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Part A 
 

A.1. Executive Summary  

The Irish economy has been unique within the EU in recording particularly high levels of 

economic growth, well above the EU average, throughout the decade 1997-2007. However 

over the last eighteen months the economic situation has changed quite dramatically. After a 

ten year period of high economic growth, coupled with significant employment growth and 

low unemployment, the Irish economy has experienced a dramatic downturn. Ireland was the 

first EU country to be officially designated as in recession, following the release of statistical 

data showing that the economy had contracted over two quarters of the year to September 

2008. This downturn in the economy has been linked to two key factors: changes in the 

international economic environment (reduced economic growth at the global level and the 

„credit crunch‟) and the contraction of the previously over-inflated domestic property market. 

Economic commentators have been revising downwards their economic projections for 2008 

and 2009 and forecasters are predicting that recession is likely to be prolonged through 2009 

and 2010. A key aspect of this situation is a deepening crisis in public finances, resulting from 

a steep drop in taxation revenues during the first nine months of 2008, leading to a 

government decision to bring forward the planned annual Budget from December to October 

2008. In response to the crisis facing the financial sector in Ireland, the government brought 

in emergency legislation on October 1
st
 to guarantee bank deposits and loans in the six main 

Irish-owned financial institutions (to an estimated value of EURO 600 billion – twice the 

level of Irish GDP). 

 

A consequence of these changing economic conditions in a very different employment 

situation in 2008 compared to the situation in 2006. There have been significant job losses 

over the last eighteen months, particularly in construction but job losses have also spread to 

manufacturing and there is growing evidence of a ripple effect through into the services 

sector. Unemployment levels are currently at a ten year high of 6.3% according to Live 

Register data for October 2008 (Central Statistics Office, October 1st 2008) and forecasters 

expect the level to reach 7% by the end of 2008 and 8% during 2009. While it is important to 

note that these job losses have occurred in the context of a historically high level of 

employment, a substantial proportion of employment growth over the last ten years had 

occurred in the construction sector as a result of high rates of activity in both publicly-funded 

infrastructural development and also commercial and residential property development. Job 

losses in construction have been predominantly among male workers, many of whom have 

been immigrant workers. As the decline in employment has spread across the economy over 

more recent months job losses among women workers have become more evident. 

Unemployment rates among male workers have risen markedly over the period 2006-08 and 

have also risen among women workers to a level not experienced in the Irish economy for 

over ten years. 

 

These changing economic circumstances have put pressure on the social partnership process 

which has been at the heart of economic management of the Irish economy for over twenty 

years. National agreements have covered successive three-year periods involving traditional 

social partners (including representatives of employers organisations, trade unions, farmers 

organisations and government) as well as new social partners from Non-Governmental 

Organisations (for example women‟s organisations, organisations of the unemployed, 

disability organisations and anti-poverty organisations). The most recent Agreement reached 

the end of its term in January 2008. In the context of a deteriorating economic environment, 
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negotiations for a new Agreement have faced enormous difficulties - employers seeking a pay 

pause/freeze were confronted by trade unions seeking compensation for the rising cost of 

living. Rising fuel and food prices have put pressure on low and middle income earners but 

have also increased the cost base of many employers. Negotiations towards a new agreement 

were deferred on a number of occasions and eventually reached an agreement in September 

2008 – this agreement has yet to be put to a vote by the social partners. This agreement 

encompasses a nine month pay freeze in the public sector and a three month pause in the 

private sector followed by a 6% pay increase over a 26 month period. 

 

The Lisbon/Stockholm targets for employment have already been achieved in Ireland for 

2007 and are likely to be reached for 2010. The current Irish employment rate is 68% (above 

the EU target of 67% for 2007) and on course to reach EU Target of 70% by 2010. Women‟s 

employment rate in Ireland - currently running at 61 % - has already surpassed the EU target 

of 60% for 2010. Recent trends show that increasing employment rates have been driven by 

higher levels of employment among women and particularly among those in the middle and 

older age groups. There is clearly a potential for further employment growth from these 

sectors allowing Ireland to reach, and bypass, the Lisbon/Stockholm targets. Because the Irish 

economy has fallen sharply into recession, current indications are that these positive 

employment rates are vulnerable and will not be sustained unless the economy emerges from 

recession by the middle/end of 2009. Increasing employment rates had been driven by higher 

levels of employment among women, particularly among those in the middle and older age 

groups, and inward migration. With the downturn in job opportunities over the last eighteen 

months, and job losses spreading into manufacturing and services, the potential for further 

employment growth from these sectors allowing Ireland to reach, and even bypass, the 

Lisbon/Stockholm targets is considerably weakened.  

In this changing economic context, employment policy has developed a renewed focus on 

addressing increasing levels of registered unemployment, and particularly preventing further 

increases. As a consequence less emphasis is evident in policies towards the activation of 

labour supply which characterised the high growth years of 1997 – 2006. The emphasis is no 

longer on increasing the supply of labour through drawing more women into paid 

employment and increasing the numbers of migrant workers. Employment policy has shifted 

towards moving registered unemployed and lone parents off social welfare and into paid 

employment through active labour market policies. The represents a significant shift in policy 

towards lone parents – predominantly women – with the dual objective of reducing the 

number of welfare claimants as well as increasing the employment rate of women. However, 

in practice, policies aimed at phasing out welfare provision for long term lone parenting are 

likely to come up against the barrier of rising unemployment and job losses. And there is little 

evidence of a parallel commitment to a system of care which is essential for lone parents to 

take up any available opportunities.  

 

In this context of a lack of available and affordable childcare, employment trends continue to 

show a steep decline in women‟s labour force participation over the life cycle, particularly 

dependent on factors such as the number and age of their children. Gender differences are 

very marked in that men‟s employment rates are largely unaffected by the presence of 

children in the household. The central issue in relation to women‟s access to employment 

remains the lack of a proper care infrastructure, particularly the lack of adequate child and 

pre-school education services and the perpetuation of financial disincentives within a 

household-based welfare and taxation system. Ireland does not have a comprehensive 

childcare policy. The picture of provision and regulation of childcare continues to be 

fragmented and financial supports and leave entitlements are very limited. A significant 
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positive development over 2006-07 has been an increase in maternity leave entitlement to 26 

months paid leave and 16 weeks unpaid leave, a policy likely to result in increased levels of 

employment among women in the 25-40 age sector. However, parental leave remains unpaid 

and there is no entitlement to paternity leave a position which reinforces gender inequalities, 

particularly in relation to care responsibilities. 

 

The most significant public initiative on Childcare over recent years was the establishment of 

the Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme (EOCP) in 2000 and this has been the main 

source of funding for those providing childcare services in geographical areas which are 

designated as disadvantaged. This programme was developed under the National 

Development Plan 2000-2006 and included capital support for not-for-profit and community 

organisations as well as self-employed and private providers such as the cost of building, 

renovating, upgrading and equipping childcare facilities. It also provided staffing grants for 

facilities in disadvantaged areas. Under a separate funding line support was provided for 

childcare networks at city and county level. By the end of EOCP in 2007, the programme was 

responsible for the creation of around 35,000 new childcare places. Thirty-three City and 

County Childcare Committees were also established under this programme with the stated 

aim of coordinating the provision of childcare services at local level.  

 

However, recent decisions in relation to childcare policies have resulted in new restrictions on 

the availability and access to appropriate childcare services and supports. In the context of the 

new National Development Plan 2007-2013, the EOCP was replaced by the National 

Childcare Investment Programme 2006-2010 (NCIP) with a stated target of 50,000 new 

childcare places. The key element of change has been in the new funding system introduced 

in 2007 involving a move away from funding staff salaries in community based crèches and 

towards direct funding of parents on welfare. The rationale behind this change was to create a 

more targeted system and to ensure that households on middle level incomes could not avail 

of publicly supported childcare. The impact of this most recent policy change has been huge, 

and largely negative. Childcare providers in disadvantaged communities no longer receive 

subsidies towards staffing and find it increasingly difficult to plan and develop their services. 

