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UNITE SUBMISSION TO THE CITIZENS’ ASSEMBLY ON GENDER EQUALITY 

 

Unite the Union represents women working in all sectors of the economy from hospitality to 

financial services.  We welcome this opportunity to make a submission to the Citizens’ Assembly and 

highlight some of the issues of concern to our members and working women in general. 

Despite advances – largely fought for and won by the trade union movement – women workers 

remain disadvantaged vis-à-vis their male counterparts in the workplace, in the workforce and in the 

wider economy and society. 

Neither the issues identified by Unite below, nor the proposed remedies, are exhaustive.  Gender 

inequality manifests in a myriad different ways that can vary between workplaces and economic 

sectors, while the impact of inequality may vary according to a woman’s class, education and 

qualifications as well as family status and caring responsibilities. 

Overall, despite increases in labour force participation rates for women in the Republic remain low 
by international standards, with Central Statistics Office (CSO) figures indicating that just 56 per cent 
of working age women participated in the labour force at the end of 2019, below the EU average of 
57.9 per cent and well below the figure for men of 68.4.  Participation rates are especially low for 
women with children and for mothers with few educational qualifications. 
 
The participation gap is particularly significant when looking at women and men with children.  
According to the most recent data available, the participation rate of women in couples with 
children was 68.1 per cent compared to 88.2 per cent for men1 - an indication of the ongoing 
difficulties for women reconciling work and family life.  These difficulties are also reflected in the fact 
that up to 93,400 people (largely women) work part-time due to home responsibilities2.  
 
While much media and political focus is on the continuing gender pay gap, less attention is often 
paid to the ultra-low-pay experienced by many women in an economy characterised by high levels of 
low pay.  This is due not least to gender occupational segregation where women may, for example, 
be disproportionately represented in a low-paid area (such as call centres) within a sector such as 
financial services.  It is also due to voluntary or involuntary under-employment due to family and/or 
caring commitments. 
 
Unite is also mindful of overlapping inequalities, where (for example) migrant or Traveller women, or 
women with disabilities, may be excluded entirely from the workforce or may experience 
discrimination within the workplace. 
 
Increasing women’s labour force participation rates, tackling gender occupational segregation and 
putting more money into the pockets of women workers both by addressing the gender pay gap and  
ending the scourge of low pay would benefit not only individual women and their families, but also 
the communities in which they live and the economy as a whole. 
 

 
 
Taryn Trainor 
Regional Women’s and Equalities Officer 
Unite the Union 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

1. Establish the right to bargain collectively  

 

Ireland does not currently have a statutory right to collective bargaining.  All the evidence from 

both Europe and the United States, as well as internationally3, shows that collective bargaining 

raises wages and improves working conditions in general, but disproportionately benefits women 

by: - 
 

Addressing low pay, raising overall wage levels  and shrinking the gender pay gap 

 

 Estimates suggest that every 1% increase in social dialogue, or collective bargaining 

‘coverage’, reduces the gender pay gap by 0.16%4.  Research in the United States has 

shown that unionised women are paid 94 cents, on average, for every dollar paid to 

unionized working men, while non-unionised women are paid 78 cent for every dollar 

paid to non-unionised men.  In addition, hourly wages for unionised women are 23 

percent higher than for nonunionised women. This benefit is independent of ethnicity or 

age.5  In addition, research on the relationship between trade union density and wage 

inequality has revealed that higher trade union density is associated with less wage 

inequality and a narrower gender wage gap6. 

 ETUC carried out a survey of its members, the results of which were published in 2014 in 

the paper ‘Bargaining for Equality’, and found that: 

“An overwhelming finding from the ETUC study is the undoubted actual and 

potential beneficial role of collective agreements in reducing pay inequalities. 

Some unions speak about the potential that collective bargaining has to transform 

gender relations and structural gender inequalities. In Norway, for example, there 

has been a progressive narrowing of the gender wage gap since 2008, which is in 

part attributed to the role of collective agreements. This has been achieved largely 

through increases in pay for women in female dominated sectors, resulting in a 1% 

reduction in the pay gap between 2010 and 2011”7. 

