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1. Summary

This national report examines flexibility and competitiveness in the Irish labour market focusing on the period from the beginning of contemporary Irish social partnership in 1987 to the end of the Celtic Tiger in 2001. Within the Flex.Com project, this report on Ireland is an accompaniment to the national reports on Finland, Greece, The Netherlands and Switzerland.  

Prior to 1987, the Irish labour market was in European terms already relatively ‘flexible’ and non-regulated with respect to traditional ‘hiring and firing’ practises, wages, atypical workers, employment relations, work organisation and the use of migration as a ‘safety valve’. A UK ‘liberal’ model accompanied this British based voluntarist system based on a modest, means tested welfare state and a low income, low skill and low value added economy with the partial exception of some of the foreign high technology firms.  

By the mid 1980s, Ireland was in the midst of a national economic crisis characterised by large current account and public debt, high rates of income and value added taxation, low economic and employment growth, high rates of unemployment and mass emigration particularly among the more highly skilled and educated. 

The resolution of the crisis began with the adoption of a European style, neo-corporatist national agreement between the social partners in 1987. In terms of the five countries in this study, the conditions are similar to those that led to the Dutch ‘Polder’ agreement in 1982. The five Irish national agreements since 1987 have traded ‘wage flexibility’ or moderation for tax cuts and fiscal rectitude to increase competitiveness, while selectively reforming and targeting expenditure in the social welfare and education and training systems to maintain social solidarity and cohesion.      

Over the same period, a combination of EU directives and regulations and actions agreed upon by the social partners have increasingly regulated more parts of the labour market and organisations with respect to certain issues such as equality, health and safety, parental leave, part time workers, working time, and works councils. While certain forms of ‘numerical flexibility’ such as part time and fixed term work have increased over this period, particularly for women, regulation of many of these forms of work have also increased, providing greater security and rights for these categories of workers. Again, this is similar to the Dutch ‘flexicurity’ strategy of increased numerical flexibility accompanied by enhanced security for atypical workers. 

More recently, the increased ‘functional’ flexibility of work organisation and employment relations in enterprises has been accompanied by attempts to regulate this process by organisational level partnership agreements between management and employees or trade unions instead of by acts or directives. The neo-corporatism of national level social partnership between the government, employers’ associations and the trade union movement has been the significant driving factor here, although voluntarism and non-regulation still remain the rule rather than the exception. 

It is in this area that Americanisation appears most evident in organisational terms. Specifically, Americanisation has occurred through the spread of production and management systems like high performance work organisations and human resource management from the American non-union private sector to the Irish private, semi-state and public sectors in the form of organisational partnerships, particularly since the Partnership 2000 national agreement in 1997.    

To some extent, Americanisation has also occurred at the macro-economic level through the Irish state’s industrial policy which in practise has attracted mainly American high technology firms in a few key sectors such as computing and chemicals since 1987. This form of Americanisation is linked to the organisational form through the diffusion of American management and production practises to first Irish firms and then to the semi-state and public sectors as discussed above.

Even though the total level of Irish public expenditure has significantly increased over the period in question, the growth rates in the state’s expenditure have been until the last few years kept below the high growth rates in the economy, particularly since the rise of the Celtic Tiger in 1994. This has meant that Irish state expenditure as a proportion of GDP has fallen well below the EU and even the UK averages and is now roughly in-between the American and the EU averages. In this way too, a certain level of Americanisation of Ireland’s state expenditure can be said to have occurred. 

The unexpected emergence and, in an Irish context, surprisingly resilient Celtic Tiger economy from 1994 to early 2001 crystallised public debate about whether Ireland was moving towards an American neo-liberal or a European neo-corporatist model of socio-economic development. This so-called ‘Boston versus Berlin’ debate remains largely unanswered and is many respects a non-question. 

Most of those interviewed for this report suggest that Irish policy-making in the social partnership/Celtic Tiger era has been basically pragmatic and results oriented. That is, Irish policy-makers have as needed adopted and modified policies from a range of external sources to suit the Irish national context. In practise, this has meant gradually altering Ireland’s historical Anglo-Saxon based economy and society to the changing conditions of European integration and an American dominated global economy.      

In this sense, there is no Irish model of socio-economic development. There is however a sense that the Irish policy-making community must remain aware of its rapidly changing external and internal environments and remain able to adapt its socio-economic policies to these changing conditions. There is also a sense that the social partnership process has contributed to this practise of ‘policy flexibility’ by including a broad range of social groups with different perspectives of Ireland’s changing socio-economic reality and creating consensus among them about the most practical means to adapt to these conditions in order to improve competitiveness and maintain cohesion.              

In the aftermath of the Celtic Tiger, however, many of those interviewed expressed concern about the ability of the national agreements to adapt to Ireland’s new internal and external environment. Thus, the success of the Celtic Tiger has created new domestic problems and exacerbated older ones, threatening Ireland’s competitiveness and social cohesion. These internal problems include a comparatively underdeveloped physical and social services infrastructure accompanied by infrastructural bottlenecks and congestion; housing, price and wage inflation due in part to the employment revival, consumption spending, returned Irish emigrants and EU and non-EEA immigration; increased income inequality driven by lower taxation of more higher income earners in spite of substantial income gains to middle and low income earners and a reduction of absolute poverty; and, most recently, an emerging fiscal crisis in public finances. 

At the same time, the recent difficulties in the American led global economy have highlighted a weakness in Ireland’s industrial policy of attracting a small number of mostly American high technology firms exporting to the European market in order to fuel the country’s economic growth and development. There is now overwhelming evidence to show that these mostly American firms drove Ireland’s Celtic Tiger economic performance and competitiveness. 

It is not at all clear though that these high technology American firms had much to do with Ireland’s employment revival, particularly in its last stage from 1996 to 2001. This seems to have been driven largely by consumption demand from the wealth generated in the domestic economy, with most of the jobs created being full time in the market services sectors. The contribution of these American firms to this employment revival is most likely an indirect spill over effect from, for example, monies generated by those working in these enterprises and paid to indigenous suppliers of these firms. 

Yet, it is not surprising that the difficulties in the American economy from early 2001 coincided with the end of the Irish Celtic Tiger, resulting in much lower Irish growth rates, a rise in unemployment and the recent drop in income tax receipts. Further, many of the successful Irish based firms that emerged during the 1990s have been in the high technology sectors that have suffered most in the past few years and have also been the Irish firms most dependent on the American market. Unlike in Finland, there is no Irish Nokia to come to Ireland Inc.’s rescue.

The confluence of these negative developments in Ireland’s internal and external environments has occurred within the time frame of the current national agreement, the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (2000-2003). The agreed wage and public expenditure increases in the agreement now seem out of step with the international competitiveness of Ireland’s economy, even if merited in terms of fairness and cohesion by Ireland’s inflation, infrastructural deficits and pay differentials between private and public sector employees.              

Despite the current difficulties, no one interviewed suggested that the Irish partnership process should be totally jettisoned. There is a strong sense that the partnership process has had unintended positive social and cultural effects among those participating in making and implementing the agreements. In particular, a few of those interviewed talked about the ‘trust’ and feelings of mutual respect and reciprocity that had developed over time between individuals in organisations that used to oppose each other. One person even talked about how much of the actual agreements had been decided by these individuals who trusted each other meeting informally outside the official partnership meetings. Another pointedly added that there was now a whole generation of employer and trade union officials who had only dealt with each other as ‘partners’ and who would not how to deal with each other as ‘adversaries’.        

More generally, there is widespread agreement that the process has been largely successful in terms of its contribution to the material benefits provided to the economy, firms, employees and the socially excluded at least until the last agreement. There is also a sense that extending partnership from 1997 to a broader range of social groups and deepening the process to include a wider range of economic, social and cultural issues has been beneficial to the process of consensus building and policy-making. 

At the same time, there is recognition that the last agreement has not worked that well. A number of those interviewed stated that the process had become too unwieldy and cumbersome. A few talked about a condition called ‘partnership overload’. Others said that too much of the non-pay components of the agreements had become ‘aspirational’ without the budgetary muscle or political will to fully implement them. However, most accepted that these were the right things to do even if they could not really be done. This suggests that the results oriented pragmatism of the Irish model of partnership may have shifted in the last few agreements from achieving consensus to adopt policy suited to Ireland’s changing environment to simply achieving consensus among the expanded community of social partners.  

There are a number of policy areas in the past two agreements in which the aspirational nature of the agreements does not yet match the implemented reality. Two of these involve aspects of ‘functional flexibility’, namely lifelong learning and in-company training. A third involves an aspect of numerical and temporal flexibility, namely child care provision. There have a number of commitments made in the agreements to address these issues in terms of taskforces, national strategies, programmes and various funds. Some of these have been implemented but do so seem to be very effective at the moment or to be able to address the issues involved.  

Many of those interviewed indicated that there is a large gap between the commitments made to these forms of flexibility and the reality in practise. The question is why? One explanation involves the difference between achieving consensus about what to do and being able to implement what has been agreed. In this sense, the Irish experience begins to look similar to the Greek: there are often good policies to do the right things, but they are sometimes not implemented or implemented in form only. 

Another explanation involves ‘market failure’. These are all areas in which Irish firms have not been traditionally very willing to invest in due to, for example, concerns about ‘poaching’ in terms of in-company training, disagreements about who should pay for training days or night time education for lifelong learning, and a belief that child care is a ‘family’ matter not an organisational one. This is accompanied by a traditional reluctance on the part of the Irish state to intervene, particularly to invest substantial public monies, to address these market failures.            

A third explanation incorporates the other two and focuses on how these issues relate to Ireland’s path dependency of development and to its institutional configuration in these areas of policy. Thus, while parts of the Irish labour market have become regulated along European lines through the EU or by Irish partnership agreements, other areas remain based on Ireland’s British based voluntarist system and liberal welfare state. The issues of lifelong learning, in-company training and child care provision fall largely into the latter UK based policy area. The attempts to address these issues through ‘soft partnership’ agreements as opposed to hard regulation have so far not been able to overcome the organisational, cultural and financial barriers embedded in Irish firms, Irish culture and the Irish state. 

That the barriers to some of these issues can be overcome is shown in other national reports by the Swiss case and to a lesser extent the Finnish experience, particularly with respect to issues of functional flexibility like in-company training and lifelong learning. But their national path dependencies and institutional configurations are very different from those in Ireland as also are their barriers in other areas of the labour market. 

What this suggests is that the Irish partnership process may have reached its structural, institutional and cultural limits to rapidly respond to particular changes in its internal and external environment in terms of the labour market. More positively, it suggests that the transition to a functionally flexible workforce may be more complex and difficult to manage than achieving agreements that trade wage moderation for tax cuts or implementing regulations that provide security for atypical workers.      

1. Introduction

The main body of this report on flexibility and competitiveness in the Irish labour market includes sections on Irish labour market legislation; labour institutions; labour market structure analysis; and economic performance. The literature review of these topics has been supplemented by sixteen interviews with individuals from the following organisations: the Chambers of Commerce of Ireland (CCI), Dublin City University (DCU), the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (DETE), the Equality Authority, Irish Business and Employers’ Confederation (IBEC), Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU), FAS (the National Training Authority), FORFAS (the National Policy and Advisory Board for Enterprise, Trade, Science, Technology and Innovation), the National Economic and Social Council (NESC), the National Economic and Social Forum (NESF), the National Centre for Partnership and Performance (NCPP), the Policy Institute, Services Industrial Professional Technical Union (SIPTU) and Trinity College Dublin (TCD).     

The section on Irish labour market legislation discusses the relevant Irish acts with respect to the topics of overtime work and additional hours for full and part time work; fixed term contracts, temporary work and part time work; telework; manpower agencies; redundancy, dismissal and collective dismissals; other forms of flexibility; and industrial relations and collective bargaining or social dialogue. 

The discussion in this section analyses to what extent Irish labour market legislation and regulation has moved beyond its British based voluntarist traditions to a European neo-corporatist model? While much contemporary debate in Irish policy-making concerns the extent to which Ireland is (or should be) closer to ‘Boston’ or ‘Berlin’, the analysis in this section suggests that the real choices are between ‘London’ and ‘Berlin’ at least with respect to labour market legislation.          

The labour institutions section continues the discussion of the mixed Irish labour market system built on British voluntarism, modified by state interventionism and adapted to European neo-corporatism. It does so through an examination of unions and employee representation at each level; the attribution and activities of works councils; the efficiency of industrial tribunals; the efficiency of the labour inspectorate; and the changes of labour market rules by laws, social dialogue and collective agreements. 

The fourth section examines changes in Ireland’s labour market structure, primarily over the period from 1987 to the official end of the Celtic Tiger in the spring of 2001. This section initially analyses factors influencing the significant increase in Ireland’s labour market supply including the effects of the country’s comparatively late post-war baby boom, steadily rising participation rates among women and the Republic’s shift from a country of net emigration to one of net immigration. 

Other factors discussed include some of the effects of Ireland’s long-term investment in education on the quality of the labour supply, sectoral shifts in employment, transfers from unemployment to employment and trends in labour market flexibility. The discussion of labour market flexibility focuses on types of numerical and functional flexibility, specifically working time, part-time and fixed-term employment, in-company training, lifelong learning and workplace partnerships.  

The economic performance section of the report analyses Ireland’s economic competitiveness since the late 1980s. Specifically, this section examines the emergence of the Irish Celtic Tiger phenomenon focusing on some of the factors behind Ireland’s increased national economic performance and competitiveness. These factors include: the Irish state’s industrial development policy to attract foreign firms; the role of the EU market and funds; the emergence and continuation of social partnership; and the performance of indigenous firms. 

While these factors have interacted with each other to create a virtuous cycle and new path dependency for Ireland over this period, the main economic driver of Ireland’s Celtic Tiger competitiveness has been mostly American high technology firms in a few sectors, attracted to Ireland by the IDA to export the EU market and take advantage of the Irish state’s very low corporation tax rates. The discussion of the comparative economic indicators provided by the co-ordinating partner for Finland, Greece, The Netherlands and Switzerland are not inconsistent with this argument. 

The conclusion discusses the many unresolved ‘black box’ questions raised by the report focusing primarily on three: to what extent has the regulation of the Irish labour market moved from its British traditions to a system of European neo-corporatism? Is there is a distinctive Irish model of labour market regulation? And to what extent is Ireland’s Celtic Tiger economic competitiveness related to changes in the Irish labour market structure including its flexibilisation?     

2. Labour Market Legislation

There are a number of recent Irish legislative acts that directly or indirectly serve to regulate the Irish labour market. These acts include: The Adoptive Leave Act, 1995; The Employment Agency Act, 1971; The Employment Equality Act, 1998; The Industrial Relations Act, 1990; The Maternity Protection Act, 1994; The National Minimum Wage Act, 2000; The Organisation of Working Time Act, 1997; The Parental Leave Act, 1998; The Payment of Wages Act, 1991; Pensions Act, 1990; The Protection of Employees (Employers’ Insolvency) Acts, 1984-91; The Protection of Employment Act, 1977; The Protection of Young Persons (Employment) Act, 1996; The Redundancy Payments Acts, 1967-91; The Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act, 1989; The Terms of Employment (Information) Act, 1994; The Unfair Dismissals Acts, 1977-93; The Worker Participation (State Enterprises) Acts, 1977-93; and The Worker Protection (Regular Part-Time Employees) Act, 1991 (DETE, 1999; Gunnigle at al, 1999; IDA Ireland, 2000).

Some of these acts regulate issues that have not been subject to Irish law before such as the Worker Protection (Regular Part-Time Employees) and Parental Leave acts; others up-date and supersede earlier acts such as various Unfair Dismissal Acts; and one at least, the Industrial Relations Act of 1990, supersedes British colonial legislation that remained in effect after independence, in this case from 1906.

Until recently, Irish regulation of the labour market tended to follow the British market based, voluntarist tradition of limited direct legislative or state regulation of the labour market. This tradition basically allows individual and collective actors, such as firms and trade unions, to work out agreements between themselves on labour market issues in the market place (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 1-33). 

However, Ireland’s regulation of the labour market has incorporated some elements from continental European traditions. These include an Irish version of mixed centralised and decentralised collective bargaining beginning in the 1940s and continuing to 1981 (see below; Gunnigle et al, 1999: 190-202). More broadly, Irish social thought was strongly influenced by the Catholic Church’s corporatism and the Italian and Spanish (fascist) versions of it in the 1920s and 1930s. Practical expressions of this corporatist influence  are still found in the 1937 Constitution and, for example, in the vocationalist structure of the Seanad or the Irish Senate. It is debateable though whether this means that Irish ‘social partnership’ existed in any real institutional form or practise prior to 1987.   

What is clearer though is that Ireland’s entry into the then EEC in 1973, and the emergence of  the Irish form of social partnership since 1987, have led to the introduction of many more elements of the continental European neo-corporatist tradition into Ireland’s regulation of the labour market (Von Prondzynski, 1992: 69-87). Many of the acts cited above have been directly or indirectly influenced by the neo-corporatist tradition through the EU or Irish social partnership. For example, the Organisation of Working Time Act is the Irish implementation of the EC’s 1993 Working Time Directive (Wickham, 2000), while the National Minimum Wage Act derived from a non-binding agreement between the social partners.         

With the rise of the Celtic Tiger, and the government’s explicit support for American neo-liberal economic policies, this mixture of Anglo-European labour market regulation has become part of a new debate about whether Ireland’s policies should be more closely aligned to those from ‘Boston’ or ‘Berlin’ (Harney, 2000). However, given Ireland’s geographic location, history and contemporary situation, this is arguably better understood as a policy alignment in-between ‘London’, ‘Boston’ and ‘Berlin’, or more broadly the UK, the United States and the European Union. 

While this is not the place to tackle this issue, it does raise the question of whether or not there is a distinctive Irish model of the labour market regulation? And more generally, in terms of this report, whether or not there is a distinctive Irish model of national competitiveness and labour market flexibility?  

