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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS  
TO SUPPORT JOBS 

AND WORKERS

•	 	Establish a Short-Time Work Scheme to 
preserve jobs in firms at risk

•	 	Establish a Brexit Adjustment Assistance Fund 
to upskill and retrain workers at risk while they 
are still in employment 

•	 	Ensure that the European Globalisation 
Adjustment Fund is able to support workers 
made redundant because of Brexit

•	 	Involve both social partners in all Brexit-related 
preparations
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Forecasted impact of Brexit on the Republic of Ireland 
The March 2019 Department of Finance/ESRI study Ireland and Brexit: modelling the impact of deal 
and no-deal scenarios estimated the impact of various Brexit scenarios as follows:

Table 1 – Impact of Brexit on Ireland - change from baseline of ‘remain’1

Short-Run (after two years)
Per cent deviation from Baseline Level ‘Deal’ ‘No Deal’ ‘Disorderly  

No-Deal’
GDP -0 .6 -1 .2 -2 .4
Real personal disposable income -0 .3 -0 .6 -1 .3
Employment -0 .1 -0 .2 -0 .8
Average wages, nominal 0 .0 -0 .1 -0 .3
Average wages, real -0 .1 -0 .3 -0 .5

Deviation from Baseline
Unemployment rate 0 .1 0 .1 0 .5
General government balance, % of GDP 0 .0 -0 .1 -0 .3

Source – Adapted from Table 3, Bergin et al (2019).

1  The Dept. of Finance/ESRI study defines the No-Deal scenario as the UK exiting the EU without a deal but there is an orderly period of adjust-
ment for trade; ultimately, WTO tariff arrangements will apply to goods trade, there will be non-tariff measures, and services trade will also be negatively 
impacted. It defines the Disorderly No-Deal scenario as the UK exiting the EU without a deal and there is an additional disruption to trade in the short-run, 
above that considered in the No-Deal scenario. 

Severest impact on specific sectors, 
regions, SMEs and on Irish-owned 
firms
Research indicates that the impact would be 
more severe on specific sectors, on certain 
regions, on small and medium-sized firms and 
on Irish-owned firms . For example, the July 
2019 Contingency Action Plan Update states (p .3) 
that:

‘The impacts will be felt most notably in 
many exporting sectors, including agri-food, 
indigenous manufacturing and tourism, as 
well as in importing sectors, especially those 
characterised by just-in-time supply chains, 
such as parts of the retail sector .’

The Department of Finance/ESRI study says 
(p .26) that 

‘…recent literature would suggest that regions 
with a relatively large proportion of small, 
Irish-owned firms operating in certain sectors 
such as agriculture or food production to be 
hit harder as a result of Brexit . Department of 
Finance (2017) finds that the Border and South-

West regions to be particularly vulnerable to 
the negative impact of Brexit .’ 

The threat to jobs
The Summer Economic Statement (June 2019) 
forecasts an unemployment rate of 5 .4% for 
2019, 5 .2% for 2020 and 5 .3% for 2021 . 

Based on the above Department of Finance/
ESRI forecasts, if there is a ‘disorderly no-deal’, 
the unemployment rate could increase to 
around 5 .8% (i .e . +0 .5 percentage points) by 
2021 . 

It should also be noted however that recent 
CSO unemployment releases estimate 
unemployment at 5 .2% (126,000) in August 
2019 . A 0 .5 percentage points  increase on the 
August 2019 rate to could therefore equate to 
an increase of over 16,000 .

The July 2019 Contingency Action Plan 
Update also states, (p .73), that there could be 
an estimated increase in unemployment of 
50,000-55,000 . The source of this estimate is not 
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clear but it may be based on the Department 
of Finance/ESRI’s estimate (p .75) that under a 
disorderly no-deal, the unemployment rate 
could rise by 2 percentage points within ten 
years .  A 2 percentage points increase in the 
August unemployment rate could equate to 
a rate of 7 .2% (i .e . to around 175,000, or an 
increase of over 50,000 on August 2019 levels) .  
In view of the expected increase in the labour 
force over the coming years, this could be 
the basis of the estimate of 50,000-55,000 job 
losses . 