Households with access to those services are now increasingly welfare dependent rather than 

the socio-economic mix which had characterised those services previously. Under the EU 

programme which part funded the EOCP a specified ratio of 60% disadvantaged and 40% 

from non-welfare families had been laid down. This system had been based on the principle 

of applying charges according to income levels (a system which did have some problems in 

establishing appropriate charges for relevant income levels). Some of those involved in 

childcare provision in disadvantaged areas argue that the lack of staff supports may mean that 

they will be forced to recruit less qualified and less trained staff at lower wage levels.  

 

Budget 2006 saw the introduction of new financial supports for parents of young children, 

increases in child benefit and additional resources towards childcare facilities. New initiatives 

included: annual EURO 1000 payment in respect of each child up to six years of age (reduced 

to age 5.5 years in 2008) to all households irrespective of their labour market status 

commencing in 2006; Childminder‟s Tax Relief, conditional on the notification of the service, 

on those earning incomes up to EURO 10,000 available to those minding up to three children 

in their own home; extended maternity leave – up to twenty six months paid leave and sixteen 

weeks unpaid leave. These initiatives represent important increases in childcare supports and 

leave entitlements, essential to women's participation in labour market programmes and paid 

employment. They are likely to positively impact on women both in their role as primary 

carers and in relation to accessing active labour market programmes and employment 
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opportunities. However Ireland‟s system of public supports for childcare remains 

underdeveloped and lacking in a comprehensive childcare policy. 

 

An important commitment made under the national agreement Towards 2016 (covering the 

period 2005-2007) that would have had real significance for the economic position of women 

who make up the majority of those on social welfare payments in Ireland, was an indexation 

of the lowest social welfare rate for a single person to a level of 30% of gross average 

industrial earnings by 2013. The agreement indicated that welfare rates would be 

benchmarked at that level over a ten year period. However, the practical implementation of 

this commitment was never realised and under the deteriorating economic conditions over 

recent months it is unlikely to be realised over the foreseeable future. A significant policy 

initiative which has been implemented under Toward 2016 is the increase level of the 

National Minimum Wage (NMW) from the rate set in May 2005 of EURO 7.65 per hour to 

8.60 EURO January 2007. While this policy is not gender specific, previous research has 

shown that women account for the majority of those on low pay and would likely benefit from 

a higher minimum wage rate, particularly where enforcement systems are strengthened. More 

recent research indicates that migrant workers, including significant increased numbers from 

new EU accession States, are accounting for a growing number of those in low paid unskilled 

jobs where issues of levels of minimum payment and enforcement of labour standards are 

critical for both women and men.  

 

2007 saw the publication of the long-promised National Women's Strategy published. As part 

of this strategy, women's employment, training and education are to be addressed as well as 

issues of care supports and leave entitlements. The Strategy details a series of eight objectives 

to inform public policy covering women‟s participation in paid employment, decreasing the 

gender pay gap, supporting women entrepreneurs, access by women and girls across the 

training and educational systems, reducing poverty among women and enhancing the work-

life balance. For example, Objectives 5a and 5b under the Strategy focuses on childcare, the 

issue which has been highlighted in the European Commission response to Ireland‟s National 

Reform Programme.  

 

The Strategy promises “ a. to ensure that childcare services are optimised to meet the needs of 

parents and children alike….b. to ensure that the care infrastructure supports women‟s socio-

economic engagement.” 

 

Specific policies are identified for the achievement of this objective including: 

 

 focus on poverty and disadvantage in the implementation of childcare programmes  

 monitor increasing female labour market participation 

 ensure payments and supports to carers are efficient and effective 

 further develop Carer‟s Allowance and Benefit, subject to resources 

 develop a structured consultation process 

 

However, to a large extent the policy objectives laid out in the National Women‟s Strategy are 

aspirational and lack specific commitments of resources or details of a timeframe for their 

implementation and attainment.  
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A.2. Changes in employment and the context for gender equality 
 

Macroeconomic context, employment and unemployment trends 

 

The Irish economy was unique within the EU in recording particularly high levels of 

economic growth, above the EU average, throughout the decade 1997-2007. However over 

the last eighteen months the economic situation has changed quite dramatically. After almost 

a decade of low rate of registered unemployment the past eighteen months has seen a sharp 

rise. Over the course of 2008 economic commentators have revised their projections of 

economic growth downwards from three to two to one to zero or negative growth i.e. 

recession. Midyear 2008 forecast by the Department of Finance is for an annual 0.5% growth 

rate - this compares to a 2008 Budget forecast of 3% - and the Economic and Social Research 

Institute, a key economic policy agency has predicted a negative growth of -0.5 for 2008 

(ESRI 2008).  

 

According to many analysts, an over-reliance on construction and property fuelled economic 

growth accounts for the marked turnaround in economic performance. Rising inflation levels 

have also become a feature of the Irish economy - the most recent projections estimate 

consumer price inflation at 4.5% for 2008.A combination of over-pricing and rising interest 

rates have led to a steep fall in demand within the residential property market and reduced 

consumer spending across the economy. Falling taxation revenue has been a consequence of 

this leading to a significant growth in the projected budget deficit for 2008 (from a budget 

surplus in 2006 of 3% to a forecast deficit of 3 or 4% for 2008) resulting in cutbacks and 

restrictions in government expenditure, likely to be intensified in the forthcoming early 

Budget. Consequently capital projects and infrastructural expenditure are already suffering, 

and together with the dramatic fall off in demand for residential property. these combined 

trends have had particularly negative effects on employment in construction, a significant 

male-dominated sector accounting for a large share of the job losses. Over recent months 

however employment decline has begun to spread across the economy to manufacturing and 

services involving both women and men workers. 

 

Gender patterns within the Irish labour market are marked, reflected in a high level of 

segregation on a sectoral and occupational basis. The principal economic sectors where 

women are located are the public sector (health, education and administration), retail, 

business and hotels and restaurants. Key sectors for men are construction, public 

administration, retail, business, agriculture and land transport. The particularly high 

concentration of male employment in construction has been evident in its vulnerability to 

recent changing economic conditions, particularly in the contraction of the over-valued 

property market in Ireland, a sharp downturn in construction activity and a rise in 

unemployment. There is also evidence of falling levels of the high inward migration (which 

has characterised the last decade) and an outward flow of migrant workers, unable to secure 

employment in construction, is already taking place, evidenced in the reduced number of PPS 

(taxation/welfare number) numbers issued to non-nationals during the second half of 2007 

and 2008. Looking across the economy two-thirds of Irish women and half of all men in paid 

employment are each concentrated in six key sectors – three of these are common sectors 

playing a central role for both women and men - public administration, retail trade and 

business services. 

 

The labour market situation of Irish women has undergone significant and rapid change over 

the last decade. Between 1999 and 2007 women's employment rate increased from 53% to 
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61%. As well as the growth in the level of women's employment, its composition has also 

changed, particularly its age structure. The strongest growth in women's paid employment rate 

has taken place in the 35-44 age group (from 60% in 1999 to 67% in 2007) and also in the 45-

54 age group (from 48% to 66% over the same time period) (CSO, 2008). These figures 

reflect the way in which the pattern of increasing employment rates has been working its way 

through different generations of Irish women (see tab. 1). 

