situation because
the skilled immigrants are not necessarily
working in skilled occupations. For this
reason, the results in Table 5 should be read
with this qualification in mind and perhaps
should be thought of as the “potential” impact
of immigrants.

The first point to be taken from Table 5 is that
an inflow of 72,000 immigrants would
increase GNP by 3.7 per cent. As some of the
increase in national output accrues to the
immigrants themselves, the increase in GNP
per head is lower (at 1.1 per cent) although
still positive. Looking elsewhere at the table,
we see how this increase in GNP is brought
about. The immigrant inflow leads to a fall in
wages (on average by 4.8 per cent).
However, as the immigrant inflow is mainly
skilled, the effect on the labour market
outcomes differs across skill groups. The
wages of skilled workers in the economy fall
by 6.1 per cent (this is a result of increased
competition in the skilled labour market) but
the unemployment rate of unskilled workers
falls also (this is because there are more
skilled workers in the economy and they tend
to bid up the demand for lower skilled
workers).

Even if the immigrants are not employed to the
full extent that their education would imply, our
analysis suggests that the impact of the
immigration up to mid-2003 was to increase
GNP and GNP per person. This is achieved
through reducing skilled wages in the
economy and thereby increasing the
competitiveness of the economy. 

Table 4: : The educational distribution of Irish and non-Irish 
employees (Q2, 2003)

Irish nationals Non-Irish nationals

No formal/ primary education 13.7 5.5
Lower secondary 19.2 9.6
Upper secondary 27.5 22.0
Post Leaving 12.3 8.8
Third level – non-degree 10.6 14.0
Third level - degree or above 16.7 40.2
Total 100.0 100.0

Source: Barrett et al 2006

Table 5: Simulated impacts of the impact of 72,000 immigrants (with
educations levels as shown in Table 4 above and employed in

occupations reflecting education levels)

GNP per head 1.1
GNP per worker 1.0
GNP 3.7
Total Employment 2.6

High-skilled 2.8
Low-skilled 2.4

Labour supply 2.1
High-skilled 2.8
Low-skilled 1.0

Average wage -4.8
High-skilled -6.1
Low-skilled 0.0

Unemployment rate -0.5
Low-skilled unemployment rate -1.2

Source: Barrett et al 2006
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WHAT WE KNOW AND WHAT WE DON’T KNOW ABOUT 

IMMIGRATION IN IRELAND cont.

4. THE INFORMATION GAPS
In the sections above, we have set out what we
know about immigrants in Ireland but there is
much that we do not know. Here we will set out
some of the “unknowns” which need to be
addressed.

Starting at the most basic point, we need to
know how many immigrants live in Ireland. This
information will soon become available through
Census 2006 and it will be helpful to finally
have solid information as opposed to the
impressions that have been generated through
the issuing of PPS numbers and other, less
scientific, means of generating hard data. 

We then need to know what the educational
levels and occupational distributions are of
immigrants in the post-accession era. As
noted when discussing the impact of
immigrants, we have the technology to
estimate the impacts if we have good
information on the labour market
characteristics of immigrants. Our statistical
tools have allowed us to demonstrate that the

immigration up to mid-2003 seems to have
been positive for the economy, although at a
cost of lower earnings for high-skilled
employees. Our concern is that an immigrant
inflow that is largely unskilled would bid down
wages of lower skilled people. We cannot yet
say if this has happened because we have not,
as yet, had access to good quality and
comprehensive data for the post-accession
period.

The information gaps that we have discussed
so far can be remedied through cross sectional
surveys such as the Census or the on-going
Quarterly National Household Surveys.
However, rather than replying on “snap-shots”
of immigrants, we need to generate information
on a sample of immigrants over time if we are
to answer some of the crucial questions of
assimilation. Much research has been
conducted in other parts of the world on the
extent to which immigrants enjoy outcomes in
the labour market and in other aspects of
society that are similar to those of existing
residents. For some groups in some countries,

assimilation can be speedy – for others, it can
be slow and may take several generations. We
have no large-scale, representative data on
immigrant experiences over time and so we
know little about assimilation in the Irish
context. Filling this gap will require specific
data collection exercises and hence resources
but given the importance of understanding the
processes involved, this would be a fruitful
avenue of research.
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The Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment Micheal Martin has

announced the appointment of two new appointees to the Board of the

Labour Commission and reappointed the chairman of the Commission,

Mr Maurice Cashell.

Gerard Barry, director of the HSE Employers Body and Pat Mc Cann,

chief executive of Jurys Doyle have just been appointed for the period

commencing April 1 to 31st March 2009.

16

LRC NEWS

The 2005 Annual
Report of the Labour

Relations Commission
has just been

published and is now
available on the

Commission’s website
www.lrc.ie



THE IMPORTANCE OF
MANUFACTURING
The manufacturing sector, both indigenous and
foreign owned, is a substantial contributor to
the Irish economy. In this light it is not
surprising that announcements of job losses in
the sector cause concern.

The manufacturing sector in Ireland employs
220,000 people and spent over €25 billion on
payroll, services and raw materials in the Irish
economy in 2004. In the same year,
manufacturing exports were valued at €84.3
billion. Irish manufacturing output has been at
historically high levels in recent years

Manufacturing has been a key component of
the Irish economy across the recent decades
of growth and will remain a significant
contributor to exports, employment and
economic growth in the future. At the same
time, however, it  is important to understand the
considerable changes underway within
manufacturing globally and in the transition
toward more services oriented activities in
developed economies, as these changes will
influence the very nature of manufacturing in
Ireland in the future.

