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Wages, Labour Rights and Economic Recovery 

The Government has the opportunity to use Budget 2014 to launch new policy initiatives to raise 

wages and incomes, and strengthen labour rights in the workplace.  This would not only raise 

people’s living standards and reduce the high level of deprivation among working households – it 

would help in repairing public finances. 

UNITE is proposing three initiatives: 

• Raise the National Minimum Wage 

• Introduce the right to collective bargaining 

• Provide part-time workers the right to full-time work 

While these three measures are not strictly budgetary – they can boost the economy’s capacity to 

grow (creating more employment, increasing business turnover) and its capacity to reduce the 

deficit.  They would have a significant and positive impact in 2014. 

1. National Minimum Wage 

The National Minimum Wage (NMW) has not been increased since 2007.  In one of its last acts in 

government, Fianna Fail reduced the NMW by €1 per hour.  While the current Government 

prevented this cut from taking effect, the NMW still remains frozen at 2007 levels.   

While the NMW has been frozen since 2007, it 

has lost considerable value due to inflation; in 

other words, it has been cut in real terms – 

nearly 6 percent.  In addition, tax increases have 

further reduced the value of take-home pay for 

the lowest-paid workers in the economy. Real 

take-home pay has fallen by nearly 10 percent. 

Employers’ groups claim that Ireland’s NMW is 

one of the highest in the EU-15.  This is not correct.  Out of the nine EU-15 countries with a statutory 

minimum wage, Ireland ranks 5
th

 – and that is ahead of three, low-income peripheral countries 

(Greece, Portugal and Spain).   

Given that many countries, 

whether they have a statutory 

NMW or not, have a range of 

collective bargaining procedures, 

the best comparison is average 

wages and labour costs in the 

predominantly low-wage sectors.  

In this, Ireland lags at the bottom 

when compared with other EU-

countries not in bail-out. 
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In the Administration / Support services sector, Irish employee compensation is 16 percent below 

average.  In the hospitality and predominantly retail sector, we are 25 percent below average.  In 

short, the low-paid in Ireland are very low-paid in comparison with other EU countries. 

→ UNITE proposes that the value of the NMW be restored to the last year it was increased – 

2007:  by 55 cents – to €9.20 per hour 

Should the Government wish to phase in this increase over two years, the NMW should be increased 

to €9.00 per hour in 2014 and to €9.35 in 2015. 

This would only restore the value of the NMW after inflation.  It would not constitute a real increase.  

Further, there is provision in the legislation for employers to claim ‘inability to pay’.  Where this can 

be shown, these employers will be exempt from the increase for a period of up to one year. 

2. Right of Part-Time Workers to More Working Hours 

Ireland suffers from the highest level of under-employment in the entire EU – nearly twice the 

average of other EU-15 countries. Under-employment occurs when workers who are working part-

time are available and seeking 

more hours work. 

Historically, when economies 

are in recession, working hours 

fall but begin to rise as the 

economy picks up.  However, 

this phenomenon is currently 

being exacerbated by: 

a) The Government’s 

incentive to employers 

to maintain employees 

on limited hours.  In 

the Jobs Initiative, the Government reduced employers’ low-rate PRSI to 4.25 percent if 

weekly wages are kept below €356.00 a week.  This can save employers a considerable 

amount (in some cases, over €750 per each full-time employee). 

 

b) Employers using hours to exert greater control over employees.  For instance, if an 

employee voices a grievance, joins a union or tries to organise a workplace, they can be 

disciplined with the employer offering fewer hours – an effective wage cut. 

The EU Directive on Part-Time Work
1
 was intended to provide a number of rights to part-time 

workers, including the right to more working hours in the firm: 

‘As far as possible, employers should give consideration to: 

                                                           
1
 COUNCIL DIRECTIVE 97/81/EC of 15 December 1997 concerning the Framework Agreement on part-time 

work: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:1998:014:0009:0014:EN:PDF  



 
3 

  BUDGET 2014 – WAGES, LABOUR RIGHTS AND ECONOMIC RECOVERY 

(a) Requests by workers to transfer from full-time to part-time work that becomes 

available in the establishment; 

(b) Requests by workers to transfer from part-time to full-time work or to increase their 

working time should the opportunity arise;  

(c) The provision of timely information on the availability of part-time and full-time 

positions in the establishment in order to facilitate transfers from full-time to part-time 

or vice versa’. 

Rather than give the provisions of the Directive statutory force, the Irish Government charged the 

Labour Relations Commission with drafting up a Code of Practice
2
.  However, there are serious 

concerns over employers’ voluntary compliance.  The Equality Authority
3
 found that only 25 percent 

of medium and large companies in the manufacturing and services industry offered their employees 

the opportunity to increase working hours (this survey took place in 2006 and, so, this low rate 

cannot be attributed to the impact of the recession). 

Employees should be given statutory entitlement to both shorter and longer working hours. 

→ UNITE calls on the Government to announce that it will legislate for the right of workers to 

avail of longer or shorter working hours in their company when they become available, in 

accordance with the Directive. 

