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Low Pay Commission Analysis-June 2020 

The principal duty of the Low Pay Commission is to make recommendations to the Minister 

of Employment Affairs and Social Protection regarding the national minimum hourly rate of 

pay that: 

(a)  is designed to assist as many low paid workers as is reasonably practicable, 

(b)  is set at a rate that is both fair and sustainable, 

(c)  where adjustment is appropriate, is adjusted incrementally, and 

(d) over time, is progressively increased, without creating significant adverse 

consequences for employment or competitiveness. 

The COVID-19 pandemic and the public health restrictions, introduced to stop the spread of 

the virus, have had major impacts on the Irish and global economy. As the Department of 

Finance have noted this is a ‘truly exogenous shock- unrelated to economic conditions- and 

is synchronised across almost all economies.’1  This crisis has caused unprecedented levels 

of uncertainty for business. There is great uncertainty about the epidemiological 

development of the virus, and how economies will begin to recover over the coming 

months. This uncertainty makes it very difficult to predict the state of the Irish economy and 

labour market in 2021. The lack of certainty in the forecasts and the fact Ireland is at the 

early stage of easing the public health restrictions create an unstable platform, on which the 

Commission must make their evidenced-based report.  

This paper outlines the economic and labour market context as at the end of June 20202. 

Appendix 1 includes an analysis of the latest Labour Force Survey national minimum wage 

data (Q1-Q4 2019). Appendix 2 describes the new schemes and programmes introduced by 

the Irish Government since the March 2020 in response to the COVID-19 public health 

emergency restrictions.  

We have been very well served by our Secretariat, Dr. John O’Toole, Kate O’Donnell and 

Angela Shelley. In addition to drafting our report, they organised our meetings very 

effectively which made it possible to continue our work despite the necessary restrictions 

imposed in recent months.  

                                                
1
 Department of Finance (2020) Stability Update Report  

2
 All data and publications reflect before 3

rd
 July 2020 
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Chapter One - The Economic Context   

The outbreak of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) started in China and now has spread 

across the globe. The measures taken by Governments to stop and hold back the spread of 

the disease have resulted in a severe global economic shock.  The COVID-19 crisis has led to 

a demand and supply side shock. All sources of growth such as consumption, investment 

and exports have been strongly impacted by the containment measures introduced across 

most countries. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has projected that the global 

economy will shrink by about 4.9% in 2020. Projections on how the global economy will 

perform after the pandemic has subsided are very uncertain and will depend on many 

factors. This chapter outlines the economic context as of June 2020, bearing in mind that 

the scenario is continuously evolving. It must be stated that while it is difficult to capture in 

real time how the COVID-19 pandemic is impacting the economy it is even more of a 

challenge to forecast trends for the future. All economic analyses place heavy health 

warnings on their forecasts and estimates for the remainder of 2020 and 2021.  

Global Economic Performance and Forecasts  

The IMF have outlined that the economic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic depend on a 

number of uncertain factors such as the ‘the pathway of the pandemic, the progress in 

finding a vaccine and therapies, the intensity and efficacy of containment efforts, the extent 

of supply disruptions and productivity losses, the repercussions of the dramatic tightening in 

global financial market conditions, shifts in spending patterns, behavioural changes (such as 

people avoiding shopping malls and public transportation), confidence effects, and volatile 

commodity prices.’3 Therefore, any forecasts for the global economy in 2020 and beyond 

are extremely uncertain.  

 

In the baseline scenario the IMF have projected that the pandemic fades away in mid-2020 

and a gradual loosening of restrictions ensues. Under this scenario the IMF project a 5.4 per 

cent growth in 2021 as economic activity normalises again4. The IMF’s projections forecast 

that the Euro area will contract by 8  per cent in 2020 with some recovery in 2021. The IMF 

also model four other scenarios which outline the economic implications of a second wave 

of the virus, a longer period of spread of the virus than previously assumed and a 

combination of both of these.  

 

The global economic implications of the COVID-19 pandemic can already begin to be seen. 

In China, industrial production, retail sales, and fixed asset investment dropped dramatically 

in January and February. During the fourth week of March, initial jobless claims in the 

United States were over 6.6 million compared to 280,000 two weeks earlier (IMF, 2020).  

                                                
3
 IMF World Economic Outlook April 2020 

4
 IMF World Economic Outlook June 2020 
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Although the May figures for US jobless saw some reduction as the US economy started to 

reopen as some of the restrictions were lifted. The IMF also note that various surveys in 

relation to economic activity in the Euro area, Japan and the US show that economic activity 

plummeted during March 2020. There appears to be some evidence of recovery in China 

and other major markets such as Germany, but economic activity remains low compared to 

pre COVID-19 levels.  

 

Eurostat estimate that GDP reduced by 3.8% in the euro area and by 3.5% in the EU in the 

first quarter of 2020. This is the sharpest decline since the time series began5.  

 

The European Commission in their Summer 2020 statement noted that the EU has ‘entered 

the deepest economic recession in its history.’6 The Commission estimate a decline in GDP 

across the EU of 8.3 per cent and an unemployment rate of 9.5 per cent in 2020. For the 

Euro area, the Commission forecast a decline in GDP of 8.3 per cent in 2020 with growth of 

6.1 per cent in 2021, this would leave the European economy, at the end of 2021 about 

4.5% lower than the output level estimated in the winter forecast last year.  In both the EU 

and Euro area private consumption is estimated to reduce by 9 per cent in 2020. Although 

this is expected to be concentrated in the second quarter of 2020, the recovery in private 

consumption will be slow due to a lag in recreational and travel services spending. Euro area 

exports are forecast to fall by approximately 13 per cent in 2020, with a rebound of 10 per 

cent in 2021.  