GLOBAL CHANGE
In recent years the geographic distribution of
manufacturing activities has been changing
worldwide. Developed economies have seen
low to medium skilled labour intensive
manufacturing activities, such as clothing,
textiles and electronic assembly, shift to rapidly
developing low cost economies, particularly in
Asia but also in Central Europe. In parallel,
manufacturing in developed economies is
focused increasingly on high value added
products and on the addition of sophisticated
product features and automation.

These trends are often associated with job losses
and although Ireland has achieved consistent
growth in manufacturing employment over this
period we are now beginning to see a decline in
manufacturing employment as the retention of
labour intensive manufacturing is becoming more
difficult. This decline is not shared equally among
sectors. It is the traditional manufacturing sectors

which are experiencing a higher proportion of job
decreases reflecting restructuring and competition
from lower-cost locations. Increased productivity
is also a factor, whether through enhanced
automation and work processes, effective use of
ICT or investment in human capital.

This decline is neither terminal, nor unique to
Ireland. As economies develop, a structural
shift from manufacturing to services activities
takes place. In the US, for example, the
proportion of the workforce engaged in
manufacturing employment fell from 25 percent
to 9.5 percent in the 35 years from 1970 to
2005. In Ireland the decline in manufacturing
employment has been more than offset by
increases in employment in services areas.  

It is important to understand the factors
underlying this shift. Globalisation;
characterised by increased market openness,
integration and reduced obstacles to global
trade and investment, together with the
emergence of new low cost areas such as
China, India and Central Europe, have
presented significant opportunities for emerging
economies. Parallel advances in technology and
communications, organisational behaviour and
supply chain management have led to increased
efficiencies and intensified competition. These
forces have combined to accelerate change in
manufacturing in the developed world.

Manufacturing firms can now more easily,
cheaply and quickly locate labour intensive
activities in low cost locations. For some
manufacturers this may represent the entirety
of their activities, whereas for others the lower
value added standardised aspect of the
manufacturing process can be located in low
cost areas, while knowledge and service
intensive activities are retained close to the
market. Market seeking motives can also drive
investment in emerging economies. Firms may
seek to locate in rapidly growing economies
where there is likely to be a sustained increase
in demand for their products. 

Many parts of China, India, South East Asia and
Central Europe now also target the kinds of high-
tech manufacturing and services activities –

electronics, software, financial and other services
and pharmaceuticals – that have driven Ireland’s
growth over the last 15 years. For example, the
number of foreign R&D units in China has
increased from a standing start in 1993 to 700
today; China’s total spending on R&D climbed
from $21 billion in 1996 to an estimated $102.6
billion in 2004 (1.44 per cent of GDP) and, in
absolute terms, is now behind only that of the
USA ($312.5 billion) and Japan ($112.7 billion).

Ireland’s goal must be to sustain levels of
competitive performance in line with the world’s
best. We must focus squarely on our core
strengths and on high value niche areas to
remain successful in this increasingly competitive
environment. The challenge is to develop our
business model to sustain Irish economic growth
and prosperity in an increasingly competitive and
integrated world economy.

OPPORTUNITY AND CHALLENGE
The sophistication of Irish manufacturing
activities has increased over the years and
today we have a predominantly modern
manufacturing base which competes in a range
of growth sectors. However, as with most other
European countries, there are areas of activity
in which Ireland’s competitiveness is seriously
challenged. In the main, these are in areas
where availability of capable, lower cost
locations is making cost the primary driver
behind business decision making.

No one wants to reduce pay levels in the
economy, nor is this a feasible objective.
However, wage moderation is required to
ensure that our costs at least remain in line with
those of other developed locations, most of
which maintain very low inflation environments.

In addition to protecting competitiveness
through wage moderation, a series of further
important steps can be taken to strengthen
Ireland’s competitive position for the future.

R&D
It is now well established policy to assist firms
in Ireland to invest in research and
development in order to upgrade to the
manufacture of higher value added products.

THE FUTURE FOR 
MANUFACTURING IN IRELAND
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THE FUTURE FOR MANUFACTURING IN IRELAND cont.

Supports in this regard fall into three broad
categories:

• R&D performed in firms. Capability grants
assist companies to make significant
investments in upgrading or expanding their
R&D facilities – substantial funding in
excess of €20m per year is made available
by IDA Ireland and Enterprise Ireland.

• Strengthening the Research System. Major
investment in strategic research is taking
place to support Irish industry, via Science
Foundation Ireland. Concentrated in two
key technologies, ICT and biosciences,
over €450 million has been committed
since 2001 and the total to the end of this
year is estimated at over €650 million. In
addition the Higher Education Authority has
committed €320 million during this period
to strengthen research infrastructure and to
fund research in our universities.  

• Promoting Industry-Higher Education
Collaboration. Enterprise Ireland operates a
number of measures to assist and
encourage greater interaction between
enterprise and researchers in the higher
education institutions. About €20 million per
year is invested in this programme.

Over time, these investments will facilitate a
continuing shift away from products where
cost is the key competitive differentiation, to
higher value more suitable for manufacture in a
high skilled economy.

PRODUCTIVITY
The conditions most important to securing
improving levels of productivity performance
across the wider economy have been widely
documented. A report, commissioned by
Microsoft, entitled, Productivity: Ireland’s
Economic Imperative, demonstrated the
considerable productivity advantages
conferred by the presence of a large
multinational manufacturing sector in Ireland.
Given the significant inflow of foreign direct
investment into Irish manufacturing over the
past 20 years, this has resulted in considerable
productivity benefits for Ireland already.
Multinationals typically follow sophisticated
work and staff development practices, maintain
high levels of investment in technology and
have a focus on product innovation and
product development. 