 

Promoting family-friendly working 

 

 Unionised workers are more likely to have work arrangement allowing them to better 

reconcile work and family life, such as additional paid family and parental leave, carer’s 

leave, and enhanced maternity benefits.8  The ETUC survey referenced above found that: 

“[…]  it is also evident that company level bargaining has an important 

role to play in setting equality objectives for companies particularly where 

these have been established in legislation, for example, in negotiating 

workplace pay audits/ surveys, flexible working time and reconciliation of 
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work and family life”.  The report stressed that “The best gender equality 

outcomes are found where sectoral and company bargaining co-exist”. 

 

Mainstreaming issues disproportionately affecting women 

 

 According to ETUC, a significant number of trade unions report that they have included 

targeted measures in collective bargaining.  Such measures either introduce areas 

traditionally seen as ‘women’s issues’ to the collective bargaining agenda – such as 

childcare and flexible work arrangements – and/or highlighted the gender dimension of 

general issues (such as wages and working time or shift rosters) – in collective bargaining9. 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Releasing women from the poverty pay trap 

 

Ultra-low pay 

 

 The most recent data, for the 4th quarter of 2018, indicates that 75,900 people earned the 

National Minimum Wage or less, of whom 55.3% were female.  Conversely, the fall in the 

number reporting earning the NMW or less in 2018 was disproportionately (88.9%) male. 

The overwhelming majority – 83.5% - of those earning the NMW or less work in the 

services sector, with the female-dominated ‘Accommodation and food services 

activities sector accounting for 27.8%10.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

UNITE CALLS FOR:  

 Introduction of a statutory right to collective bargaining 

 Introduction, and transposition into Irish law, of an EU Directive to harmonise the laws of 

EU member states on collective bargaining 

 ‘Right of Access’ legislation enabling unions to access workplaces and talk to workers 

without hindrance 

 Amendment of the 1990 Industrial Relations Act with a view to redressing the imbalance 

of power between workers and employers, with particular regard to the definition of 

workers (which currently militates against those in atypical employment, who are 

disproportionately women) and the draconian prohibition on secondary picketing. 
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Under-employment and precarious working 

 

 Under-employment and precarious working go hand-in-hand with in-work poverty. Taking 

up full-time employment may be rendered more difficult for women with caring 

responsibilities: recent CSO figures indicate that up to 93,400 people work part-time due 

to home responsibilities, and these would be predominantly women11. 62 percent of all 

part-time workers are at higher risk of precariousness – for example, on temporary 

contracts.  In addition, 40 per cent of all part-time employment is ‘marginal’, or fewer 

than 20 hours per week – again entailing an elevated risk of precariousness and low pay, 

as well as fewer opportunities for advancement. Those working fewer hours suffer a 

basic earnings, bonus and career progression disadvantage vis-à-vis full-time workers 

over the course of their working lives. 

 As discussed below, the impact of under-employment and precarious working is also one 

of the factors contributing to the gender pensions gap. 

 

High costs 

 

 In 2019, a report by the Society of St Vincent de Paul12 found that the poverty rate among 

Ireland’s working lone parents – the overwhelming majority of whom are women – had 

more than doubled in five years:  in 2012 one in 11 working lone parents was living below 

the poverty line but that number had jumped to one in five by 2017. The report noted that 

the high costs of housing and childcare, together with low incomes, were largely responsible 

for this drop in living standards.  Childcare is among the main out-of-pocket costs for over 

two-thirds of working families with young children according to an ICTU survey13, and the 

ESRI has found that a 10 per cent increase in childcare cost is associated with half an hour 

less paid employment per week. They also found that childcare costs appear to be a stronger 

barrier for low-income families14. 