 

The OECD estimates that three months of shutdown could reduce annual GDP growth by 

between 4-6 percentage points in affected countries.7 The OECD released projections in 

June based on two scenarios – a double-hit scenario in which a second wave of infections, 

with renewed lock-downs, hits before the end of 2020, and a single-hit scenario in which 

another major outbreak is avoided. Under the latter scenario the OECD projects global 

economic activity to fall by 6 percent in 2020. In the double-hit scenario world economic 

output could fall by 7.6 percent this year, before climbing back by only 2.8 percent in 2021.8 

 

The Department of Finance show the global nature of the implications of the COVID-19 

pandemic in the graph below.9 

 

 

 

                                                
5
 Eurostat April 2020, flash release: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/10294708/2-

30042020-BP-EN.pdf/526405c5-289c-30f5-068a-d907b7d663e6 
6
 European Commission Summer Statement 2020 

7
 OECD (2020) Evaluating the Initial Impact of COVID Containment Measures on Activity.  

8
 OECD (2020) Economic Outlook, Volume 2020 Issue 1 

9
 Department of Finance (2020) Emerging Economic Developments: real-time economic and financial indicators   

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/10294708/2-30042020-BP-EN.pdf/526405c5-289c-30f5-068a-d907b7d663e6
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/10294708/2-30042020-BP-EN.pdf/526405c5-289c-30f5-068a-d907b7d663e6
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Figure 1-Per cent of World GDP Affected by Containment  

 

Source: Department of Finance, Emerging Economic Developments  

 

The European Central Bank published projections in June 2020 and forecast world real GDP 

(excluding the euro area) will contract by 4.0% this year10. The ECB projects that global 

activity will begin to recover in quarter 3 this year, and increase by 6.0% in 2021 and 3.9% in 

2022. The ECB projects that the annual real GDP is expected to fall by 8.7% in 2020 and to 

rebound by 5.2% in 2021 and 3.3% in 2022. This estimate has been substantially revised 

downwards since the ECB’s March projections, by 9.5 percentage points in 2020.  

 

The fiscal response in many countries has been sizable and included wage subsidies, short 

term work schemes, income supports, subsidies to small and medium sized firms and the 

waiving of some debt and tax obligations. To what extent these schemes have protected 

incomes and jobs in order to allow for a growth in demand after pandemic restrictions are 

lifted remains unknown. Furthermore, how these schemes will be adapted for the next 

phase of the pandemic remains to be seen and will be an important element of how 

domestic economies start to recover.  

Irish Economic Performance Pre COVID-19 

The economic analysis from Q1 2020 showed the Irish economy in a relatively positive 

position with strong growth in 2019. Various economic commentators and actors projected 

moderate growth, with continued strong employment and increased real incomes for 2020. 

 

The growth in the economy in 2019 was supported by domestic economic activity and 

growth in exports. The Central Bank note that underlying domestic demand appears to have 

                                                
10

 European Central Bank (2020) Economic Bulletin June 2020 
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grown at about 3.2% in 2019.11 Continued strong employment and rising incomes supported 

healthy growth in personal consumption in 2019. The Central Bank projected in Q1 2020 

that underlying domestic demand would grow at 3.7 per cent in 2020 and 3.0 per cent for 

2021. 

 

Estimating Impact of COVID-19 on Irish Economy 

It is quite remarkable that between one quarter and the next the global and domestic 

economic climate has altered so drastically. For the Irish economy, the pandemic has 

resulted in the widespread shutdown of businesses, mainly in the services sectors of the 

economy. Labour-intensive sectors, such as retail trade, food and beverage activities and 

accommodation, tourism and travel, are particularly affected.  

 

The Department of Finance highlights in their Stability Update report that the COVID-19 

crisis has been an abrupt shock, and in order to capture the real-time economic implications 

of it, the indicators that are being used are different to the more traditional macroeconomic 

factors. The leading indicators used by the Department of Finance in their Stability Update 

forecast, to capture the real-time economic trends, point to a sharp decline in the Irish 

economy, these include the March Exchequer figures, particularly VAT receipts, live register 

numbers, purchasing managers index releases for March and April and the Department’s 

‘nowcast’ estimate for the first quarter.12  Throughout this report the most up to date data 

for these indicators.  

 

The Central Bank and Department of Finance estimate that it is likely Irish exports will 

decline due to reduced demand in its trading partner countries, albeit slightly less than the 

reduction in world demand. All components of GDP with the exception of public 

consumption have seen a significant fall in Q2 2020 and the Department of Finance note 

that ‘it is beyond doubt that the Irish economy is currently in the midst of a deep 

recession.’13 Modified domestic demand (MDD), which is suggested to be the best indicator 

of domestic economic conditions, is estimated to fall by 15% in 2020, with a return to 

growth in 2021.  

Figure 2 below shows the Department of Finance’s forecast for MDD, showing the baseline 

estimate before the pandemic and the new estimate based on developments since March 

2020. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
11

 Central Bank of Ireland (2020) Quarterly Bulletin July 2020  
12

 Department of Finance (2020) European Stability Update, p.35 
13

 Department of Finance, (2020) ibid 
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Figure 2 Quarterly Profile-Modified Domestic Demand  

 
Source: Department 

of Finance European 

Stability Update 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Purchasing Management Index (PMI) is a useful immediate indicator of economic 

activity and trends. The PMI is based on a monthly survey of supply chain managers. Figure 

3 below shows the PMI for Ireland’s main trading partners and it shows as rapid downturn 

in March 2020 and slight improvement in May and June. There is evidence of slight 

rebounding in late April, May and June as some economies begin to re-open. The Euro area 

Services PMI rose to 47.3.5 (+16.8) in May and the manufacturing PMI increased to 46.9 

(+7.5). Although these values still remain below 50 which reflects the continued very large 

reduction in activity due to the public health restrictions.  