Achieving higher productivity now must be a
real priority both for individual firms and

government policies. Consistent productivity
improvement allows us to have higher
standards of living.  If we don’t place a priority
on higher productivity today we forego the
opportunity of higher real incomes tomorrow.

In more traditional and high value
manufacturing activities, automation is seen as
a means of enhancing productivity, while in
more technology intensive, rapidly evolving
spheres of manufacturing, the focus is shifting
to achieving the highest standards of process
sophistication, integrating technologically
advanced materials and techniques into
manufacturing processes; meeting exacting
regulatory standards; and pushing the
boundaries of existing technology. 

A key work item for Forfas in 2006 is to analyse
our productivity performance and to look at
sectoral trends. 

SALES AND MARKETING
The report of the Enterprise Strategy Group,
published in July 2004, highlighted that for
competitive success in international markets,
Irish firms need to match their expertise in
operations and production with strength in the
areas of R&D and in international sales and
marketing. International sales and marketing
skills will be important for commercial success
of firms in this country. We must get closer to
customers, more rapidly and more effectively
understand their needs and identify new
product opportunities. Building capability in
international sales will enable manufacturing
firms in Ireland to maintain relationships with
those who will ultimately purchase their
products – sales relationships which have
often, in the past, been managed by others
outside Ireland, with whom businesses in
Ireland have had little contact and over whom
they have exercised no control.

SKILLS
Another significant challenge will be to follow
through on the national commitment to human
capital development. Upskilling the existing
workforce and raising education levels is essential
to underpin higher value added manufacturing
activities. We need a continued focus on this
topic. Appropriate education and training supports
are required for displaced workers to help them
find alternative employment. Policies that promote
lifelong learning and upskilling enhance labour
market flexibility and social mobility, and will
establish Ireland as a competitive location for

higher value added activities. FÁS has recently
launched its One Step Up programme which is
concentrated on enhancing the skills of those
currently in employment.

THE FUTURE
Identifying sources of comparative advantage
will be important for Ireland in managing the
development of its manufacturing base over
the coming years. It is likely that the most
attractive manufacturing activities for Ireland in
the future will be those displaying a number of
the following characteristics:
• High value added, high margin, high profit

products;
• Knowledge intensive products, especially

those produced in low volumes;
• Products with a high degree of engineering

change;
• Customised products and products with

short life cycles;
• Products servicing niche markets;
• Products with a low labour content;
• Products requiring specialist skills; and 
• Service intensive products

Ireland is already well positioned to capitalise
on activities underpinned by such
characteristics, given its relatively modern and
technology driven industrial base. Strengths in
pharmaceuticals, in sophisticated medical
devices and in value added goods such as
functional food (health promoting) products, for
example, are built on these characteristics. 

Looking forward, Ireland must maintain its
focus on those spheres of activity where it is or
where it can become an internationally
significant location. In achieving this, an
increasing blurring between manufacturing and
services in the profile of the economic activity
will become evident.

A BRIGHT FUTURE
There is no doubt that the economy, as with the
economies of many of our Western European
and developed world neighbours, is
undergoing a shift. But Ireland is already
sufficiently well placed in the more progressive
areas of contemporary manufacturing to
defend its position, while building up new
areas of capability and competitive advantage. 

Martin Cronin is Chief Executive of Forfás 
Forfás is the national policy and advisory board
on enterprise, trade, science, technology and
innovation. http://www.forfas.ie
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Over the last twenty-five years or so trade unions in Ireland
have faced a difficult and, at times, hostile environment at
workplace level. While national social partnership agreements
have provided unions with ‘a place in the sun’ at national level
and enhanced their influence over government macro-
economic strategy and decision-making, the decline in union
density continues, particularly in the private sector, as unions
confront significant obstacles to organization in new,
expanding sectors of the economy. The question of whether
unions and workers have enjoyed a commensurate level of
influence or ‘voice’ within Irish workplaces at local level is an
important question and is considered here.

Based on the findings from two recently conducted surveys from UCD,
the ESRI and the NCPP the paper seeks to catalogue the provisions for
employee voice in the Irish workplace. I firstly consider an overview of
Irish industrial relations before discussing the challenges confronting
trade unions. 

THE INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS CONTEXT
Employees in Ireland enjoy a constitutional right to join a union of their
choosing. They may request their employer to recognize that union for
the purposes of negotiating terms and conditions of employment. The
employer, however, is free to concede or refuse union recognition. It is
a ‘voluntary’ concession on the part of employers. Nonetheless, most
Irish employers have traditionally felt constrained to recognize a union
where the majority of their employees request recognition. In this
context, too, the Labour Court and the Labour Relations Commission
have often prevailed on otherwise reluctant employers to recognize
trade unions where workers have been able to make a demonstrable
case that this is what the majority of workers want. 

Union density peaked in the early 1980s at around 62 percent. Shortly
thereafter, like many other European countries, union density went into
a slow, steady decline and is currently estimated to be 35 percent.
There is no doubting that the decline in density over the last twenty
years is the most severe and critical ever experienced by the Irish union
movement. Despite a modest increase in 2002, the decline has been
consistent and steep. 

The data reported in Table 1 provide a detailed breakdown of recent
trends in union density. Taking economic sector first, only the agriculture,
forestry and fishing sector, albeit from a very low level of unionization,
recorded an increase in union density between 2000 and 2004. In all
other sectors density declined, in some instances, as in ‘other production
industries’ and construction, by more than seven percentage points. The
former is comprised of a very disparate group of industrial sectors; as
well as traditional manufacturing industries in which Irish-owned
companies predominate, and are highly unionized, it also includes new
high-tech firms in the computer and software industries, many of US

origin, which rarely concede union recognition. And it is clear from the
available data that the decline in union density has been particularly
marked in industries in which the private sector predominates. 