Overtime Work and Additional Hours for Full Time and Part Time

The Organisation of Working Time Act, 1997 now regulates overtime work in Ireland. Wickham argues that Ireland’s support for and specific implementation of the act from the 1993 EC Directive on Working Time ‘should be seen as continuing Ireland’s ‘neo-corporatist’ or social partnership approach to industrial relations and to economic development’ against a UK Thatcherist approach (2000: 2-3). 

The act legislates a maximum weekly working time of 48 hours to be phased in over a two-year period. The calculation of 48 hours may be averaged over 4 months for all employees, 6 months for seasonal work or for unforeseen surges in activity, and 12 months where collective agreements have been reached between employers and employees and approved by the Labour Court. 

Wickham notes that the latter is one of the areas in which the Irish act ‘goes further than the Directive’ in this case ‘because it gives legal recognition to collective agreements (ibid: 2). Other areas that go beyond the Directive in support of employees include: the banning of ‘zero hour’ contracts or ‘contracts which require employees to be available for work even if none is eventually offered them’ (ibid); stipulating ‘a premium for Sunday working’ (ibid); and omitting some of the allowed derogations such as the ‘general ‘opt-out’ to allow collective agreements to ignore the 48 hour maximum’ (ibid).

The act also includes provisions on rest and holiday. General rest entitlements are set for all workers and for specific categories like night and shift workers. Holiday entitlements are based on the formula that ‘holiday pay is earned against time worked’ which applies to ‘all employees, full-time, part-time, temporary or casual’ (DETE, 1999: 15). Most workers are ‘entitled to four weeks’ annual leave holidays…with pro-rata entitlements for periods of employment for less than a year’ (ibid: 16). This application of ‘pro-rata’ entitlements for atypical workers continues the practice adopted in the Worker Protection (Regular Part-Time Employees) Act, 1991. According to Wickham, the 1991 act ‘ensured that part-time workers had broadly similar rights to full-timers, very much in line with ‘European’ best practice, unlike the situation then prevailing in the UK’ (2000: 1).      

Fixed Term Contracts, Temporary Work and Part Time Work

Presently, there is no direct legislative provision for workers on fixed term contracts and temporary workers. The Council directive 1999/70/EC of 28 June 1999 concerning the framework agreement on fixed-term work concluded by ETUC, UNICE and CEEP has not yet been transposed into Irish law. However, there are provisions in other acts that apply to these specific categories of workers and/or apply to them as part of the general category of workers (DETE, 1999). Thus, the Terms of Employment (Information) Act, 1994 applies to all persons who work for an employer for 8 hours or more and for 1 month or more (ibid: 8). This category includes fixed term, temporary (and part time) workers in Ireland. At the same time, the act specifically mentions that ‘the written statement of particulars that must be provided by the employer within two months of commencement of employment’ has to include the ‘nature of the contract’ for temporary and fixed term workers (ibid). Similar conditions apply for acts that concern areas such as the payment of wages and minimum notice (ibid: 10-11, 20). On the other hand, the Unfair Dismissals Acts does not directly ‘cover employees on fixed term or fixed purpose contracts who are let go when the contract expires or the purpose ceases’ (ibid: 28). Yet, even here, there are certain conditions listed related to ‘calculating continuous service’ under which the act can apply to fixed term workers (ibid).

As mentioned above, there is direct legislative provision for part time workers under the   

Worker Protection (Regular Part-Time Employees) Act, 1991 (Auer, 2001; DETE, 1999; Gunnigle et al, 1999). The act defines part time workers as those who ‘work at least thirteen weeks (not necessarily consecutive) with the same employer’ and ‘not less than eight hours a week for that employer’ (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 53). Specifically, the act ‘provides for the application’ on a pro-rata basis ‘to regular part-time workers of the redundancy, minimum notice, worker participation, unfair dismissals, maternity and employers’ insolvency legislation’ (ibid).     

Tele-Work

At present, there is no direct legislative provision in Ireland for the category of tele-workers. To the extent that there is indirect legislative regulation of this group, it would be as part of the general category of workers discussed above. As such, tele-working is largely regulated in a voluntarist fashion on the basis of individual agreements between the employee and employer or collective agreements between trade unions and employers. However, the social partnership process has begun to ‘spill-over’ into this emerging area of the labour market. Thus, the social partners have endorsed ‘The Code of Practice drawn up by the National Advisory Council on Teleworking’ (DETE, 2001: 28). This Code ‘aims to encourage best practice in companies engaged in e-work arrangements’ (ibid). There have also been initiatives in this area by Enterprise Ireland which ‘launched an e-Work Business Awareness Campaign’ in 2000 and to a lesser extent by the Revenue Commissioners and the Department of Finance who have been carrying out a ‘review of anomalies in the tax system which effect telework’ (ibid). 

Legislation on Employment Agencies

Before discussing legislation on employment agencies, it should be noted that the current economic environment for agency temping in Ireland has changed dramatically. Marlborough, the biggest employment agency in Ireland, collapsed at the end of February 2002. Marlborough had been an aggressive publicly traded company. The agency had been particularly successful during the latter stages of the Celtic Tiger, even expanding its recruitment operations to Britain. Marlborough had been the star performer of the rapidly growing employment agency sector. However, its collapse, along with a significant number of redundancies in other agencies, suggests that the sector had become too dependent on sections of the labour market unable to withstand slight downturns in the business cycle. After all, while the Celtic Tiger may be officially over, the Irish economy is far from collapse.   

Estimates of the numbers of temporary agency workers in Ireland are unreliable given that neither the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (the department that regulates temporary agencies in Ireland) nor the Central Statistics Office collect data on temporary agency workers. Figures for temporary agency workers in Ireland are based on  an estimate from  a recent European Foundation survey. Thus, Conroy and Pierce note that the 2000 Third European Survey on Working Conditions ‘indicates that Ireland has the highest percentage of workers employed on a temporary employment agency contract (5.2%) in the EU, whereas the average across the 15 member states is 2.2%’ (2002: 16).  

The DETE does collect data on the numbers of those seeking employment through temporary work agencies and on the number of licensed temporary work agencies in Ireland. In terms of the former, DETE date shows that the ‘numbers of job-seekers applying to licensed employment agencies for temporary employment has risen sharply…by more than three fold’ from 55, 490 in 1995 to 189, 273 in 1999 (Conroy and Pierce, 2000: 19). However, these figures may be unreliable since many people apply to more than one temporary work agency at the same time (ibid). At the same time, the DETE data indicates that ‘the number of employees placed by employment agencies in temporary employment’ totalled 34, 571 in 1999, an increase of 15 per cent from 1995 (ibid: 20).  

With respect to the latter, DETE data on licenses for employment agencies under the Employment Agency Act 1971 shows an increase from 195 licenses in 1987 to 447 in 1999 (ibid: 31). The biggest jump in the number of licensed temporary work agencies occurred at the height of the Celtic Tiger when the number increased from 272 in 1997 to 329 in 1998 and up to 447 as cited above (ibid).  

In terms of Irish legislation, ‘Agency temping’ describes a situation where the employee is legally employed by an agency but works for another firm, the ‘client’ of the agency. According to trade union sources, agency temping is absolutely not an issue for the Irish trade union movement.  According to them, it has never come up as a bargaining issue and indeed they deny all knowledge of its existence in sectors which they organise.

By contrast, the Yellow Pages of the current Dublin telephone directory have over 50 pages of listings and advertisements for ‘Employment Agencies’. While many of these are providing a recruitment service, for many others the role of employment agency shades into that of labour only contractor. Are the trade unions yet again ignoring an important change in the labour market?

Governments and unions have traditionally viewed agency temping with suspicion, and in many countries it is actually illegal or closely regulated. In agency temping the role of employer is divided into two. The agency is responsible for payment, including any social insurance and other deductions, while the client allocates tasks to the employee and  ensures that they are carried out.  

For unions this fracturing of the employer’s role creates several problems. Since employees at the same workplace become divided between several different employers, they may well have different pay and different working conditions, even though they have similar tasks. Incidentally, there would appear to be some potential equal opportunities issues here, although these have not been noticed in the literature.  Union organisation obviously becomes more difficult, since there is no one locus of responsibility for unions’ demands.  

For government, agency temping makes it is less clear who is responsible for health and safety conditions, since all employment legislation appears to assume that the employer is also responsible for the physical workplace in which the employee works.  And above all, agency temping raises complicates questions of responsibility for tax and social insurance deductions from employees’ pay.

In the Republic of Ireland agency temping is not subject to any specific regulation.  As mentioned above, employment agencies are regulated by the Employment Agency Act 1971 and subsequent regulations issued by the Minister of Enterprise and Employment. The Act requires all employment agencies to obtain a licence from the Department, pay an initial registration fee and submit six-monthly returns of all placements they have made broken down by broad occupational category and gender.

The main purpose of this regulation appears to be  to ensure the good character of individuals setting up agencies. The returns made by agencies under the Act only cover conventional employment agency placements and there is no requirement to report ‘agency temps’ as a distinct category. Realistically there seems to be little serious enforcement of the Act and the agencies’ returns are not treated as particularly important.  

In the UK the expansion of agency temping has been seen as part of the growth of the flexible firm as described by Atkinson (Atkinson and Meager, 1986). This has been linked to specific features of the UK labour market:

Changes in Britain in the 1980s seem to have been more marked than in other European countries, suggesting that Atkinson’s ideal-type model might in a real sense reflect local development. Temporary work, short-term contracts, agency temping, part-time work and self-employment all grew throughout the 1980s in Britain  (Hakim, 1990: 164).

In fact as far as the UK is concerned this is somewhat paradoxical. Bielenski (1994) has pointed out that short-term contracts (and here one could include agency temping) are needed by employers when employment legislation makes it difficult and/or expensive to dismiss ‘normal’ employees. Given its weak employment protection legislation, the UK it is not surprising that the UK has a lower level of short-term contracts than many other European countries. 

Ireland has slightly stronger employment protection than the UK and, as we have no seen, no legal restriction on the use of agency temping. Accordingly, the legal environment does favour its expansion and, as suggested above, the Celtic Tiger boom seems to have facilitated a rapid growth in the number of employment agencies and a more modest growth in the numbers of those placed in temporary employment.    
Agency temping covers a wide range of areas and skills. At one extreme there is the software industry. Here ‘bodyshopping’ (or contract programming) has been common for over a decade. The leading company in the area has 250 specialists currently employed on client’s sites. Demand here derives from the fact that companies’ needs for computer skills are very ‘lumpy’: the installation or upgrading of a new system requires specialist skills, but only briefly. Contract programming along with outsourcing has replaced the old ‘data processing department’ of large organisations as the locus of innovation. Contract programmers do not just allow their end employers flexibility, they ensure they receive a more up to date service.

Temping in the software industry is also a form of employment voluntarily sought by those who do it. Unlike regular employment, it offers variety and the chance to control one’s own hours. Indeed it fits very well with the culture of the software industry which is essentially an undergraduate work culture, long bursts of very hard work, followed by periods of complete relaxation. Programming is not a nine-to-five job in the view of many practitioners. Logically enough, one career route in the industry appears to be an initial normal job, following by contract programming, followed by self-employment as a ‘consultant’. 

Such a trajectory involves a series of changes in employment status (from normal employee, through agency temp, to self-employment) and is an extreme case of the way in which individual’s legal labour market status can now vary over time even though the actual occupation remains the same. Whatever the legal status, industry informants stress that a successful career here requires the same skills: self-management, including managing one’s own cash flow, and the ability to continually ‘hone your skills’ since skills have a short life span. 

In this situation, training and the maintenance and development of skills has been individualised. Furthermore, the employment agency will retain a relationship with ‘their’ worker as he (or more rarely she) moves through these different positions. The agency will place a person as an employee, contract them as an agency temp and charge an ‘introduction fee’ to their client for ‘their’ self-employed contractor.

Demand for software specialists is buoyant in all sectors of the Irish economy.  Although informants stress that the supply of software workers is relatively favourable in Ireland compared to elsewhere in Europe, several agencies began to import software workers to Ireland from countries such as India. 

The traditional area of agency temporary work has been office work.. ‘Temping’ has been part of the traditional rite de passage for many young women in Dublin as in the big cities of the UK. However, in Ireland, unlike in the UK, temping here is temporary. In the UK temping, in the one words of one industry informant, is ‘an honoured profession’. By contrast in Ireland, people only ‘temp’ for up to three years.  In the clerical area - unlike in the software sector - both employers and employees prioritise permanent employment. Employers would consider an applicant who had been temping for more than a few years as somehow unreliable and problematic, while for employees a permanent job remains the goal. But for a few years, temps deliberately seek agency work, since it offers more autonomy and choice than conventional employment. Temps can ask their agency to change their workplace if they have ‘any hassle’ (i.e. problems) and can to some extent determine the hours they wish to work. 

However, these temps are now supplemented by other occupations, from accountants to data entry workers. Some agencies also offer manual work (warehousing in particular) and sales staff. However, the tight labour market means that agencies now have difficulty in retaining manual staff, for reliable employees are soon offered permanent employment. In particular, agencies would like to be able to supply drivers as temps, but as one informant remarked, ‘drivers are like gold dust’. In this area of the labour market, workers still seek a permanent job and are now able to impose their wishes on employers.

The call centre industry is rapidly expanding in Ireland. Here there is a remarkable convergence between the multi-national companies running the call centres and multi-national employment agencies. One such agency has now already recruited and trained the entire workforce of a new call centre, where the employees all remain employees not of the call centre but of the agency. Here, as in the software industry,  responsibility for the maintenance and development of skills has moved away from  the ‘real’ employer.

In the personal service sector, agency temps have long operated in private nursing.  With the expansion in private residential care this area seems to be expanding, as it certainly is at the bottom  the labour market in childcare.  Employment in childcare is by all accounts growing in Ireland, especially in Dublin. Much of this work is completely informal and in the black economy; more formalised is employment in the growing number of private crèches and nursery schools. Although most workers are untrained, there is also a growing provision of formal courses both private and public.  In this labour market a few employment agencies also operate as agency contractors, providing childcarers on short term employment to cover illness or emergencies.  Workers here (all women) move between working for an agency and more permanent employment.
This discussion has necessarily raised more questions than it has answered, for there is as yet no literature on agency temping in Ireland. Issues that require further clarification include: numbers; regulation; the voluntary/involuntary nature of temping; trade union issues; and theoretical implications. 

In terms of numbers, it would be helpful if either the DETE or the CSO collected accurate figures on the exact numbers and types of temporary agency workers. How many of these are at work, and how many are merely available for work? To what extent are workers working continuously and does this employment form their only income source?

With respect to regulation, Employment agencies are required to register with the Department of Enterprise, but what are the practical implications? What is the role of self-regulation through the Irish Federation of Personnel Services?

With regards the voluntary/involuntary nature of temping, it appears to be chosen by workers in preference to conventional employment. However is this true for all occupations and for both genders?

In terms of trade union issues, is it really the case that agency temping raises no practical problems for union negotiators, even at local level?   

Finally, there are some theoretical implications. Agency temps clearly contribute to making the labour market more flexible: they can meet short term demands for labour without imposing long term costs on the final employer. Such forms of ‘numerical flexibility’ in Atkinson’s terms are usually seen as exploitative of the worker - or at very minimum as low skill, low quality and peripheral jobs. However, it is clear that virtually all agency temps, from software workers to childminders, have chosen this form of employment. Regular employment with the same employer is not everyone’s ideal. 

This individualism of the worker obviously poses problems for any trade union seeking to organise agency temps. However, there is a more fundamental problem.  Agency temping is part of the process whereby forms of employment are moved out of the organisational reach of the unions, and out of the regulatory framework of normal employment (consider what happens when a unionised data processing department is replaced by a project team of temporary software specialists). In these terms then, agency temping is part of a wider process of labour market fragmentation.

Redundancy, Dismissal and Collective Dismissal

Legislative provision for redundancy is provided by the Redundancy Payment Acts, 1967-1991. Redundancy in this case refers to situations ‘where an employee’s job ceases to exist and he or she is not replaced for such reasons as the financial position of the firm, because there is not enough work, the firm closes down altogether, or because of reorganisation’ (DETE, 1999: 22). More specifically, redundancy also occurs where ‘an employer has decided to carry out the work in a different manner for which the employee is not sufficiently qualified or trained’ (IDA Ireland, 2000: 15). 

The legislation applies to ‘workers with at least two years’ continuous service, who have not reached retirement age’ (Gunnigle at al, 1999: 55). Employers must provide ‘two weeks written notice’ on an official form, a copy of which must be sent to the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (DETE, 1999: 22). In the case of collective redundancies, the Protection of Employment Act, 1977 requires the ‘employer to supply the employees’ representatives with specific information regarding the proposed redundancies and to consult with those representatives at least thirty days before the final dismissal takes place, to see if they can be lessened or avoided’ (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 55). This act also requires the employer ‘to advise the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment at least thirty days in advance’ (ibid).   

Redundancy payments are based on the employee’s ‘age and length of service with the company’ (IDA Ireland, 2000: 15). There is a ‘statutory redundancy lump sum’ payment that is ‘calculated as being one weeks pay plus a further half weeks pay for each year of continuous service under the age of 41 and one weeks full pay for each year of continuous service by the employee over the age of 41’ (ibid: 16). The statutory maximum caps for these redundancy payments are 381 Euros per week and 19,812 Euros per year (ibid). However, employers are ‘entitled to claim a rebate of up to 60 per cent of the statutory level of redundancy payments from the Social Insurance Fund administered by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment’ (ibid). Payments made in ‘excess of the statutory amounts’ are not liable to recovery from the Social Insurance Fund (ibid). 