 

Figure 3 Composite Purchasing Managers Index 
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Source: Department of Finance:  Emerging Economic Developments  

 

The Irish Fiscal Advisory Council (IFAC) estimates the economy may have shrunk by 15-21 

per cent year-on-year in April. This estimate is based on the Purchasing Managers Index. 14 

This is broadly in line with estimates from other countries.  

 

The Department of Finance show the differential impact of the COVID-19 crisis on domestic 

and foreign dominated sectors of the Irish economy.15  Production in the mainly domestic 

“traditional sector” is down 4.8 per cent compared with March 2019.  In the “modern 

sector”, made up of a number of high-tech and chemical sectors, output increased by 35 per 

cent compared with March 2019. This is likely due developments in pharmaceuticals and 

related sectors. This may further compound the productivity gap between the domestic and 

foreign dominated sectors that was evident before the pandemic.  

 

CSO data on retail sales shows that the volume of retail sales increased by 29.5 per cent in 

May 2020 when compared to April 2020.16 On an annual basis, volume decreased by 26.6 

per cent in May. Due to the widespread reopening of businesses in May 2020 enterprises in 

various sectors saw an increase in sales between April and May, including Motor Trades 

(+153.9 per cent), Hardware, Paints & Glass (+92.5 per cent), Furniture & Lighting (+85.9 per 

cent) and Other Retail Sales (+69.3 per cent). The April data shows an increase in online 

sales with online sales representing 15.3 per cent of the total turnover for all businesses, 

this is the highest proportion of turnover on online sales since this data was collected. In 

May there was a slight reduction to 13.1 per cent of online sales.  

 

The sectors showing decreases in volume compared to April 2020 were Books, Newspapers 

and Stationery (-35.7 per cent), Pharmaceuticals, Medical and Cosmetic Articles (-2.2 per 

cent), Food Beverages and Tobacco (-1.9 per cent) and Non Specialised Stores (incl. 

Supermarkets) (-0.6 per cent). On an annual basis retail sales were down 29.1 per cent 

compared to May 2019.  

 

The ESRI undertook a study on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on household 

consumption and indirect taxes.17 The ESRI finds that those on low incomes and living in 

private rental accommodation spend a larger share of their household budget on essential 

items compared to higher income households. Under a baseline scenario in this study, 

where consumption returns under ongoing physical and social distancing, household 

expenditure is likely to be 13 percent lower in 2020 than in 2019. The biggest adjustments 

occur in the clothing and footwear, as well as transport categories, which are down 25 and 

                                                
14

 Irish Fiscal Advisory (2020) Fiscal Assessment Report 
15

 Department of Finance (2020) Emerging Economic Developments June 2020 
16

 Central Statistics Office (2020) Retail Index May 2020 
17

 ESRI (2020) The Effect of COVID-19 Pandemic on Consumption and Indirect Tax in Ireland  
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34 per cent respectively. In relation to indirect tax revenues, the ESRI find that these could 

decline by between one-fifth and one-third, with reductions driven by declines in tax from 

transport, drink and meals out. 

 

Sectoral Impacts  

Various commentators have pointed out the importance of analysing the sector specific 

impacts of the pandemic and subsequent containment measures. This is important because 

of the divergence in the intensity of the impacts across different sectors. A sectoral 

approach also shows how different economies are impacted by the measures taken to 

contain the virus. It appears that economies with large service sectors are experiencing 

larger scale job losses than those with larger manufacturing or industrial workforces.  

 

The OECD estimated that about 21 per cent of Irish economic activity is in sectors most 

likely to be impacted by containment measures.18 This is calculated in GDP terms and due to 

globalisation factors, Ireland’s GDP is inflated and does not provide a meaningful picture of 

the domestic economy. The share of output affected by the measures increases to 32 per 

cent when expressed as a percentage of modified GNI, and to almost 37 per cent (blue bar) 

when expressed as a percentage of ‘domestic’ gross valued added, see figure 4.19   

 

Figure 4: Affected Sectors as Percentage of GDP 

 
Source: Department of Finance  

This sectoral approach is also essential from the perspective of the national minimum wage, 

the labour force survey data shows that of 58.2 per cent of all NMW workers are 

                                                
18

 OECD (2020) Evaluating the Initial Impact of COVID Containment Measures on Activity.  
19

 Department of Finance (2020) 
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concentrated in the Accommodation and Food and Wholesale and Retail Sectors.20 

Furthermore, 86.1 per cent of NMW workers are employed in services related sectors.  

 

The Central Bank state that the nature of this economic shock has meant that those firms 

and businesses which rely on human interaction and contact will be the most severely hit in 

the short term. Alternatively, firms and workers in sectors which can continue to operate in 

a socially distant manner are likely to be less severely impacted by the COVID-19 shock. 

Therefore, the Central Bank assumed for the distribution, transport, hotels and restaurants, 

and arts and recreation sectors, a drastic 80 and 90 per cent falls in output in Q2 2020.  

 

In 2018 and 2019 all but one of the ten sectors in the economy recorded annual increases in 

output, in 2020 most will see reductions in outputs. The Central Bank assume that the 

distribution and transport and recreation sectors are projected to be the most affected 

sectors, and could see falls of 36 per cent and 34 per cent respectively across the year.21 It is 

important to note that all the estimates of output per sectors are heavily based on 

judgement and are carried out for the purposes of estimating GDP/GNI. In the next chapter 

the sectoral impacts from the labour market perspective will be outlined.  

Economic Forecasts  

Due to the degree of uncertainty about the epidemiological development of the virus, 

economic forecasts are difficult and thus should be taken as open to change.  

 

The Department of Finance in their forecasting assume that the containment measures 

remain in place for three months which causes a sharp contraction in the Irish economy of 

close to 20 per cent in Q2 2020. It is unclear whether the containment measures will be 

necessary for longer than three months on public health grounds. It is assumed that a slow 

recovery will begin in Q3 2020 which accelerates in 2021. The Department of Finance on this 

basis forecast that GDP will decline by 10.5 per cent this year and modified domestic 

demand will fall by 15 per cent. In 2021 it is estimated that GDP will grow by 5.75 per cent 

and MDD will grow by 8.5 per cent.   

