Republic of Opportunity or State of Insecurity?
James Doorley
Introduction
On the day of his election as An Taoiseach (June
14th 2017), Leo Varadkar T.D. spoke about
creating a ‘republic of opportunity’.1 Although
an admirable vision for the country, the evidence
suggests that Irish society has a long way to go to
make such noble ambitions a reality, particularly for
unemployed young people and those struggling to
find decent employment. Nearly a decade on from
the economic crisis of 2008, Ireland is a different
country; the scars of the economic recession are
felt through unemployment, debt, cuts in income
supports and the withdrawal of social services. As
noted by both the National Economic and Social
Council (NESC)2 and OECD3 young adults were
particularly hard hit by factors such as reduced
employment opportunities and insufficient quality
education and training opportunities. Ten years
on, some analysts argue that Ireland has recovered
from the ‘lost decade’ and with this, there may be
a perception that the situation for young people
in Ireland has improved.4 However, many young
people in Ireland still feel marginalised by the
economic crisis,5 and increasingly, young people
are at the frontline of a radical change in the nature
of the labour market, such that in many sectors, the
old model of permanent contracts and fixed hours
has been replaced by precarious employment.6
The Extent of Youth Unemployment
While acknowledging that prospects for some
young people may have improved in recent years,7
the reality however, is that too many are still
unemployed and struggling to survive on reduced
levels of unemployment support.8 Unemployment,
while young, especially over long periods, can
leave permanent effects in the form of increased
probability of unemployment later in life and
reduced future earnings.
In some respects, the data on youth unemployment
can mask the extent of the on-going problem. In
July 2017 for example, the actual number of young
people signing on the live register was 32,237.9
This is not an insignificant number. Of particular
concern, are the substantial numbers of young
people in long-term unemployment; figures for
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September 2017 from the Department of Social
Protection indicate that 10,624 young people under
26 years are on Jobseeker’s Allowance or Benefit
for 12 months or more.10 The aforementioned
data does not capture the significant number of
young people on other payments such as Disability
Allowance or the One Parent Family Payment.11
There are also young persons who do not qualify,
or have not applied for a social protection
payment, that are absent from the dataset. These
three categories of young people are generally
excluded from consideration and inclusion in
policy discussions and decisions relating to youth
employment. This invariably means that the
education, training and employment support needs
of all young people are not met – an absence that
was evident when the Irish implementation plan for
the EU Youth Guarantee was published in 2014,
which focused primarily on young people on the
live register.12
The data available on the number of young people
‘not in education, employment and training’
(NEET) also challenges any suggestion that youth
unemployment and underemployment are not
serious problems. Figures show that the percentage
of young persons aged 15-29 years in the NEET
category in Ireland doubled from 11 per cent in
2006 to 22 percent in 2011.13 While the situation
has improved, the percentage of NEETs in 2015
stood at 17.1 per cent above the OECD average and
well above the 2006 Irish figures. Those with low
education levels fare particularly badly in Ireland,
with 65 per cent of young people who left school
before completing upper secondary school in the
NEET category, compared to just 13 per cent of
third level graduates.14 This represents one of the
largest gaps across OECD countries.
Welfare Rates among Young Adults
One of the more controversial policy decisions
by successive Governments has been the large
cuts in the rate of the Jobseeker’s Allowance
(JA) payments for young people.15 The official
rationale for these cuts was that some young
people were unwilling to take up education,
training or employment opportunities and
financial cuts were required to incentivise them.16
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A later argument used to justify the cut was that
the higher rate created a poverty trap. This was
without basis, and was even more bizarre because
when the cuts were first introduced there were
very few job opportunities available for young
people.17 Furthermore, the Government’s claims
that this decision was required to incentivise
young people to take up education and training
opportunities was undermined by the failure to
provide adequate places.18 In reality, the savage
cuts in unemployment supports were implemented
to meet the savings required by the EU and IMF
programme of financial support.19 These were
imposed on young people in the belief that there
would be limited public outcry and political
backlash. While there is no evidence that the policy
incentivised young people into work or education
and training, the negative consequences of the
policy on young people is becoming more evident.

Many young people in Ireland
still feel marginalised by the
economic crisis ...