Employees entitled to compensation can accept it or exercise their right to ‘argue that they are being unfairly selected for redundancy which constitutes unfair dismissal’ (ibid: 15). Employees’ claims to unfair dismissal are regulated under the Unfair Dismissals Act, 1977-1993. The acts are intended to ‘provide protection for employees from being unfairly dismissed from their jobs by laying down criteria by which dismissals are judged to be unfair and by providing an adjudication system and redress for an employee whose dismissal has been found to be unjustified’ (DETE, 1999: 28). 

In a detailed study of the working of the Unfair Dismissals Act, Browne (1999) argued that it provided employers with a ‘palette’ of acceptable ways of dismissing employees. While employers have had to accept some limits on their power to dismiss, they have gained greater legitimacy for their decisions overall and previously contested areas of industrial relations had become part of a quasi-legal process. 

Employees who have been ‘continuously employed for one year’ and who have worked ‘not less than eight hours per week’ have a ‘right of action for an unfair dismissal’ (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 37). The acts are designed so that ‘the onus of proof is on the employer to show that the dismissal was fair’ (IDA Ireland, 2000: 17). Dismissal may be deemed to be unfair if it results from: trade union membership or activities; religious or political opinion; involvement in civil or criminal legal proceedings against the employer; race or colour; sexual orientation; age; being a member of the travelling community; pregnancy; or the exercise of maternity, adoptive leave or holiday entitlements (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 39). Alternatively, fair dismissal is adjudged if the employer can show that it was based on: the capability, competence or qualifications of the employee; the employee’s conduct; the redundancy of the employee; or other substantial grounds (DETE, 1999: 29).  

Claims for unfair dismissal are ‘brought before either a Rights Commissioner, or the Employment Appeals Tribunal (EAT) within six months of dismissal’, although this date can be extended by the EAT or Commissioner for ‘six months in exceptional circumstances’ (Gunnigle at al, 1999: 37). Claims are normally brought before the Rights Commissioner unless both parties object in which case claims are brought before the EAT (ibid). Either the employer or employee can appeal decisions made by the EAT to the Circuit Court within six weeks of the decision being made (ibid).    

Other Forms of Flexibility

Generally speaking, labour issues related to internal, external and functional flexibility are regulated in the voluntarist tradition in terms of individual or collective agreements between employees, trade unions and firms or, more recently, through social partnership agreements. 

However, there are statutory as opposed to legislative provisions to define and regulate ‘contractors’ as one category of external flexible workers. Legally, contractors are usually defined as ‘independent persons and are not employees’ (IDA Ireland, 2000: 3). At the same time, if the contractor ‘does not provide independent input into the job – by using their own premises or by providing equipment or investment’ then that person ‘may be held to be an employee and as such be entitled to statutory protections’ (ibid).

For the Revenue Commissioners, the decision of whether the person is a contractor or an employee is related to whether or not the Commissioners’ office will ‘seek employer’s P.R.S.I [Pay Related Social Insurance] from the company’ (ibid). The Commissioners define an employee in this case as a contractor who ‘works for a company on a full time basis’ and whose work is ‘under the control, supervision and direction of the company’ (ibid).  

Industrial Relations and Social Dialogues

The Industrial Relations Act of 1990 provides the legislative regulation of industrial relations in Ireland. As stated above, this act superseded the British Trades Disputes Act of 1906 which remained in effect after Irish independence under ‘Article 50 of the Irish Constitution of 1937’ (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 56). This article stipulates that ‘laws in force prior to 1937 should continue unless repealed or found to be repugnant to the Constitution’ (ibid). Since the Irish state did not pass new legislation to supersede the 1906 act until 1990, Irish industrial relations remained based on the British model of voluntarist individual and collective bargaining between employees, trade unions and employers on the labour market with limited state intervention. 

This is not to say that the Irish state ignored the area of labour legislation in terms of industrial relations. There were a number of acts passed from the mid 1930s that concerned industrial relations and trade unions including the Trade Union Acts of 1935, 1941, 1942, 1947-52, 1971 and 1975 as well as Industrial Relations Acts of 1946, 1969 and 1976. However, these acts were mostly ‘designed to deal with the perceived problem of trade union multiplicity’ or to ‘provide for the establishment of industrial relations institutions such as the Labour Court’ to mediate in disputes between employers and employees (ibid). 

One result of basically preserving the British model of industrial relations has been that ‘collective bargaining and not the law is the primary source of regulation in the employment relationship in Ireland’ (DETE, 1999: 41). Another has been that the ‘state’s role…has been largely confined to facilitating the collective bargaining process through establishing by legislation institutions to assist in the resolution of disputes between employers and employees’ (ibid). Strictly speaking, of course, this is itself a departure from a purely voluntarist tradition. Further, as we have seen above, the Irish state has become increasingly involved in legislatively regulating more areas of the labour market following in the ‘European’ neo-corporatist tradition, particularly since the emergence of social partnership in the late 1980s.     

This continuing tension between British and European models of industrial relations is reflected in the Industrial Relations Act of 1990. For example, the basis for the act arose from a ‘discussion document’ in the first social partnership agreement, The Programme for National Recovery (PNR), that ‘committed the Minister for Labour to holding discussions with the social partners about changes in industrial relations’ (Gunnigle at al, 1999: 65). However, much of the actual content of the act is eerily similar to many provisions contained in the ‘Thatcherist’ employment, trade union and wages acts and statutory codes of practice adopted from 1980 to 1990 in the UK (Edwards at al, 1992: 13-15). 

Thus, the Irish Industrial Relations Act of 1990 includes provisions mirroring British law and codes of practice in limiting trade union immunities, picketing and secondary picketing and mandating strict provisions for secret ballots and notification prior to any legal industrial action (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 65-68; IDA Ireland, 2000: 13). At the same time, the Irish act goes beyond the Thatcherist control of trade unions to limit the ability of employers to obtain injunctions for legal trade disputes; continues the state’s tradition of encouraging trade union rationalisation and mergers through licensing and grants; and strengthens the position of the mediating institutions by establishing a Labour Relations Commission alongside the Labour Court (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 67-68). Yet, while these are not strictly speaking Thatcherist provisions, they are also not very ‘European’. Instead, they follow an Irish state tradition of remaining ‘British’ as opposed to becoming too ‘Thatcherist’. 

Within the voluntarist ‘Irish’ practise of collective bargaining, there is also a tradition of mostly decentralised social dialogue between the state, employers’ associations and trade unions that developed after WWII (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 190). From 1946 to 1970, these social dialogues revolved around twelve ‘wage rounds’ at roughly two year intervals, eight of which were ‘negotiated at either plant or industry level’ while the other four were national ‘bipartite agreements’ between the main employers’ and trade union confederations (ibid). The state became more directly involved in this process in a series of seven national wage agreements (NWAs) negotiated from 1970 to 1978 followed by two national understandings in 1979 and 1980 (ibid: 194). The NWAs basically ‘set the agreed rate of wage increase for the entire national workforce in all industries and sectors’ and, until 1975, revolved around bipartite employer-trade union agreements with the government mainly participating as a public sector employer (ibid). 

With the 1975 agreement, the government became more directly involved in the agreements and, for the first time, explicitly linked the wage agreements to the state’s fiscal and taxation policies (ibid: 197-98). The government’s involvement continued to increase in the two national understandings, participating more as a full tripartite state actor and less as a public sector employer, explicitly linking the agreements to the ‘economic development of the country’ and introducing non-pay elements into the two ‘understandings’ (ibid: 200-1). This process of social dialogue collapsed from 1981 to 1986 into a free-for-all of decentralised bargaining that coincided with Ireland’s worst economic crisis since the 1950s (ibid: 202-4).        

While it functioned, however, this process of voluntarist social dialogue with increasing state involvement could not really be characterised as part of the continental European neo-corporatist tradition. Instead, as with Ireland’s industrial relations practices, it basically involved adapting Irish modifications to an essentially ‘British’ based system of collective bargaining. The Irish social partnership process from 1987 represents, on the one hand, a continuation of this underlying British based ‘Irish’ collective bargaining tradition and, on the other hand, an explicit move to incorporate elements of the ‘European’ neo-corporatist model into the structure and process of Irish collective bargaining.

At present, there have been five social partnership agreements in Ireland: the Programme for National Recovery (PNR) from 1987 to 1991; the Programme for Economic and Social Progress (PESP) from 1991 to 1994; the Programme for Competitiveness and Work (PCW) from 1994 to 1997; Partnership 2000 from 1997 to 2000; and the current Programme for Prosperity and Fairness from 2000 to 2003 (Gunnigle at al, 1999: 220; Hardiman, 2000: 292). 

The first agreement, the PNR, emerged as a pragmatic and patriotic means for the government, trade unions and employers to band together to tackle Ireland’s national economic crisis (Hardiman, 2000: 290). The basis of all of the agreements so far has been trade-offs between wage moderation and tax concessions involving direct negotiations between the three main social partners. This goes beyond the last few NWAs and the national understandings in the concerted, direct and explicit nature of the negotiating process and with respect to the relative accountability that each of the social partners have imposed on their own ‘constituencies’ and each other to act within the terms of the agreements. The social partnership process has also broadened and expanded over time particularly since 1997, broadening to include more interest groups like community and voluntary groups, and expanding to more non-pay related issues such as social inclusion, childcare, women’s health, racism, workplace participation and trade union recognition (ibid: 298-304;Gunnigle at al, 1999: 215-19). 

In these ways, the Irish social partnership process has begun to incorporate recognisable features of the European neo-corporatist model into the British based Irish collective bargaining tradition. Following Rhodes (1998), Hardiman argues that this new Irish ‘experience of social partnership can be understood as an example of ‘competitive corporatism’ similar to Finland and The Netherlands (Hardiman, 2000: 287). In competitive corporatism, tripartite agreements between governments, employers and trade unions attempt to balance ‘employer concerns about competitiveness and flexibility’ with government commitments to maintain ‘social spending and minimum welfare determination’ (ibid). 

On the other hand, the British based voluntarism that underlies the social partnership process is indicated by a number of features of the five agreements. The most important is the fact that no part of the five programmes has been legally binding on the government, employers or trade unions. They are essentially voluntarist collective agreements whose parts can be ignored, unimplemented or broken by any of the parties involved. Similarly, the whole social partnership process can end at any time through a unilateral withdrawl of one of the three main partners. The voluntarist basis of the agreements is shown by the ability of successive Irish governments since 1987 to decide on changes in taxation policy and social spending to suit party political and electoral concerns ‘outside the parameters of social partnership’ (ibid: 305). In other words, even Irish governments treats social partnership as a matter of having one’s cake and eating it too, following or ignoring the terms of the agreements depending on governmental interests at the time.                     

Yet this raises the issue of to what extent is this Irish reliance on voluntarism ‘European’? Thus, there are different national European traditions with respect to the mix of voluntarism, associationalism, legalism and interventionism used to regulate industrial relations and social dialogues. Further, these ‘traditional’ mixes tend to vary, sometimes quite significantly, over time as in Sweden in the 1980s and 1990s. In this context, the particular Irish mix is arguably as ‘European’ as it is ‘British’ although it is at the same time less ‘German’ in its uses of legalism and associationalism and less ‘French’ or ‘Italian’ in its use of state interventionism. Further, if one examines Ireland’s social partnership voluntarism in terms of the ‘soft law’ approach to EU policy making (De la Porte et al, 2001), then one  could argue that the hallmark of the last ten years of European (and Irish) policy making has been a move towards ‘soft law’ and policy making that relies on creating consensus. In this case, Ireland’s practise of social partnership voluntarism is in the mainstream of current European practice.  

Nonetheless, most analysts agree that Irish social partnership has directly and indirectly ‘contributed to the remarkable turnaround in the economy’ (ibid: 292; Gunnigle et al, 1999: 219). Hardiman summarises the contribution of social partnership by noting that:

Real increases in disposable income were delivered by keeping industrial conflict at low levels; inflation was curbed effectively, at least until early 2000; the national finances were transformed. The national framework of pay bargaining made it possible for the far-reaching trade-offs between wage moderation and tax reform to take effect. [And] Once growth began in earnest, the pay agreements helped to ensure that the gains were not dissipated by wage inflation and industrial conflict (2000: 219). 

3. Labour Market Institutions

As with labour legislation, Irish labour market institutions reflect tensions between modifying the British based voluntarist system or incorporating elements of the European neo-corporatist model into this traditional system. In the case of Irish labour market institutions, there is also the unresolved question of how to address the non-union strategies of the mostly American high technology firms that have driven Ireland’s economic development since the late 1980s? This question will not be directly addressed in the discussion below. 

Unions and Employee Representation at Each Level

Irish trade unions originated as off shoots of British craft and later general unions in the late 1800s and early 1900s (D’Arcy, 1994: 9-18). With the later addition of a few industrial and more white collar unions, the present Irish trade union structure continues to reflect much of its British origins. Besides the voluntarism discussed above, the British basis of Irish trade union structure is shown in its fragmentation into a large number of relatively small unions given the size of the country and its labour force (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 109-119, 128). As mentioned above, the Irish state has used legislation since the mid 1940s to encourage trade union mergers and to foster a more coherent trade union movement that could work within state sponsored labour market institutions, negotiate national agreements and participate in the social partnership process.    

In 1996, there were 52 Irish trade unions representing over 500,000 members for an employment density of 53 per cent (ibid: 127-28). The number of Irish trade unions has fallen due to mergers from 67 in 1987, and while the absolute numbers of trade union members increased by almost 50,000 over the same period, there was a decline of 4 per cent in the employment density indicating that ‘the rate of growth in union membership is less than the rate of employment growth’ (ibid: 115). Further, public sector employees account for ‘some 50 per cent of total trade union membership’ (Hardiman, 2000: 296). The public sector also remain more highly unionised compared to ‘30 per cent unionisation rate in the private sector’ (Hardiman, 2000: 296), including the largely non-unionised American high technology firms.   

The Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) is ‘the central co-ordinating body for the Irish trade union movement’ and has an estimated 97 per cent membership rate of all trade unionists in Ireland (ibid: 124). SIPTU or Services, Professional, Industrial, Professional Trade Union is the largest by far in Ireland with over 225,000 members in 1996 or ‘over 40 per cent of total trade union membership’ (ibid: 129-130). SIPTU is the result of a merger in 1990 between the then two biggest unions in Ireland, the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union and the Federated Workers’ Union of Ireland (ibid: 119). The other top ten unions in terms of size have between 31,000 and 15,000 members each, with the top ten including SIPTU accounting for ‘almost 80 per cent of all trade union members’ (ibid).        

Employee representation by Irish trade unions is based on a ‘model’ three level structure of the workplace, branch and national level (ibid: 120). Individual workers in the trade union elect shop stewards at the workplace level usually on an annual basis (ibid: 121). The shop steward is the ‘key union representative’ at the workplace level. The role of the shop steward is ‘to represent employee interests on workplace issues, liase with union officials, and keep members au fait with union affairs’ (ibid). Shop stewards are employees of their organisation but, according to a 1993 Code of Practice based on the Industrial Relations Act of 1990, they must be ‘afforded ‘reasonable’ time off to perform their representative duties (ibid). Shop stewards from different parts of the organisation and from the same trade union who ‘meet regularly, discuss common problems and decide on policy’ are called the Section Committee (ibid: 122). If the various shop stewards who meet are from different trade unions in the same organisation, then they are referred to as a Joint Shop Stewards’ Committee (ibid).

The branch level, according to Gunnigle et al, ‘is the fundamental element of trade union organisation and provides the means by which the ordinary ‘rank and file’ can participate directly in the affairs of the union’ (ibid). Normally, an Irish trade union branch includes workplace members from ‘different organisations who work in a particular geographical area’ (ibid). The role of the branch is to ‘manage the internal affairs of the union’ and to seek ‘improvements of the terms and conditions of branch members’ (ibid: 123). Branches are ‘managed by a Branch Committee’ whose members are elected at branch Annual General Meetings (AGMs) (ibid). Branch AGMs also decide on branch policy and ‘elect delegates to attend the Annual Delegate Conference (ADC) of the union’ (ibid). In this way, the branch is the ‘basic unit of trade organisation’ in Ireland.  

The ADC at the national level elects the national officers of the union and decides on motions usually submitted as branch resolutions (ibid). Motions that are passed at the ADC become the official ‘policy of the union’ (ibid). The ADC itself is composed of ‘branch delegates, the union’s National Executive Council (NEC) and the union’s General Council’ (ibid). The NEC ‘is responsible for carrying out the decisions of the ADC’ (ibid). National officers are either elected at the ADC or appointed by the NEC (ibid). These national officers normally include a ‘general president, a general secretary, a general vice-president and a general treasurer’ (ibid).      

The ideology of this trade union structure and organisation is that ‘ultimate decision-making authority is vested in the membership and executed through resolutions’ at the ADC by the ‘union executive’ (ibid: 120). In practise, however, there is often tension between the levels of the organisation, particularly between the representative leadership role practised by the union executive and the participatory democratic beliefs of many the workplace members at the branch level. The ‘gap’ between the executive and the rank and file has become an increasingly important issue in the social partnership process given that there is a significant (and apparently growing) minority of trade unionists who remain opposed to the social partnership agreements.

Attribution and Activities of Works Councils

Following the British voluntarist model, there is no Irish tradition of works councils as understood in continental European countries such as Germany and The Netherlands (ibid: 292-93). In fact, Irish private sector employers have been highly resistant to most forms of industrial democracy and representative workplace participation including worker directors and works councils. 

In the public sector, though, the Worker Participation (State Enterprises) Acts, 1977-93 ‘provide for employee participation at board and sub-board level in certain state enterprises’ (DETE, 1999: 39). Under these acts, worker directors are elected every four years from full and regular part time employees with at least three years of continuous service with the state enterprise (ibid). The 1988 version of the act also allows for trade unions or the majority of employees to request ‘sub-board participative arrangements in 35 state enterprises’ including ‘the giving in good time by management to employees of information about certain decisions which are liable to have a significant effect on employees’ interests’ (ibid).