Employment Rates by Sex and Age 1999; 2001; 2004; 2007 (%) 

ERs (ILO) Age group 1999 2001 2004 2007 

Females 15-19 24.9 22.2 21.1 23.1 

 20-24 67.4 65.6 66.8 67.2 

 25-34 72.4 74.5 73.7 74.8 

 35-44 59.6 62.8 63.6 66.6 

 45-54 47.7 54.2 59.7 65.8 

 55-59 33.0 36.3 43.3 47.0 

 60-64 18.9 20.2 23.6 31.8 

Total Females  52.6 55.1 57.2 60.8 

Males 15-19 30.8 29.1 24.9 24.2 

 20-24 74.4 71.8 71.7 74.2 

 25-34 89.9 89.4 88.5 87.2 

 35-44 88.7 90.7 90.2 86.6 

 45-54 84.1 84.9 85.6 86.2 

 55-59 71.3 73.8 72.5 74.6 

 60-64 51.4 54.4 55.7 59.3 

Total Males  75.2 76.1 76.0 77.1 

Total persons  63.9 65.6 66.7 69.0 

Source: Central Statistics Office, Quarterly National Household Surveys, Labour Force Surveys 1999, 2001, 

2004 and 2007  

 

The gap between the employment rate of younger and middle age groups of women has 

narrowed significantly and even in the older age group a similar pattern of change is 

emerging. Among Irish men, employment rates have generally been stable over the decade, 

although there has been a lowering of the rate among younger men (linked to higher 

educational participation) and an increased rate of employment among older men. Together 

these changes have led to a narrowing of the gender gap in the employment rate between 

women and men (among those aged 15-64) from 21.5 in 2001 to 16.3 in 2007, still wider than 

the EU average.  

 

New patterns are also evident in rates of employment and non-employment, particularly 

among women, within the Irish economy as a whole. While rates of recorded unemployment 

are similar between women and men, non-employment rates or 'inactivity' rates are 

significantly higher among women than among men reflecting women's traditional roles as 

primary carers, a role which continues to shape women's attachment to the labour market. 

Trends in the gender pay gap highlighted in recent studies show the significant level of the 

gap in Ireland (including among recent third level graduates), the impact of horizontal, and 

particularly vertical segregation and the need for equality and audit action plans at sectoral 

level together with improved statistical and monitoring systems. The importance of policies to 

support women's paid employment during childrearing years, such as childcare, family 

friendly and flexible workplace policies has been emphasised by the Consultative Group 

established by government to analyse and suggest ways to address the gender pay gap. 

(Consultative Group on Male/Female Wage Differentials 2002, Indecon, 2004)  
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The Lisbon/Stockholm targets for employment have already been achieved in Ireland for 

2007 and are likely to be reached for 2010. The current Irish employment rate is 68% (above 

the EU target of 67% for 2007) and on course to reach EU Target of 70% by 2010. Women‟s 

employment rate in Ireland - currently running at 61 % - has already surpassed the EU target 

of 60% for 2010. Because the Irish economy has fallen sharply into recession, current 

indications are that these positive employment rates are vulnerable and will not be sustained 

unless the economy emerges from recession by the middle/end of 2009. Increasing 

employment rates had been driven by higher levels of employment among women, 

particularly among those in the middle and older age groups, and inward migration. With the 

downturn in job opportunities over the last eighteen months, and job losses spreading into 

manufacturing and services, the potential for further employment growth from these sectors 

allowing Ireland to reach, and even bypass, the Lisbon/Stockholm targets is considerably 

weakened. 

 

A.3. Developments in gender equality policy infrastructure at national level 

Ireland has a strong legislative framework for equality (dating from 1998-2000) establishing 

protection against discrimination on nine grounds: gender, marital status, family status, 

disability, sexual orientation, age, religion, membership of the Traveller community and 

ethnicity. Discrimination in employment, recruitment and in the provision of services is 

covered by employment equality and equal status legislation. In its coverage of a wide range 

of grounds of discrimination, and of access and provision of services, Ireland‟s equality 

legislation is advanced in an EU context. Recent years in Ireland has seen a broadening of the 

focus on equality to cover a range of issues of minority rights, as well as gender equality. To a 

large extent gender equality has been addressed under the same legislative and policy 

framework as applies to minority rights and protection against discrimination. Gender 

mainstreaming was adopted as a horizontal principle under the Irish National Development 

Plan (NDP) 2000-2006, to be applied to most programmes and projects funded under the 

Plan. The new NDP 2007-2013 lacks a specific gender focus. Rather than a policy focus on 

gender mainstreaming as well as equality mainstreaming, equality mainstreaming has 

subsumed gender mainstreaming and while responsibility has been allocated to the Equality 

Authority in 2007, there is no evidence of additional resources to ensure its implementation. 

A recent new institutional development has been the establishment in 2006 of an Office of the 

Minister of Children (OMC) with a dedicated Minister for Children under the aegis of the 

Department of Health and Children and has the responsibility for all children‟s services (other 

than health and school age education services) including the childcare programme.  The 

establishment of the Ministry for Children has gone some way to replace a system in which 

seven different government departments and agencies have had responsibility for early 

childhood and family policy in Ireland. In another development in relation to infrastructure 

for childcare policy, following a commitment under the National Women‟s Strategy to work 

towards a quality standard for childcare services and to develop a National Training Strategy, 

an Expert Advisory Group for a new National Childcare Training Strategy was established in 

2007. This Group, which is supported by a number of representative groups from across the 

childcare sector, is intended to provide the framework for all future training across the 

childcare sector.  

Another important new development has taken place in the institutional framework for 

employment rights and low pay -  the establishment of a new National Employment Rights 

Agency (NERA) as well as a promotional campaign focusing on employment rights. NERA 

has specific responsibility for ensuring the enforcement of the NMW (together with other 
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employment rights) and with gathering data and commissioning research in relation to 

compliance with labour law and labour standards. The number of Labour Inspectors is to be 

trebled from 31 to 90 by the end of 2007 and new harsher penalties for non-compliance are to 

be set down. This development is as a result of recent controversies concerning illegal and 

discriminatory practices towards migrant construction workers and the displacement of higher 

paid workers with lower paid migrant workers. Promises have been made to amend legislation 

to 'prevent the replacement of workers via collective redundancy' and to ensure that public 

capital projects will require certification of compliance with labour standards. There is no 

evidence of a specific gender perspective informing this development but potentially equal 

pay and anti-discrimination provisions will be covered under compliance with labour 

standards. A further important commitment under Towards 2016 which has been 

implemented is to the development of a new Code of Practice for those engaged in domestic 

service – the majority of whom are women migrant workers. While this is a voluntary code, it 

does serve as a benchmark for those engaged in this vulnerable area of employment. 

Budget 2009, introduced against the background of economic recession and deteriorating 

public finances, brought in a range of cuts in health and education services. A particularly 

negative cutback from the perspective of equality and gender equality was the severe 

reduction of over 40% in the budget of the Equality Authority - the key statutory agency with 

responsibility for promoting and implementing equality policy. This represents a critical loss 

in the equality infrastructure of the Irish economy which has been developed over the last 

decade and has played such a central role in supporting cases challenging discrimination in 

employment and service provision – a significant proportion of these have been cases of 

gender discrimination. 

A.4. Policy needs and challenges with respect to gender   

A.4.1 - Attract and retain more people in employment, increase labour supply and 

modernise social protection systems 

 

Women's increased employment rate, together with significant inflows of migrant workers, 

have accounted for the majority of employment growth in Ireland over the last ten years. 

Recent economic and social policy acknowledges women as the largest group amongst those 

marginalised from the labour market, specifying lone parents and mothers of larger families in 

particular. A number of significant new policies have been introduced over recent years which 

are likely to benefit women as the primary carers, including extended leave entitlements and 

additional financial support to parents of young children.   