It should also be noted that the Central Bank 
(July 2019) estimates that if there is a disorderly 
Brexit, by the end of 2020 ‘there would be 
around 34,000 fewer jobs in the economy 
compared to the level of employment that 
could be realised in a no-Brexit scenario .’  Under 
such a scenario, the Central Bank estimates that 
employment would still increase by 2 .4% in 
2019 and by (just) 0 .4% in 2020 .

At the same time, the Dept . of Finance/ESRI 
study does also say (p .26) that:

‘… the negative effects from Brexit could fall 
disproportionally on Irish-owned firms meaning 
our analysis could underestimate the loss of 
employment .’ 

While the Central Bank adds:

‘the labour market impact of a disorderly Brexit 
would continue to be felt in a significant way 
beyond the forecast horizon of this Bulletin .’

Government response: ‘assisting 
businesses…to build resilience to 
minimise job losses’
The Contingency Action Plan Update (p .73) states:

‘As a first step, the Government has developed 
and reoriented enterprise supports, strategies 
and structures to assist businesses in preparing 
for the impact of Brexit, including building 
resilience to minimise job losses’ (emphasis 

2  Care should be taken to ensure that these measures are implemented correctly. For instance, the European Commission has pointed out that it 
had to bring an end to a 2014 EU-funded private storage aid scheme for EU cheese producers affected by a Russian import ban after only three weeks because 
of ‘disproportionate use by cheese producers’ from areas not traditionally exporting significant quantities of cheese to Russia (European Commission’s answer 
to European Parliament written question E-006294-14). Russia had imposed the ban in response to the adoption of EU sanctions following Russia’s invasion 
and annexation of Crimea. There is no suggestion here that Irish producers were involved in the exploitation of the scheme. 

added) .

Chapter 19 of the Contingency Action Plan 
Update sets out a list of different Brexit-related 
‘enterprise supports’ . These include:

•	 	The Brexit Loan Scheme for businesses .
•	 	The Brexit Loan Scheme for farmers .
•	 	The Future Growth Loan Scheme for 

businesses, primary agriculture and the 
seafood sectors . 

•	 	Enterprise Ireland strategic investments 
•	 	InterTradeIreland vouchers for businesses; 

Enterprise Ireland vouchers for businesses . 
•	 	A ‘de Minimis’ support scheme comprising 

of co-funded equity support or co-funded 
loan support to manufacturing and 
internationally trading firms . 

•	 	Local Enterprise Offices and MicroFinance 
Ireland repayable grants and loans . 

•	 	EU approval of a new EU state aid Rescue 
and Restructuring and Temporary Liquidity 
Scheme . 

•	 	MicroFinance Ireland loans .
•	 	Credit Guarantee Scheme .
•	 	And support through the expansion of 

Enterprise Ireland’s Global Footprint plan, 
DBEI’s and Department of Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine’s market development 
supports, Bord Bia’s ‘Brexit Barometer’, 
the National Food Innovation Hub at the 
Teagasc Moorepark Campus, Bord Iascaigh 
Mhara, and Failte Ireland .

Brexit-related supports are also outlined in 
the Department of Business, Enterprise and 
Innovation’s comprehensive Overview of 
Government Supports for Indigenous Business 
(June 2019) .

There is little doubt that such measures, if well 
designed, can assist businesses to prepare for 
the impact of Brexit, including by building 
resilience to minimise job losses .2

It does seem to be the case however that most 
if not all of these measures are primarily if not 
exclusively designed to support businesses 
prepare for Brexit . None seems explicitly 
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designed to support jobs and build resilience 
among workers . This would appear to fall 
short of the OECD’s March 2018 advice to the 
Government in relation to Brexit that it ‘should 
be prepared to deploy or reorient targeted 
social policies accordingly, particularly in rural 
areas most at risk’ (OECD, 2018:25) .