EMPLOYEE VOICE IN IRELAND

By John Geary

19

TABLE 1: Trade Union Density, 2000 - 2004

Employment 2000 2004 %
Characteristics % % Change

Sector
Agriculture, forestry and fishing 11.19 14.17 2.98*      
Other production industries 45.38 37.61 -7.77
Construction 34.40 26.86 -7.54
Wholesale retail 22.45 18.25 -4.20
Hotels and restaurants 14.87 12.15 -2.72
Transport, storage & communication 52.15 48.96 -3.19
Financial and other business services 27.16 22.74 -4.42
Public administration and defence 80.80 78.07 -2.73
Education 66.44 61.08 -5.36      
Health 57.59 52.12 -5.47
Other 19.81 18.09 -1.72

Occupation
Managers and administrators 31.56 28.84 -2.72
Professional 53.26 46.24 -7.02
Associate professional and technical 52.51 52.52 0.01*
Clerical and secretarial 39.40 36.10 -3.30
Craft and related 41.01 33.33 -7.68
Personal and protective service 32.03 30.40 -1.63
Sales 21.47 17.31 -4.16
Plant and machine operatives 49.52 41.15 -8.37
Other 30.79 28.15 -2.64

Employment Status
Full-time (total) 43.23 38.09 -7.78
Part-time (total) 19.28 19.93 0.65*      

Part-time (male) 10.15 7.93 -2.22
Part-time (female) 21.93 22.67 0.74*

Age
< 24 20.74 17.70 -3.04
25 – 39 41.13 34.55 -6.58
40 – 54 45.00 44.64 -0.36
55+ 38.35 38.45 -0.10*

Total 39.12 34.77 4.35

Source:  The data is derived from the Quarterly National Household Survey (QNHS,
2000 and 2004, quarter three, unpublished). 

Note: * highlights an increase in union density between 2000 and 2004. The data
are derived from the number of employees who answered ‘yes’ to a question on
membership of a trade union or staff association. Those respondents who did not
state whether or not they were in a union are excluded from the present analysis.



EMPLOYEE VOICE IN IRELAND cont.

Turning to the decline in union density among
different occupational groups, two groups -
craft workers and plant and machine operators
- have witnessed a significant decrease
between 2000 and 2004. The context and
reasons for this decline vary significantly,
however. With respect to the latter,
employment levels decreased by 16 percent,
and the fall in density is attributable in large part
to the decline of traditional low-skilled
industries and employment in Ireland. In
contrast, craft employment expanded by 10
percent, and notwithstanding an increase in
membership, union density declined by over 7
percent. With the exception of associate
professional and technical employees whose
union density increased marginally, all
remaining occupational groups witnessed a
decline in union density against a background
of significant employment expansion.

Interestingly, unionization increased by a small
proportion among employees in part-time
employment, but is concentrated among part-
time female employees. This increase needs to
be put in the context of exceptional
employment growth in this segment of the
labour market: part-time employment grew by
16.5 percent between 2000 and 2004. In
comparison, full-time employment grew by 8.5
percent but union density in this segment fell
by over four and half percentage points.
Perhaps not surprisingly, unionization is lowest
among new entrants to the labour market.

The reasons for the decline in union density in
Ireland are similar to those observed in many
other countries; a shift in the structure of
employment away from sectors where unions
have been strong traditionally to expanding
sectors, like services and high-technology
industries, and the growth of part-time and
temporary employment. But structural changes
of themselves only account for part of the
explanation in Ireland . Other factors are
perhaps more unique and reflect Ireland’s
industrial development strategy and associated
dependence on inward investment. 

Up until the mid-1980s, the postures of
development agencies and Irish public policy,
more generally, were positively disposed
towards union recognition to the extent that
incoming multinational companies were often
encouraged to recognize unions. This position
was reversed, however, in the face of
intensified international competition to attract

inward investment, and an increased
assertiveness on the part of employers,
particularly those of US origin, to remain non-
union. As a consequence, since the mid-
1980s, union non-recognition has become
strikingly evident among US-owned
companies. Recent research also confirms a
general hardening in employer opposition to
union organization in the private sector. 

UNION VOICE: REACH AND
MEMBERS UNION PRESENCE
AND DENSITY
Just over half of those interviewed indicated
that management recognized a union in their
workplace and almost 38 percent of all
employees are union members.  Not
surprisingly, the data also reveal sharp
differences in union presence and membership
across sectors similar to that found in the CSO
data detailed in Table 1 above. The vast bulk of
employees (91 percent) in the public sector
indicate that a union is recognized in their
workplace, in comparison to 44 percent of
employees in the private sector. While over
two-thirds of public sector employees are
union members, less than a third of their private
sector counterparts are members. The highest
concentrations of union membership are in
public administration and defence, followed
closely by education, health, and transport and
communication where the state is also a major
employer. The hotel and restaurant sector has
the lowest levels of unionization. Four of every
ten employees in manufacturing are unionized.
A third of employees in construction are
unionized and a little over a quarter are
unionized in finance and other business
services. Finally, union density increases with
workplace size: only 14 percent of workers in
very small workplaces are union members,
while more than half of those employed in large
workplaces (100+ employees) are unionized.

Managerial and professional employees in the
public sector are four times more likely to be in
unions than their counterparts in the private
sector. Craft workers and plant/machine
operators are the most highly unionized
occupations in the private sector. Employees
classified as occupying ‘elementary’ jobs have
comparatively low levels of unionization.