 

Ireland‟s lack of a developed system of provision of childcare has been identified at both 

national and at EU level as a major barrier towards further increases in women's employment. 

Despite this women have increased their role and position within paid employment in Ireland, 

and constitute the main component of recent employment growth. To a large extent this has 

taken place in a context of strong economic growth and without dedicated policies focusing 

on women's labour market participation. Realising the further potential of drawing more 

women from non-employment or 'inactivity' into paid employment requires a targeted 

employment strategy addressing the barriers to women's employment access, particularly the 

lack of adequate child and elder care services and the perpetuation of financial disincentives 

within a household based welfare and taxation system. Few new policies have been 

introduced to specifically tackle gender gaps in employment, unemployment or pay. However 

certain policies if implemented (detailed in the current national Agreement „Towards 2016‟) 
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in relation to increasing and enforcing the national minimum wage and indexing welfare 

payments would benefit women particularly those on low pay and in low income households.  

 

In the framework of country specific recommendations issued by the 2007 Spring Council, 

several Member States (including Ireland) were asked to take specific measures to increase 

their childcare provisions. Most of these recommendations (or so called „points to watch‟) 

were unchanged in the new recommendations proposed by the EC in December 2007. Ireland 

continues to be listed as a „point to watch‟ in relation to childcare. Detailed surveys of 

Ireland‟s childcare and early education system by the OECD in 2004 highlighted key failures 

: few supports for women with children, meagre parental leave, scarce affordable early 

childhood services, absence of fiscal supports for young children in childcare.  

 

“With the exception of the infant school for children from four to six years, a critical 

volume of centre-based services has yet to be developed in Ireland. The situation can 

be even less promising for children born into situations of disadvantage, in which 

women with low educational levels tend to remain unemployed and live in poverty”   

(OECD, 2004). 

 

Despite some discussion of a pre-school child place for those aged three to four years of age, 

as specified under the Barcelona targets, no specific initiatives have yet been put in place to 

achieve this objective. In the context of a lack of available and affordable childcare however, 

employment trends continue to show a steep decline in women‟s labour force participation 

over the life cycle, particularly dependent on factors such as the number and age of their 

children. Gender differences are very marked in that men‟s employment rates are unaffected 

by the presence of children in the household. The central issue in relation to women‟s access 

to employment is the lack of a proper care infrastructure, particularly the lack of adequate 

child and education services and the perpetuation of financial disincentives within a 

household-based welfare and taxation system. Ireland does not have a comprehensive 

childcare policy. The picture of provision and regulation of childcare is fragmented and 

financial supports and leave entitlements are very limited.  

 

Unfortunately the recent period of high growth has not been used as an opportunity to 

strongly invest in developing publicly supported childcare facilities on a comprehensive scale. 

As the period of high growth has come to an end, and pressures are mounting to cut back 

public expenditure, it is unlikely that sufficient measures will be taken that will counteract the 

historically low level of childcare investment in Ireland. One key new positive policy 

development has been the increase in maternity leave entitlement to 26 paid weeks and 16 

additional unpaid weeks. In addition, increases in the level of child benefit (a universal 

payment) and the early childhood payment have improved financial supports to parents. To a 

large extent the thinking behind these recent policy initiatives is that women are to continue to 

be the primary carers. The continued lack of paternity leave and the unpaid nature of parental 

leave are likely to reinforce existing gender care divisions rather than encourage greater 

gender equality in the carrying of childcare responsibilities. 

 

Current policy development reflects a contradiction evident in labour market policy towards 

women in Ireland. On the one hand there is the objective, supported by recent policy changes, 

of increasing the employment rate of women, including that of lone parents. On the other, 

there is a continuing assumption of the provision of care by, primarily women, unpaid in 

households or through the private market place, an assumption reflected in a low level of 

public provision. These contradictory aspects of policy are particularly evident in relation to 
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lone parents towards whom there is pressure to reduce their dependence on welfare through 

accessing employment primarily and, to an extent training and education. But there is little 

evidence of a parallel commitment to a system of care which is essential for lone parents to 

take up such opportunities. In this context inequality will persist and poverty rates among 

women lone parents, those living alone as well as those in low paid employment will remain 

high. 

 

A.4.2 - Improve the adaptability of workers and enterprises 

 

The Irish policy system incorporates a number of key consultative structures, for example the 

Expert Group on Future Skill Needs, Workplace of the Future, Framework Committee for 

enterprise and Employment, each of which addresses different aspects of enterprise and 

worker adaptability. None of these has a specific gender remit.  

 

A.4.3 - Increase investment in human capital through better education and skills 

As unemployment figures have risen, a commitment has been made to engage all those within 

three months become unemployed in a focused one-to-one local employment service which 

will direct them towards gaining additional skills and training. Individual Learner Plans are to 

be developed for each person registering as unemployed, including for the first time those in 

the 55 – 64 age group. The stated aim of this policy is to prevent a drift towards long term 

unemployment and, in this context, it includes a specific focus on those under twenty-five 

year olds. The Dept of Social and Family Affairs has indicated that welfare officers will be 

tasked with identifying young people who are newly registered as unemployed and to develop 

Individual Learner Plans with the aim of directing those who are eligible to enter education 

and training schemes and also towards the Back to Education Allowance. This allows 

participants to receive a weekly rate of payment equivalent to their welfare payment while 

they are pursuing courses in either second or third level education. On a broader basis, 

increased investment in training and education has been recognised by government as a 

critical area of policy development in order to strengthen the Irish labour market on a high 

skill – high value basis.  

  

New policy proposals in relation to 'jobless households' (both lone parent and other welfare 

dependent households) indicate a change in government policy towards a compulsory 

engagement in paid employment by those whose youngest child has reached 5-7 years of age. 

Poverty rates remain high, despite over a decade of high growth, among women lone parents, 

those living in large families, reliant on low paid employment or welfare payments. This area 

of recent policy development has a specific gender dimension as the majority of those on low 

pay, living in poverty, and the vast majority of lone parents, are women. Over the period 

2006-2008 it was proposed to develop a more integrated programme of measures to support 

the movement of lone parents into more full-time and quality employment, which it is stated 

will comprise the following elements:   

 

- Reform of income support schemes 

- Expanded availability and range of education and training opportunities for lone parents 

- Extension of the National Employment Action Plan to focus on lone parents  

- Focused provision of childcare, and  

- Improved information services for lone parents 

 

Details of this new policy approach towards lone parents was contained in the Government 

Discussion Paper: Proposals for Supporting Lone Parents published in May 2006. Although 
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presented as new policy developments to be directed specifically towards lone parents, these 

policies are likely in practice to be equally significant for other low income, welfare 

dependent households, for example those in receipt of unemployment payments.  

 

For the large number of lone parents (around 90% of whom are women) there are clear 

indications that their right and entitlement to long term welfare payments under the One 

Parent Family Payment is to undergo significant change in future policy development. This 

will potentially have a major impact on a large number of women, many of whom may 

benefit from additional training and employment opportunities but others of whom may find 

their opportunities for long term supported parenting seriously curtailed. Organisations 

representing Lone Parents have strongly stated that employment participation should be a 

choice rather than an imperative and that the critical issue of the provision of a comprehensive 

childcare system should underpin such choices. 

 

The core element of this change in policy is to ensure that a greater proportion of lone parents, 

and both parents in welfare dependent households, enter training and employment once their 

youngest child reaches between 5 and 7 years of age.  A recent Report on the situation of lone 

parents highlights that around 43% are estimated to be in employment and recognises that 

many of those are in part-time employment, due in part to the workings of the earnings 

disregard system which is set at a level that has the effect of restricting many lone parents to 

low-paid, part-time employment. The need for incentives to lone parents to take up full-time 

employment, education and training opportunities, including income and childcare supports 

are emphasised among whom poverty rates are high and attachment to the labour market is 

weak (OPEN 2004). 