In spite of the resistance of many Irish employers, the European Works Council directive was implemented into Irish law as the Irish Transnational Information and Consultation Act, 1996 (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 295). In line with the directive, the Irish act ‘requires the establishment of a works council or employee forum in companies which employ at least 1,000 workers across the EU and at least 150 workers in two member states’ (ibid). It is telling in this case that the Irish act explicitly refers to ‘transnational’ and not indigenous companies since most Irish firms would not meet the two minimum conditions for the required establishment of works councils. 

The implementation procedures in the Irish act also follow the line of the EC directive by including: ‘pre-directive agreements on information and consultation; a ‘special negotiating body of employee representatives to negotiate the establishment…of the works council with management’; and the default option, if ‘agreement is not reached’, specifying the composition of the works council, frequency of its meeting and the issues to be considered (ibid: 296). 

The Irish legislation differs to some extent from the directive by allowing for the ‘appointment of an independent arbitrator to deal with disputes over whether information being passed on or requested is commercially sensitive’ (ibid). This provision caters for Irish employers’ concerns about commercially sensitive information and, according to an unpublished paper based on research by Emer O’Hagan, was transposed in a particularly restrictive way for trade union thanks partly to lobbying by the American Chambers of Commerce in Dublin. At the same time, the act also addresses trade union concerns about being excluded from the works councils process by allowing ‘trade union officials to…act as nominees to the ‘special negotiating bodies’ which may negotiate the establishment and ground rules of the works councils’ (ibid).   

Efficiency of Industrial Tribunals

For such a small country, the Irish state has over time constructed a fairly elaborate set of intermediary labour institutions to provide ‘dispute resolution facilities’ for ‘conciliation, adjudication or arbitration’ (ibid: 78-79). This is due in no small part to the limits of the voluntarist collective bargaining system to freely settle work disputes and industrial actions between the parties involved (ibid). These intermediary labour institutions or industrial tribunals include: the Labour Court, the Labour Relations Commission, Rights Commissioners, the Employment Appeals Tribunal and Equality Officers (ibid: 79).  

The main mediating institutions are the Labour Court and the Labour Relations Commission. The former was established under the Industrial Relations Act of 1946 and ‘provides machinery for the formal investigation of industrial disputes’ (DETE, 1999: 42). Its other functions include: issuing recommendations for the settlement of industrial disputes; ‘the establishment and servicing of Joint Labour Committees’ and the ratification of Employment Regulation Orders ‘proposed by these Committees’; the registration of Registered Employment Agreements; ‘the registration and servicing of Joint Industrial Councils; and ‘deciding on appeals against the recommendations of Rights Commissioners’ (ibid: 42-42). Labour Court recommendations are not legally binding except in case of appeal of a decision by a Rights Commissioner or Equality Officer (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 82). Labour Court recommendations may also be appealed only on ‘points of law’ to the High Court (ibid: 79).

The Labour Relations Commission (LRC) was established under the Industrial Relations Act of 1990 to promote ‘the improvement of industrial relations’ and to ‘resolve disputes without the matter going to the Labour Court (IDA Ireland, 2000: 12). With respect to the former role, the LRC ‘provides a general industrial relations service’ and is ‘responsible for preparing codes of practice relevant to industrial relations, after consultation with union and employer organisations’ (ibid). In terms of the latter role, the LRC is empowered, if requested, ‘to appoint industrial relations officers known as Conciliation Officers who act as independent mediators between employers and employees’ (ibid).

The office of Rights Commissioner was founded under the Industrial Relations Act of 1969 ‘to assist with trade disputes’ and ‘to reduce the workload of the Labour Court (ibid; Gunnigle et al, 1999: 96). The remit of Rights Commissioners currently includes ‘disputes under the Terms of Employment (Information) Act, the Maternity Protection Act and the Organisation of Working Time Act’ (IDA Ireland, 2000: 12). With the implementation of the Industrial Relations Act of 1990, the office of Rights Commissioner has been transferred to the LRC (ibid).   

The Employment Appeals Tribunal (EAT) was created under the ‘Redundancy Payments Act 1967 as the Redundancy Appeals Tribunal’ (Gunnigle et al, 1999: 85). Its remit has been periodically expanded since then and its title was changed to the EAT under the Unfair Dismissals Act of 1977 (ibid). The EAT presently ‘adjudicates and interprets a number of other Acts, namely the Maternity (Protection of Employees) Act 1981, Protection of Employees (Employers’ Insolvency) Act, 1984 to 1991, the Payment of Wages Act 1991 and the Worker Protection (Regular Part-Time Employees) Act, 1991 (ibid). Further, the EAT is empowered ‘to hear appeals of the decisions of Rights Commissioners’ (ibid). EAT recommendations can be appealed, again only on points of law, to the Circuit Court or the High Court depending on the act in question (ibid: 79).

The office of Equality Officer was originally founded as the office of Equality Pay Officer attached to the Labour Court under the terms of the Anti-Discrimination (Pay) Act 1974 (ibid: 98). The office was renamed under the Employment Equality Act of 1977 and was transferred, along with the office of Rights Commissioner, to the LRC in 1990 (ibid: 98-99). Under the Employment Equality Act, 1998, the remit and functions of the office of Equality Officer were significantly expanded (Government of Ireland, 1998). 

The office was renamed the Director of Equality Investigations and its remit includes investigating and adjudicating on ‘direct and indirect discrimination in employment on nine grounds’ on all aspects of employment (www.equality.ie). The nine grounds of discrimination in employment covered by the act are: gender; marital status; family status; sexual orientation; religion; age; disability; race; and membership of the Traveller Community (ibid). The areas of employment covered are: equal pay; access to employment; vocational training; conditions of employment; work experience; promotion; and dismissal (ibid). The act applies to: public and private sector employment; employment agencies; vocational training bodies; the publication of advertisements; trade unions and professional bodies; full-time and part-time workers; and collective agreements (ibid).      

It is difficult to assess the efficiency of these various labour mediating institutions or industrial tribunals. Gunnigle et al provide summary statistics for numbers of recommendations and appeals for the Labour Court, EAT, Rights Commissioner and Equality Officers beginning from the early to late 1970s, depending on the institution, up to the mid 1990s (1999: 83-100). The authors certainly give the impression that these mediating institutions are quite effective in performing their mandated tasks in spite of their complexity and interrelationships. For example, Gunnigle et al note that ‘bearing in mind the voluntary nature of its recommendations, the [Labour] Court has had a very satisfactory record with on average over three-quarters of its recommendations accepted by both parties’ (ibid: 83).   

Efficiency of Labour Inspectorate

There are two categories of labour inspectors in Irish system of labour institutions. The first category enforces Employment Regulation Orders established by the sixteen Joint Labour Committees as ratified by the Labour Court (DETE, 1999: 46). These Labour Inspectors are appointed by Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment and are empowered to: ‘enter premises, inspect wage sheets and other records, interview the employers and workers concerned, recover arrears and, if necessary, take legal proceedings against an employer who is in breach of an ERO’ (ibid).

The second category is composed of safety, health and welfare inspectors who work for the National Authority of Occupational Safety and Health (referred to as the Health and Safety Authority or the HSA) (ibid: 36). The HSA was established under the Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act, 1989 that expanded ‘legislative protection’ in these areas from ‘20 per cent of the workforce’ to ‘all employers, employees and self-employed’ (ibid). The HSA is a ‘tripartite body representative of workers, employers and the State’ and thus differs from a typical civil service division. Under the HSA, the safety, health and welfare inspectors have the authority to monitor ‘the observance of the legislation at workplaces’ and apply a ‘range of enforcement measures up to and including prosecution’ (ibid). Finally, these inspectors provide ‘information and advice on the prevention of accidents and ill health at work’ (ibid).

The Health and Safety authority publishes a range of material including reports, plans and statistics that broadly speaking concern its efficiency as an organisation www.hsa.ie. Thus, the HSA Annual Report for 2000 has sections addressing health and safety issues in key sectors such as construction, agriculture and mining notable for the higher rates of accidents as well as other sectors including health, transport, manufacturing, chemicals, public administration, defense, wholesale and retail (2000: 21-38). In particular, the Irish construction industry has been beset with a number of well publicised accidents and deaths among workers during the economic boom leading to court cases and fines. As a tripartite body, the HSA was involved in mediating a Construction Safety Partnership Plan for 2000-2002 along with the Minister for Labour, Trade and Consumer Affairs, FAS or the Training and Employment Authority, the Irish Congress of Trade Unions and the Construction Industry Federation (HAS, 1999). The HSA also compiles statistics on reported accidents and the prosecution outcomes of cases that it has brought to be heard and that have been appealed. Overall, this suggests that the Health and Safety Authority functions efficiently as a labour inspectorate within its statutory remit.  

Change of Labour Market Rules by Laws, Social Dialogue and Collective Agreements

There are no hard and fast rules about whether changes of labour market ‘rules’ in Ireland are primarily driven by legislation, the social partnership process or collective agreements. The most honest but perhaps least satisfactory answer is that all three contribute to changes in Irish labour market rules. In many ways, the difficulty in clearly answering this question is due to the mixed nature of the Irish labour market system built on British voluntarism, modified by Irish state interventionism and, most recently, adapted to European neo-corporatism.    

From a historical perspective, the answer is a little clearer. The British basis of the system meant that collective agreements initially regulated the Irish labour market system. Since independence, the Irish state has gradually and increasingly over the past few decades intervened by legislation into more areas of the labour market. From 1973, the EU has added a European dimension to the regulation of the Irish labour market, mostly through legislation such as directives transposed into Irish acts. Finally, the social partnership process since 1987 has added a further European neo-corporatist dimension to the regulation of the Irish labour market through the more indirect means of the five national agreements. The difficulty here (and the excitement) is in tracing the process by which some parts of the agreements become legislative acts, and others filter down into collective agreements, while most simply remain rhetoric printed on the page.       

4. Labour Market Structure Analysis

The supply structure of the Irish labour market has changed significantly since the late 1980s influenced by a number of factors some of which pre-date the period under consideration. These factors include a significant increase in Ireland’s labour market due to the effects of the country’s comparatively late post-war baby boom; steadily rising participation rates among women; and the Republic’s shift from a country of net emigration to one of net immigration. The National Competitiveness Council credits these factors, along with ‘significant transfers from unemployment to employment’ for facilitating ‘the extraordinary growth in employment’ from mid 1993 to the end of 1999 during which ‘the total number of people at work in Ireland increased by 464,000 or by almost two-fifths (39.2%)’ (2000: 8).    

Other relevant factors to be discussed include the quality of the labour supply, sectoral shifts in employment, transfers to employment and trends in labour market flexibility. With respect to demographic factors, Fitzgerald notes that ‘while the post-war baby boom petered out in most of the rest of Europe by 1960, Ireland continued to have a very high birth rate until 1980’ with ‘fairly steadily’ declining fertility rates since then (2000: 39). In terms of the latter, Wickham shows that ‘from the early 1980s…Irish women began to have fewer children’ with the total period fertility rate falling from 2.96 in 1982 to ‘below the replacement rate of 2.1 for the first time’ in 1989, declining even further ‘to 1.84 in 1995’ before ‘rising slightly again (2000: 21).  
According to Fitzgerald, one effect of this late baby boom and ‘delayed fall in fertility’ has been that ‘the supply of young people coming onto the labour market has, until now, continued to rise rapidly, long after it had fallen off elsewhere in the EU’ (2000: 39). Thus, the National Competitiveness Council shows that ‘the population aged 15 years and over increased rapidly, rising by 302,000 or 11.4%’ from 1993 to 1999 (2000: 8). Combined with increased overall labour force participation rates since the late 1980s, another effect of these demographic changes has been that Ireland’s economic dependency ratio has become ‘exceptionally favourable’ compared to the situation from the 1960s to the late 1980s when ‘Ireland had a much higher dependency ratio than the rest of the EU’ (Fitzgerald, 2000: 41). For example, O’Connell shows that the ‘child dependency ratio’ fell from ’51 per cent in 1981 to 36 per cent in 1996’ (1998: 15).  

A second significant factor in the growth of Irish labour supply has been the steadily increasing rates of women’s participation in the labour force. Thus, O’Connell notes that ‘women’s share of total employment increased from 29 per cent in 1981, to 33 per cent in 1993, and to almost 40 per cent in 1998’ (ibid: 4). Further, O’Connell indicates that there has been a disproportionate increase in women’s employment relative to men’s from 1988 to 1998. Specifically, the rate of ‘women’s employment increased by an average of 6 per cent per annum – compared to a growth rate of less than 2 per cent for men’ over this period (ibid).        

In terms of women’s labour force participation rates, Ireland’s National Employment Action Plan for 2001 indicates that women’s overall rates increased from 41.4 per cent in the spring of 1996 to 47.2 by the spring of 2000 compared to an increase in men’s overall participation rates from 68.1 to 71 per cent over the same period (2001: 36). With respect to age and marital status, the figures show that women’s participation rates have increased steadily for the age cohorts between 25 and 64 and for both single and married women over this period (ibid). However, the rates for single women are significantly higher overall and for each of these age cohorts (ibid). Thus, single women’s participation rates reached 57.8 per cent in 2000 compared 45.9 per cent for married women, while single women’s participation rates for the 25 to 54 cohorts averaged 79.2 per cent compared to 58.6 per cent for married women in these cohorts in the spring of 2000 (ibid).

As the third factor cited by the National Competitiveness Council, net emigration has been of increasing importance to the growth in labour market supply since 1996, the year that Ireland officially became a country of immigration. Before discussing this factor, it should be noted that Ireland’s tradition of emigration has had a demographic impact on the older cohorts living in Ireland which show ‘a rapid fall off in the population aged over 60’ reflecting the ‘continuing effects of the very high levels of emigration in the 1950s’ (Fitzgerald, 2000: 40). It should be noted too that, during Ireland’s earlier period of higher economic growth in the 1960s, returned emigrants contributed to a net growth in the population in 1971 for the first time since the famine in the 1840s and that many of this group of returned emigrants are the parents of the current Irish baby boomers.

It is not surprising then that much of Ireland’s net immigration since the mid 1990s is made up of returned emigrants, many of whom left during the 1980s. However, since there has not been an official census since 1996, it is difficult to get precise figures for Ireland’s new immigrants, particularly for groups like returned Irish emigrants and EU nationals who do not require visas or official approval to enter, reside and work in the country. O’Connell has compiled various figures and estimates that indicate that net immigration from 1996 totalled 54,000 people, increasing from eight to twenty two thousand from 1996 to 1998 before decreasing to nineteen thousand in 1999 (2000: 62). These figures and estimates suggest that the proportion of net migrants increased from 0.5 per cent of the labour force in 1996 to 1.4 per cent in 1998 before declining to 1.1 per cent in 1999.  

Personal calculations of CSO estimates of Irish immigration from 1996 to 1999 suggest that over half of the new immigrants for this period are returned emigrants, about twenty per cent are from the UK, twelve per cent are from the rest of the EU and EEA, seven per cent are from the USA and ten per cent are from non-EEA countries. For 2000, figures cited in Ireland’s National Employment Action Plan for 2001 indicate that ‘45,000 people came to Ireland of whom 20% were from outside the EEA countries’ (2001: ii).          

These figures include the increasing and precisely calculated number of non-EEA immigrants that the Irish state has permitted entry to on the work permit and the new work visa systems. The former ‘enables employers to fill vacancies they cannot fill with citizens from Ireland’ and the EEA, while the latter has been introduced ‘to facilitate the recruitment of suitably qualified people for designated sectors (Information Technology, Nursing and Construction professionals) where skills shortages are particularly acute’ (Expert Group on Future Skills Needs, 2001, 20). These programmes have been largely used to control non-EEA economic immigration and, as suggested by the Expert Group, to address labour shortages that have arisen in many sectors since the late 1990s (see below). 

In particular, the Expert Group notes that ‘significant increase in the issue of Work Permits in 2000 to approximately 18,000, compared to 6,500 in 1999’ (ibid: 2). 

Further, the Expert Group highlights the increasing important of overall immigration to Irish labour market by claiming that ‘as much as one-third of the contribution of population growth to the expansion of the labour force in 2000 was attributable directly to net immigration flows’ (ibid). This compares to 1999 when ‘expansion of the population of working age’ accounted for ‘almost all of the growth in the labour force’ and in 1998 when ‘increased participation rates accounted for more than half of the increase’ (ibid).  

According to Fitzgerald, one of the two most important long-term factors in the belated success of Ireland’s development strategy from 1987 has been the ‘active intervention by the state in investing in human capital’ and in particular the state’s accelerated investment in education in the past 25 years’ (2000: 28-29). The other factor in this ‘two-pronged approach’ has been a ‘liberalisation of markets’ and ‘encouraging foreign direct investment’ (ibid; see section 5 below). The state’s long-term investment in education has had a direct impact on increasing the educational attainment levels of each age cohort since the late 1960s, largely contributing to the increased educational and skill levels of Irish labour market participants and, for that matter, Irish emigrants (ibid: 30, 35-36).     

The institutional basis for Ireland’s increased educational attainment included the introduction of free secondary education in 1967, the state’s creation of a new technological tier of third level education from the late 1960s and continued expansion of the third level sector as a whole from the 1970s. As a result, educational participation rates have steadily increased ‘with around 80 per cent of the 1995 school-leaving cohort having a leaving certificate [upper secondary level qualification] and over 50 per cent continuing on to some form of third level education’ (ibid: 36). In absolute numbers, O’Connell shows that the total ‘engaged in education increased from 200,000 in 1981 to 283,000 in 1991 and to 340,000 in 1996’ (1998: 16). This represents an increase of ‘70 per cent over the 1981-1996 period’ and ‘40 per cent in the decade from 1986-96’ (ibid).