 

The Central Bank summer forecast outlines two possible roads ahead. The baseline scenario 

assumes the planned phased easing in containment measures comes into effect. The Central 

Bank also projects a more severe scenario where a second wave of the virus occurs and 

restrictions have to be reintroduced. The estimates are underpinned by the assumption that 

the measures are successful in limiting the scale and duration of the pandemic. On these 

terms, the Bank estimates a decline of 9 per cent in GDP for 2020 and growth of 5.7 per cent 

in 2021. The Bank states that this forecast is built on an initial increase in economic activity, 

with the recovery expecting to be gradual. This gradual recovery means employment and 
                                                
20

 Labour Force Survey, National Minimum Wage Statistics Q1-Q4 2019 
21

 Central Bank of Ireland (2020) Quarterly Economic Bulletin Q3 July 2020 
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incomes are likely to be slow to recover and thus precautionary behaviour will take longer 

to be reversed. 22 The Central Bank forecast private consumption will reduce by 10.1 per 

cent in 2020 and grow by 4.6 per cent in 2021.  

 

The European Commission in their Spring statement expected Irish private consumption to 

reduce by 9 per cent in 2020 and grow by 4.5 per cent in 202123. In their summer forecast 

the Commission estimate that Irish GDP will decline by 8.5 per cent in 2020 and expand by 

about 6.25 per cent in 2021.24 The Commission note there is a great deal of uncertainty 

surrounding this forecast due to the potential changes in international tax environments 

and ongoing negotiations about the future deal between the UK and the EU.  

 

The ESRI carried out a scenario analysis to forecast the future trajectory of the Irish 

economy.25 The ESRI model three different scenarios, the baseline scenario in which the 

economy begins to open but with continued social distancing. The second severe scenario in 

which there is a second wave and the country is forced to go into lockdown again in Q4 

2020 and finally a more benign scenario in which normal economic and social life can 

resume by Q4 of this year.  The ESRI estimate the impacts of COVID-19 and the containment 

measure on consumption, exports, imports and unemployment. Combining their estimates 

across these factors the ESRI baseline scenario forecasts that the Irish economy will severely 

decline in 2020, with GDP reducing by 12 per cent and GNP by 14 per cent.  

 

The IBEC quarter 2 economic outlook analyses various real time economic indicators in 

order to predict the longer term trajectory of the Irish economy.26 IBEC forecast that 

consumer spending will reduce by 13.8 per cent in 2020, will a return to growth in 2021. 

IBEC’s analysis forecasts a decline in GDP of 11.1 per cent and growth of 6.4 per cent in 

2021.  

 

The Irish Fiscal Advisory Council (IFAC) recently published their ‘Fiscal Assessment Report.’27 

IFAC forecast mild, central and severe scenarios for the Irish economy over the coming 

years. IFAC find that the scenarios indicate that it could take between 2.5 and 3 years for the 

economy to get to pre COVID-19 activity levels. IFAC show that various forecasts have been 

carried out over recent months and although assumptions about the virus and length of 

restrictions are broadly similar, the assumptions made about the extent scarring from this 

crisis differ quite widely. The Department of Finance’s predict greater scarring and thus a 

longer recovery, than the European Commission. IFAC note that GNI* is the most accurate 

                                                
22

 Central Bank of Ireland (2020) Quarterly Economic Bulletin Q3 July 2020 
23

 European Commission (2020) Spring Statement 
24

 European Commission (2020) Summer Statement  
25

 ESRI (2020) Quarterly Economic Statement, Summer 2020 
26

 IBEC (2020) Q2 2020 Quarterly Economic Outlook  
27

 Irish Fiscal Advisory Council (2020) Fiscal Assessment Report: The Fiscal Impact of COVID-19 
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measure of economic activity for Ireland and they forecast this to contract by 16.1 per cent 

in 2020 and a return to growth of 7.1 per cent 2021. This is a larger contraction than the 

forecasts for GDP or GNP. Table 1 provides the forecasts of personal consumption by 

various commentators 

 

Table 1 Personal Consumption 2018, 2019 and forecasts 2020 

Institution 2018 2019 2020 2021 

Central Bank (Quarterly Bulletin, July 2020) (Percentage Change) 3.4 2.8 -10.1 3.9 

ESRI (Quarterly Economic Commentary, Summer 2020) 

(Real Annual Growth %) 
3.4 2.8 -13.3  

Department of Finance (Stability Programme Update, April 2020) 

(year-on-year % change) 
3.0 2.8 -14.2 8.7 

European Commission Spring Forecast 2020 for Ireland28 3.4 2.8 -8.8 4.6 

Source: Economic Commentaries 

Tax Receipts  

Total Exchequer tax receipts were €59.3 billion in 2019 which was 2.4 per cent (€1.4 billion) 

ahead of the 2019 profile and 6.8 per cent (€3.8 billion) higher in annual terms.29  As a result 

of the COVID-19 containment measures and other related factors to the pandemic, income 

tax, VAT, corporation taxes and PRSI receipts are all likely to experience significant declines 

in 2020.  

 

Tax revenues to the end of June were €26,863 million, were broadly flat year-on-year, up by 

€192 million same period last year, with a strong performance in the first two months of the 

year and corporation taxes somewhat offsetting a sharp decline in March, April and May30. 

The impacts of the COVID-19 crisis can be seen in certain areas of tax revenues, for example 

VAT is down 20.5 per cent year-on-year since May 2019, with similar falls in excise over the 

period.  

 

Total net voted expenditure to the end of June, was €31,920 million, which was ahead of 

profile by €5,355 million, or 20.2 per cent. In year-on-year terms, this was up €6,843 million, 

or 27.2 per cent.  