ICTU proposals to support jobs and 
workers
Congress is therefore reiterating its call for 
complementary measures that are primarily 
designed to support jobs and workers . These 
measures are aimed at i) preserving jobs, 
ii) supporting workers most at risk, and iii) 
supporting workers made redundant because 
of Brexit .

i .  Introduce a Short-Time Work Scheme to 
preserve jobs

A measure Congress previously proposed to 
government in our response to the post-2008 
crash was the introduction of an exceptional 
Short-Time Work Scheme (ICTU, 2011) . 

Short-time work (STW) schemes are public 
schemes that are intended to preserve jobs at 
firms temporarily experiencing low demand by 
encouraging work-sharing, while also providing 
income support to workers whose hours are 
reduced due to a shortened work week or 
temporary lay-offs . A crucial aspect of such 
schemes is that the contract of an employee 
with the firm is maintained . The main purpose 
of STW schemes is to avoid ‘excessive’ lay-offs, 
i .e . the permanent dismissal of workers during 
a downturn whose jobs would be viable in the 
long-term (Hijzen and Martin, 2013) . A 2011 
study of 25 OECD countries that operates STW 
schemes during the financial crisis identified 
considerable variation in their design (Hijzen and 
Venn, 2011) . These differences related to the:

•	 	Range of permissible hours’ reductions . 
•	 	Conditions firms and workers had to meet 

to participate (e .g . to undertake training) .  
•	 	Actions firms and workers were expected to 

take during (or after) participation .  

•	 	And the way the costs of STW were shared 
between governments, firms and workers .

Table 2 sets out an example of a STW 
scheme agreed in Sweden in 2013 following 
negotiations between the Swedish government 
and unions and employers’ representatives . 

Table 2 - Example of STW scheme adopted in 
Sweden in 2013 

Hours 
worked

Workers 
pay

Employer 
cost

State 
cost

80% 90% 80pp 10pp
60% 85% 65pp 20pp
40% 80% 50pp 30pp

Source – Eurofound (2012)

The 2013 Hijzen and Martin study found that 
Germany was one of the countries in which 
STW schemes had a significant impact on 
preserving jobs during the crisis . For example, 
it estimated that in the third quarter of 2008, 
permanent employment in Germany was 2% 
higher (i .e . 580,000 jobs) than what it would 
have been in the absence of the scheme and 
that the cumulative number of jobs saved from 
the start of 2008 to the end of 2010 was almost 
1 .2 million .

It is worth noting that one of the ‘Key Policy 
Principles’ of the OECD new Jobs Strategy 
(2018) is that:

‘An important nuance with respect to the 
[previous] Jobs Strategy of 2006 is that the new 
strategy recognises that it can be useful during 
sharp economic downturns to channel fiscal 
resources to well-designed short-time work 
programmes that seek to preserve vulnerable 
jobs that are viable in the long term, while 
scaling them down quickly as conditions return 
to normal .’ (p .15) .

The new Jobs Strategy also states (p .85):

‘Short-time work schemes can promote 
resilience by preserving vulnerable jobs that 
are viable in the long-term . Short-time work 
schemes have played an important role in 
limiting job losses during the Great Recession in 
a number of OECD countries .
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And that one of its ‘Detailed policy 
recommendations’ (p .101) is to: 

Use short-time work schemes as a tool to 
preserve jobs in times of crisis, but limit their use 
in good times to avoid that that they undermine 
the efficient reallocation of resources across 
firms, and hence productivity growth . 

•	 	Prepare for economic downturns by 
establishing a short-time work scheme 
that can be scaled up or activated in times 
of crisis, if no such a scheme exists, while 
providing clear and easily accessible 
information on the modalities for their use . 