The direct effects of the state’s long-term investment in education are indicated by OECD figures for the age cohorts between 25 and 64 with respect to the percentage of the population that has attained upper secondary and tertiary education (2000: 33-38). Thus, 31 per cent of the cohort between 55 and 64 have at least upper secondary education, with the percentages steadily increasing from 41 per cent for those aged 45 to 54, 56 per cent for the 35 to 44 age bracket and 67 per cent for the 25 to 34 year olds (ibid: 35). Similarly, the percentages of those with at least tertiary type B education have gradually increased from 11 per cent for 55 to 64 age cohort to 29 per cent for 25 to 34 year olds, while the figures for those with at least tertiary type A education have risen from 5 per cent for the 55 to 64 age bracket to 16 per cent for the 25 to 34 cohort (ibid: 36).

Further, the ILO remarks that ‘if we consider the 16-29 year olds as a quasi-cohort, we see that Ireland…now has among its younger population the lowest percentage of those with only basic education’ compared to Austria, The Netherlands and Denmark (Auer, 2000: 118). At the same time, the ILO comments that relative to these three other countries ‘it still has the highest percentage’ of those with only basic education ‘in its prime-aged workforce’ (ibid). Yet, Fitzgerald argues that Ireland’s ‘movement in the index of human capital’ indicates that ‘as each person retires, generally with only a primary education, he or she is replaced by a person with a good leaving certificate or a third level education’ (2000: 52).  

In terms of the relationship between Irish educational attainment and skill levels, the ILO summarises the situation as such:

In Ireland, while in the past many people had only basic schooling and there was a lack of intermediate-level qualifications, the changes in the last 20 years have altered the skills balance tremendously. In particular, the high percentage of those with higher education shows that Ireland’s education authorities are quite successful in providing skills for the higher end of the labour market, promoting growth in, for example, information technology products and services’ (Auer: 120). 

With respect to specific groups, Fitzgerald notes that the state’s investment in education has been particularly beneficial to women whose participation rates are ‘highly correlated with level of education’ (2000: 45). In particular, he cites evidence suggesting that ‘the very big rise in female participation rates since 1980 is attributable to the effects of investment in education’ (ibid: 46). 

While it is not surprising that ‘skilled labour’ - male and female - have benefited the most overall, an interesting feature of the Irish labour market is ‘the high degree of mobility, especially of skilled labour’ (ibid: 32) in response to changes in the domestic and foreign labour markets. That is, Irish skilled labour appears more willing to accept ‘reduced wage rates’ at least in the short term or to emigrate in response to downturns in demand for their skills in Ireland, as happened in the late 1980s (ibid: 51).  

It is also not surprising that the state’s investment in education (and encouragement of foreign direct investment in high technology sectors) has been accompanied by a ‘cut’ of ‘over 50 per cent’ in the absolute numbers of unskilled labourers’ during the 1970s and 1980s (ibid: 50). Yet, even unskilled workers experienced increased demand for their labour during the 1990s in certain sectors like retailing and catering ‘in the face of rapid growth in domestic demand’ (ibid). One result has been a ‘rapid fall in unemployment rates’ since 1996 (see below). However, another has been increases in unskilled wage rates due in part to the ‘continuing fall in [the] supply of unskilled labour’ (ibid). 

Another important factor here, this time in terms of labour market demand, has been the sectoral shift in employment between agriculture, manufacturing and services. With respect to the first, O’Connell notes that over the period from 1981 to 1997, ‘employment in agriculture continued its long-established decline, falling from 17 per cent of total employment in 1981 to 10 per cent in 1997’ (1998: 4). This decline continued after 1997, falling to 7 per cent of total employment by the official end of the Celtic Tiger in spring of 2001 (CSO, 2001: 5).  

Manufacturing employment over the same period has been more varied, going through a ‘severe decline in the early 1980s – occasioned by a shakeout of uncompetitive indigenously owned industries’ before growing rapidly again in the 1990s averaging about ‘3 per cent per annum’ growth (O’Connell, 1998: 4). As a result, manufacturing’s ‘share of total employment fell from 23 per cent to less than 22 per cent between 1981-1991’ but ‘maintained its share of almost 22 per cent of the total between 1991-97’ (ibid).       

However, the manufacturing’s share of total employment declined after 1997 falling to 19.4 per cent by 1999 and 18.5 per cent in the spring of 2001 (CSO, 2001: 5).

Until its relative decline in the late 1990s, the growth in manufacturing employment was largely driven by ‘the continued influx of foreign direct investment, prompted by a range of tax and grant concessions, as well as a plentiful supply of young well-educated labour earning relatively low wage levels’ (O’Connell, 1998: 4). It is this attraction of foreign direct investment that appears to explain much of Ireland’s improved economic performance since 1987 and, in particular, the Celtic Tiger boom (see section 5 below).    

However, it is service employment growth that has been the cornerstone of Ireland’s ‘employment revival’ (Auer, 2000). Thus, O’Connell notes that ‘total employment in services grew by 40 per cent between 1981-1997, with most of the growth taking place in the 1990s and concentrated in market services’ (1998: 4). Specifically, the share of total employment in market services increased from 33.1 per cent in 1981 to 37.7 per cent in 1991 and to 39.4 per cent in 1997 (ibid: 20). It continued to increase after 1997, reaching a share of 45 per cent by the end of the Celtic Tiger in the spring of 2001 (CS0, 2001: 5).

Barry et al provide a more detailed breakdown of the job changes in the various categories of market services from 1989 to 1997 (1999a: 20-21). They show that, while ‘there has been growth in all major segments of market services’, the largest percent change of 57 per cent involved the category of ‘others including professional services’ and tourism. The second largest change of 50 per cent was experienced in ‘insurance, finance and business services’ (ibid). Overall, they argue that growth has been most significant in ‘two important internationally traded segments of market services: international financial services and tourism’ (ibid: 20). 

In terms of the former, though, they suggest that, ‘while growth in absolute numbers…has been relatively small, it is important because it is a high-pay and arguably high-productivity-growth segment’ (ibid). The absolute numbers in this case show an increase of 19,857 jobs from 1989 to 1997, of which Dublin’s International Financial Services Centre accounted for 3,692 jobs. However, the total number of jobs in the category of ‘insurance, finance and business services’ in 1997 of 78,200 is dwarfed by the total in categories like ‘distribution’ with 202,500 jobs and the ‘others’ category with 242,600 jobs (ibid: 21). Yet, Barry et al stress that employment growth in some of these categories like tourism is ‘not generally very highly paid’ and will have reduced multiplier effects in the economy like increasing consumption demand (and the need for lower paid and skilled jobs to service the more highly paid and skilled). 

There appears to be a certain level of disjunction, then, between Ireland’s economic performance driven by the manufacturing exports of foreign TNC’s (see below) and the Irish employment revival based largely in market services. It may be the case, though, that a good proportion of the revival in the lower paid and lower skilled jobs is due in part to the multiplier effects on consumption demand from some of the more highly paid and remunerated manufacturing employees in the foreign owned sector and those employed in professional, financial and other business services. As such, it may less a case of disjunction and more a case of a mostly indirect relationship. 

Whatever the reality, the Irish experience of apparent disjunction between economic performance and employment is similar to the Dutch case. Specifically, Schettkat suggests that ‘in employment terms it is important to note…that the increase in net Dutch exports has been concentrated in manufacturing industries, whereas the main employment gains have occurred in service industries’ (2001: 27-29).  

In terms of overall employment and unemployment changes, O’Connell argues that there are three distinct periods from the beginning of Ireland’s economic revival: Recovery from 1987 to 1990; Sluggish Growth from 1991 to 1993; and Very Rapid Growth from 1993 to 1998, which we can extend in hindsight to the end of the Celtic Tiger in the spring of 2001 (1998: 17-18). 

The first period was characterised by ‘strong growth in investment and exports and the curtailment of public spending’ (ibid: 17). This resulted in a ‘brief employment boom in 1989-90’ that increased total employment by 4 per cent and led to a reduction in unemployment from 18 per cent in 1987 to 13 per cent in 1990 (ibid). The second period of sluggish growth followed a ‘downturn in international activity’ and ‘dramatic increases in interest rates and an exchange rate crisis’ (ibid: 17-18). This led to lower growth, ‘employment declines in 1991 and 1992’ and an increase in unemployment to 17 per cent in 1993, although these latter changes were also influenced by ‘burgeoning growth in the labour force’ due to some of the labour supply factors discussed above (ibid: 18). 

The third period of very rapid growth from 1993 to 2001 was ‘stimulated by both accelerated export growth and by increased domestic demand’ (ibid). This resulted in  ‘rapid and dramatic improvement in labour market conditions’ in which total employment increased by 25 per cent from 1993 to 1998 and unemployment declined to 7.8 per cent by the spring of 1998 (ibid). From that time until the spring of 2001, total employment increased by a further 17.9 per cent, although the rate of growth steadily declined from the spring of 1998 (CSO, 2001: 4; DETE, 2001: 35). At the same time, unemployment declined further to 3.7 per cent by the end of the Celtic Tiger (CSO, 2001: 4).  

Besides the buoyant economic conditions, the dramatic decline in Irish unemployment was influenced to some extent by EU and state initiatives. These included EU funds for training, Irish active labour market measures and changes in Irish tax and fiscal policies to remove unemployment traps and reduce the tax wedge (O’Connell, 1998: 10). The most successful of these policies appear to be the active labour market ‘programmes with strong linkages to the labour market’ (ibid). Along with the increased economic demand for unskilled and skilled labour, the state policies contributed to a reduction in the share of long-term unemployment among those unemployed from 62.4 per cent in 1987 to 50.4 per cent in 1998 and 31.3 per cent at the end of the Celtic Tiger (ibid: 29; CSO, 2001: 2). The long-term unemployment rate has also gradually declined from 10.4 per cent in the spring of 1988 to 1.2 per cent in the spring of 2001 (CSO, 2001: 2, 14).    

Not surprisingly, the Celtic Tiger’s rapid employment growth and unemployment decline led to skills and labour shortages for skilled and unskilled labour particularly from the mid 1990s. This led to recruitment problems for employers and to increasing use of the Work Permit and new Work Visa systems discussed above. Further, these labour shortages contributed to increasing wage and price inflation in the Irish economy and led to concerns about the country’s continuing competitiveness in global markets (National Competitiveness Council, 2001), particularly about Ireland’s ability to continue attracting enough high technology foreign TNCs.   

To sharpen policy-making in these areas, the social partners agreed to establish an Expert Group on Future Skills Needs in 1997 (2001). To date, the Expert Group has published five reports addressing various issues (ibid: 67). These include reports about and recommendations on the general ‘high-skill level requirements of the IT sector’; ‘the labour market and areas such as Clothing, Retailing and Contract Cleaning; ‘the skills needs in the craft areas of the Construction Industry; Chemical and Biological Sciences, Researchers and Information Technology; ‘eBusiness’; ‘Shared Services’; and ‘In-Company Training’ (ibid). 

The Expert Group also commissioned a survey of employer vacancies during 2000, replicating an earlier survey conducted by the Economic and Social Research Institute in 1999 (ibid: 20). The survey ‘covered all private sector companies across the Manufacturing, Construction and Service sectors’ and identified a ‘vacancy rate of 6% (of total labour requirement) compared to 5.8% a year earlier’ (ibid). Overall, the survey found that 31 per cent of ‘companies had vacancies compared to 27% in the previous survey’ (ibid). In particular, half of manufacturing companies had vacancies in 2000 while vacancies in construction firms ‘rose significantly from 19% to 34% of the firms surveyed’ (ibid). In terms of occupations, the 2000 survey found that ‘the highest rates of vacancy were engineering technicians (15%), skilled maintenance and production workers (11%) and personal service workers (11%)’ (ibid). Finally, the survey found that firms were increasingly turning to ‘overseas sources of recruitment’ as mentioned above and that there were increasing labour shortages ‘outside the Dublin area’ (ibid). 

While precise statistics are difficult to come by in this area, it does not appear that the Celtic Tiger has led to significant turnover in personnel. At the height of the Celtic Tiger in 1997, Irish average job tenure rates were 8.7 years comparable to The Netherlands and above Denmark (7.9 years) while below that of Austria (10 years) (Rubery, 2001: 141). The job tenure rates in terms of gender, age and education were also comparable to those in these other high performing small economies. Thus, job tenure rates in 1997 were 8.3 years for men; 7.5 years for women; 2.2 years for those age 15 to 24; 8.5 years for those age 25-44; 15.4 years for those 45 and older; 9.5 years for those with primary and lower secondary education; 8 years for those with upper secondary education; and 8.6 years for those with tertiary education (ibid). In comparative terms, it is noticeable that younger Irish workers in the 15 to 24 age bracket had longer job tenures (2.2 years) than younger people in Denmark at 1.5 years and The Netherlands at 1.8 years, although the Irish rate was still below the Austrian average of 2.8 years for those in this age bracket (ibid).

Turning to indicators of labour market ‘flexibility’, we will begin by examining changes in numerical flexibility, beginning with working time and moving to part time and fixed term employment and then to functional flexibility. With regards to working time, Wickham shows that ‘average weekly working time has fallen noticeably since 1983, from roughly 44 hours to 38 hours in 1999 (2000: 4). This fall in average weekly working hours is partly due to continuous decline in agricultural employment, specifically of ‘farmers who usually report far longer working hours than any other occupation (average 62.9 hours in 1983 and 59.5 in 1997)’ (ibid).

In terms of working time for full-time workers 1997, the figures indicate that ‘30% of all men worked 45 hours or more’ compared to only 9 per cent for women (ibid: 5). Further, the figures show that ‘over three quarters of all men worked at least 35 hours a week, but this applied to less than two thirds of all women’ (ibid). At the lower end of working hours, however, ‘nearly a quarter of all women’ worked less than 30 hours per week’ compared to ‘less than 5%’ of men (ibid). 

The distribution of the change for men also reveals that while the proportion ‘working over 45 hours a week’ did not change from 1983 to 1997, ‘there has been a substantial fall in the proportion working between 40 and 45 hours and a rise in the proportion working 35 to 40 hours’ (ibid). The main explanation for this change is that ‘more full time jobs now involve shorter hours’ (ibid). The distribution for women indicates that, while ‘women in full-time employment work shorter hours than men’, the proportion working over 45 hours has also remained steady at 11 per cent, and there is a similar decline for women between 40 and 44 hours per week and increase in women working less than 40 hours (ibid).

According to Wickham, this suggests that a ‘process of polarisation has been occurring’ for men and women in full-time employment between those ‘working over 45 hours per week’ and ‘those working less than 40 hours’ (ibid). This apparent polarisation may be explained by the fall in hours ‘in routine and unionised jobs’ accompanied by a rise in hours ‘in some areas of professional and managerial employment’ (ibid). 

There is also a trend to a ‘more diverse time structure’ for men and particularly for women (ibid: 12). Thus, men in 2000 were ‘equally likely to work to be working 35-40 hours or variable hours’ whereas in 1983 ‘virtually all men worked in two time categories (40-44 hours and 45 hours and over)’ (ibid). For women, there has been a ‘trend towards even greater diversity’ from in 1983 when ‘the vast majority of women worked between 40 to 44 hours per week’ to 2000 when the numbers of women working 35 to 40 hours, 20 to 29 hours and less than 20 hours have all grown significantly (ibid). This suggests that ‘for men and in particular for women it is now very difficult to define a ‘normal’ working week’ (ibid). 

With respect to the overall decline in average weekly working hours, Wickham notes that one cause ‘has been the growth in part-time employment’ for men and especially for women from 1983 to 1997 (ibid: 6). Thus, male ‘part-timers rose from 2.6% to 4%’ of men in employment, while the proportion of female part-timers increased from 14 to 23 per cent over this period (ibid). 

Overall, this meant that part-time work ‘almost doubled its share of total employment from 6.7 per cent in 1983 to 12.3 per cent in 1997’ (O’Connell, 1998: 5). Further, O’Connell notes that ‘part-time work accounted for all of the modest increase in total employment that occurred between 1983 and 1993 and that the numbers in full-time employment declined during this time’ (ibid: 25). 

However, during the Celtic Tiger boom from 1993 to 2001, the overwhelming majority of the jobs created were in full-time employment (ibid; CSO, 2001). More specifically, O’Connell shows that 78 per cent of the jobs created from 1993 to 1997 were full-time and 22 per cent were part-time (ibid). This trend appears to have accelerated after 1997 with only 8 per cent of the jobs created at the end of the Celtic Tiger in the spring of 2001 being in part-time employment (CSO, 2001). Yet, at the same time, O’Connell stresses that, at least from 1993 to 1997, ‘the rate of increase in part-time employment was higher, with the result that the share of part-time working in total employment continued to rise gradually’ (1998: 25; see also, Wickham, 2000: 7). 

Part-time work in Ireland is concentrated in market services, suggesting that ‘the growth of part-time working in Ireland is thus largely a function of the expansion in the services sector in recent years’ (O’Connell, 1998: 26). Thus, part-time work accounted for ‘only 4 per cent of manufacturing’ employment in 1997 but ‘30 per cent of those working in other services’ and 18 per cent in professional services’ (ibid). 

It would also appear that part-time work in Ireland is largely a matter of preference with ‘well over 80 per cent of all part-time workers’ in 1992, 1997 and 1998 indicating that they ‘were not under-employed – i.e. they were not working part-time because of an inability to find a full-time job’ (ibid: 25). Using this indicator, the preference for part-time work among part-time workers seems to have increased rather significantly since 1998, with only 1.8 per cent of male and 0.6 per cent of female part-timers reporting that they were underemployed in the spring of 2001 (CSO, 2001: 18).      

At the same time, while the overwhelming majority of jobs created during the Celtic Tiger were full-time, ‘the large majority of part-time workers’ were women’ (O’Connell, 1998: 25). Thus, women in 1997 ‘accounted for well over 70 per cent of all part-time workers’ and continued to account for 76.8 per cent of part-time workers at the end of the Celtic Tiger (CSO, 2001: 18). O’Connell explains the high level of women’s part-time labour force participation in Ireland through: 

An increase in demand for part-time workers, an arrangement which allows women greater scope to combine working with child rearing and other domestic work – a particularly important factor in Ireland, given the absence of public provision of, or even support for, child-care services (1998: 25).         