 The increase in the Living Wage – defined by the Living Wage Technical Group as a “wage 

which makes possible a minimum acceptable standard of living” – has largely been driven by 

spiralling housing costs. 
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3. Narrowing the Gender Pay and Pensions Gaps 
 
 
The gaps 

 

 Ireland’s gender pay gap in 2014 is estimated at 13.9%15 (note: the most recent figures 

indicate that this rose to 14.4% in 201716).  

 Based on graduation cohorts between 2010 and 2017, the Higher Education Authority has 

found that, in respect of undergraduates one year after graduating, females earn €14 per 

week (or 3 percent) less on average than males but eight years after graduating, female 

undergraduates earn €130 (or 14 percent) less17. 

 The gender pensions gap – which is a function not only of lower pay, but also of lower labour 

force participation, precarious and atypical work, and time taken out of the workforce for 

caring duties – is estimated at up to 35%18.  The gender pay gap thus follows a woman 

throughout her life. 

 Women mainly rely on the state pension for retirement income, but only 16 per cent of 

women currently receive the full contributory state pension, while 84% of those receiving a 

full contributory state pension are men19.  This is due not only to historical legacies such as 

the ‘marriage bar’, but also to the failure until recently (though even then not fully) to 

recognise the care work which requires women to take time out from the workforce.  The 

ESRI found in 2019 that 55% of men had supplementary pensions beyond the State pension, 

but only 28% of women did20. 

UNITE CALLS FOR: 

 Immediate legislation to remove the employer’s veto on Joint Labour Committees, which 

set wage floors in a range of low-paid sectors including those such as contract cleaning 

and hospitality which are dominated by women. 

 Implementation of the EU Directive on Part-Time Working, giving part-time workers the 

right to increase their hours when additional work becomes available. 

 Development of strategies to align the statutory National Minimum Wage (€10.10 in 

2020) with the Living Wage, estimated by the Living Wage Technical Group as €12.30 per 

hour. 

 Insertion of Living Wage clauses in all public procurement contracts 

 Measures to reduce costs which impact disproportionately on working families and 

women, such as childcare and housing 

 Increased focus on the interaction of employment and social protection policies, 

especially for groups most at risk of poverty such as lone parents 
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 The gender pensions gap is also a factor of the predominance of part-time working among 

women:  the CSO has found that 58.2% of part-time workers reported that their employer 

did not offer a pension scheme, compared with just over half (50.8%) of full-time workers21. 

 

 

Sectoral variation 

 

 The gender pay gap varies between sectors and is especially pronounced in, for example, the 

financial sector where just over 65% of the workers represented by Unite are women. 

Recent data published by the Central Statistics Office indicated that women in the sector 

earned an average of €49,000 compared to an average of €74,000 for men employed in the 

sector.  As in other comparable sectors, women are concentrated towards the lower end of 

the earnings distribution22.  

 
Legislation 
 

 The Gender Pay Gap Information Bill, sponsored by the Minister for Justice and Equality, was 

published in April 2019 and lapsed with the dissolution of the Dail. The legislation would 

require employers with over 250 employers (falling to 50 after three years) to publish 

statistics on the gender pay gap within an organisation. The 250 threshold omits around 

two-third of workers from the legislation’s scope. 
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4. Establishing a Work-Life Balance 
 

 98% of those looking after the home/family were women in 201623, while just over 13% of 
those classified on home duties are poor and, again, disproportionately female 

 

 Despite Ireland’s youthful demographics, in 2017 the ESRI predicted that by 2030 the 

population aged 80 or older will grow between 89 per cent and 94 per cent24.  Improved 

health outcomes and longevity mean that more people approaching retirement have 

parents who are still alive and may require care. This will mean a growing number of 

people – overwhelmingly women – trying to reconcile the demands of work with the 

demands of both childcare and eldercare.  