•	 	Ensure that the use of short-time work 
schemes is largely limited to economic 
downturns, by requiring firms to participate 
in the cost of short-time work, limiting the 
maximum duration of short-time work 
schemes and targeting them at firms in 
temporary difficulties .’3

A short-time work scheme would be suitable 
for firms for which Brexit poses more of a 
‘temporary’ rather than a structural challenge, 
which can be overcome with the right support . 
The Government acknowledges that Brexit 
would pose such a challenge for some firms . For 
example, the Contingency Action Plan Update 
states (p .68) that:

‘DBEI, working with the Department of 
Transport, Tourism and Sport and the 
Department of Employment Affairs and 
Social Protection, has identified liquidity as 
a key support requirement for the tourism/
hospitality and freight sectors . Supports from 
the SBCI [Strategic Banking Corporation of 
Ireland] (Brexit Working Capital Loan Scheme), 
MicroFinance Ireland, and the Credit Guarantee 
Scheme are available .’

The Contingency Action Plan Update also 
indicates that liquidity support could also be 
provided through the Rescue and Restructuring 
and Temporary Liquidity scheme, which has 
been increased from €20 million to €200 
million: ‘This will allow the Government to put 

3  Short-time work schemes are discussed extensively in section 13.2 of the OECD Job Strategy – Policy Lessons from the Global Crisis.

4  There are eight references to ‘jobs’ in the Contingency Action Plan Update – the word ‘losses’ is beside six of them.

in place a fund, if required, to be available to 
businesses in all sectors that meet EU criteria, 
with a focus on SMEs of scale’ (p .66) .

A short-time work scheme would be suitable 
for firms for whom Brexit poses more of a 
temporary rather than a structural challenge . 

Recommendation to preserve jobs - 
Establish a Short-Time Work Scheme 
to preserve jobs 

ii . Establish a Brexit Adjustment Assistance 
Fund to upskill and re-train workers most at 
risk while they still are in employment

Chapter 20 of the Contingency Action Plan 
Update summarises the arrangements 
already put in place in relation to labour force 
activation and training supports . While it is 
not explicitly stated, it does seem to be the 
case that these are measures that are to be 
activated ‘after the event’ . For example, it refers 
to the Department of Employment Affairs 
and Social Protection and the Department 
of Education and Skills (DES) having put 
arrangements in place ‘to plan and coordinate 
responses in the case of a no deal scenario’ and 
to ensuring ‘that re-skilling can be deployed in 
the most affected sectors’ (emphasis added) .

It is not clear what measures are being taken 
at present to support workers, particularly by 
up-skilling and re-training, in the sectors and 
regions most at risk . There is a note of fatalism 
about job losses in the Contingency Action Plan 
Update:

‘Key elements of the proposed budgetary 
response will also involve temporary, targeted 
funding for the sectors most affected and 
the automatic counter-cyclical support that 
the public finances provide to the economy 
through, for instance, increased welfare 
payments due to higher unemployment numbers .’4 
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ICTU has been calling for the establishment of 
a Brexit Adjustment Assistance Fund (BAAF) to 
support workers whose jobs are most at risk 
from Brexit . This instrument could be modelled  
on the European Globalisation Adjustment 
Fund (EGAF) and the US Trade Adjustment 
Assistance Programme (TAA) but with the 
crucial difference that it would support 
workers currently in work rather than those 
who have been made redundant, as under 
the EGAF and the TAA . For some workers, this 
upskilling and retraining could take place in 
tandem with participation in a Short-Time 
Work Scheme discussed above . 

The current EGAF allows for time-limited one-
off support to workers who lose their jobs as 
a result of globalisation or the financial and 
economic crisis . It funded support to almost 
11,000 workers in the Republic of Ireland 
between 2007 and 2016, at a total cost of 
around €75 million . The TAA is similar to the 
EGAF but has a stronger emphasis on income 
protection . 