UNION VOICE AND EMPLOYEES’
VIEWS
From the foregoing discussion, it is clear that,
between 1980 and 2004, the Irish trade union

movement suffered a near precipitous decline
in its membership base – as measured by
union density. The question that now needs to
be entered is this: could it be that continuing
union density decline in Ireland is due primarily
to employer opposition to union organization,
or could it be the case that employees’ belief
in, and commitment to, unions is weakening. 

UNION MEMBERS IN UNIONIZED
WORKPLACES
The UCD Employee Voice Survey of 2005
asked union members in unionized workplaces
why they continued to be union members. For a
significant number, union membership is
experienced as a constraint; that is, it is
perceived either as a condition of employment
(69 percent), or as a consequence of informal
pressure from work colleagues (68 percent).
However, the predominant reasons related to
the perceived advantages which union
membership bestowed, principally the
protection unions offered members (93 percent)
and unions’ ability to secure better wages and
conditions of employment (89 percent). 

Union members in unionized workplaces were
also asked whether union membership had
become more or less important over the last
five years. In response, only a small minority (9
percent) indicated that membership had
become less important, compared with 37
percent who said it had become more
important. The remainder (54 percent) said
there had been little or no change.
Respondents were also asked: ‘How likely do
you think it is that you would quit being a union
member in the next year or so?’ Only 1 percent
said that it was very likely and 5 percent it was
quite likely, while over a quarter (26 percent)
and over two-thirds (68 percent) said it was not
very likely and not at all likely respectively.
Employees’ experience of union representation
seems to have led them to value union
membership as being to their advantage.  Thus
, it would seem that union organization is built
upon relatively robust foundations, and that
there is little evidence to suggest a weakening
in members’ orientation towards unions. 

WHAT ACCOUNTS FOR THIS
PATTERN OF RESULTS?  
In order to examine the effects of various
possible influences on commitment to unions,
a series of measures were devised to see
whether they were associated with high levels
of union commitment. To this end, respondents
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were asked whether ‘partnership’ committees
were present in their workplace and whether
they personally participated in them. A variable
measuring the effectiveness of workplace
partnership was also devised. A number of
questions were asked in respect of direct
participation; where such practices existed,
whether respondents participated, and how
much influence employees had over the
organization and planning of work.

Looking at the relative importance of the various
influences that affect union members’ commitment
to trade unions it is clear that the single greatest
influence is respondents’ perception of union
effectiveness in representing members’ interests:
the more effective members believe unions to be,
the more committed they are to trade unions. Not
surprisingly, there is also a relationship between
the occupancy of representative positions (shop
stewards) and levels of union commitment. With
regard to the existence of partnership
arrangements between management and unions,
the mere presence of partnership committees in a
workplace and participation therein is not sufficient
to engender greater union commitment. It is only
when such partnership committees are perceived
to deliver beneficial outcomes for employees that
they can be said to engender greater commitment
to unions. 

The focus now turns to employees’ views of
union voice and, in particular, the roles
members would wish unions to perform, in
terms of bargaining priorities and
representative postures vis-à-vis management. 

WHITHER A “PRIORITY DEFICIT”? 
Unions are perceived by their members to
prioritize the following items in descending
order: pay and conditions, working in co-
operation with management, the future of the
company, changes concerning employees’
jobs, ‘family friendly’ or flexible work practices,
training, and individual employment contracts.
The rank ordering of what should constitute
union priorities is substantially similar to that of
the perceived ordering of existing union
priorities. That said, however, members report
that unions are giving insufficient attention, and
should give greater voice, to certain issues. In
particular, a “priority deficit” is most evident in
respect of training, and family-friendly and
flexible working conditions.

PREFERRED UNION ROLE
Finally, the UCD Employee Voice Survey

allows us to examine the kind of role, if any,
which employees would like to see unions
perform in their workplace. Thirteen percent
preferred that unions play no role in their
workplace; 29 percent chose the option which
limited unions’ role to collective bargaining and
grievance handling; the majority (58 percent),
however, indicated that they would like unions to
extend their role beyond the remit of collective
bargaining and develop co-operative relations
with employers to improve organizational
performance. Further statistical analyses
revealed that union members were significantly
more likely to indicate that unions should have a
role in the workplace, and further that they
favoured unions developing a co-operative
relationship in their dealings with employers. 

Non-unionized employees’ views of union voice
Almost two-thirds of employees in Ireland are not
union members. They are present in unionized
and non-unionized workplaces. This is the first
time it has been possible to examine their views
of unions, their reasons for not joining a union,
and their willingness to join in the future. 

WHY DO EMPLOYEES NOT 
JOIN UNIONS?
To begin, it was found that only 24 percent of
non-union members employed in unionized
companies had ever been asked to join a
union. The remainder (76 percent) had never
been approached to consider union
membership. The principal reason why they
chose not to join a trade union was because
they preferred to deal with issues or problems
on their own and directly with management (80
percent); and secondly, they trusted their
employer to take care of its employees and, as
a consequence, there was no perceived need
to join a union (50 percent). Objections to
unions in principle or to the manner in which
unions voice worker interests did not feature
very prominently as factors dissuading people
from joining unions. Neither was the cost of
union membership an important consideration.
Notwithstanding their decision to remain
outside union membership, the vast majority
(79 percent) reported that they would vote for
continued union representation, ‘if an election
was held today to decide whether employees
at your workplace should continue to be
represented by a trade union’..

Non-union employees in non-union companies
were also asked of their reasons for not being
union members. A preference to take up issues

with management directly (57 percent) and the
absence of a need to join a union given
management’s care for its employees (51
percent) figure prominently. Similarly,
respondents did not possess any fundamental
objections to unions in principle (22 percent),
but many did see unions as being too
confrontational in their dealings with employers
(41 percent). There was also a perception that
being a union member might damage a
person’s career prospects (47 percent).