 

The Central Bank project a decline in total Government revenue of around 14 per cent or 

€12.5bn on an annual basis. Overall the Central Bank’s baseline scenario predicts a deficit of 

12.8 per cent of GNI* (7.6 per cent of GDP) this year. Economic activity is estimated to grow 

next year and thus the deficit position is projected to improve, falling to 6.5 and 5.7 per cent 

                                                
28

 The European Commission did not provide personal consumption projections in the Summer 2020 statement 
29

 Department of Finance (2020) Stability Programme Update  
30 

Department of Finance (2020) Fiscal Monitor June 2020 
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of GNI* in 2021 and 2022 respectively. The Department of Finance estimate that taxation 

receipts this year will be €49.6 billion, 22 per cent lower than previously assumed. 

 

The Department forecast that income tax will reduce by €4.7 billion (20.4 per cent relative) 

to last year. Due to reduced consumer spending, VAT is estimated to reduce by €2.8 billion 

(18.6 per cent) and excise is projected to reduce by €0.8 billon (14.6 per cent). Corporation 

taxes are estimated to reduce by €0.7 billon (6.5 per cent) compared to 2019.   

 

The ESRI provide a preliminary estimate under their baseline scenario, that total taxation 

receipts will reduce by 16 per cent in 2020.   

Exchange Rates 

An initial depreciation of the euro against the dollar in the early part of the pandemic was, 
in part, driven by increased demand for dollar-denominated assets (‘safe haven’ flows).  
Since the end of February the euro has gained about 3.8 per cent against the dollar.  
 
Based on the latest developments it can be seen that the euro relative to the sterling 
exchange rate has appreciated by 0.79 per cent since July 2019. The euro has gained 
approximately 1.31 per cent against the sterling.  
 
Table 2 Euro to Dollar and Sterling Exchange Rates  

Institution € vs. US $ € vs. ST £ 

1/07/19 1.13 0.89 

1/07/20 1.12 0.90 

Percentage Change                 -1.31% +0.79% 

Source: ECB Exchange Rates  

Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices (HICP)  

In 2019 inflation remained subdued, with the ‘core’ inflation of just 0.9 per cent.31  

 

The European Commission Summer Statement has revised HICP inflation in the euro area to 

0.2 per cent this year. It is forecast to increase to 1.1 per cent in 2021, largely on the back of 

positive base effects in energy prices32. The Commission estimate that Ireland is expected to 

experience a period of negative inflation, with an average of -0.2 per cent for the whole of 

2020, followed by moderate inflation of 0.8 per cent in 2021. The European Central Bank 

state that on the basis of the sharp decline in current and futures prices for oil, headline 

inflation is likely to decline considerably over the coming months. The European Central 

                                                
31

 Core inflation is the Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices (HICP) excluding volatile components 
32

 European Commission (2020) Summer Statement 
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Bank project in June 2020 that annual HICP inflation in the Euro area will be 0.3 per cent in 

2020, 0.8 per cent in 2021 and 1.3 per cent in 2022.33 

 

The Department of Finance predict that inflation will be negative in 2020, due to the decline 

in economic activity. For 2020 as a whole consumer price inflation is forecast to drop to -0.6 

per cent and core inflation is projected at -0.2 per cent. For 2021, HICP inflation is forecast 

by the Department at 0.4 per cent, with core inflation a 0.5 per cent.  

 

The Central Bank expects the HICP to decline by 0.1 per cent in 2020, due to the 

deflationary effect of weak demand and lower energy prices. Core inflation, excluding food 

and energy prices, is expected to turn negative both this year and next, at -0.2 and -0.5 per 

cent. Under the baseline scenario the Central Bank forecast for HICP inflation at 0.3 per cent 

for 2021 and 1.3 per cent in 2022.  

 

Tourism Sector  

The CSO are not collecting the regular overseas travel data but instead have collated air and 

sea travel statistics. Data from May 2020 showed an ‘extraordinary’ reduction in travel to 

and from Ireland. In May 2020 arrivals were 98.4 per cent below the corresponding 2019 

figure; departures reduced by 98 per cent.34  Arrivals and departures in Q1 2020 as a whole 

were 20.2% and 20.7% respectively lower than in Q1 2019. The CSO data indicates that of 

those arriving to Ireland in May 2020, 70.3 per cent travelled by air and 29.7 per cent by sea. 

Furthermore, of the 1,851 people departing Ireland in May 2020, 68 per cent travelled by air 

and 32 per cent departed by sea.  

 

The tourism sector is perhaps the sector which remains the most uncertain and likely to be 

slow to recover. Many countries still have bans on non-essential travel and even within 

country travel restrictions. Furthermore, even if these travel restrictions are lifted it seems 

that there will be strict requirements for businesses to implement social distancing 

procedures and this will inevitably reduce their capacity for sales and customers. The World 

Tourism Organization (UNWTO) estimates that international tourism is down 22 per cent Q1 

2020 and could reduce by 60 to 80 per cent over the year.35 In Europe, travel arrivals 

reduced by 19 per cent between January and March 2020. The UNWTO show that even 

under scenarios where some restrictions are lifted by the middle of the summer, arrivals are 

still estimated to decline by 58 per cent. If travel restrictions stay in place of the rest of the 

year, arrivals are estimated to reduce by 78 per cent.  