Like part-time employment, the share of fixed term employment has increased in Ireland although at a lower rate and to a lower level. Thus, the share of fixed term contracts in total employment increased from 7.3 per cent in 1985 to 9.4 per cent in 1997 (Auer, 2000: 20). As with part-time employment too, there is a gender effect in fixed term employment although again it is a reduced effect. Specifically, the share of fixed term contracts for men in employment increased from 5.5 per cent in 1985 to 7.1 per cent in 1997, while the share for women rose from 10.6 to 12.1 per cent over the same period (ibid). There is also an age effect that needs to be considered. For example, Rubery indicates that the share of temporary contract workers aged under 30 in Ireland from 1994 to 1999 averaged over 50 per cent, yet varied little between men (53.9 per cent) and women (56 per cent) in this case (2001: 142). So gender appears to be less important as a factor with respect to younger fixed term workers. 

Overall, the evidence for numerical flexibility in Ireland suggests that, while part time employment is highly feminised in Ireland, fixed term employment is mildly feminised although not for younger workers. It is not all clear though that numerical flexibility is significant in terms of explaining Ireland’s employment revival. It is even less clear that numerical flexibility is an important factor in explaining the country’s Celtic Tiger economic performance: driven largely by manufacturing exports by mostly American high technology firms (see below).      

With respect to functional flexibility, we will the issues of in-company training, lifelong learning and workplace participation in Ireland. The most comprehensive recent evidence on in-company training in Ireland is a Irish Business and Employers’ Confederation (IBEC) survey conducted in 1999 with responses from 1,292 companies (IBEC, 2000). This survey replicates an earlier IBEC training survey conducted in 1994 (ibid: 7). The main result of the 1999 survey is that ‘average employer expenditure in training’ relative to payroll costs increased from 1.5 per cent 1994 to 3 per cent in 1999 (ibid). 

In sectoral terms, the electronics industry had the ‘highest level of training expenditure’ in the manufacturing sector at 3.45 per cent, while financial services had the highest in the services sector at 3.99 per cent (ibid). With respect to ownership and size, foreign owned firms had  a ‘slightly higher’ training expenditure of 3.17 per cent, while smaller companies spent a little more at 3.35 per cent (ibid). At the same time, ‘forty companies or 5% of respondents identified no expenditure on training’ with ‘95% of these companies’ employing ‘less than 100 employees’ (ibid). Further, the survey indicated that ‘over 45% of companies (583)’ had ‘a specific budget for training’ (ibid).

With regards to training days, the survey showed that ‘the average number of days training provided per employee per annum was 5.11’ and that ‘some 18% of companies provided over 10 days training per annum’ (ibid). In terms of plans and audits, the results indicated that over 80 per cent of the respondents ‘had a training programme/plan in place’ and 70 per cent ‘conducted a training audit of their employees’ (ibid). 

The trends in training section of the survey showed that ‘training had become more structured or formalised’ for 32 per cent of the companies, and that a further 16 per cent ‘indicated that they had more IT/Technology training’ (ibid). There were also smaller increases in the areas of ‘Health and Safety, Personal Development/Soft Skills and Management Training’ (ibid). Further, the 61 per cent of the firms that reported an increase in training expenditure explained the increase as being ‘primarily due to companies adopting a more strategic approach to training’ (ibid: 7).

In response to questions about ‘why companies train?’, the factors cited by the firms ‘in order of importance’ were ‘increasing competitiveness, Productivity’, ‘Staff Motivation’ and ‘Retention of Staff’ (ibid). The ‘main barriers’ to increasing ‘investment in training’ were ‘time and cost’ (ibid). These were particularly significant for smaller companies ‘where the cost of training, as a percentage of payroll, is proportionately higher than in larger companies’ (ibid). Finally, the impact of Ireland’s labour shortages at the time seemed to have directly influenced the responses to these questions since 51 per cent of the companies ‘indicated the main barriers to investment in training are staff shortages, company operating at full-capacity or the inability to provide cover for staff who are on training courses’ (ibid). 

These results clearly indicate that, on average, most companies in Ireland invested more of their resources in training during the Celtic Tiger period. It also suggests that the motivation behind this increased investment was based largely on management concerns about competitiveness and productivity factors at firm level. It is not clear though to what extent employees were demanding this increased training. Yet, the results also suggest that labour shortages and, by implication, the fear of losing skilled labour, may have been another factor in this increased investment. So even if employees were not demanding more training, management may have decided that it was in their best interest to provide increased training in order to reduce their personnel turnover and keep their best staff. In other words, it is not clear to what extent this increase in company training is an artefact of specific labour market conditions that emerged during the economic boom, or whether it represents a new commitment on the part of companies to ‘up-skill’ their workforces in order to increase labour productivity and firm competitiveness?

It is also important to point out that companies in Ireland have traditionally not been very good at devoting firm resources to training. Thus, one of the main documents of Irish industrial policy in the 1990s directly criticises the lack of willingness of firms in Ireland ‘to invest in upgrading the skills of their employees’ (Report of the Industrial Policy Review Group [The Culliton Report], 1992: 54). The report also criticises the Irish state for its ‘inadequate provision of training for work’ and for an ‘inability to recognise the sharp distinction between support activities for the unemployed and industry-relevant training’ (ibid: 54-55). 

Prior to the 1990s, there was some recognition by firms in Ireland that training was an example of ‘market failure’ in that companies were more concerned about ‘poaching’ by other firms they were competing against than in up-skilling their employees to make their firms more productive and competitive. To address this perceived market failure, the state and firms constructed a ‘levy system’ in which firms paid a levy to the state who then used part of the monies to train workers largely through the national manpower agency and returned some of it to firms that trained their own workers based on set criteria. However, this system was adjudged a failure by companies who claimed that the state training was ineffective, by the state who blamed firms for not training enough workers well enough, and by many of those trained by the state who complained that the training did not lead to decent employment if to employment at all.  

Yet, the partnership process seems to have rejuvenated this levy system and led to a few innovative training schemes. In terms of the latter, a Skillnets programmes was introduced in the late 1990s by IBEC and ICTU (The Irish Congress of Trade Unions) ‘with financial support from the EU and the Exchequer’ to encourage ‘training on a joint basis by companies with similar training needs’ (National Competitiveness Council, 2000: 10). Further, the partnership process led to the creation of a ‘Government sponsored Training Networks programme’ (DETE, 2001: 29). There are currently ‘70 networks in existence in a variety of sectors’, many of which involve ‘the mainstreaming of products developed by the social partners under the ADAPT Initiative 2001’ (ibid). Another partnership driven training scheme is ‘The Excellence Through People programme’ that aims to ‘deliver a systematic quality approach to training’ (ibid). This programme had certified 126 companies by the end of 2000 (ibid). 

With respect to the former, the social partners agreed to the founding of a National Training Fund – subsequently legislated for as The National Training Funding Act, 2000 – ‘under which a portion of employers’ social insurance contributions is used to fund specific training activities’ (DETE, 2001: 29). The functioning of this re-worked levy system awaits the establishment of a ‘National Training Advisory Committee’ including representatives from the social partners to ‘advise on overall training strategy and on the disbursement of the National Training Fund’ (ibid).    

The social partnership process was also behind the establishment in 2000 of The Task Force on Lifelong Learning, set up ‘to develop a framework for lifelong learning’ (ibid: 15). Currently, the Task Force has not publicly reported its results. It should be noted though that lifelong learning is a very narrow concept in Ireland at present. Its meaning has little to do with up-skilling and re-skilling the workforce over their life course for changes in labour market demand and workplaces, and more to do with devising educational and training programmes for the socially excluded particularly the long-term unemployed. Thus, Ireland’s few mature students are more than likely to be from socially excluded groups and also more than likely to take non-science, technical or professional based courses of study. The focus of higher education and learning in Ireland most definitely remains on the young, and even that ends in their early 20s for the roughly half of cohort that now normally proceeds to some form of tertiary education.   

Finally, the evidence on functional flexibility with respect to workplace partnerships is far from clear at present. There is an on-going debate in the academic literature from the late 1990s about the level and extent of firm workplace partnerships in Ireland and the importance of these partnerships in explaining Ireland’s Celtic Tiger economic performance. On the one hand, Sabel (1996) and in particular McCartney and Teague (1997) argue that firms in Ireland have significantly reorganised their workplaces, greatly increasing the level and extent of workplace partnership initiatives such as job rotation, quality circles, total quality management and team working. 

Specifically, McCartney and Teague claim that: ‘some 90 per cent’ of the respondents to their survey ‘reported using at least one of the HPWO [High Performance Work Organisation] practices to some degree’; that ‘more intensive HPWO adopters are also making complementary adjustments to their HRM systems’; that many mostly American MNCs ‘are actively diffusing advanced employment systems in Ireland, giving a further boost to workplace reform’; and that ‘Irish exporters seem sensitive to and influenced by the organisational reforms pursued by foreign competitors’ (1997: 396). They explain these changes, driven by the ‘big innovators’, as a ‘neo-Schumpeterian response to Ireland’s economic openness’ and conclude that ‘the improved economic performance currently being enjoyed by the country has solid corporate foundations’ (ibid). 

On the other hand, Gunnigle (1997), Geary (1999) and Roche and Geary (2000) argue that both the level and extent of these workplace partnerships have been overstated. Thus, Gunnigle argues that the limited empirical evidence at the time overwhelmingly shows that workplace partnerships in Ireland are predominantly focused ‘on employment involvement initiatives aimed at facilitating the involvement of individual employees and small groups on issues of immediate work relevance’ and are ‘predominantly concerned with encouraging greater employee “voice” on workplace issues rather than employee “influence” on higher-level management decision-making’ (1997: 195). 

Further, Roche and Geary, who claim to have ‘undertook the largest and most detailed survey conducted to date of management practices in establishments in Ireland’ in 1996-97, explicitly reject the position that an economic “transformation” has occurred in Ireland ‘realised through various forms of collaborative production’ (2000: 33). While they do not reject the argument that ‘collaborative production is undoubtedly significant’ in Irish companies, they stress, as Gunnigle does, that workplace participation within firms in Ireland is ‘dominated’ by ‘exclusionary forms of decision-making’ more characteristic of  ‘Anglo-American institutional systems’’ (ibid).     

In a review of workplace partnerships in Ireland under the Partnership 2000 national agreement (1997-2000), O’Donnell and Teague review much of the existing empirical evidence discussed above (2000: 6-17). They also examine the results of ‘three EU sponsored initiatives, the New Organisation of Work Programme, the SIPTU led ADAPT initiative and the joint IBEC-ICTU PACT programme’ (ibid: 3). The New Organisation of Work Programme ‘aimed to put partnership at the centre of company strategies to modernise the workplace’ (ibid: 19). The programme ran from 1996 to 1998 and included ten companies ‘with a combined workforce of over 2,600’ (ibid). 

The SIPTU ADAPT programme ‘set out to establish a set of best practice principles and models to guide the spread of partnership’ and to ‘develop a training programme to improve the contribution of employee representatives to partnership’ (ibid: 26). It was intended that the ten companies in this programme would become ‘involved in a consortium or network to develop partnership processes’; link ‘up with educational and research institutes’; and to create ‘Partnership Enterprise Teams made up both management and union representatives with the task of ‘championing the local enterprise partnership at shop floor level’’ (ibid). 

The IBEC-ICTU PACT programme (Partnership in Action at Enterprise Level) involved twenty four companies from the private and semi-state sectors and ran from 1998 through March 2000 (ibid: 20-21). The ‘main goal’ of the programme was ‘to develop diagnostic and training material to assist the diffusion of partnership arrangements in companies’ (ibid: 20). Additionally, the programme adopted a ‘decentralised approach’ with a ‘core team’ in Dublin and others established in ‘eight regional networks’ (ibid).    
  

Overall, O’Donnell and Teague’s review of the evidence suggests that while ‘the incidence of partnership arrangements in Ireland…is probably underestimated…it is not claimed that there has been a systematic and wholesale transformation of organisations…since only a small number of firms have fully modernised their workplaces’ (ibid: 17).  

Thus, there is some agreement that changes have occurred in the adoption a few components of workplace partnership in Irish and foreign owned firms in the private and semi-state sectors, particularly for those companies that are most export oriented. Of course, the most successful of these firms are largely foreign, American and in high technology sectors that operate without trade unions. 

But it is not all clear why American firms would adopt progressive forms of collaborative production in branch plants in Ireland and not do so back ‘home’? If there is any organisational learning done by ‘Irish’ exporters from ‘American’ plants in Ireland, it is most likely to be that practised by these same American firms in America: restricted and strictly controlled employee involvement can be productive and profitable for firms as long as it is not allowed to impinge on the managerial prerogative or challenge the managers’ unitarist perspective. 

To the extent that this limited form of functional flexibility in the workplace has helped American firms to be more competitive, there is no reason why it should not have also helped American firms in Ireland, and their Irish adopters, to be more competitive in Ireland’s export markets. Whether this explains Ireland’s Celtic Tiger economic performance is a more open question. It would certainly help to have more qualitative evidence from inside American firms in Ireland. It is not all clear though that this discussion of limited workplace functional flexibility, or of functional flexibility in general, has much to do with Ireland’s employment revival. 

While the causal effects of workplace partnerships are not quite clear in the Irish case, it is clearer that the spread of ‘partnership arrangements’ across sectors has been facilitated by the inclusion of partnership at work in the last two national agreements, Partnership 2000 (Government of Ireland, 1997) and the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (Government of Ireland, 2000).      

In the former, the need for partnership at work is understood in the context of ‘a rapidly changing environment in which continuous technological and organisational innovation are imperative…both within and between firms in the private sector, within the public sector and in the role of government itself’ (Government of Ireland, 1997: 1.2). The ‘size and openness of the economy’ are also cited as factors requiring ‘rapid responses to change’ and the ‘necessity for positive flexibility’ (ibid).

Positive national and organisational level flexibility are necessary to maintain Ireland’s competitiveness ‘determined by relative performance on pay, taxes and public expenditure but also, and equally, by other factors such as productivity, innovation, education and training and the cost and quality of services provided by the State and state sponsored bodies’ (ibid). 

Further, positive flexibility and competitiveness are directly linked to the need to improve ‘social solidarity, increase ‘social inclusion’ and contribute to the ‘society’s overall efficiency and cohesion’ (ibid). These in turn are directed to the ‘challenge’ of making ‘competitiveness and social solidarity self-sustaining’ through ‘continuous innovation, flexible working methods, highly skilled labour and life long learning (ibid). The national agreement ‘emphasises the close link between this framework for enterprise partnership and a national partnership which guarantees continued wage moderation and competitiveness’ (ibid: 9.2). 

The national framework defines partnership broadly enough to encompass private, semi-state and public sectors, indigenous and foreign, SMEs and large firms and unionised and non-unionised companies. Partnership is defined generally enough to incorporate more specific forms of work organisation and employment relations such as high performance work organisations, human resource management and even industrial relations. 

Thus, partnership is defined as:

An active relationship based on recognition of a common interest to secure the competitiveness, viability and prosperity of the enterprise. It involves a continuing commitment by employees to improvements in quality and efficiency; and the acceptance by employers of employees as stake holders with rights and interests to be considered in the context of major decisions affecting employment… Partnership involves common ownership of the resolution of challenges, involving the direct participation of employees/representatives and an investment in their training, development and working environment (ibid).

This broad definition of partnership suggests that, according to O’Donnell and Teague, ‘the elements and requirements of successful partnership are similar in both the public and private sectors’ (2000: vi). Specifically, it means that:

Successful partnership in either sector requires: meaningful dialogue which establishes shared understanding of organisational objectives among managers and employees/unions; partnership sub-groups or teams undertaking projects; a focus on both internal and external issues; direct involvement of employees in the design and evaluation of their work; effective systems of human resource management; a positive relationship between problem-solving joint deliberation and action (or ‘partnership’); and industrial relations (ibid).

At the same time, O’Donnell and Teague stress that to the extent that ‘Irish actors engage in a sustained, high-quality, shared process of analysis of organisational change and performance, the effect might be the creation of a new consensus for organisational flexibility secured through partnership’ (ibid: 3). 

There are potential contradictions here in the multiple meanings of the  term ‘partnership’  used in Partnership 2000 and by O’Donnell and Teague. Thus, the term partnership has at least three meanings: as an abstract noun or ‘umbrella term’ encompassing all sectors of the economy and a variety of forms of work organisation and employment relations; as a specific noun incorporating the seven categories of successful partnership in practise; and as a processual verb referring to the process of creating consensus between enterprise level actors for organisational flexibility and between the numerous social partners at the national level.

While there is potential for confusion at the level of discourse, the policy usefulness of the multiple meanings of ‘partnership’ is indicated by the relatively successful extension of organisational partnership from the private to the semi-state and public sectors since the Partnership 2000 process. Thus, O’Donnell and Teague’s evaluation of partnership at work in Ireland covers the evidence for ‘partnership’ in the private sector as discussed above, and its extension to the public sector such as the departments of the civil service, local and health authorities and to state sponsored bodies since 1997 (2000: 34-54). 

The multiple meanings of partnership and its extension to the public and semi-state sectors in Ireland suggest that the concepts of ‘flexibility’ and ‘partnership’ may have become intertwined in Irish national and organisational discourses about changes in labour markets, employment relations and work organisation. Thus, the ability to achieve  ‘positive flexibility’ in the Partnership 2000 agreement is clearly intertwined with the success or failure of the partnership process at the national and organisational levels.    

Partnership is the processual means to achieve flexibility in the Irish context and at the same time flexibility is not understood without reference to the umbrella meaning of partnership and the categories of successful partnership. 