WOULD NON-UNION EMPLOYEES
JOIN A TRADE UNION? 
In unionized workplaces, a little over 40 percent
of non-union employees indicated a willingness to
join a trade union. The propensity to unionize in
non-union workplaces is striking, and is especially
marked in situations where management offer
their support for union representation. In such
circumstances, almost two-thirds of respondents
(64 percent) indicated that they would join a union
if asked. This figure drops substantially, however,
to 28 percent in situations where management
are not prepared to support union organization.
Nevertheless, that so many employees, even in
the absence of employer support, would be
prepared to join a union suggests that there is a
significant ‘representation gap’ in Ireland. Thus, a
critical factor in facilitating union membership and
organization is employees’ perception of 
their employer’s support for independent
representation.  

These responses allow us to estimate the level
union density might rise to in Ireland if those
currently not in unions were to join. Using the
level of union density found in the UCD
Employee Voice Survey, if one assumes
management support for union organization
and if all those employees who said they would
join a union did, union density in Ireland would
rise to 71 percent. In the absence of
management support, though, union density
would rise to 56 percent.

WHICH WORKERS MIGHT JOIN?
It was found that two broad groups –
professional/associate professional/technical
staff and clerical/service/sales staff – are more
willing to join a union. Perhaps surprisingly,
craft workers show the lowest relative
likelihood of joining. 

Objections to union membership and
representation were rarely informed by some
fundamental principle or deeply held opposition
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to unions. Indeed, many non-union employees
appreciated the value of union voice, if not for
themselves, then at least for others. 

In the absence of employer support, many Irish
workers see little practical benefit in joining
unions or are fearful of the consequences if
they are to join. There is thus substantial
evidence to indicate that there is a
considerable amount of unsatisfied demand for
union voice among employees in Ireland.

HOW DO EMPLOYEES REGARD
NON-UNION VOICE
MECHANISMS?
The discussion now turns to examine the
incidence, and employees’ views, of non-union
voice practices, both indirect and direct.

PRESENCE OF NON-UNION
VOICE PRACTICES
First, employees were asked if there was an
‘employee committee or association in your
workplace which represents you and your co-
workers in dealings with management but
which is not a trade union?’ What stands out is
how rare such employee consultative
committees (ECCs) are in Ireland in
comparison to the other Anglo-American
countries. Only a small proportion of
employees (14.6 percent) indicated that an
ECC was present in their workplace. 

The UCD Employee Voice Survey also
enquired whether particular forms of direct
employee voice were present in the workplace.
The vast bulk of respondents reported the
presence of an ‘open-door’ policy. By
comparison, other voice mechanisms – such
as formal grievance/appeal procedure, an
appraisal/review process and a mentoring
system – were less evident. While there was
little difference in the reported incidence of an
open-door policy in unionized and non-
unionized workplaces, the differences in the
reported presence of the other three direct
voice mechanisms is of note: roughly a half of
employees in unionized workplaces said they
were present in their workplace compared to
only about a third of employees in non-
unionized establishments. 

Employees in non-unionized workplaces were
more likely to report that they had used direct
voice mechanisms than had their counterparts
in unionized workplaces with one exception,
the grievance procedure. In general,

employees seem to have been satisfied with
the manner in which these voice systems
function. The notable exception was in respect
of grievance/appeal procedures, where over a
third of employees in unionized workplaces
believed that they had not operated effectively.
This was the highest recorded level of
dissatisfaction with the four direct voice
mechanisms examined in the survey.

GRIEVANCES AND THE VOICE
MECHANISMS USED BY
EMPLOYEES
The survey then focused specifically on the
issue of how employees sought to have
particular grievances or concerns addressed.
Overall, the reported incidence of grievances is
comparatively low by international standards;
to this extent, Irish workers seem to be a
relatively contented lot.

Most employees go to their manager to seek
their help to have grievances addressed, and
many respondents report that their manager
was helpful. There are, though, some notable
exceptions. Comparatively few employees
would appear at ease in going to their manager
with grievances relating to long working hours
and, in the case of employees in non-unionized
workplaces, the failure to pay the national
minimum wage (NMW). 

Turning to the important issue of whether
employees in unionized establishments view
the union as an important voice mechanism,
the most striking finding is that many
employees (in most cases up to 50  percent)
do approach their workplace representatives
for help, especially with respect to not being
paid a fair wage, not being paid the NMW, and
not having a grievance addressed. But with
respect to other grievances – bullying, unfair
treatment by a manager, and lack of say in the
workplace – comparatively few employees
approach their union for assistance; instead
they go directly to their manager. 

PREFERRED VOICE ‘ROUTES’  
We turn to the voice ‘routes’ employees would
ideally prefer to use, assuming all such options
are readily available, to resolve a range of
possible grievances. The preferences of
unionized and non-unionized employees differ
markedly. The former show a greater reluctance
to approach management directly, particularly in
matters relating to pay increases, unfair
treatment, and fears surrounding job security.

These areas are the mainstay of union
representation, and generally two out of every
three unionized employees would prefer to seek
union assistance in respect of these matters.
Roughly one of every ten non-unionized
employees would ideally seek the help of a union
in matters relating to unfair treatment, sexual
harassment and fears about job security. In
general, both unionized and non-unionized
employees are more likely to want to go directly
to management with issues relating to training
and promotion.