 

                                                
33

 European Central Bank (2020) Economic Bulletin June 2020 
34

 CSO (2020) Air and Sea Travel Statistics 
35

 World Tourism Organisation- United Nations Special Agency (2020) 
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In Ireland and internationally, the likely slow recovery in the tourism industry will have 

major implications for businesses in the Accommodation and food sector. A recent report 

published by Kerry county council shows the importance of the tourism sector to this 

region. About 14.5 per cent of employment in Kerry is in the Accommodation and Food 

sector, with overall about 1 in 5 jobs in Kerry reliant on the tourism sector. Kerry county 

council carried a survey of businesses engaged in the tourism sector and it showed that of 

the 8,014 employed in tourism based businesses approximately 82% of the total were 

unemployed at the end of April 2020 and businesses estimated that their total job losses for 

the whole of 2020 would be 56%, this assumes a partial recovery in Q3 and Q4 2020. This is 

just one county’s figures but it is probably reflective of the impact the COVID-19 pandemic 

and the restrictions have had on the tourism sector in Ireland.  

 

Business Responses and Experiences of the COVID-19 Pandemic  

In order to measure and report quickly the impact of COVID-19 the Central Statistics Office 

developed the Business Impact of COVID-19 Survey (BICS).36 The first wave was undertaken 

on the 19th April 2020, the second wave was carried out on the 3rd May and the third wave 

was collected in the first week of June. A total of 3,000 enterprises were surveyed online for 

the three waves of BICS, with 27.9 per cent of sampled enterprises completing the survey. 

 

Table 3 shows the trading status as of the 31st May 2020 of the enterprises surveyed. The 

survey shows that 10.6 per cent of responding firms have temporarily or permanently 

ceased trading. The CSO show that 89.4 per cent of responding enterprises were trading in 

some capacity on the 31st May 2020. 

 

Table 3 Trading Status of Survey Firms on 31st May  

% of responding enterprises 

 
Currently Trading 

Ceased trading temporarily or 
permanently  

Industry 97.8 2.2 

Construction 77 23 

Wholesale and 

Retail   
92.6 7.4 

Accommodation 

and Food  
37.8 62.2 

All other services 92.7 7.3 

Total 89.4 10.6 

Source: CSO The Business Impact of COVID-19 Survey (BICS) 

                                                
36

 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/bic19/businessimpactofcovid-
19survey16marchto19april2020/ 

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/bic19/businessimpactofcovid-19survey16marchto19april2020/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/bic19/businessimpactofcovid-19survey16marchto19april2020/
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About 77 per cent of responding enterprises in the Construction sector were trading in 

some capacity on 31st May 2020. More businesses in the industrial sector are continuing to 

trade with 97.8 per cent of firms that responded reporting that they are continuing to trade. 

In the services sectors as a whole 7.3 per cent of firms that responded have ceased trading, 

but for the enterprises in Accommodation and Food sector this increases to 62.2 per cent of 

firms. But this is a decrease from the wave of the survey in April where 88 per cent of 

enterprises in Accommodation and Food sector that responded had ceased trading 

temporarily or permanently. About 92.6 per cent of enterprises in the Wholesale and Retail 

sector were trading in some capacity on the 31st May 2020. 

 

Over a quarter (26.3 per cent) of responding enterprises restarted trading in some capacity 

in the four weeks between the 4th May and the 31st May 2020. Approximately 31.9 per cent 

of enterprises in the Wholesale and Retail sector restarted trading in some capacity in May. 

In total, 10.5% of Services enterprises restarted trading in May.  

 

The CSO collected data on the impact on turnover compared to the firm’s normal 

expectations. About 71.5 per cent of firms that responded reported that their turnover was 

lower than normal between the between the 4th May and the 31st May. All firms in the 

Accommodation and Food sector and 92.8 per cent of enterprises in the Construction sector 

answered that their turnover was lower than normal. About 29.9 per cent of large 

enterprises replied that they had normal turnover compared to 17 per of SMEs. In 

estimating for the future, 68 per cent of firms expected lower turnover over the next two 

weeks. Note in figure 5 the percentage of firms that reported their estimated turnover 

would be between 75 to 100 per cent lower than normal decreased substantially between 

May and June.  

 

Figure 5 COVID-19 Impact on Turnover vs Normal Expectations  

 
Source: CSO: The Business Impact of COVID-19 Survey (BICS) 
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The CSO found that 30.9 per cent of responding businesses increased their turnover since 

the easing of restrictions on 18 May 2020. About 79 per cent of enterprises in the Services 

sector indicated no change or decrease in their turnover since 18 May 2020. 

 

In the 31st May wave of the survey, 65.7 per cent of firms that responded have implemented 

remote working. As to be expected this does vary depending on the size and sector of the 

business with 93.8 per cent of large enterprises stating that they implemented remote 

working. In the April wave of the survey the CSO highlighted that nearly all the professional, 

technical and computer programming firms reported that they implemented remote 

working practices. Only 29.9 per cent of enterprises in the Retail Trade have introduced 

remote working. About 53.2 per cent of responding enterprises had implemented working 

arrangement to facilitate social distancing. This figure rose to 77.4 per cent for firms in the 

manufacturing sector.  

 

By the 31st of May wave of the survey businesses had an average of 46.3 per cent of their 

workforce working at their normal place of work compared to 30.1 per cent working 

remotely, while 20.0 per cent are not currently working. Large enterprises had the highest 

proportion of their workforce working remotely with 43.7 per cent, compared to 24.6 per 

cent. 

 

Of the firms that responded 33.1 per cent indicated that they have temporarily laid-off staff 

and 36.7 per cent reported that they reduced working hours. About 5.9 per cent of 

enterprises that responded had let go of staff permanently between 4th and 17th May. About 

4 per cent of responding enterprises hired staff on a temporary basis during the period, 

while 0.8 per cent of enterprises had hired staff permanently. The CSO report that 23 per 

cent of responding firms noted that they had either paused or cancelled planned 

recruitment due to COVID-19 (the comparative figures for May 31st wave are not available).  

 

Figure 6 Workforce Changes Implemented  
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Source: CSO The Business Impact of COVID-19 Survey (BICS) 

 

The wave of the survey collected on 31st May shows that 42.2 per cent of firms had staff on 

temporary leave and 30.2 per cent of them had staff return to work between the 4th May 

and the 31st May. About 12 per cent of firms did not have staff return to work between 

these dates. As can be seen from the table below the services sector had the lowest 

proportion of staff returning to work between the 4th and 31st May. 