This intertwining of partnership and flexibility suggests that Ireland has taken a 

‘European’ road to flexibility, competitiveness and social cohesion. This road may lead to an Irish version of the ‘new’ European social model (Sisson, 1997: 4) or one of the two European alternative roads to competitiveness (Regini in Esping-Andersen and Regini, 2000: 26). Yet, the broadness of the Irish concept of partnership also incorporates the discourses and practises of neo-liberal, Americanised private sector concepts like HPWOs and HRM into the Irish setting. 

This is seen in the linkage between the strategic management initiative in Ireland for ‘better’ government (Government of Ireland, 1996) and the partnership process from 1997. Thus, the Partnership 2000 agreement explicitly links ‘greater flexibility in the way the Public Service goes about doing its business’ to the ‘Public Service making the maximum contribution to national economic and social development’ and Ireland’s ‘overall economic efficiency and competitiveness’ (Government of Ireland, 1997: 10.1). 

This is further linked to the SMI initiative in that the ‘greater flexibility’ of the public service is ‘directed at achieving the twin goals of better government, in terms of improved service delivery, better quality regulation…and delivering better Government through ongoing improvements in performance and a clearer focus on achieving objectives’ (ibid: 10.2). This means, on the one hand, ‘improved responsiveness and flexibility in the delivery of services and in meeting the needs of the public’ and, on the other hand, of responding ‘better to staff aspirations for more fulfilling work and improved career paths’ and creating ‘an organisational climate conducive to better job satisfaction, motivation and commitment of staff’ (ibid). 

In this way, the government wants to create high performance work organisations in the public sector by reorganising the ‘production’ process of public service delivery and managing better its human resources. This includes the direct and indirect participation of the employees and trade unions in the partnership process in the civil service, local authorities, health boards and state sponsored bodies. 

Thus, this ‘Americanisation’ of the public service through flexible partnership, drawing on American manufacturing and management discourses and practises coexists with Ireland’s ‘European’ partnership path to flexibility, competitiveness and social cohesion. 

Further, this suggests that Ireland’s model of ‘partnership’ provides for the coexistence of the Americanisation of Ireland’s work organisation with the Europeanisation of Ireland’s employment relations through the increased regulation of the Irish labour market. 

Overall, this analysis of Irish labour market structure from 1987 to 2001 raises a number of points. Prior to 1987, the Irish labour market was in European terms already relatively ‘flexible’ and non-regulated with respect to traditional ‘hiring and firing’ practises, wages, atypical workers, employment relations, work organisation and the use of emigration as a ‘safety valve’. A UK ‘liberal’ model accompanied this British based voluntarism of this system based on a model of a modest, means tested welfare state and a low income, low skill and low value added economy with the partial exception of some of the foreign high technology firms.  

Since 1987, a combination of European neo-corporatist based national agreements and EU directives have increasingly regulated more parts of the labour market and organisations with respect to certain issues such as equality, health and safety, parental leave, part time workers, working time, and works councils. While certain forms of numerical flexibility or atypical work such as part time and fixed term work increased over this period, particularly for women, regulation of many of these forms of work also increased, providing greater security and rights for these workers. 

More recently, the increased ‘functional’ flexibility of work organisation and employment relations in enterprises has been accompanied by attempts to regulate this process by organisational level partnership agreements between management and employees or trade unions instead of by acts or directives. The neo-corporatism of national level social partnership between the government, employers’ associations and the trade union movement has been the significant driving factor here, although voluntarism and non-regulation still remain the rule rather than the exception. 

It is in this area that Americanisation appears most evident through the spread of production and management systems like high performance work organisations and human resource management from the American non-union private sector to the Irish private, semi-state and public sectors in the guise of enterprise partnership.    

The structure of the Irish labour market thus exhibits British, European and American influences adapted to suit the Irish national context in a rapidly changing internal and external environment. While certain types of organisational functional flexibility have taken hold in private firms and public organisations, the Irish labour market remains characterised more by wage, numerical and migratory flexibility.   

5. Economic Performance Analysis

This section of the report analyses Ireland’s economic performance since the late 1980s.  This is the period of Ireland’s transformation from an economic laggard on the periphery of Europe to a ‘Celtic Tiger’ economy with some of the highest growth rates in both the EU and the developed world.  

Specifically, this section analyses the emergence of the Irish Celtic Tiger phenomenon focusing on some of the factors behind Ireland’s increased national economic performance and competitiveness. These factors include: the Irish state’s industrial development policy to attract foreign firms; the role of the EU market and funds; the emergence and continuation of social partnership; and the performance of indigenous firms. 

It is intended to complement the analysis in the previous section of the main structural changes in the Irish labour market, including labour market flexibility, over this same period. The relationship between Ireland’s economic performance and labour market since 1987 is discussed in the conclusion focusing on the extent to which Ireland’s Celtic Tiger competitiveness is related to its increased labour market flexibility? In brief, there seems to be little relationship between increases in the extent of Irish labour market flexibility and the emergence of the Irish Celtic Tiger. 

The foundations for the Republic of Ireland’s ‘sudden’ transformation into a Celtic Tiger were actually built by the Irish state over a period of thirty years or so from the 1960s. As mentioned above, from this longer term perspective, the main components of the state’s national economic development policy have involved: the ‘liberalisation of markets’ or ‘the opening up of the goods and the capital markets as part of the long-term process of EU integration’; ‘investing in human capital’ (see section 4 above); and ‘encouraging foreign direct investment’ (Fitzgerald, 2000: 28). 

Direct investment has been the cornerstone of the Irish economic strategy, and one that has not been seriously challenged by any substantial political force. Partly for this reason, the Republic was the first European state to create the appropriate political institution of a development agency with the specialist knowledge and political clout to negotiate with foreign investors. Indeed, by the early 1980s the Industrial Development Authority (now the Industrial Development Agency of Ireland) was widely acknowledged as the most effective development agency in Europe (Wickham, 1984). 

This gradual opening up of ‘traditionally’ closed Irish markets and minds can be measured in terms of markets by changes in Ireland’s trade openness. Thus, Bradley shows that Irish exports and imports of goods and services as a percentage of GDP have dramatically increased, with exports rising from 30.4 per cent of GDP in 1960 to 85.8 per cent in 1999 and imports growing from 35.5 to 66.1 per cent of GDP over the same period (2000: 6). According to the National Competitiveness Council, the 1999 figures earn Ireland a rank of ‘2nd out of 29 countries in the comparison group’ selected to benchmark the country’s competitiveness (2001: 18).          

The state’s policy choice to open up Ireland was driven by changes in political leadership, dire economic necessity and Irish nationalism. In terms of the latter, the state desired to escape from the stickiness of Ireland’s ‘strong web of dependency’ on the UK in which the country ‘effectively continued to behave as an economic sub-region of the United Kingdom even after independence in 1922’ (Bradley, 2000: 5, 9-10; see also, Boucher, 2001). With respect to trade openness, this has entailed the diversification of Irish exports and imports away from the UK market. Thus, Irish exports to Britain have declined from 89 per cent of the total in 1955 to 21.8 per cent in 2000, while British imports to Ireland have fallen from 52 per cent in 1955 to 31.3 per cent in 2000 (Boucher, 2001: 213; IPA, 2001: 436).    

Building on these foundations, Ireland’s national economic performance since the late 1980s, and particularly since the mid 1990s, has been impressive relative to other developed countries in the European Union and the OECD. Thus, Irish GNP growth per year averaged about 4.5 between 1990 and 1995 and around 7 per cent between 1995 and 2000 (Fitzgerald, 2000: 43-44), while GNP per head increased from 59 to 88 per cent of the EU average from 1987 to 1997 (Barry, 1999: 1). Further, before the deduction of net capital transfers, Ireland’s GDP per capita of the EU-15 at purchasing power parities had increased from 63.7 per cent of the EU average in 1986 to 111 per cent in 1999 (Bradley, 2000: 12).

This rapid transformation in Ireland’s national economic performance led Kevin Gardiner, an analyst for the American investment bank Morgan Stanley, to refer Ireland in 1994 as a ‘Celtic Tiger’ economy, a term comparing the country’s economic success to that of the four so-called Asian Tigers of Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korean and Taiwan (O’Hearn, 1998: 1). 

While the Asian economic crisis of the late 1990s has muted the roar of these Asian Tigers for the time being, Ireland’s strong economic performance continued unabated until the recent downturn in the American economy beginning in early 2001. These events are not unrelated in that much of the economic driving force underpinning Ireland’s spectacular economic performance has been led by a relatively small number of American high technology firms in a few sectors such as computing, chemicals and electrical engineering (ibid: 70-74) as well as internationally traded services (MacSharry and White, 2000: 317-355). Thus, O’Hearn shows that predominantly American TNCs in the three industrial sectors above ‘were directly responsible for 45 per cent of Irish economic growth’ from 1990 to 1996, arguing that the ‘Irish tiger economy boils down to a few American corporations in computers and pharmaceuticals (1998: 72-73). 

These firms were ‘actively attracted’ to Ireland by IDA Ireland, the Republic’s state sponsored industrial development agency, as part of the Irish state’s national economic development policy (MacSharry and White, 2000: 198-226). The ‘IDA’ has been actively pursuing foreign high technology firms since the 1970s, although arguably it was not until the late 1980s and early 1990s that the strategy became highly successful in attracting these types of firms, mostly from the USA (ibid; 272-290). 

Since the 1970s too, the IDA has been perfecting a well-honed, multi-faceted marketing strategy to sell Ireland to these foreign companies (ibid: 229-255). This marketing strategy emphasises a number of factors including: Ireland’s low corporation tax rates; high profitability for foreign firms; access to the European market, English language speaking population; comparatively young well educated workforce; relatively stable industrial relations through social partnership since the late 1980s (ibid); and the state’s virtual abandonment in the 1980s of the policy ‘encouraging foreign MNCs to grant union recognition’ for one that allows non-unionised foreign firms to locate in Ireland (Roche and Geary, 1997: 283). 

Of these factors, Ireland’s low corporate tax rates for foreign firms and their subsequent high profits (boosted by transfer pricing) have arguably been the major reasons why foreign firms have increasingly located in Ireland. However, the IDA does sell these factors as a ‘package’ to foreign firms and the relative weighting of each factor obviously varies by type of firm and sector. While the overall package may now be more important for most foreign firms that choose to locate in Ireland, it is noticeable that there is no policy debate at all about increasing Irish corporation tax rates to average EU levels in spite of concerted EU pressure to do so. Instead, the Irish state spent a considerable amount of its European policy capital in the late 1990s working out a deal with the EU to slightly increase the Irish corporation tax on foreign firms – to 12.5 per cent - while reducing the corporation tax on domestic firms to this same level over time (MacSharry and White, 2000: 246-255).       

With respect to the competitiveness of the Celtic Tiger, the success of the IDA’s package to attract foreign firms was significantly enhanced by the relative completion of the Single European market project of the late 1980s (Barry, 1999: 4). This was particularly the case for American firms that wanted to export to the European market but believed that they had to be within the tariff walls of the EU to remain competitive. The IDA has been until 2001 extremely successful since the late 1980s in selling its package to these American firms that wanted to export to the EU single market from a EU member state. Thus, Ireland’s ‘share of all of US foreign direct investment into the EU averaged well over five per cent’ in the 1990s (Fitzgerald, 2000: 38-39). That much of this investment had to do with single market was even acknowledged by the US Department of Commerce in 1991 (Barry et al, 1999c: 99).  

More specifically, O’Sullivan discusses the full extent of recent US foreign direct investment into Ireland using a number of indicators. Thus, she shows that ‘the net flow of direct investment increased from an annual average of US$96 million during the period from 1986 to 1990 to US$1,124 million from 1991 to 1997 (2000: 278). This massive increase in US FDI into Ireland has significantly contributed to the growth in ‘Ireland’s share of direct investment flowing into the OECD nations’ from 0.06 per cent from 1986 to 1990 to 0.66 per cent from 1991 to 1997 (ibid). It has also boosted the proportion of inward FDI ‘as a percentage of gross capital formation in Ireland’ from an annual average of 5.9 per cent from 1986 to 1991 to 20.4 per cent in 1996 (ibid). Finally, O’Sullivan notes that the ‘US accounted for more than 80 per cent of the overall flows into Ireland’ in the late 1990’s, indicated that US FDI have driven these changes (ibid).         

The cumulative impact of EU transfers have also been important in increasing Ireland’s national competitiveness since the late 1980s (ibid: 107-115). Most commentators have focused on the effects of the EU structural and cohesion funds under the Delors I and II programmes from 1989 to 1999 in terms of developing the country’s physical infrastructure and human capital as well as subsidising private sector investment (ibid; Nolan et al, 2000). For example, Barry et al show that CSF funding added between 3 and 4 per cent to Irish GNP per year from 1992 to 1999 (Barry et al, 1999c: 113). In term of human capital development, MacSharry and White argue that ‘some 500,000 people benefited from courses at different levels’ during Delors I and that 255,000 young people received ‘support for training and apprenticeships’ alone during Delors II (2000: 156-58).  

Of course, this underestimates the total effect on Irish GNP growth over this period since it excludes the CAP funds or almost half of the cumulative EU transfers to Ireland. Nonetheless, the effects of these CSF transfers in developing Ireland’s infrastructure and human capital have been incorporated into the IDA’s package to market Ireland to foreign high technology and internationally trade service firms. 

This suggests that there is an interrelationship between the IDA’s industrial development policy, the attraction of American high tech firms and the EU market and transfers that is difficult to disentangle with respect to explaining their individual effect on the rise to competitiveness of Ireland’s Celtic Tiger economy.            

The same can be said for the role of Ireland’s version of social partnership as a factor in the country’s increased economic competitiveness. As discussed above, Irish social partnership emerged initially as a practical and patriotic means out of the country’s economic crisis from 1981 to 1986 for the Irish government, employers’ associations and trade union movement (MacSharry and White, 2000: 121-146). The first tripartite agreement in 1987 called the Programme for National Recovery traded pay restraint for tax concessions amidst a broader policy of fiscal rectitude by the state (ibid: 140-1). The four subsequent agreements (the last in March 2000) have been built around this basic deal, expanding it to include more partners such as community groups and policy areas like trade union recognition (Hardiman, 2000: 289-307). 

Along with the state’s adherence to the Maastricht convergence criteria, the social partnership agreements as noted above have been credited with influencing the turn-around in the country’s high levels of current account deficit, national debt and inflation from the late 1980s to the late 1990s (ibid). The agreements have also made some contributions to Ireland’s lower real unit labour costs, net increases in take-home pay for workers, the extension of the social welfare net and job re-training (ibid). 

Thus, Irish wage moderation and fiscal rectitude contributed to a fall in Ireland’s real unit labour costs by ‘about 20 per cent’ compared to the EU average of 10 per cent from 1985 to 1998 (O’Connell, 2000: 83-84), while from 1987 to 1998 ‘take-home pay – after tax reductions’ increased by ‘some 80 per cent’ or 48 per cent controlling for inflation (MacSharry and White, 2000: 145). The social partnership agreements also included deals to reduce poverty gaps through social welfare policies, increase the minimum rates for the low paid and target more spending on job-retraining active labour market policies (Hardiman, 2000: 289-307: Callan and Nolan, 2000: 183-192). These contributed to a fall in the numbers in absolute poverty and relative percentage of those in poverty below 40 per cent of average income from 1987 to 1994 (Barry, 1999: 8). However, the deals did not prevent the percentage of those living on incomes of 60 per cent of average income from actually increasing over the same period (ibid).

This is largely because the social partnership agreements did not directly address the issue of income inequality between socio-economic groups, particularly as the tax decreases and the booming economy disproportionately swelled the income of the higher earners relative to middle and lower earners (Nolan and Maitre, 2000: 147-162). The result has been a fairly marked increase in income inequality between groups, families and individuals in Ireland during the 1990s (ibid). Of course, it is a moot point whether or not increased income inequality contributes to economic competitiveness (see, for example, Auer 2001; Auer 2000). 

While much less important as a factor in the increase in Ireland’s competitiveness, the improved performance of indigenous firms since the late 1980s has contributed to Ireland’s better economic situation. Prior to the late 1980s, for example, ‘employment in indigenous industry had been static or declining’ due mostly to the shake out of low cost, low wage firms in traditional sectors that could not compete on domestic or foreign markets after Ireland’s entry into the EU in 1973 (Barry et al, 1999b: 61). 

Since the late 1980s, however, indigenous industry showed marked improvement increasing total employment by 9 per cent by 1997, exports by almost 10 per cent through 1995 and profit rates from 1 to 6 per cent by 1995 (ibid: 65-66). There has also been a ‘dramatic increase in R&D expenditure by Irish-owned manufacturing enterprises in the 1990s, with spending as a proportion of gross output rising from 0.47 per cent in 1988 to 1.1 per cent in 1997 (O’Sullivan, 2000: 282). 

In terms of sectors, R&D intensity has increased the most in electrical and electronics equipment from 3.6 to 6.4 per cent of gross output from 1991 to 1997 (ibid). This sector accounted for 30 per cent of R&D spending in the indigenous manufacturing sector in 1997 followed by the food, drink and tobacco sector with 24 per cent of the total (ibid). By 1997, though, the indigenous software sector had basically equalled the food, drink and tobacco sector in terms of this expenditure and was even spending ‘twice as much on R&D as its foreign-owned counterpart’ (ibid: 283). 

With respect to patents, O’Sullivan notes that the ‘patent performance of indigenous enterprises has increased substantially since 1995’ (ibid: 285). In particular, O’Sullivan’s analysis of ‘major patents among Irish enterprises’ from 1976 to 1999 reveals that Elan, the pharmaceuticals company, is by far the most successful of indigenous firms in this area with 12 per cent of the total since 1976 (ibid). The nearest competitors is a medium sized firm, Oglesby & Butler, with 2.1 per cent of the total major patents among Irish firms since 1976 (ibid).   

