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Introduction
Real reform of the apprenticeship system in Ireland is needed. The current government plans
are unambitious, uninspiring and are unacceptably slow.
Sinn Féin has developed this proposal for apprenticeship reform which aims to;
•

Expand the number of apprentices to 46,000 by 2022

•

More than treble the number of apprenticeship programmes

•

Significantly increase the female and people with disabilities participation rates

•

Abolish student contribution fees for apprentices

•

Develop an all-Ireland apprenticeship system

•

Include trade unions in the development and governance of apprenticeships

•

Positively promote apprenticeships as another tertiary education choice

Apprenticeships offer a tried and tested method of developing highly skilled workers using a
mixture of course work and practical on the job learning.
The record numbers attending third level education is very welcome, but this route does not
suit everyone and across Ireland we lack significant alternative opportunities for young people
to pursue other education and training. In addition there is little opportunity for current
employees to pursue an ambition of formally qualifying in their trade.
Traditionally there have been 27 craft apprenticeships in Ireland. Construction related crafts
such as bricklaying, plastering, electrical, and plumbing have dominated over the years, with
our country and others benefitting enormously from this focus.
We want to build on the success of these apprenticeships and expand this way of learning into a
host of new fields such as green energy, hospitality, financial services, retail and ICT to name but
a few. In addition we want to significantly increase the participation rates of women and people
with a disability in the apprenticeship system.
This plan will allow people from all backgrounds to work, earn and learn over the period of
their apprenticeship and equip them and Ireland with the skills and knowledge needed for the
future.
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Problems with the current approach
Fine Gael’s reform of the apprenticeship system to date has been unacceptable. They missed
their own target of introducing 10 new apprenticeship programmes by the end of 2016.
Up to now only 5 new apprenticeship schemes have been introduced since 85 proposed
apprenticeship programmes were identified by the Apprenticeship Council back in 2015, while
a number of programmes have been axed in the past few years.
Just 79 people got the opportunity to take part in a newly developed apprenticeship
programme in 2016 due to this slow pace of change.
The extremely low numbers of women and people with disabilities in the apprenticeship
system is totally unacceptable.
Countless reports from industry have pointed out the current and developing shortage of skills
in various sectors of the economy. According to the National Skills Bulletin 2016 ‘shortages were
observed in an increasing number of occupations and sectors compared to recent years.’ These
sectors included; science, engineering, ICT, financial services, construction, hospitality and sales.
The Construction Industry Federation’s ‘Demand for Skills in Construction to 2020’ report
outlined that Ireland will need 112,000 workers to deliver the houses and infrastructure we
need in the coming years. Our reform proposals are aimed at meeting the demand in emerging
sectors while also ensuring the construction sector continues to benefit from existing trade
apprenticeships.
One particular concern Sinn Féin has about current plans, is the worrying exclusion of trade
unions in the development and governance of new apprenticeship programmes. Trade unions
provide a voice for workers and their input ensures that employee’s rights and conditions are
respected.
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Funding
€299 million will be needed in 2022 to expand the number of apprentices to 46,000 on existing
and newly developed apprenticeships.
€5.7 million of investment will be required over 5 years for the development of 70 new
apprenticeship programmes, bringing the total to 100.
Sinn Féin would fully utilise EU funds specifically set aside for the training and education
of young people. The EU Youth Guarantee is a commitment by all Member States to ensure
that all young people under the age of 25 years receive a good quality offer of employment,
continued education, apprenticeship or traineeship within a period of four months of becoming
unemployed or leaving formal education.
Ireland’s allocation from this is €68 million. Fine Gael was forced to return €19.8 million of this
allocation in 2016, as they failed to submit a payment application. Sinn Féin will ensure all EU
monies allocated to Ireland would be fully utilised, to benefit the education and training of our
young people.