  

Table 4 Enterprises with staff on temporary leave and who returned to work 4 May to 31 May 
2020 by sector 

Source: CSO The Business Impact of COVID-19 Survey (BICS) 

 

It is important to understand the channels, through which businesses are being impacted by 

COVID-19, see figure 7. Of the responding firms 43.7 per cent reported that reduced 

domestic demand had a high impact on their business. Cash-flow difficulties had a high 

impact for 28.6 per cent of responding enterprises. In April 2020, this was 90.5 per cent for 

responding enterprises in Accommodation and Food Service. Cash flow appears to be one 

the major issues facing businesses at this time because the lockdown is going on for longer 

than previously anticipated. Restrictions on business operations had a moderate or high 

impact on 64.6% of responding enterprises in the 31st May wave of the survey. 

 

Figure 7: Factors impacting on responding enterprises due to COVID-19 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

% of responding enterprises 

 
Industry Construction 

Wholesale and 
Retail 

Services Total 

Enterprises that had staff of 

temporary leave   
43.2 67.7 45.4 31.6 42.2 

Of which:      

Had staff return to work  34.6 61.8 32.9 16.5 30.2 

Did not have staff return to work 8.6 5.9 12.5 15.1 12.0 
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Source: CSO The Business Impact of COVID-19 Survey (BICS) 

 

About 35 per cent of responding businesses reported lower than projected personnel costs 

up to the 31st May compared to their original projection prior to the COVID-19 crisis while 

10.6 per cent reported higher personnel costs.  

 

Over half (58.1 per cent) of firms that responded replied that they had confidence in having 

financial resources to continue operating for longer than six months. A greater proportion of 

large enterprises (72.5 per cent) expressed this than SMEs (55.2 per cent). About 87.9 per 

cent of responding firms said that they had financial resources to continue operating for at 

least a month. Approximately 4 per cent (down from 8.5 per cent in April) of responding 

firms foresee their business continuing financially for less than a month.  

 

In total, 58.4 per cent of responding enterprises had availed of Government support during 

the COVID-19 crisis. Slightly more SMES (60.5 perc cent) compared to large firms (47.8 per 

cent) have availed of Government support.  Of the firms that have availed of support 55.4 

per cent were registered on the Revenue Temporary COVID-19 Wage Subsidy Scheme.   

 

Employment and Life Effects of COVID-19 
The CSO carried out a survey to reflect the employment and life effects of the COVID-19 

crisis.37  The survey was carried out between the 8th and the 23rd April, and is based on 2,288 

responses. The survey found that 47 per cent of those who responded have had their 

employment impacted by COVID-19. Of the 47 per cent of the population who have had 

their employment impacted by COVID-19, about 34 per cent have started working from 

home and 23 per cent of these employment affected persons have seen a change to their 

work hours. 

 

The CSO’s definition of employment affected by COVID-19 includes various elements such as 

loss of employment either temporarily or permanently, remote working, change in hours or 

change in type of work etc. Employment impacts are most felt in the age group 35-44 years, 

where 66 per cent report employment effects. 

 

Of the 47 per cent of people that have had their employment impacted by COVID-19, 14 per 

cent have lost employment and 33 per cent have been laid off temporarily due to COVID-19. 

About 36 per cent of men were temporarily laid off, compared to 31 per cent of females.  

 

Younger people have experienced the highest rates of loss of employment and temporary 

layoff, with 46 per cent of 15-24 year olds being temporarily laid off and 22 per cent 

                                                
37

 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/elec19/employmentandlifeeffectsofcovid-19/ 

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/elec19/employmentandlifeeffectsofcovid-19/
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experiencing loss of employment, see figure 8. The nature of job losses due to COVID-19 will 

be further discussed in the next section.  

 
Figure 8 Percentage of Persons aged 15 years and over by effect of COVID-19 on 
job/employment status, April 2020 

 
Source: CSO Employment and Life Effects of COVID-19 

  
The highest rates of these employment effects can be seen in the Southern region, see table 
5.  
 
Table 5 Percentage of persons aged 15 years and over by effect of COVID-19 on job/employment 
status 

Percentage of persons aged 15 years and over by effect of COVID-19  
  on job/employment status 

 Loss of Employment Temporary layoff 

Northern and 

Western 
14 35 

Southern 16 38 

Eastern and Midland  13 31 

Source: CSO Employment and Life Effects of COVID-19 

 
From the 47 per cent of individuals whose employment has been impacted by COVID-19, 24 

per cent have started to work from home and another 12 per cent have increased their 

hours working from home. Of those impacted by COVID-19 about 20 per cent were not able 

to work from home because their job was not suitable for this format and another 11 per 

cent were not able to work from home because the business was not able to offer this.  

 

94% of the population whose employment situation was affected by COVID-19 in that they 

lost their employment, were temporarily laid off, are on paid leave or unpaid leave expect 
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to return to the same job after the lifting of restrictions. Overall older people were more 

confident of returning to the same job. Those aged between 15-24, who had their 

employment impacted by COVID-19, were the least confident of returning to the same job, 

with 9 per cent of them not expected to return to the same job.  