CONCLUSION – THE PROSPECTS
FOR EMPLOYEE VOICE
This article has sought to provide an account of
the status of employee voice in the Irish
workplace. Drawing on data from two recent
large-scale employee surveys, it has been
possible for the first time to examine Irish
employees’ experiences and views of different
forms of employee voice. The following
observations are highlighted in summary: 

1. Irish employees have high expectations of
the level of voice they expect to be provided
with from their employers. The evidence
points to a significant gap in perceptions
between management and employees as to
the level of influence which workers are
permitted in the workplace. 

2. Employees also have high expectations of
those who seek to act as voice
intermediaries for them. While in general
they remain favourably disposed towards
unions, they expect more of them,
particularly in matters relating to training
and family-friendly policies. 

3. A majority of employees report that they
would like to see unions embrace a co-
operative, productivist orientation in their
dealings with employers in place of an
adversarial, arms-length approach. 

Irish workers thus place a high store on the
opportunity to exercise voice and they expect a
lot of management and unions. There remain two
questions: will these expectations be met or
dashed in the future? And by what means will
employees’ interests and concerns be voiced?
Answers to these questions and a more detailed
analysis of the surveys’ findings are provided in
the published paper from which this current
article is drawn.

Professor John Geary teaches Industrial
Relations and HRM at University College Dublin
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THE INFORMATION AND CONSULTATION DIRECTIVE 

Considerable difference of opinion
surrounds the impact of the Information
and Consultation Directive (ICD) which
has passed through all stages in the
Houses of the Oireachtais.

The Act allows for the formalisation of new
forms of consultation and information in the
workplace. But there are still lingering concerns
among unions about its impact on the ground.

The new Bill apply to undertakings with at least
150 employees from a specific date to be
prescribed by the Minister for Enterprise and
Employment while from March 23, 2008 it will
apply to companies with at least 50 employees.

The Information and Consultation Directive
aims to ensure that employees are informed
and consulted on issues linked to the terms
and conditions of their work. Essentially the
legislation provides a general framework
setting out the minimum standards for the right
to information and consultation.

It states that:
The existence of legal frameworks at national
and Community Level are intended to ensure
that employees are involved in the affairs of the
undertaking employing them and in decisions
which affect them  and has not always
prevented serious issues affecting employees
from being taken and made public without
adequate procedures having been implemented
beforehand to inform and consult them
(Directive 2002/14/EU Section ^)

The Directive argues that timely information
and consultation is a pre-requisite for the
success of the restructuring and the adaptation
of businesses and undertakings to the new
conditions created by globalisation of the
economy, particularly through the development
of new forms of work.

While there are significantly varying views
between employers, unions and academics on
the likely impact of the ICD, it appears fairly
clear that it is being introduced against a
background of  relatively low use of existing
channels of communication.

For example a study carried out for the National
Centre for Partnership and Performance by the
ESRI and based on the views of 5,000 staff found
that 36% had “hardly ever” received information
from their management on a range of items issues
regarding the organisation they worked for.

Over half of the people surveyed said that they
“hardly ever received financial information
such as information about sales or profit
figures from the organisation they worked for.

In fact 42% said that they rarely  received
information about changes in work practices.

When pressed about management consultation
with employees regarding decision-making and
change issues in the workplace the same
relatively negative results were found.

Just over one quarter of workers recorded that
they are “almost always “ consulted before
decisions are made which affect their work
while a further 21 % indicated that they are
“sometimes consulted”.

And while half the employees noted that their
views were taken into consideration, a further
23% said that they were “rarely or “almost
never” taken into consideration.

The findings led the NCPP to conclude that
“the results show that large proportions of Irish
employees feel excluded from information and
consultation processes.

Recently, Dr. Tony Dundon of NUI Galway
noted that information and consultation
channels ideally provided a conduit for
innovation. And he said that there was a
distinct body of literature which made the link
between employee voice and performance.

Studies has consistently shown a link between
“bundles” of HR practices including information
and consultation forums and better economic
performance. But he suggested that few
employers involved and consulted their staff
leading to a “representational gap” in Ireland.

However he pointed to evidence from the study
carried out by NUIG which highlighted
contradictions in the practice of I+C. In this context
talk of innovation and empowerment tended to
operate in parallel with “shallow I+C mechanisms”.

Among the barriers to the implementation of
the Directive on the ground he cited external
economic pressures , shareholder and head
quarter concerns and the fact that in many
cases line managers were “too busy” and in
addition had their own agendas.

Dr Dundon said that most of the 32 cases of
information and consultation he had examined

were part of “managerial sponsorship” in the
sense that management set the agenda with direct
communication methods taking precedence. Only
two cases could be described as “robust
partnerships” with strong employee
representative programmes.

There were some tensions between the EU
Directive and the Bill as it had emerged here
which were pretty significant and there was a
risk that the trade unions would take a
challenge.  Finally he questioned whether the
transposing of the Information and Consultation
Directive could end up being “another missed
opportunity for Irish business”.

Also speaking at the recent IRN Conference,
Professor Bill Roche of UCD said that many
commentators had described the
arrangements envisaged under the new act as
“minimalist” in giving only the basic levels of
information and consultation required to
comply with the letter of the Directive.

And while pre-existing arrangements could be
altered to comply with the act, there had been
very little activity with the exception of Tesco,
he added.

Professor Roche said that given the basic
architecture of what was envisaged, he along with
his UCD colleague John Geary had suggested
that the resulting arrangements are likely to largely
underwrite the current state of IR affairs.

Some commentators had hoped that the
Directive might prove transformative or might
have acted as a catalyst to accelerate progress
in the wider area of partnership.

“Instead, it appears reasonable to suggest  that
we will see the continuation of considerable
variation in information and consultation practices
as in partnership practices more generally with
the strongest and most robust models emerging
in circumstances where considerable progress
was already apparent prior to the advent of the
Act” Professor Roche added.

