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Low Pay is a National Crisis 
 

 

If one of the goals of austerity is to achieve ‘internal devaluation’ – a reduction in 
wage levels – then it has certainly succeeded.  Low pay is now a national crisis.  
Below we reproduce the key findings of the Nevin Economic and Social Researchi 
Institute’s analysis of low pay in the Irish economy.  Their findings require a 
sustained and substantial response from the Government. 
 
26 percent of all workers can now be described as officially low-paid – or 
approximately 400,000 workers.  Women make up nearly 60 percent of the low paid. 
There are a number of worker who suffer disproportionately from low-pay. 
 

 
 

In the hospitality sector, 61 percent are low-paid as are  52 percent of young people.  
Part-time workers (46 percent) are particularly vulnerable.  It is also concerning that 
a third of all private sector workers are paid below the low-pay threshold. 
 

Ireland is an outlier in the 
EU-15.  In 2010, nearly 21 
percent of all employees 
were officially 
categorised as low-paid.ii 
 
Since 2010, NERI 
estimates the low-pay 
threshold has fallen by 
seven percent, reflecting 
the general fall in wages.  
This accounts for the 
difference between the 
Eurostat (2010) and NERI 
(2013) estimates. 
 
There are a number of 
reasons why low-pay is 

increasing.  First, the impact of the recession, stagnation and austerity measures has 
had a depressing effect on wages.  Second, employers have exploited the tight 
labour market and fear of unemployment to drive through reductions in pay and 
working conditions – especially for new entrants.  Third, the proliferation of part-
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time work, in particular zero/low hour contracts, has made it more difficult for 
workers to negotiate collectively in the workplace. 

 
The growing inequality in 
wages and the resulting 
rise in low pay can also be 
explained by weekly 
earnings growth.iii  In the 
private sector, managers 
and professionals (who 
average nearly €64,000 per 
year) have seen their 
weekly earnings rise by five 
percent. White and blue 
collar workers (who 
average less than €26,000 

per year) have seen their weekly earnings fall.   Whatever wage growth may be 
occurring is confined to higher income groups.  Other employees are falling behind.  
 
Low pay is not a natural phenomenon; a third of EU-15 countries have low pay rates 
in single digits.  It is a product of Government policy which can be changed. 
 

 The Low Pay Commission has the opportunity to support the low-paid 
through a meaningful minimum wage increase.  This would have a ripple 
effect on pay levels above the statutory floor.  It is estimated that wage 
levels up to 25 percent above the new statutory floor benefit from an 
increase.  Unite proposes the minimum wage be increased by €1 per hour.  
This has a potential knock-on benefit for wage earners up to €12 per hour. 

 
 Strengthen and extend the current system of Joint Labour Committees.   

The power to negotiate over Sunday premium should be returned to the 
JLCs while new JLCs should be established in all sectors where fragmented 
(small) enterprise units or the number of low-paid workers are significant. 

 
 Introduce comprehensive labour rights legislation which would legislate for 

the right of part-time workers to take up extra hours in their workplace (as 
per the EU Directive), end exploitative low-hour contracts, and put overtime 
pay and the right to collective bargaining on a statutory footing. 

 
These three measures – constituting a Wage Recovery package - can begin to 
reverse the rise in low pay, create greater income equality and promote living 
standards.  The crisis of low-pay can be ended – if we have the political will.  
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i
 NERI, Quarterly Economic Observer, Spring 2015:  
http://www.nerinstitute.net/download/pdf/nerispring2015qeo_compressed.pdf  
ii
 Eurostat: http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=earn_ses_pub1s&lang=en  

iii
 CSO:  http://www.cso.ie/px/pxeirestat/Statire/SelectVarVal/Define.asp?maintable=EHQ13&PLanguage=0  
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