 

UNITE CALLS FOR: 

Gender pay gap 

 The new Government to re-introduce and fast-track the Gender Pay Gap Information Bill 

with the following amendments: 

o Phased reduction of the employee number threshold to 20 as proposed by the 

ICTU 

o Companied to be required to produce a narrative report accounting for the 

gender pay gap in their organisation, together with an action plan to address it 

o Legislation to include clear penalties for non-compliance (provision of inaccurate 

data or failure to report) 

o Companies to be required to compare males and females who work full time 

hours with males and females who work part time 

o Ban pay secrecy clauses in contracts, thus enabling workers to discuss pay and 

pay disparities  

o Require job advertisements to state the pay range 

o Ensure transparency in respect of the entire pay package (including bonuses, 

pensions, allowances and similar) 

 Employment Equality Acts (1998 – 2015) to be amended to entitle all employees to select 

an equality representative to represent them on equality matters with their employer 

and promote diversity within the workplace, analogous to the provisions governing safety 

representatives in Section 25 of the 2005 Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act. 

Gender Pensions Gap 

 Reduction of total contributions required for full state pension from 40 to 30 years 

 Introduction of full home-caring credits, applied retrospectively, to enable women to 

access the full State pension. 

 Implementation of the Total Contribution Approach to take into account carers of adults 

and children with disabilities who may require a lifetime of care 

 Pension age to be brought back from 65 and proposed increase to 67 reversed 
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 While it has long been known that women may need to periodically leave the labour 

market for childcare-related reasons, contributing to a gender pay gap and associated 

gender pension gap, the ESRI has found an increased likelihood of women over the age of 

50 having to leave the labour market for care-related reasons25.  
 

 According to the 2016 census figures, women accounted for just over 60% of carers.  The 

census also showed an increase in older carers, with the largest percentage increase seen 

among those aged 85 and over where numbers rose from 1,318 to 1,776 – an increase of 

34.7%26. 

 

 There is currently a range of different types of statutory leave entitlements available to 

parents, including maternity and paternity leave, adoptive leave, parental leave and 

parent’s leave.  The levels of payment for paid maternity and paternity leave is low by EU 

standards, while parental leave is unpaid.  Given the loss of earnings entailed, take-up of 

paternity leave is low (less than 40%27), while take-up by fathers of parental leave is even 

lower. Carer’s leave is also unpaid, although a person may qualify for Carer’s Benefit or 

Allowance. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

UNITE CALLS FOR: 

 The transposition into national law of the EU Work Life Balance Directive  

 Introduction of a Consolidated Family Leave Act (covering the statutory leave 

entitlements referenced above) and including:  

o Paid parental leave to be extended to 26 weeks up to a child’s first year 

o Parents to be given flexibility in designing combinations of leave which are most 

suitable to their family circumstances 

o Flexible working arrangements to facilitate caring responsibilities to be employee 

rather than employer-led 

o Entitlement to 6 paid days’ carer’s leave 

o Carers to be covered by full retrospective homecare pension credits 

 The introduction of Domestic Violence Leave, along the lines of that recently introduced 

in New Zealand, comprising 10 days’ paid leave to allow women or men affected by 

domestic violence to leave their partners, find new homes and protect themselves and 

their children 



9 
 

Unite Submission to the Citizens’ Assembly on Gender Equality  

5. Ensuring physical dignity for women in the workplace 
 
 
As well as addressing the bread-and-butter workplace issues surrounding pay, pensions and flexible 
working, women workers need to be ensured that their physical needs are met and their dignity 
respected at different stages of their working lives. 
 
 
 

 
  

UNITE CALLS FOR 

 Period dignity:  Sanitary products to be made freely available in all workplaces, thus 

normalising a natural process – menstruation 

 Menopause: Workplaces to be required to carry out risk assessments addressing the 

specific needs of menopausal women and ensuring that the working environment will 

not make their symptoms worse.  Such issues may include temperature, ventilation, 

toilet facilities and access to cold water.  

 Workplaces to be required to consider temporary adjustment of shift patterns or hours 

to accommodate any difficulties (such as insomnia, hot flushes), and the potential need 

for additional sickness absences to be taken into account. 

 The Government to ratify ILO Convention 190 on the elimination of gender-based 

violence and harassment at work 
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