For example, the impact of these reduced payments
is confirmed by data on the rate of consistent
poverty among young people.20 In 2015, the
consistent poverty rate for young people (aged
15-24) was 15.6 per cent – the highest of all age
cohorts (almost double the overall rate of 8.7 per
cent).21 Furthermore, evidence shows that four
out of ten young people on JA are struggling to
make ends meet.22 This is not surprising – the
cost of a single adult living as part of a household
was €184 in 2014 (this data does not take into
account the financial burden on young people who
are not living with parents or family).23 Despite
calls for the cuts to be reversed, there has been no
change or reversal in Government policy,24 and
there is now compelling anecdotal evidence to
show that financial cuts are contributing to youth
homelessness.25
Youth Guarantee: An Initiative to Support
Young Jobseekers
The concept of a Youth Guarantee is not new;26
it has been in operation in countries such as
Sweden and Austria since the 1980s. At national
and EU level, support for the implementation
of a Youth Guarantee gathered pace as the
youth unemployment crisis deepened. Official
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authorisation of a European Youth Guarantee
progressed swiftly, supported by the promise of
EU funds for countries and regions with a youth
unemployment rate of 25 per cent or higher,
which included Ireland. The Irish Government
deserve credit for advancing the European Council
Recommendation on the Youth Guarantee which
was agreed during the Irish EU Presidency in
2013.27
Following agreement at EU level, member
states were required to develop national plans to
implement the Youth Guarantee Initiative. The Irish
Implementation Plan published in January 2014,28
while overall satisfactory,29 a number of concerns
were raised by civil society organisations including
the National Youth Council of Ireland (NYCI),
particularly in relation to clarity around funding and
capacity.30
Since the publication of the Plan, it appears that
the initial political commitment to introduce and
deliver this programme in Ireland has dissipated.
This may be explained by a lack of willingness
to follow through on the significant changes
required, including the ways in which young
people are engaged with and supported, in how the
Department of Social Protection interacts with other
stakeholders, and in how information and data are
sourced and evaluated.
A key element of the Youth Guarantee initiative
was increased provision to meet the commitment
of an offer to young people who were unemployed
for four months or more. NYCI had concerns about
the actual number of new places set out in the
implementation plan. For 2014, the plan anticipated
the delivery of 28,350 places, which would have
been a significant increase on the number provided
before the Youth Guarantee. An analysis undertaken
by NYCI in 2015 estimated that the level of
provision fell below that promised.31 This has been
echoed by institutions such as the European Court
of Auditors, which found that in Ireland and six
other member states implementation of the Youth
Guarantee three years on had fallen short of the
initial expectations raised in 2013.32 The failure
to implement the Youth Guarantee as promised
is a missed opportunity. If the Government had
proceeded as planned, not only would the levels of
youth unemployment now be lower, but we would
be embedding a proven system which would act
as a buffer against future sharp increases in youth
unemployment arising from economic shocks and
recession.
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The Impact of Low Pay and Precarious
Employment
Alongside the unemployment crisis of the last
decade, major changes have been occurring in the
labour market, with significant growth in precarious
employment. This trend impacts in particular on
young people, women and migrants. Many young
workers are having the traditional entry into
well-paid and secure employment elongated and
frustrated by low pay, temporary employment, and
so-called ‘if and when contracts’ – contracts of
employment without guaranteed hours, with the
number of hours varying from week to week.33
The rate of the minimum wage is important for
young people; given the fact that almost four in ten
(39.1 per cent) young people (aged 18-29 years) in
the labour force were being paid rates on, or below,
the minimum wage.34 The Central Statistic Office
recently reported that approximately 10,100 people
were on a rate lower than the minimum wage in the
period from Quarter 2 to Quarter 4, 2016.35 This
is not an insignificant number and despite calls
for the sub minimum rates to be abolished, the
Government has failed to do so.
Temporary employment has always been a feature
of the labour market, it is becoming more prevalent
amongst younger workers. While the extent of
temporary employment remained relatively static
for workers over 30 years of age between 2004
and 2015, the percentage of those at work under 30
years on a temporary contract in the same period
increased from 14.8 per cent in 2004 to 20.8 per
cent in 2015, with almost two thirds of young
workers unable to get a permanent contract.
Conclusion
Too many young people are struggling to find
work, and those that do, struggle to find work
that gives them a decent salary and quality of life.
Government must provide an adequate income
and invest in services that support unemployed
young people into work, while tackling low
pay, temporary employment, and ‘if and when
contracts’. But our present need is for actions,
not words, to lift this generation out of a state of
insecurity and give real meaning to the promise of
‘a republic of opportunity’.36
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