 

A.4.4 - The general labour market situation and flexicurity 

 

The establishment of the National Employment Rights Agency (NERA) with a specific remit 

towards low paid workers, the enforcement of the minimum wage and the regulation of 

vulnerable workers (detailed above) is an important policy area in relation to job security. 

Ireland has made a commitment to transpose the Temporary Workers Directive and the new 

Working Hours Directive into Irish law within two years. Other aspects of flexibility within 

the Irish job market take place at the level of the enterprise. Within the public sector a range 

of flexible work options are generally available including job sharing, flexitime, career breaks 

and term-time working. Research has indicated that there are clear gender patterns in the take-

up of specific options, for example job sharing and term-time working are generally availed 

of by women workers. Career breaks are availed of for educational reasons by men workers in 

contrast reasons of care responsibilities be women workers. 
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A 4.5 - Summary grids   
 

Summary Grid 1 – Gender Specific Policies 
 PRIORI

TY 

STATUS of 

the policy 

initiative 

ADEQUACY of the 

policy initiative 

EXPECTED IMPACT 

POLICY INITIATIVE  Hi

gh 

Lo

w 

1 2 3 4 ade-

quate 

partly 

ade-

quate 

not 

ade-

quate 

Full signi-

ficant 

partial  none 

Increased Maternity 

Leave 

x   x x   x   x   

New Childcare Support 

System 

x   x     X  x   

Legend. Priority: assess the priority of a given policy initiative with respect to: areas significant for gender 

equality, country specific recommendations and points to watch. 

Status of policy initiative: 1 announced; 2 enacted; 3 implemented; 4 evaluated.  

 

Summary Grid 2 –Employment Policies 
 

 STATUS of 

the policy 

initiative 

GENDER 

MAINSTREAMING of 

the policy initiative 

GENDER IMPACT 

ASSESSMENT 

POLICY INITIATIVE  

(by policy area) 

1 2 3 4 ade-

quate 

partly 

ade-

quate 

none negative Neutral  positive 

1. Attract and retain more people in 

employment (GLs 18, 19, 20) 

          

Increased Maternity Leave  x x  x     x 

New Childcare Support System  x    x  x   

           

2. Improve the adaptability of 

workers and enterprises (GLs 21 

and 22) 

          

Increased investment in training and 

education 

 x     x  x  

           

           

3. Increase investment in human 

capital through better education 

and skills (GL 23 and 24) 

          

Directing of lone parents towards 

training and employment 

x     x   x  

Preventing drift towards long-term 

unemployment  

 x     x  x  

           

4. The General Labour Market 

Situation and Flexicurity (GL 17)  

          

Establishment of National 

Employment Rights Agency 

 x     x   x 

           

Increased Minimum Wage  x x   x    x 

           

Legend. Status of policy initiative: 1 announced; 2 enacted; 3 implemented; 4 evaluated. 
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Part B 
 

B.1. Overview of NRP  

 

The Irish National Reform Programme 2008-10 entitled Lisbon Agenda – Integrated 

Guidelines for Growth and Jobs is structured around four chapters : a background chapter 

outlining recent economic and employment trends and the current policy context; a chapter 

detailing macroeconomic policy objectives; a chapter detailing microeconomic objectives; a 

chapter presenting employment guidelines, objectives and policies. For the most part Ireland‟s 

NRP 2008 presents its analysis and policy priorities in a gender neutral, and at times gender 

blind fashion. The underlying gender analysis is weak, but it is a stronger than in the NRP 

2006, and there are important specific references to the economic position of women, to 

gender differences and to gender equality. A specific section on gender equality is included in 

the employment chapter. 

 

i) Structure and themes of whole report and of employment chapter 

  

Much emphasis is placed in the NRP 2008-10 on the dramatically changed economic 

environment, the recession that now characterises the Irish economy and the consequent loss 

of employment and increasing level of unemployment. Three critical aspects of the policy 

context are emphasised : the new National Development Plan 2007-2013, the current 

renegotiated social partnership agreement Towards 2016 - Review and Transitional 

Agreement 2008-09 and the emergency Budget 2009 (brought forward from December 2008 

to October 2008). People‟s skills and capabilities are defined as „the core economic asset‟ and 

the social partnership process is defined as having an important contribution to make in 

„managing a difficult transition in the economy.‟ Social partnership is viewed as critical to 

achieving greater flexicurity, particularly in the development of new initiatives to regulate 

low pay, including the establishment of a new regulatory authority, the National Employment 

Rights Authority (NERA) with a role of ensuring compliance with employment law. As the 

majority of those on low pay are women, adequate resourcing of this new Authority has the 

potential to improve the position of disadvantaged women on the labour market.  

 

Referring to the Spring European Council 2006-2008 Priority Actions, the NRP Overview 

highlights the Innovation Strategy Statement published by the Irish government detailing 

increased investment in Science Technology and Innovation aimed at achieving the Lisbon R 

& D targets. Targeted strategies for manufacturing and services development are put forward, 

with a particular focus on Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), linked to the ongoing work 

of the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs. These strategies for enhanced economic 

development are put forward without a gender dimension. 

 

In response to the European Commission „points to watch‟, Ireland‟s NRP 2008 Overview 

highlights the publishing of a government Green Paper on Pensions (October 2007), the 

strategy to increase labour market participation focusing on lone parents, older people, people 

with disabilities and migrants and developments towards increased provision of childcare. All 

of these have critical, although largely unstated, gender dimensions. For example, the 

majority of those without pension coverage are women; older people and particularly lone 

parents are predominantly women; and employment rates of women benefit significantly from 

improved childcare provision. In a similar manner there is no gender perspective evident in 

linkages made to the National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007-16, in particular towards 

attaining the target of reducing those in consistent poverty to between 2 and 4% by 2012, and 



16 

 

in the implementation of the stated strategy of access to quality employment opportunities is 

specified as the „best route out of poverty‟.  

 

Macroeconomic policy objectives outlined in the Irish NRP are focused largely on policies 

towards establishing economic stability and achieving renewed economic growth. In outlining 

policies towards wage and salary development and taxation, issues of low pay and the 

regulation of conditions of employment are particularly significant from a gender perspective 

but are not identified as such. One of the few specific references to gender comes in the 

chapter on microeconomic policy which includes a section on women‟s entrepreneurial 

activity, accounting for around one third of new business set-ups, and the launching of a new 

pilot initiative „Going for Growth‟ aimed at providing a support mechanism for women 

entrepreneurs. Policies towards innovation in science and technology, including information 

technology, energy and transport are all presented in a gender neutral fashion. In a similar 

manner, there is a lack of a gender perspective in strategies presented towards services and 

manufacturing development, despite the evidence of strong gender patterns on the Irish labour 

market.  

 

Trends in employment and unemployment, and specifically the increasing employment rates 

of women (including older women) and the recent rise in unemployment, particularly 

affecting men are detailed in the employment chapter. The achievement of the 

Lisbon/Stockholm targets for employment in 2007 and the likelihood of meeting the 2010 

targets are specified - the current Irish employment rate is 68% (above the EU target of 67% 

for 2007) and is on course to reach the EU target of 70% by 2010. Women's employment rate 

is also above the EU target, currently running at 61%.  

 

ii) Relationship between employment chapter and economic chapters 

 

Deteriorating economic conditions have led to a renewed focus in employment policy on 

addressing current registered unemployment, and particularly preventing increases in 

unemployment levels. As a consequence less emphasis is evident in the policies of activation 

of labour supply which characterised the high growth years of 1997 – 2006. Employment 

policy has shifted towards moving registered unemployed and lone parents off social welfare 

and into paid employment through active labour market policies and away from increasing the 

supply of labour through drawing more women into paid employment and increasing numbers 

of migrant workers.  