This proposal for a BAAF is very much in line 
with the OECD’s new Jobs Strategy5, which 
states (p .16):

‘The best way of promoting an inclusive 
labour market is by addressing problems 
before they arise . This means that a shift 
in emphasis is required from remedial to 
preventive policies . This enables workers to 
avoid many of the social and financial costs 
associated with labour market risks (such as 
unemployment, sickness and disability) .’ 

Finally, the establishment of such a new 
instrument should not be dependent on 
securing matching EU-funding . There is no 
reason why it could not be funded entirely by 
the Exchequer .

5  Chapter 6 (B) discusses the issue of protecting individuals against labour market risks.
6  To be eligible for assistance there must be at least 500 redundancies in a specific company (including suppliers/downstream producers) in a four-
month period, or at least 500 redundancies in a specific sector in a nine-month period. In small labour markets or in exceptional circumstances, applications 
can be made where the minimum threshold number of redundancies is not entirely met and the Member State can substantiate that there is a serious impact 
on employment and the local, regional or national economy. The package of measures that can be co-financed include personalised active labour market 
measures targeted at the redundant workers. Before an application for assistance can be submitted to the Commission, the redundancies in question must 
have been announced by the enterprise(s) concerned. Irish applications to date have concerned workers made redundant from Dell (2009), Waterford Crystal 
(2009), SR Technics (2009), the construction sector (2010), Talk Talk (2012), Andersen Ireland (2014), Lufthansa Technik Airmotive (2014), PWA Interna-
tional (2015).

7  Written answer to written question 21976/18, 17 May 2018

Recommendation to support 
workers most at risk - establish 
a Brexit Adjustment Assistance 
Fund to upskill and retrain workers 
most at risk while they are still in 
employment

iii . Ensure the European Globalisation Ad-
justment Fund can support workers made 
redundant because of Brexit

The 2013 EU Regulation establishing the 
European Globalisation Adjustment Fund 
(EGAF) for the 2014-2020 period enables the EU 
to support workers made redundant and self-
employed persons whose activity has ceased:

‘…as a result of major structural changes in 
world trade patterns due to globalisation, as a 
result of a continuation of the global financial 
and economic crisis…or as a result of a new 
global financial and economic crisis’ (Article 1) .6

In May 2018, John Halligan TD, Minister of State 
at the Department of Education and Skills 
with special responsibility for Training, Skills, 
Innovation, Research and Development, said 
that the EGAF:

‘…could potentially assist workers made 
redundant following Brexit…’7

In May 2018, the European Commission 
proposed a draft regulation to establish the 
EGAF over the 2021-2027 period . This includes a 
broader remit for the next EGAF, namely:

‘…to offer assistance in case of unexpected 
major restructuring events, particularly those 
caused by globalisation-related challenges, 
such as changes in world trade patterns, trade 
disputes, financial or economic crises, the 
transition to low-carbon economy or as 
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a consequence of digitisation or automation . 
Particular emphasis shall lie on measures that 
help the most disadvantaged groups .’ (Article 
3 .2) .

In January 2019, the European Parliament 
proposed to amend this section of the draft 
regulation to include an explicit reference to 
Brexit as follows:

The specific objective of the EFT [the EGF 
would be renamed the European Fund for 
Transition] is to offer assistance and support 
to workers with regard to their reintegration 
into the labour market in the case of major 
restructuring events, particularly those caused 
by globalisation-related challenges, such as 
changes in world trade patterns, trade disputes, 
financial or economic crises, the withdrawal of 
the United Kingdom from the European Union, 
the transition to a low-carbon economy or as 
a consequence of digitisation, automatisation 
and technological change . Particular emphasis 
shall be placed on measures that help the most 
disadvantaged groups and on the promotion 
of gender equality .

The European Commission’s proposal and the 
above European Parliament amendment is still 
being examined by EU governments .

