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Summary 
 
In order to help the tourist sector in Ireland to recover it is essential that the welfare of all 
employees is protected.  In our Covid-19 reality, tourism & hospitality workers are on the 
frontline with a high level of interaction and face to face contact with local and international 
tourists. Therefore health and safety for workers is of paramount importance.   
 
All workers deserve to be treated with dignity and respect and that should be reflect in pay 
levels and working conditions. The Tourism sector needs to be attractive for workers, 
especially now when their work involves a higher risk.  Employees need secure contracts with 
secure hours.   
 
It is vital that all workers are allowed to be represented in their workplace by a trade union 
of their choice and that the state formally recognizes the trade union rights of all workers in 
all sectors including tourism.  
 

Pay & Conditions 
 
Pay in the tourist sector is notoriously low, sometimes lower than the living wage and with a 
high level of seasonal and part time contracts.  It is safe to say that the sector has a lot of 
precarious and low paid work which disproportionately effects younger workers as well as 
female and migrant’s workers who often have less choices in the jobs market.  
 
More than 40 per cent of those working in hospitality are employed on part-time basis, 
compared to 23 per cent in the total workforcei. This sector is also characterized by relatively 
low pay rates due to short hour contracts and the prevalence of low hourly pay rates. The 
average hourly rate in hospitality was €12.69 in 2010 which was the lowest average of all the 
sectors.ii There are many workers who are being paid well below the average. 
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A scheme of paid sick leave is the only way to ensure that people with symptoms can isolate 
and avoid contact with fellow workers and the general public. Many workers in this industry 
are on short hours and low pay, they cannot afford to lose income.  A sick pay scheme would 
ensure that there is no loss of income to a household when someone has to call in sick to 
work.   
 
The current state of the tourism sector from a workers perspective is precarious and 
unattractive.  Secure contracts with guaranteed hours, living wages and a sick pay scheme 
need to be on the table for workers who are facing increased risks due to Covid-19. 
 

 
Health & Safety 
 
The level of risk to employees in the tourism sector has increased because to their potential 
exposure to the Covid-19 virus due to regular face to face contact with domestic and 
international tourists.  
 
The future of all businesses depends on how effective we can be in preventing the spread of 
the virus. In the tourism sector restoring public confidence is essential to recovery.  The public 
need to see a serious suite of measures to ensure that all precautions are being taken and 
monitored in a fair and transparent way.  
 
The industry needs to consider the implementation of the following measures: 
 
• The recommendations of government’s Return to Work Safely Protocol should be        
adhered to and its recommendations should be mandatory. 
 
• Workers who are interacting with the public should be provided with face masks, 
this is essential in light of any compromise in the social distancing rules to less than two 
metres. 
 
• Employees of restaurants and pubs should be provided with disposable gloves when 
cleaning tables, surfaces and other areas.  
 
• Employees who are based indoors must be protected by the use of floor markings, 
the two meter rule must apply, physical barriers installed, washing facilities and hand 
sanitizers should be made available on an ongoing basis and rooms should be adequately 
ventilated.  Workers must have adequate break times to allow for hygiene practices.   
 
• Close face to face interaction with visitors should be kept to a necessary minimum. 
 
 
As we attempt to reopen for business it is vital that we take every precaution to limit the 
chances of exposure to the virus for workers and customers, we also need to be cognisant of 
the risk of a second wave and the potential for further lockdowns.   
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Doing our best to maintain a low number of infections will go a long way to build up the trust 
of customers who need to feel confident that places they come to visit are safe. 

 
 
Trade Union Rights and Recognition 
 
We all need to have confidence that measures are working. Guideline or ‘best practice’ 
procedures will not be enough. These protections must be on a legal footing and subject to 
workplace checks by trade unions. This is to ensure that our members are protected, and that 
employers adhere to the regulations. 
 
It is imperative that trade unions are given a statutory right to access to the workplace as well 
as a statutory right to be heard: the right to represent, and advocate for, their members and 
to have that right recognised by employers. 
 
At the moment an employer can decide whether or not to talk to a trade union representative 
working on behalf of their members. It is a bit like the prosecution in a court case deciding 
whether to recognise the defendant’s barrister or not – or the judge saying that the barrister 
must sit down and keep quiet, and the defendant argue their case alone. It is a ridiculous 
situation and one that needs to end. 
 
As an example, it was workers on building sites going to their trade unions that got 
construction sites shut down because of Covid-19. The government was content to keep them 
open, risking the lives of those workers and their families. Only for trade unions, in particular 
Unite and OPATSI, there would not have been a pressure point to have that policy changed. 
 
The trade union movement already provides an essential role in monitoring health and safety 
in the workplace – and given the Covid-19 pandemic it is absolutely essential that it is finally 
put on a statutory footing. 
 
At a minimum, all state support to the private and public sectors must be on the basis of trade 
union access and recognition. State support includes any grant, loan, or tax break availed of 
regardless of size, as well as any public procurement contract. 
 
Vetoes and opt outs for statutory bodies such as JLCs are no longer tenable. 
 
Covid-19 has also exposed the crisis in bogus self-employment. While at the moment bogus 
self-employment is against social protection rules and the tax code, its enforcement is weak 
and effectively non-existent. There is a need for a dedicated investigative unit, comprised of 
trade union representatives, social protection officers, and tax officials, with powers to issue 
strengthened fines and penalties, in order to tackle this deeply-embedded practice.iii 
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Conclusions 
 
For the many people who work in the tourism sector in Ireland the following measures are 
needed to ensure both their health & safety and their right to decency and respect at work: 

 
 A living wage and a right to sick pay. 

 Secure contracts and end to precarious working conditions 

 Supply of PPE and adequate hygienic hand washing facilities 

 Robust health & safety legislation 

 Union involvement in health and safety inspection of work places.  

 Union rights and recognition 
 

i CSO 2015 
ii Ibid. 
iii McCabe, Conor, Hope or Austerity: A Road Map for a Better Fairer Ireland after the Pandemic, (Unite the 
Union, 2020). 

                                                             