 

Some synergies are evident between the employment chapter and the economic chapters when 

considered from a gender perspective, though these are mostly confined to the 

macroeconomic chapter. Within the macroeconomic chapter these are focused principally to 

the theme of sustainability of economic growth, which addresses the issue of childcare in the 

context of supporting women‟s continued increasing labour market participation. This theme 

also addresses the issue of pensions but in this case did not bring any specific gender focus to 

an area recognised as having important gender based concerns. In contrast, a specific gender 

dimension is recognised in relation to female entrepreneurship, linked to a new (limited) 

initiative to support networking among women entrepreneurs. 

  

Childcare provision is highlighted as an important policy area and is “seen as playing an 

important role in increasing female participation in the labour market”. Ireland NRP 2008-10 

refers to the commitment under the social partnership agreement Towards 2016 to 

significantly increase the supply of affordable and quality childcare over the ten year period 
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of the agreement. However, the replacement of the Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme 

EOCP 2000-2006 by a new funding system, the National Childcare Investment Programme 

NCIP 2006-2010, has been met by controversy. Although the programme sets a target of 

50,000 additional childcare places which has been welcomed, criticism of the new funding 

system argues that the means-testing of access to community-based facilities will likely result 

in access being limited to those on social welfare and those in employment, including those 

on low pay, will have restricted access. An important positive policy towards increasing 

women‟s employment rate is the significant increase in maternity leave entitlement - current 

entitlements have been increased to 26 paid weeks and 16 unpaid weeks. Other leave 

entitlements continue to be very weak – parental leave is unpaid and there is no statutory 

entitlement to paternity leave.  

 

iii) Visibility of Gender 

 

An explicit gender focus is brought to the Report mainly within the chapter on employment 

guidelines. In particular, the area of „increasing labour market participation‟ has a specific 

focus on female labour force participation, employment and unemployment rates. Details of 

policies and measures specifically directed at women, e.g. National Women‟s Strategy, 

Equality for Women measure and childcare policy are presented in the dedicated gender 

equality subsection of the employment chapter. However, other areas with a significant 

gender dimension, e.g. activation measures targeting lone parents (of whom 90% are women), 

wage and pensions policy, education and training policy do not include any specific focus on 

gender. This lack of visibility is evident even where a gender dimension is evident, for 

example policies in relation to low pay.  

 

The new section in the Employment Chapter NRP 2008-10 focused specifically on gender 

equality draws on the National Women‟s Strategy (NWS) 2007-2013 and includes a stated 

commitment to explore further the causes of the gender pay gap and to establish an inter-

departmental monitoring committee to oversee the implementation of the NWS. Gender 

mainstreaming is defined as the principal instrument for the achievement of gender equality 

and the establishment of formal gender mainstreaming supports for government departments 

and a central Gender Mainstreaming Unit is promised. However, a Gender Equality Unit 

responsible for mainstreaming has only recently been abolished and no budget or timescale 

has been attached to this development. A new Equality for Women Measure (EWM) 2008-13 

(co-funded by the ESF) is detailed in the NRP and the first strand to fund projects on the 

theme „preparing for work‟ has been allocated a budget of EURO 18 ml over a three year 

period. The previous EWM received a very positive assessment, benefiting 41,000 women, 

including over 5,500 in certified training. On the other hand, a negative development, 

announced in the emergency Budget 2009, is a sharp drop of over 40% in the budget of the 

Equality Authority the key agency promoting equality and supporting cases against gender 

discrimination in employment and access to services.  

 

Elsewhere in the Report there is a lack of gender visibility, including sections outlining 

policies towards innovation, transport, housing, energy and information technology. One 

notable exception is in the chapter on microeconomic policy which includes a specific 

subsection on female entrepreneurship outlining measures to support forums and networks 

among women entrepreneurs. The Report lacks an analysis of the specific situations of 

women and men in relation to most of the different guidelines, much of the data presented is 

not gender disaggregated, and policy initiatives are presented without references to their 

potential impact on women and men, or on different sectors of women and men. Labour force 



18 

 

participation rates and unemployment rates are the only gender-disaggregated statistics 

consistently presented in the overall report. In effect, the Irish NRP is presented as largely 

gender neutral but can be assessed as frequently gender blind.  

 

 

B.2. Adequacy of policy approach to meet challenges of gender equality and 

Lisbon project  
 

i) Setting of national targets 

 

The Lisbon/Stockholm targets for employment have already been achieved in Ireland for 

2007 and 2010 targets are also likely to be reached. The Irish employment rate of 68% is 

above the EU target of 67% target for 2007. The employment targets stated in the Irish NRP 

2008-10 are the Lisbon/Stockholm employment targets of a 70% employment rate, 60% rate 

employment for women and 50% employment for older workers by 2010. The current 

employment rate for older workers is 53.4%, ahead of the EU 2010 target. By mid 2008 the 

Irish women‟s employment rate had already bypassed at 61% the EU target for 2010 (60%). 

Recent trends show that there is clearly potential for further employment growth, particularly 

among women in the older age groups and women lone parents, depending on economic 

conditions. No additional gender specific national targets are specified within the NRP 2006 

Implementation Report. Where other national targets exist they are largely gender neutral, for 

example reducing the percentage of those in consistent poverty to 2% or attaining a 90% 

completion rate for second level education. 

 

Targets in relation to childcare outlined in the NRP are part of the National Childcare Strategy 

2006-2010 incorporating the National Childcare Investment Programme and National 

Childcare Training Strategy and entail the following targets: 17,000 additional childcare 

training places, 50,000 additional childcare places, including 5,000 additional places for 

community-based school age childcare. Existing  targets are set on a low level of childcare 

infrastructure and fall markedly short of those outlined in the Barcelona Summit, for example 

of guaranteed pre-school places for 3 and 4 year olds. The Irish NRP refers to the Barcelona 

childcare targets and states that the childcare commitments outlined in the NRP „will ensure 

substantial progress towards meeting the Barcelona targets of making childcare available to 

90% of children between 3 and the mandatory school age and 33% of children aged under 3 

years by 2010‟. However, no specific targets are set for the overall percentage of childcare 

places receiving public support. While childcare expenditure is presented as a central gender 

equality initiative under the NRP and although investment in childcare has increased 

significantly, this has been from a very low base and the crisis in Irish childcare provision in 

terms of access, quality and cost. 

 

ii) Overall assessment of adequacy of approach 
 

From a gender perspective, it is clear that women continue to increase their role and position 

within paid employment in Ireland, and constitute the main component in employment 

growth. What is evident from the data is that employment growth is strongly driven in Ireland 

by a combination of the growth in women's employment as well as a strong growth in the 

employment of migrant workers. To a large extent, this has taken place in a context of 

economic growth and without dedicated employment policies focusing on women's labour 

market participation. In the current economic context of recession, employment growth is 

being seriously curbed and is likely to go through a period of contraction. Realising the 



 

 19 

further potential of drawing more women from non-employment/'inactivity' into paid 

employment would require a targeted employment strategy addressing the barriers to 

women‟s employment access, particularly the lack of adequate child and elder care services 

and the perpetuation of financial disincentives within a household-based welfare and taxation 

system. Policies to attain these objectives are unlikely to be implemented in the immediate 

future given the current economic situation.  

 

The detailing of a specific range of childcare measures recognises the importance of women‟s 

continued increased labour force participation to sustaining economic growth. These are 

welcome initiatives in an area of critical importance to support women‟s employment. 