Meanwhile the trade union SIPTU has expressed
concern about the ICD legislation and indicated
that it may challenge it in the European Court.

Union vice-president Brendan Hayes
described it as a “major disappointment”. And
added that there was confusion as to whether
consultation  should be treated as an employee
right for an employer obligation.



24

Richard Sennett analyses cultural change
including the workplace over the past 100
years in an institutional context, from a
sociologist’s perspective. Sennett charts
how the organisational bureaucracies of
the late 19th and early 20th century were
designed to handle environmental
fluctuations and deliver consistent outputs
over long time frames through military
type structures and processes. 

They provided stability and certainty for
workers enabling them to develop a ‘Life
Narrative’ giving meaning to their lives, security
and a sense of belonging in which they could
plan for their future. The relationship between
the organisation and employees was highly
valued as was the accumulation of expertise
and knowledge. They evoked strong
commitment from employees giving rise to the
paradox “unhappiness with an organisation can
co-exist with commitment to it”.

In contrast the new institution, the ‘The Fresh
Page’, is task oriented and designed to be
more responsive to short term shareholder
requirements. Their flat structures and control
mechanisms are influenced by automation and
information technology.  The emphasis is on

the delivery of short term outcomes through
teams with limited autonomy controlled from
the centre by internal competition. Generic
skills e.g. problem solving are more valued
than accumulated learning, and potential rather
than experience is rewarded.  Workers interact
with one another on a transactional rather than
a relationship basis to achieve organisational
goals and loyalty to the organisation is low.

Sennett asserts that his research in the US and
the UK indicates that while the ‘Fresh Page’
organisation is an interesting and worthwhile
place for the young and well- connected, there
is evidence that for maturing persons with
greater needs of certainty and stability it can be
a very scary place.  

He argues that the shortermism of the new
organisation causes anxiety among workers
replacing the ‘dread’ experienced in the
bureaucratic organisation that encourages
people to seek short term gratification rather
than long term career planning.  Furthermore the
low value on accumulated experience linked
with the pressure to de-layer gives rise to many
experienced people at middle levels being
forced to leave organisations to find themselves
underemployed, undervalued in their

communities and
suffering in what he
describes as ‘the spectre of uselessness’.  

Sennett raises some really tough questions
regarding the development of a public service
culture that sees the needy and the sick as
clients/customers who should be dealt with on
a transactional rather than a caring basis. He
strongly questions the appropriateness of ‘The
Fresh Page’ organisation for delivering public
services.

Sennett extends his discussion to broader
society and argues that greater focus on the
short term, selling of image which he calls ‘gold
plating’ rather than substance is eroding social
capitalism.  The spread of a transactional
approach is diminishing voluntarism in many
aspects of life including the caring for the needy
and involvement in community development.

This well researched and clearly written book
raises fundamental questions regarding
emerging organisational culture and the type of
society we are evolving. It is thought provoking
and ought to be compelling reading for leaders
and policy makers. JJ O Dwyer is an
independent HR Consultant

BOOK REVIEWS

‘The Culture of the New Capitalism’ Richard Sennett 
(published by Yale University Press, available from www.amazon.co.uk €20.99)

Leadership and Liberation, A Psychological Approach by Sean Ruth 
(Published by Routledge, London, available from www.amazon.co.uk €56.10)

This book seeks to extract the concept
and practice of leadership from the den of
management theory and carve it out on a
wider canvas. Ruth’s basic argument is
that  leadership remains one of the least
understood and least clearly defined
topics in the organisational literature. And
much of what is written about it, he
contends has little to do with real
leadership. 

There exists, he believes a serious confusion
between leadership and management and
indeed between leadership and authority. One
of the consequences of this understanding is
the prevalence and pre-occupation with leaders
as “super-heroes” and a serious distortion of
the concept of transformative leadership.  One
key difference between management and
leadership is that leadership is primarily an
influence relationship whereas management is
an authority relationship. Management is
defined as largely hierarchical and power-based
relationship while leadership is more
collaborative and influence based. Ruth does
not rule out that managers can become leaders

but simply states that they are two different
processes which may or may not coincide.  

The author cries foul on the personality cult of
leadership and particularly the profiles of some
international figures such as Rudolf Giuliani.
Jack Welch and Lee Iacocca. No doubt Ireland
can provide a few home- grown high profile
figures who fit into the same mould and whose
happy smiles adorn the walls of business
schools and the HR conference circuit.

The book puts forward an alternative vision of
leadership which focuses on six main
components. These highlight the importance of
thinking about people, both collectively and
individually within the organisation. The second
strand of the model points to the listening role of
the true leader and in particular “listening to the
ways in which people communicate “where they
struggle”. Building relationships is a further vital
building block of the new model and
fundamentally knowing when to take initiatives
based on the earlier skills outlined. Developing
new leaders is the fifth major ingredient of the
new approach while the sixth element focuses

on the notions of diversity
and liberation.

Liberation as a value or
concept is rarely espoused
in connection with leadership. But Ruth makes
the link relatively succinctly. Leadership he
argues to be effective must understand the way
oppression gets internalised within the
individual and the group. The way in which
oppression in effect “gets in the way” and
impacts on the way people think feel and
behave both individually and collectively and
how they interact with each other needs to be
understand. Here, he strays close to the
recently articulated notion of the psychological
contract and stretches the leadership debate
and its HR dimensions into new territory.
Ruth’s book is divided into three sections: the
content of leadership, the leadership context
and finally strategies and skill. It is a provoking
well written read and its main theme as well as
the sections on conflict resolution will be of
particular interest to IR and HR practitioners.

Tim Hastings.