3. Introduce the Right to Collective Bargaining 

Ireland is one of the few industrial countries that do not provide employees with the right to bargain 

collectively with their employees.  The Programme for Government provides that the current law 

will be reformed to bring it in line with European Court judgements – chief of which is the case of 

Demir and Baykara v Turkey
4
, where the Court ruled that the right to collective bargaining with an 

employer had become one of the essential elements of the right to form and join trade unions, 

guaranteed under article 11 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 

Fundamental Freedoms, an article which is reinforced by the Charter of Fundamental Rights in the 

Lisbon Treaty. 

So, unless the Government acts on this, it could be ruled to be in non-compliance with a 

fundamental freedom (just as it was with the recent Waterford pensions case).   

In vindicating this fundamental freedom, the Government would also be assisting growth, living 

standards and deficit reduction.  It is well established that there is wage premium associated with 

                                                           
2
 Labour Relations Commission Code of Practice on Access to Part-Time Working:  

http://www.lrc.ie/documents/publications/codes/9ParttimeWorking.pdf  
3
 Equality Authority 2008:"New Models of High Performance Work Systems." Pp. 1-50. Dublin: EA 

and NCPP. 
4
 European Court of Human Rights, Case of Demir and Baykara v Turkey, 2008 

http://www.bailii.org/eu/cases/ECHR/2008/1345.html  
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trade union membership and its associated right to bargain collectively.
5
  It has been estimated that 

just prior to the Great Recession, this wage premium was eight to ten percent.   

Vindicating employees’ right to collective bargaining would not only incentivise agreed wage 

increases, it would assist in employment law compliance.  In highly non-unionised sectors, the 

National Employment Rights Agency found 
6
 that in the catering, retail grocery, contract cleaning 

and hotel sectors the rate of non-compliance with employment law was between 55 and 63 percent.  

While collective bargaining rights can’t guarantee 100 percent compliance, it can be a powerful 

bulwark against many illegalities.  This acts as a protection, not only for workers, but workplaces that 

are compliant. 

→ UNITE calls on the Government to announce that it will introduce the right to collective 

bargaining in 2014. 

 

 JIMMY KELLY 

Regional Secretary 

UNITE the Union 

 

                                                           
5
 Union membership and the union wage Premium in Ireland, Frank Walsh University College Dublin:  

http://www.nerinstitute.net/download/pdf/frankwalsh.pdf  
6
 Annual Report, 2012, National Employment Rights Agency:  

http://www.employmentrights.ie/en/media/NERA%20Review%202012.pdf  
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APPENDIX 

Economic and Fiscal Impact 
 

Below is a summary of the potential impact of the above proposals.   

Increasing the Minimum Wage 

Though many contend that increasing the minimum wage would result in job losses, there is a 

growing consensus among recent studies to show that there is a minimal, if any, impact; in some 

cases, studies show there can be small employment gains.
7
   

In the context of our 2014 Pre-Budget Submission (Beyond Austerity – Proposals for a Thriving 

Economy), UNITE is proposing measures designed to achieve a substantial increase in economic 

growth, employment and consumer spending.  An increase in consumer spending will make it easier 

for employers to comply with a minimum wage increase.  Further, there is provision in the legislation 

to allow employers who are experiencing difficulties (and after five years of austerity, these are 

numerous) a postponement in the wage increase for up to a year. 

Increasing the minimum wage has a two-fold effect:  first, additional income for low-paid workers 

will be returned to the economy through higher consumer spending.  Most low-paid workers spend 

almost every Euro they receive.  Second, the Exchequer benefits through higher tax revenue.  In the 

example of a full-time minimum wage worker, the Exchequer benefits through increased income tax, 

USC and PRSI with additional revenue from employers’ PRSI and consumption taxes. 

Right of Part-Time Workers to Full-Time Work 

Currently, employers are incentivised to employ part-time workers, through the reduced low-rate 

employers’ PRSI.  This transfers costs to the state, as these part-time workers can potentially claim 

higher social protection payments (though part-time supplements) and Family Income Supplement.  

As well, these workers are below the tax thresholds resulting in little if any tax gain to the 

Exchequer.  Further, with reduced and uncertain hours, these part-time workers can’t plan spending 

in the future thereby reducing consumption in the economy. 

By providing increased hours where workers want them, there is a reduction in social protection 

costs, higher tax revenue (USC, PRSI, income tax) and higher consumer spending.  Government 

Ministers are fond of claiming that ‘confidence’ will boost economic activity; the best confidence 

boost is to provide part-time workers more hours when they seek them. 

The Right to Collective Bargaining 

Given that trade union membership results in a pay premium, we should expect wages to rise in 

those workplaces where workers elect to bargain collectively.  This, again, can boost consumer 

spending and Exchequer finances.  Further, it can assist in employment legislation compliance, 

                                                           
7
 ‘Submission to the Labour Court’s Review on the Retention, Abolition or Amalgamation of the Joint Labour 

Committees’, Dr. Tom McDonnell, TASC:  http://www.tascnet.ie/upload/file/TASC_JLC.pdf  
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where workers can provide self-policing of the firm.  This will help in ensuring that good employers – 

who are in compliance – are not undermined by firms who persist in non-compliance.  