Part of the explanation for this improved performance is based on the argument that ‘only the most resilient firms’ would have survived by shake out period and that these firms ‘would have been well-positioned to gain export market share because of the competitiveness improvements achieved after 1987’, particularly the ‘reduction in the tax burden and the slowing down of wage growth relative to the economy’s trading partners’ (ibid: 67). Another part of the explanation, though, involves changes in the relationship between foreign and domestic firms. 

Thus, Barry et al show that there are ‘increasing numbers of both service sector and indigenous manufacturing jobs associated with every 100 jobs in foreign manufacturing’ (ibid: 63-4). Specifically, the rate has increased from 93 to 105 ‘secondary jobs in services’ from 1983 to 1992 and from 10 to 13 per 100 indigenous manufacturing in the same period (ibid: 64). Further, they note that ‘foreign-sector expenditures within the economy per employee have increased 50 per cent since 1983’ and that a ‘high proportion’ of this has been spent of ‘labour intensive services’ with the result that ‘backward employment linkages per job in the foreign sector are now higher than for indigenous industry (ibid: 68-69). Foreign firms have also acted as a spur to Irish entrepreneurs in the formation of new businesses both as a source of high quality demand for suppliers and contractors and as a training ground from which Irish managers in these firms left to start their own businesses (ibid: 64-65).     

While it is the case that indigenous firms have improved their competitiveness and performance, foreign firms have still outperformed indigenous firms in almost all of the relevant categories since the late 1980s. Thus, the numbers in ‘permanent full-time employment in the foreign-owned manufacturing sector’ increased by 19.7 per cent from 1989 to 1998 (O’Sullivan, 2000: 278). In 1998 too, foreign firms ‘accounted for 47 per cent of full-time manufacturing employment in Ireland and nearly two-thirds of manufacturing output’ (ibid). Using the last census in 1996 as the baseline, O’Sullivan also shows that foreign firms exported 89.3 per cent of their gross output (and 95.3 per cent for US firms) compared to 34 per cent for domestic firms (ibid: 279). Further, the figures indicate that net output per worker was 3.8 times higher for all foreign firms and 5.1 times higher for American firms compared to Irish companies in 1996 (ibid).

In terms of R&D expenditure, O’Sullivan argues that foreign firms ‘more than doubled’ their ‘expenditure on R&D per person employed’ from 1991 to 1997 and that this expenditure accounts for ‘about two-thirds of intramural business R&D expenditures’ in Ireland (ibid: 280). This growth in business R&D expenditure by foreign firms has also ‘contributed to an overall increase in R&D as a percentage of GDP from 0.44 per cent in 1988 to 1.11 per cent in 1997 (ibid). In the same year, the National Competitiveness Council estimates that BERD stood at 1.1 per cent of GDP (2001: 54). 

O’Sullivan’s analysis of the patenting activity of foreign firms in Ireland shows that, while there has been an overall increase during the 1990s, ‘a small number of foreign-owned companies account for the majority of patents awarded’ (2000: 284). Thus, Loctite and Analog Devices ‘together accounted for 26 per cent of all patents awarded to foreign companies on Irish inventions’ from 1978 to early 1999 (ibid). Analog Devices in particular has become increasingly dominant in this area, accounting for 15.9 per cent of these patents during the 1990s and 25.9 per cent during 1998-99 (ibid). Further, she notes that most of this patenting activity during the 1990s involved companies ‘in the electronics industry’ but did not include many of the largest foreign firms in the computing sector such as Intel, Dell and Gateway who did not patent any ‘Irish-based inventions’ in the 1990s (ibid).

Finally, O’Sullivan shows the significantly higher rates of profits achieved by US foreign firms in Ireland relative to profits earned in Europe for the years 1994 to 1997. Thus, American firms in Ireland had profit rates of 27.9 per cent in Ireland in 1994 and 27.2 per cent in 1997, but achieved profit rates of only 10.7 per cent in Europe in 1994 and 11.9 per cent in 1997 (ibid: 279). These high rates of profits for American firms in Ireland were accompanied by increasing profit outflows for all foreign firms from 11.6 per cent of Ireland’s GNP in 1993 to 20 per cent in 1998 (ibid: 279-80). 

This suggests once again that the IDA’s ability to attract certain types of predominantly American high technology firms to Ireland since the late 1980s was instrumental in driving the increased competitiveness of the Irish economy during the 1990s. This is not to say that these mostly American high tech firms solely caused the rapid improvement in Ireland’s national competitiveness, but that they interacted with the other factors discussed above to create a virtuous circle and a new path dependency for the Irish economy over the period in question. At the same time, there is a stronger case to be made for the argument that these foreign firms generated directly and indirectly much of the economic growth, wealth per capita and domestic demand in the Irish economy since the late 1980s, even with their comparatively high rates of profit repatriation expressed in the significant difference between Irish GDP and GNP figures. 

Of course, another important piece of the puzzle to explain Ireland’s Celtic Tiger competitiveness involves the interactions of these factors with the main changes in Ireland’s demographic structure and labour market since the late 1980s discussed in the previous section. The relationship between these factors is addressed in the conclusion of this report.

In comparison to the other small open economies in the project, the economic performance indicators for GDP (1.1) supplied by the co-ordinator show that Ireland’s real GDP growth averaged 9 per cent from 1994 to 2000. This figure is more than twice that of Finland (4.7 per cent) and thrice that of Greece (2.9 per cent) with The Netherlands falling in-between these two countries at almost 3.5 per cent average growth per annum over this period. Of course, the Irish  GDP figures are overstated because of the high profit repatriation from the foreign TNCs, reducing Ireland’s GNP growth per year averaged to around 7 per cent between 1995 and 2000 (Fitzgerald, 2000: 43-44). Yet this is still the best economic performance in this category for the four small European countries in the project (please note that the indicators that I received for Switzerland are not comparable for most of the categories at present). 

If I am interpreting the second set of figures on manufacturing and services production (1.2) correctly, it appears that Ireland’s much better than average GDP performance during the ‘Celtic Tiger’ years stems in part from its comparatively stronger performance in average annual growth in manufacturing production (10.5 per cent) from 1994 to 2000 relative to Finland (5.8 per cent), Greece (2.6 per cent), The Netherlands (1.5 per cent) and Switzerland (1.5 per cent). This is also related to the fact that manufacturing production is more important as a percentage of value added to GDP in Ireland (29.5 per cent average from 1994-98) compared to Finland (24.3 per cent average from 1994-99) and is much more important relative to Greece (12.6 per cent average from 1994-99) and The Netherlands (17.3 per cent average from 1994-99). Of course, this also means that services are far less important in Ireland as a percentage of GDP. But this might not be such a bad thing in terms of GDP growth if one’s manufacturing products are competitive in expanding high value added markets. 

As far as I understand the figures as a non-economist, the various indicators for productivity (1.3) and unit labour costs (1.4) suggest that another part of the explanation for Ireland’s much better than average GDP performance involves relatively higher productivity levels and lower real unit labour costs. However, there is a big debate about the reliability of Irish productivity rates. Essentially, the figures are inflated in manufacturing by transfer pricing and the specific location of the Irish units of TNCs within their global manufacturing chain. Nonetheless, the conclusion seems to be that even when all of this is taken into account, the changes have been dramatic. 

Thus, the indicators show that Irish productivity rates in terms of an annual average change (3.7 per cent from 1994-99) and per hours worked in annual average change (4.8 per cent over the same period) are the highest for the four countries. The rates for Finland are 3.2 per cent annual average change and 2.7 per hours worked, 2.1 per cent and 1.8 per cent for Greece and 1.3 per cent and 1.4 per cent for The Netherlands respectively from 1994 to 1999. 

Although we do not have figures for the post-1994 period except for Greece, Irish manufacturing workers also had a much higher rate of value added per worker from 1990 to 1994 (86,000 dollars) compared to Finland (55,000 dollars) and The Netherlands (56,800 dollars). Further, the absolute difference between the value added per worker and the labour cost per worker in manufacturing is much greater in Ireland between 1990 and 1994 (63,300 dollars) compared to Finland (28,400 dollars) and The Netherlands (22,500 dollars). 

Finally, while the average annual change in real unit labour costs in the four countries from 1994 to 2000 are almost zero – 0.1 per cent for Finland and Greece and only 0.2 per cent for the Netherlands -  the Irish average annual rate is a striking negative 3.3 per cent over the Celtic Tiger period. On the other hand, the Irish average annual rate of real compensation per employee over the same time is by far the lowest of the countries at .07 per cent compared to 1.1 per cent in Finland, 2.1 per cent in Greece and .6 per cent in The Netherlands. 

These results are not inconsistent with the above analysis that Ireland’s Celtic Tiger economic performance has been driven by mostly American high technology TNCs in a few key sectors in order to export to the EU market and to take advantage of the Irish state’s extremely low corporation tax rate. Of course, it also helps that the Irish state has stabilised its finances and made a long-term investment in raising the education and skill levels of the populous younger cohorts, male and female, at least to levels high enough to perform the operations needed by these foreign firms.

Further, it is not surprising to find that Irish real compensation levels are comparatively very low given that from 1987 to 1997 firm profits, interest, dividends and rent increased by 10 per cent as a ‘share of the national economy’, while the share of wages, pensions and social security decreased by 10 per cent (Allen, 2000: 59). The Celtic Tiger is as much as about increased income inequality as it is about high growth rates, an employment revival and low unit labour costs. 

Ireland’s ranking below both Finland and The Netherlands in the three competitiveness indicators (1.5) for 2001 suggest that the tiger has lost its roar if not a few of its teeth. Although it is not clear from the summary figures how each competitiveness indicator is compiled, it has been pretty clear for a years now to those living in Ireland that the Celtic Tiger unleashed some of its own predators: namely, infrastructure bottlenecks, insane housing and rent rises, the limited internal skilled labour supply, the lack of productive as opposed to profit-seeking investment, collapsing health care system, environmental degradation, inflation and over-dependence on American high technology firms. 

But, then again, most of these problems have only become clear as a result of the ‘boom’ and may simply reflect the fact that Ireland has moved to a qualitatively different level of development. This suggests that post-Celtic Tiger Ireland actually does have a choice to make between London, Boston and Berlin: does it tax and invest in itself to become more like European neo-corporatist countries with greater equality and a higher quality of life? Or does it continue a policy of development on the cheap, keeping its rent low to attract the wealth from others, investing just enough in the house that it does not fall down and in the children that they can work and stay at home or get a job abroad?     

7. Conclusion

In many ways, this report has raised more questions than it has answered. Thus, the sections concerned with labour market legislation and institutions revolve around two related but unresolved questions. To what extent has the regulation of the Irish labour market moved from its British traditions to a system of European neo-corporatism? And is there is a distinctive Irish model of labour market regulation?    

Of course, there are no right or wrong answers to these questions. It is also perhaps unfair to expect that a former colony and a small island country on the geographical periphery of Europe would create a distinctive model of anything, notwithstanding the ideology of traditional Irish nationalism that proclaims the uniqueness of the ‘Irish’ people with its distinctive ‘Gaelic’ traditions. 

As a former colony and a small peripheral country, it would be surprising if Ireland was not for the most part a ‘policy-taker’ and in particular a ‘taker’ of policies from the UK, its former coloniser and closest neighbour, and the EU of which Ireland has been a member along with the UK since 1973. 

It is not surprising too that a ‘Boston’ or American dimension to these questions has been added during the Celtic Tiger period from the mid-1990s, given Ireland’s clear economic dependence on US high technology firms and the ability of the current Irish government to turn this dependence into a positive example of successful Irish policy-making. 

After all, it is better to be dependent on the only superpower left and one of Ireland’s traditional friends against Britain, than to remain dependent on a long declining former coloniser and imperial power, or on a newer supranational European entity that expects to be paid back in kind, if not in Euros, for almost thirty years of hand-outs. 

In empirical terms, though, the American influence on Irish labour market regulation is more rhetoric than reality. However, there are a few areas where there is some reality to the rhetoric. First, while US firms in Ireland are subject to ‘Irish’ labour market regulations such as legislation pertaining to dismissals, appeals to the Labour Relations Commission and voluntarily to the social partnership agreements, they are largely non-unionised and most use union substitution strategies. 

Yet it is these largely non-unionised firms with union substitutes that have driven Ireland’s Celtic Tiger economy. Is this difference in union organisation between Irish and American firms – that is, the relative de-institutionalisation of the internal labour market and workplace in these American firms – part of the reason for the competitiveness of these firms and therefore of the Celtic Tiger? This is a ‘black box’ question to which the report provides no answer.

Second, the Irish state’s percentage of the country’s GDP and GNP has declined quite sharply from the late 1980s to 2001 from levels above the UK and nearer the EU average to levels well below the UK and nearer the American average. Specifically, Irish state expenditure on components such as the welfare state have increased in absolute terms but have declined dramatically in real percentage terms relative to the rapid economic growth in the economy during the Celtic Tiger period. 

Not surprisingly, Ireland’s high economic growth and employment revival have been accompanied by lower wage growth and increased socio-economic inequality. Taken together with the percentage decline in state expenditure, this sounds a lot more like the 1980s and 1990s ‘American’ model of economic development than anything comparable in Europe. Even the ‘Blair/Brown’ governments in the UK have managed to increase real state expenditure and to decrease inequality through redistributive budgets in spite of the Thatcherist veneer that still shines on the surface of most of their policies. 

Yet is it really surprising that the macro-structure of Ireland’s political economy would become shaped in the American image? After all, the Celtic Tiger is really a few little American tigers in Ireland who need to be lightly taxed or they will roam elsewhere. And the lightness of these taxes means that the state has to cut spending somewhere, so why not in the real growth of the welfare state. Has the Irish state consciously constructed this image of an American neo-liberal political economy? This is another ‘black box’ question.

A simpler solution to these questions is to label ‘Irish’ anything the Irish state and firms in Ireland have done, do and will do in Ireland. If it is made in Ireland or if it happens in Ireland regardless if its origins can be traced back to the UK, part of its present content to continental Europe and its overall structure to America, it is ‘Irish’ and that’s that. In this case, there is an Irish model of say labour market regulation but its meaning is rather meaningless since it is simply the complex unanalysed total of all labour market legislation and institutions in Ireland from 1922. 

There is a better case to be made that Irish labour market regulation has been modified over time by the Irish state to suit Irish conditions. Thus, Irish labour market regulation has its origins in the UK of the late 1800s and early 1900s. After independence, the Irish state has gradually modified this British model to suit Irish conditions by, for example, introducing intermediary institutions like the Labour Court and national level collective bargaining through the wage agreements and rounds from the 1940s. At the same time, the Irish state has slowly modified this British model to suit Irish conditions by introducing elements of continental European corporatism, for instance, in the 1937 Constitution, transposing EU legislation, and adopting components of European neo-corporatism in the social partnership agreements since 1987. Finally, the Irish state has intentionally or not fitted these modifications to suit the macro-structure of an American style political economy during the 1990s. 

As such, if there is an Irish ‘model’ of labour market regulation, it is to be found in ‘taking bits from others and combining them in distinctive ways’ as one of the interviewees expressed it. Yet if we can at least answer this question, where does it get us? Surely one of the points of identifying a distinctive model of anything that appears to work is to be able to transplant it somewhere else so that the thing can work better there. It is difficult to see, though, how this Irish model could be transplanted anywhere given the complex interdependence over time between the various British, European and American external influences, the domestic policy choices and the public, private and associative institutions involved in Ireland. Thus, while there is a specific Irish path dependency, it is not a readily transplantable one. 

So we can identify a model, but does it really have any meaning or use outside of Ireland? For that matter, does it have any meaning outside of its description? At a more general level, the Irish case does provide some support for Katzenstein’s argument that one of the strengths of smaller open economies with corporatist structures lies in their apparent ability to adapt more quickly in policy terms to shifts in their external environment (1985). In this sense, Ireland’s relative economic success in terms of fiscal rectitude, partnership agreements, economic growth and employment during the 1990s is comparable to other smaller European countries like Austria, Denmark, The Netherlands (Auer, 2001) and from the mid 1990s Finland. There may be transplantable lessons here for other smaller economies in Europe including the accession states.    

However, there are obvious limits to the replicability of the Irish model. Ireland’s success depends partly on grabbling a large slice of a specific pie (i.e. mobile foreign direct investment). As such, it is vulnerable to competition from elsewhere especially the accession states. As German commentators have particularly argued, the Irish strategy does run the risk of stimulating a ‘race to the bottom’ within the EU in terms of labour market regulation and corporation tax rates. 

Beyond this general lesson, it may be meaningful and comparatively useful to examine how and in what ways the Irish policy making processes around labour market regulation are similar to the ‘soft law’ processes that emerged at the EU and national levels of the member states during the 1990s? Just as things were becoming clearer, we have opened a few more ‘black boxes’.  

What does seem clearer is that Ireland’s Celtic Tiger competitiveness has been driven by the manufacturing exports of certain high technology goods produced by mostly American TNCs in Ireland. It is also clear enough that Ireland’s employment revival during the Celtic Tiger has been largely in full time employment in market services. 

This suggests a certain level of disjunction between Ireland’s economic performance and its labour market structure. Or does it? To what extent is this employment revival related to the increased domestic consumption from the overall rise in wealth, for example, in GNP per capita fuelled by the non-repatriated proceeds of the country’s high technology manufacturing exports? And to what extent is it related to increases in public and private sector investment, for instance, in physical infrastructure projects, human capital and research and development? Here are more ‘black boxes’ but at least these are questions answerable in quantitative terms by economists and statisticians.    

Finally, despite increases in the use of certain flexible working arrangements such as part time work and fixed term contracts, there appears to be little if any relationship between these changes in the flexibility of the Irish labour market and Ireland’s Celtic Tiger competitiveness. There does seem to be a relationship though between Ireland’s increased labour market flexibility and women’s increased labour force participation particularly for women with children. There has at least been some light shed into this black box. 
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