The Contingency Action Plan Update (p .74) now 
states:

‘There has been engagement with the 
European Commission and agreement on 
the potential for the EGF to be used if Brexit 
results in shifts in EU-level trade patterns . The 
employment situation will be closely monitored 
to assess the potential for EGF applications and 
engagement will be progressed with the EU if 
necessary .’ 

Recommendations in relation to the 
European Globalisation Adjustment 
Fund

The Government should clarify the 
agreement it has reached with the 
European Commission in relation 
to the current EGAF regulation, e .g . 
what is meant by ‘shifts in EU-level 
trade patterns’? 

The Government should provide 
an update on the current state of 
negotiations in relation to the draft 
EGAF regulation for the 2021-2027 
period and clarify the situation as 
regards the inclusion of an explicit 
reference to Brexit, as proposed by 
the European Parliament .

Involve both social partners in all 
Brexit-related preparations
The OECD’s Skills Strategy (2019) highlights the 
importance of involving both social partners in 
work transitions:

“The reallocation of displaced workers 
between firms, industries and regions should 
be supported by early intervention and re-
employment measures, including counselling 
and reskilling . Since successful intervention 
depends on long lead times, active engagement 
with social partners and the development and 
use of skills anticipation exercises are needed’ 
(emphasis added) .
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This builds on its 2018 report Going Digital in a 
Multilateral World:

‘Anticipating future challenges and 
opportunities, finding solutions, managing 
change proactively, and shaping the future 
world of work can be achieved more easily 
and effectively if employers, workers and their 
representatives work closely together with 
governments in a spirit of co-operation and 
mutual trust’ (emphasis added) .

Aside from fora such as the Department of 
Foreign Affairs Brexit Stakeholder Forum, this 
does not appear to be happening to the extent 
that it could . For example, the Contingency 
Action Plan Update states (p .73):

‘There will also be close engagement with 
employers and trade unions, at national and 
regional level, to monitor emerging trends and 
required responses’ (emphasis added) .

At the same time however, the Department of 
Business, Enterprise and Innovation’s June 2019 
Overview of Supports for Indigenous Business 
states (p .72) that:

‘The Minister for Business, Enterprise & 
Innovation also convenes a Trade and 
Investment Stakeholder Group, roughly every 
six weeks, to consider the issues impacting on 
exporting and non-exporting businesses, in 
particular in relation to Brexit preparedness . 
The membership of this group includes leaders 
from Ibec, ISME, Irish Exporters Association, 
Chambers Ireland, Retail representative bodies 
among others .’

At this point, it is also worth noting that the 
only apparent consideration of social dialogue 
in the Government’s Future Jobs Ireland 2019 
report is a reference (p .69) to preparing a report 
on the implications of the transition to a low 
carbon economy, the terms of reference for 
which will ‘consider’ a range of factors including 
the need for ‘stakeholder dialogue’ . Again, 
this falls short of recent OECD conclusions 
and recommendations on the importance of 
involving both social partners in the transitions 
to a low carbon and digital economy . For 
example, the OECD has highlighted the 
effectiveness of Sweden’s Job Security Councils, 
which are operated by unions and employers’ 
bodies and provide a range of services targeted 
at displaced workers to foster re-employment . 
For example, its Going Digital in a Multilateral 
World report states (p .38) .

“The Job Security Councils in Sweden are 
remarkable in their capacity to provide rapid 
response services in the case of mass layoffs of 
entire workplaces, but also in terms of extending 
early intervention measures to individual and 
small-scale layoffs . This helps workers from all 
backgrounds and competences transition to new 
work, regardless of the nature of the previous 
employment . The Job Security Councils further 
highlight the role of constructive engagement 
among all concerned parties, including the 
individual, trade unions and former employer, 
while also accommodating the specific needs of 
displaced workers .”

Recommendation – Involve both 
social partners in all Brexit-related 
preparations
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