Childcare provision continues to be a hugely important issue and a review of the new funding 

system NCIP particularly as it affects community childcare facilities is urgently required. 

Another key priority issue from a gender equality perspective is the achievement of 

significant enhancements in leave entitlements. The NRP details important improvements in 

maternity leave entitlements, but unfortunately no change to the lack of paid parental leave 

and the absence of a statutory entitlement to paid paternity leave. As it stands, the current 

structure of leave entitlements may result in further increases in the proportion of women 

accessing and continuing in paid employment, but it will also likely reinforce gender 

inequalities in relation to care responsibilities. Under this system men are not encouraged, or 

supported, to increase their roles and responsibilities towards care. 

 

Apart from the recognition of the role of childcare to facilitate women‟s continued increase in 

employment, discussion of macroeconomic objectives is largely gender blind despite 

discussion of very important gender issues, including for example training, pensions and low 

pay. An important element in the discussion of the macroeconomic objectives from a gender 

perspective is the focus on low pay and measures to ensure those earning the minimum wage 

remain out of the tax net. Given the predominance of women among low paid workers, 

policies directed towards improving the situation of the low paid are likely to be of particular 

benefit to women and this is recognised in the Report. A gender blind approach is taken 

throughout most of the discussion of microeconomic objectives.  

 

The adoption of GM as a horizontal principle of the NDP 2000-2006 had the effect of raising 

the visibility of gender within the policy making process in Ireland. However, implementation 

of GM has been uneven and its impact on the assessment and establishment of policy 

priorities has been limited (McGauran and Crowley 2006). As the new NDP was produced in 

2007, there were indications that GM had slipped down the policy agenda. While GM has 

been adopted as a horizontal principle under the NDP 2007-13 it is not one of the key 

organising themes under this new plan. The transition from one NDP to another has opened 

up a period of uncertainty in relation to policies towards gender mainstreaming and also the 

future of institutional mechanisms for gender mainstreaming, specifically the Gender Equality 

Units, Gender Impact Assessment Guidelines and gender equality representation on NDP 

monitoring committees.  

 

Gender mainstreaming is stated as a principle of Irish economic and social policy under the 

NRP 2008-10 to be implemented through National Women's Strategy. However, the strategy 

itself is largely aspirational and lacking in budgets, timeframes and targets. As yet there is no 

detail as to what new institutional arrangements will be put in place. There is a promise of an 

inter-departmental structure and a monitoring unit, including the social partners, statutory 

agencies and NGOs. Such a strategic horizontal policy approach to GM, based on 

interdepartmental structures with an implementation and monitoring role and proper level of 
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resources, is necessary in order to give full effect to gender mainstreaming. A welcome 

development (although the budget is limited) is the new Equality for Women measure 

encompassing specific targeted gender equality initiatives. 

 

In relation to the preparation of the Irish NRP, the central co-ordinating role in preparing the 

NRP has been allocated to the Department of the Taoiseach (Prime Minister) which draws 

together relevant inputs from various government departments and statutory agencies under 

each of the different themes. In the past, the preparation of Employment Action Plans was the 

responsibility of the Department of Trade, Enterprise and Employment and the Social 

Inclusion Action Plan has been the responsibility of the Department of Social, Family and 

Community Affairs. A limited consultation process takes place through the circulation of a 

draft NRP for comment and feedback to the Equality Authority, Equality Units and the main 

social partner organisations including the National Women's Council of Ireland. All public 

agencies in Ireland are obliged to produce an equal opportunities statement but for the most 

part these statements refer to policies in relation to recruitment, promotion and issues of 

sexual harassment. 
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Grid 3 – Gender equality and gender mainstreaming in 2008 NRP 

 In NRP In empl. 

chapter  
Comments  

References to gender  

(frequent, some, infrequent, no 

reference) 

 

infrequent 

 

some 

New specific section on gender equality in 

employment chapter. Few references to 

gender equality in other chapters. 

Use of gender disaggregated 

statistics  

(good, limited, very limited, none)  

very 

limited 

 

limited 

Mainly presented in relation to employment 

and unemployment rates. Other policy areas 

presented as largely gender neutral. 

Evidence of gender mainstreaming 

of  policies 

(good, limited, very limited, none) 

very 

limited 

 

limited 

Stated horizontal policy of gender 

mainstreaming across the programme – little 

evidence of its application. 

Evidence of gender 

auditing/evaluation of policies  

(good, limited, very limited, none) 

 

none 

 very 

limited 

New stated commitment to establishing inter-

departmental structure to monitor gender 

mainstreaming. 

Setting of national  targets for 

women‟s employment 

 

yes - 

Lisbon 

targets 

yes -

Lisbon 

targets. 

2010 -Women‟s employment rate target - 60% 

Give details of any other gender 

specific targets set  

Referred 

to in NRP 

– specified 

in Social 

Inclusion 

Plan. 

Skills and 

education 

targets 

Target rate for reduced rate of consistent 

poverty among both women and men at 2% 

for 2010. 

National Skills Strategy targeting upskilling 

500,000 men and women by at least one level 

on National framework for Qualifications 

people and increasing participation rate in 

upper second level education to 90% and 

increase progression rate to third level to 70% 

by 2020. 

 

Childcare targets – Barcelona 

targets 

 

 yes – 

Barcelona 

targets 

Target of 50,000 additional childcare places 

for 2010. Increased provision of childcare by 

50,000 places over period to 2016. Stated 

commitment to „substantial progress towards 

meeting Barcelona targets‟ of 90% childcare 

available to children aged 3 to school age and 

33% of children aged under 3 by 2010. 

Policies to close gender gaps 

(yes/no - specify whether for 

employment, unemployment 

and/or pay) 

  Stated commitment to research and policy 

review re gender pay gap. 

Evidence of involvement of 

equality bodies or NGOs dealing 

with gender issues in NRP- 

(yes/no/not specified – if yes give 

brief details) 

  Consultation process under social partnership 

process in relation to NRP involves traditional 

social partners, government departments and 

relevant statutory agencies e.g. Equality 

Authority and FAS (training agency). Some 

involvement of NGOs including National 

Women‟s Council, Irish National 

Organisation of Unemployed. 

Reference to CSR of PTW 

(yes/no/not relevant) 

Yes - 

PTW 

 Specifically in relation to childcare and 

increasing employment rate of women. 

Reference to European Pact for 

Gender Equality (yes/no) 

no no  
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Grid 4 – Summary of Gender mainstreaming of policy measures and expected Gender Impact Assessment 

 NRP 
coverage 
of policy 

initiatives 

 
DESCRIPTION of policy initiative 

(including comment on gender mainstreaming in the 

NRP) 

MAIN 
STRE

AMIN

G  
(yes/no) 

 

COMMENT  
(expert evaluation of the impact of the 

policy initiative on gender) 

GIA 
(positive, 

neutral, 

negative) 

POLICY AREA 1 2 3 
1. Attract and retain more people in 

employment (GLs 18, 19, 20) 

       

Guideline 18 : Increase labour market 

participation 

 x  Extension of prevention and activation process to include 

all age groups who are three months on live register 

through a focused one-to-one engagement with 

unemployed to assist access to employment, training or 

active labour market programmes. 

Yes Stated recognition of significance of women 

and older workers to achievement of increased 

employment rate. However, Live Register 

however is of limited use to women, 

particularly older women. For example, those 

who are (mainly women) seeking part-time 

work are not eligible to sign on. 

Positive 

- limited 

effect 

Guideline 18 : Increase labour market 

participation 

 x  Increased provision of childcare by 50,000 places over 

period to 2016. Stated commitment to „substantial 

progress towards meeting Barcelona targets‟ of 90% 

childcare available to children aged 3 to school age and 

33% of children aged under 3 by 2010. 