Year

New
apprenticeship
programmes

Total
apprenticeship
programmes

Total number of
yearly
registrations

Yearly
apprenticeship
budget

2018

13

43

21,000

€136,500,000

2019

13

56

26,000

€169,000,000

2020

14

70

31,500

€204,750,000

2021

15

85

37,500

€243,750,000

2022

15

100

46,000

€299,000,000

New programme development costs (€81,965.961 x 70)
1

6

€5,737,617

Based on development and capital costs outlined in Apprenticeship Council Report, June 2015
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Choice of programmes
The number of apprenticeship programmes available in Ireland is substantially behind other
European countries. Austria has 250 apprentice occupations while Germany has some 348.
Currently just 30 are available in here.
Sinn Féin is particularly interested to introduce apprenticeships in areas such as green energy,
hospitality, childcare and administration, as highlighted by SIPTU in their submission to the
Apprenticeship Review Group. This focus is absent in the current government plan.
Retail is Ireland’s largest industry, with 280,000 people employed in the sector. Apprenticeships
in the retail sector constitute the largest proportion of apprenticeships in the Austrian system,
at 11.5% of all apprenticeships, and similarly in Germany they represent the joint highest
amount of apprenticeships. In Ireland there are no retail apprenticeships.
Brexit had not occurred when the previous review into apprenticeships was published in 2015,
so we need to re-evaluate what programmes are needed to give people the opportunity to
upskill as a result of the consequences Brexit will bring. For example an apprenticeship in
customs and tariffs administration could be established to assist Irish exporters if Britain decides
to leave the customs union. As most workers who previously dealt with such regulation are no
longer in the workforce, this method of education and training could help alleviate this deficit.
Also Brexit could provide Ireland with some new employment opportunities, including with
the relocation of British based business to Ireland to continue to access the European market.
Whether in the financial services industry or manufacturing, we should be anticipating these
needs and developing programmes now in order to attract these jobs.
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Worker’s Rights
We are concerned that the current government apprenticeship reforms will lead to the
exploitation of apprentices and the potential disadvantaging of current employees, due to the
exclusion of trade unions in the development and governance of apprenticeship programmes.
We are worried that under the present trajectory of Fine Gael, current employees could lose out.
Taking on apprentices which would lead to a reduction in current worker’s hours or conditions
would not be permitted under our proposals. We would encourage employers to offer existing
employees the opportunity to partake in an apprenticeship programme to allow them to
formally qualify in their trade if they wish.
Sinn Féin want a system similar to the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System
introduced for apprenticeship programmes, to facilitate student mobility and credit
accumulation and transfer, as is the case in the rest of the third level sector.

North-South cooperation on apprenticeships
Sinn Féin wants to see an apprenticeship system that works for the island of Ireland. Having two
different systems, limits the opportunities for students on both sides of the border, and results
in unnecessary duplication.
In the North, there are currently over 30 Higher Level Apprenticeships available. These include
apprenticeships in fields identified as being lacking in the South, in the areas of ICT, renewable
technology and childcare for example. Similarly, there are apprenticeships in the South that are
not available in the North.
Working together could allow both jurisdictions to benefit from existing schemes and allow for
the coordinated future development of new opportunities.
Utilising our position as the only major all-Ireland party, Sinn Féin can achieve real progress in
this area that other parties cannot match. Having progressed with deeper integration, we would
explore the feasibility of establishing an All-Ireland apprenticeship council.
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Increase female and people with
disabilities participation rates
Most of the current apprenticeships are targeted towards male participants, and many are
physically demanding in nature, resulting in low participation rates for people with disabilities
also.
In 2016, there were only 33 female participants in apprenticeship programmes across the state,
out of an apprenticeship population of 10,315. The inclusion rate of people with a disability is
also wholly unacceptable, at just 1.7% of total apprentices.
By introducing new apprenticeship programmes in a variety of areas and rolling our greater
employment supports for people with disabilities via the Department of Social Protection (as
outlined in Sinn Féin’s policy document A Fair Recovery for Jobseekers with Disabilities) we will
open up the apprenticeship system for the benefit of all.
We will also review the current bursary offered to employers to take on female apprentices, to
determine whether it can be improved or altered to make it more successful.

Abolish student fees for apprentices
In line with our policy of abolishing student fees in third level, Sinn Féin is committing to
abolishing the Student Contribution Charge, imposed on apprentices, for their period of study
in a partner educational institute.
The cost of not charging the Annual Student Contribution to apprentices in 2017 is €3.8 million.
We believe this is a fair cost for the state to bear.
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Promotion of apprenticeships careers
Many young adults, especially those suited to vocational or on the job training are often not
provided with suitable information or adequate opportunities to pursue this type of training.
This is highlighted by the fact that in July 2017 there were 32,237 people under 25 signing on
the live register. The high non progression rates in a number of higher education courses is
further evidence of the need for a variety of job pathways to be available to young people.
The problem that faces many students is that they or their parents need to personally know a
business owner that will agree to take them on to do an apprenticeship. This results in a very
unfair system where those who know someone in the industry have an advantage over those
who don’t.
We will work with SOLAS and the Apprenticeship Council to develop a centralised online system
where employers advertise available apprenticeships, and students can research and apply
for available apprenticeships this way. This will take the ‘need to know someone’ aspect out of
apprenticeships, giving all an equal opportunity to pursue a career this way. These reforms will
also include provisions allowing family members train as apprentices within the family business.

Use of third level facilities
Currently Institutes of Technology and regional educational facilities are used for the academic
aspect of apprenticeship training. We propose to maintain this, but also make use of facilities in
colleges and universities.
This will ensure that those who choose to follow the apprenticeship route will not be
segregated from the rest of the third level student body and will help merge the apprenticeship
system into the rest of the tertiary education sector.
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