N/A Positive impact on women‟s employment rate 

from increased childcare provision. However, 

the extent to which the Barcelona target is 

expected to be realised is not specified. 

Limited 

positive 

impact 

Guideline 19 : Inclusive labour markets  x  Targeted focus on lone parents, older workers, people 

with disabilities including voluntary activation initiatives 

to „test approaches and to identify barriers in activating 

individuals in receipt of One Parent Family Payment‟ 

Sectoral Plan to increase by 7,000 employment of people 

with disabilities and to move further towards target of 

employment of 3% people with disabilities in public 

bodies (36% currently reach target). 

Yes Specific policies towards targeting lone 

parents (mainly women) and women 

experiencing marginalisation from labour 

market – need to be supported by significantly 

enhanced care infrastructure. 

Positive 

Guideline 20 : Matching labour market needs   x Expanding the Workforce (ETW) support process focused 

on women returnees based on needs assessment. 

Yes Small scale initiative - limited budget 

available. 

Positive 

–limited 

General     x OECD review of Irish activation policies due for Autumn 

2008. 

 Not yet available. N/A 

2. Improve the adaptability of workers and 

enterprises (GLs 21 and 22) 

       

Guideline 21 : promote flexibility  x  Significant enhanced maternity leave entitlement to a 

level of 26 weeks paid leave and 16 weeks unpaid leave. 

No Represents important additional leave 

entitlement for women which should increase 

women‟s employment rate. However, lack of 

Mixed 

impact 
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paid parental leave and no entitlement to 

paternity leave may reinforce gender 

inequality in relation to care responsibilities. 

        

3. Increase investment in human capital 

through better education and skills (GL 23 

and 24) 

       

Guideline 23 : Improve skills and educational 

systems 

 x  National Skills Strategy aimed at upskilling 500,000 

lower skilled people by at least one level on National 

framework for Qualifications people by 2020. Increasing 

participation rate in upper second level education to 90% 

and increase progression rate to third level to 70%. 

  No No gender specific perspective reflected in 

these policies. 

Neutral 

Guideline 24 : Invest in human capital  x  Increased investment (7.7bill over 2007-13) in 

enhancement of skills including 4.9bill targeting those 

outside the workforce, particularly women, older workers 

and migrants. 

  Yes Stated commitment to target women, 

particularly those who are experiencing long-

term absence from the labour market. 

Positive 

        

4. The General Labour Market Situation 

and Flexicurity (GL 17)  

       

 Guideline 21 : Promote flexibility combined 

with employment security. 

 x  Establishment of National Employment Rights Agency 

(NERA) with specific focus on compliance with 

employment legislation particularly in relation to National 

Minimum Wage (NMW) and among low paid and 

migrant workers. 

  Yes Significant for women workers who account 

for majority of low paid and of those on 

NMW. Sufficient resources to NERA to 

improve compliance will directly benefit 

migrant workers and those on low pay. 

Positive 

Guideline 22 : Ensure employment-friendly 

labour cost developments 

 x  Reform of taxation and welfare systems to achieve 

tapered withdrawal of welfare benefits as earnings 

increase and to establish improved access by women in 

welfare dependent households to employment. 

  No Measure benefiting partners and spouses of 

welfare recipients are aimed primarily at 

women. However, women remain largely 

dependents under a household-based welfare 

system - a fully independent individual 

entitlement would be more positive from a 

gender perspective. 

Positive 

- limited 

        

Legend. NRP coverage of policy initiative: 1 Not in NRP, but discussed by expert in Part A; 2 In NRP and discussed in Part A; 3 In NRP but not discussed in Part A. 
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B .3. Example of Policies 
 

Up to five examples of policies likely  to 

promote gender equality/ evidence of gender 

mainstreaming 

Up to five examples of policies likely  not to 

promote gender equality or of absence of 

gender mainstreaming 

1. Increased maternity leave 1. Lack of paid parental leave 

2. Statutory minimum wage 2. Lack of paternity leave 

3. Equality for Women measure 3. Reduced budget to Equality Authority 

4. Female entrepreneurship supports 4. Funding systems for community childcare 

5. GM as a principle in NRP 5. Non adoption of Barcelona targets 

 

 

B.4 General Summary 
 

In overall terms, the development and articulation of the economic and social policy agenda 

in Ireland is mainly driven by the negotiations over social partnership agreements. A number 

of significant new policy measures have been introduced into Irish employment policy some 

of which are likely to benefit women, particularly extended leave entitlements, additional 

financial supports to parents of young children and developments in childcare infrastructure. 

Others are more contradictory in their impact or in some cases, negative. New ‘activation 

measures’ targeted at 'jobless households' (both lone parent and other welfare dependent 

households) indicates a move towards a more compulsory engagement with paid employment 

for recipients of Parental Allowance when children reach a certain age. The inclusion of all 

age groups experiencing unemployment over a three month period has the potential to include 

more women who are in a disadvantaged position on the labour market. However, eligibility 

to activation schemes is still largely restricted to those on the Live Register and is not open to 

those seeking part-time employment, excluding many women who are more likely to be 

seeking part-time work.  

 

Improved leave entitlements represent an important positive development for women in 

relation to maternity leave. In contrast, the continued lack of paid paternity leave and lack of 

entitlement to paternity leave has the effect of reinforcing gender inequalities in the 

organisation and distribution of care responsibilities. Childcare proposals fall short of 

comprehensive childcare system and no definite commitments are have been made to the 

adoption of the Barcelona childcare and early child development targets essential to the 

development of greater gender equality within Irish employment and social policy. The 

emergency Budget 2009 has seen a dramatic cut of over 40% in the budget of the Equality 

Authority severely restricting this key agency in its key roles in the promotion and 

implementation of equality and gender equality policy. 

 
The Irish NRP 2008-10 emphasises maintaining high growth levels through policies towards 

competitiveness and ensuring an adequate supply of labour, including skilled workers. Where 

the NRP refers specifically to women it focuses on women as a source of increased labour 

supply in a high growth economy and to increased childcare provision as its stated central 

policy approach. Migrant workers and older workers are also viewed as important sources of 

additional labour supply. In relation to equality and inequality issues, the emphasis is on the 

role of the National Minimum Wage and the newly established National Employment 

Rights Agency (NERA) in protecting those on low incomes, and on taxation reform 
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aimed at improving the situation of those on low pay. Inequality persists as a strong feature 

of Ireland's high growth and poverty rates among women lone parents, those living alone as 

well as those in low paid employment remain high.  

 

The Irish NRP is presented as predominantly gender 'neutral' but can in parts be assessed 

as largely gender 'blind'. It lacks an analysis of the specific situations of women and men in 

relation to the different guidelines, much of the data presented is not gender 

disaggregated, and policy initiatives are presented without references to their potential 

impact on women and men, or on different sectors of women and men. Notable exceptions to 

this are the new round of the Equality for Women Measure and the new small scale 

initiative to support female entrepreneurship. The extent to which gender equality issues 

and gender mainstreaming are addressed through these sorts of measures within the Irish 

policy process will depend on the extent to which they are focused on and adequately 

resourced.  

 

Although Irish women's employment position has been changing fast, women continue to be 

concentrated in persistent areas of poverty and low pay representing a subordinate economic 

position, which can only be addressed by bringing a gender equality perspective across the 

policy spectrum. Policies to tackle structural gender inequalities require a combination of 

targeted positive action initiatives together with a mainstreaming approach ensuring the 

gender inequalities are addressed in each policy arena. Under the current policy system, 

specific gender based employment goals are likely to be achieved in Ireland (such as the level 

and rate of women‟s employment) but gender equality goals are unlikely to be achieved. 
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