 
Other Considerations 
The Low Pay Commission in its annual report generally analyses competitiveness, labour 

costs and productivity. The domestic and global economy has changed fundamentally in 

such a short period of time, it is difficult to analyse these without a sufficient picture of 

when and how economic activity will increase after the pandemic. Some recent evidence 

from the ESRI/LPC research programme is important in relation to competitiveness and 

labour costs. The ESRI found that the overall incidence of minimum wage employment 

across firms in Ireland is low and that only 3 per cent of firms have a high intensity of NMW 

employees i.e., more than 50 percent of their workers earn the minimum wage. The ESRI 

also found that after the 2016 increase on average the labour costs of firms with minimum 

wage workers did not increase any more than firms with no minimum wage workers. This 

analysis focused on the impact of the NMW during a time of strong economic growth, 

during which time wages were increasing across the labour market.  This evidence suggests 

that movements in the NMW do not have a major impact on most firms’ labour costs and 

thus does not have a large impact on competitiveness at the economy wide level. However, 

it is possible had the same minimum wage increase been applied during a period of 

recession where wages were flat or even declining, that affected firms would have seen a 

sharper rise in their relative costs. 

 

As noted in previous sections the fiscal response to the COVID-19 pandemic has been sizable 

across many countries, including Ireland. The direct cost of the new measures and supports 

in response to COVID-19 is currently estimated at €8.2 billion (4.3 per cent of GNI*). A list of 

the main measures and programmes introduced is included in Appendix 1. It is difficult to 

estimate how these measures will shape the recovery as the economic activity starts again. 

The ESRI has shown some evidence that the Pandemic Unemployment Scheme does cushion 

family incomes but recognises this comes as a significant cost to the Exchequer.38  

Furthermore, they have shown that the Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) of €350 is 

50 per cent higher than the gross weekly wage of the average minimum wage employee in 

the Wholesale and Retail and Accommodation and Food sectors.  As stated earlier these two 

sectors alone account for over half of all minimum wage employees. 

 
Conclusions  
The implications of this shock on the Irish domestic economy can be summarised by these 
developments: 

                                                
38

 ESRI 2020 The Potential Costs and Distributional Effect of COVID-19 Related Unemployment in Ireland  
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 A reduction in consumption of up to 25 per cent over two quarters;  

 The possible immediate loss of 600,000 jobs in the non-traded sector (April Live 

Register release relating to the Pandemic Unemployment Payment); 

 Reduction in investment by 20 per cent over two quarters;  

 The immediate reduction in output in the non-traded sector, linked to the estimated 

30 per cent decline in employment in that sector; 

 A high level of uncertainty as to possible economic and public health developments. 

 

The ability of the Irish economy to recover from the COVID-19 crisis will partly depend on 

how the global economy performs after this pandemic. It is unclear if there may be 

successive waves of the pandemic, resulting from loosening of restrictions. In addition, it 

remains very uncertain as to what extent domestic demand will recover once the 

restrictions begin to recover, much of this will depend on how employment levels recover, 

the international economic climate and individuals’ sentiment and behaviour post the 

pandemic.  
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Chapter 2 - The Irish Labour Market  

The labour market is where the heaviest and most immediate impact of COVID-19 has been 

seen, both in Ireland and many other countries. Countries with a high share of workers in 

hospitality, tourism, personal services occupations are seeing a very large decline in jobs.39  

From March 2020 onwards the numbers of people unemployed, temporary laid-off or 

unable to work increased extremely fast. Analysing the national minimum wage at this time 

is important given the major impact the COVID-19 pandemic has had on sectors with the 

largest incidence of national minimum wage employees i.e. the Accommodation and Food 

and Wholesale and Retail sectors.  

 

This chapter will outline the estimated impacts of COVID-19 on the Irish labour market, the 

forecasts for employment for next year, and the estimated trajectory of earnings in 2020 

and 2021. The latest Labour Force Survey data on national minimum workers is analysed 

and presented in Appendix 1.   

Irish Labour Market Developments since Q1 2020 

The Irish labour market in 2019 was continuing to improve with a growth in employment, in 

Q4 2019 there were 2.36 million people in employment representing a 3.5 per cent annual 

increase. The unemployment rate was 4.7 per cent in Q4 2019.  

 

As of the 5th July 2020 about 412,859 have been laid-off and are in receipt of the Pandemic 

Unemployment Payment (PUP)40. Since the PUP was introduced a total of 695,900 people 

received at least one payment. The number of people on the emergency pandemic 

unemployment payment has fallen by 31 per cent since its peak during the COVID-19 crisis. 

The Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection’s analysis shows that the job 

losses came in waves as the different social distancing and containment measures were 

introduced. As of the 2nd July 2020 there were 64,800 employers registered with Revenue 

for the Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme (TWSS).41  Revenue states that over 410,000 

employees had received a payment under TWSS at the time of writing.   

 

The Central Statistics Office’s Live Register figures do not include those in receipt of the PUP 

or the Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme because these people do not fit the ILO definition 

of unemployed.42 It is difficult to estimate how many of those in receipt of PUP will return to 

                                                
39

 Central Bank 2020 Economic Letter, Covid-19 and the global labour market: Impact on job postings  
40

 https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/78404/956d769b-6eee-4d3d-9efc-

09bfdab68df5.pdf#page=null 
41

 https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/documents/statistics/registrations/wage-subsidy-scheme-statistics-30-
april-20.pdf 
42

 The unadjusted number of persons on the Live Register in March 2020 published here includes a small 
number of applicants for the Pandemic Unemployment Payment who have been advised to apply for jobseekers 
benefits if they have a dependant adult and at least one child, or four or more dependent children in the case of 

https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/78404/956d769b-6eee-4d3d-9efc-09bfdab68df5.pdf#page=null
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/78404/956d769b-6eee-4d3d-9efc-09bfdab68df5.pdf#page=null
https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/documents/statistics/registrations/wage-subsidy-scheme-statistics-30-april-20.pdf
https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/documents/statistics/registrations/wage-subsidy-scheme-statistics-30-april-20.pdf
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employment once the restrictions are lifted and how many will remain out of work. The CSO 

have released the monthly unemployment data with and without those in receipt of PUP 

included. In June 2020, the official monthly unemployment figure was 5.8 per cent. The June 

COVID-19 Adjusted Measure of Unemployment is at 22.5 per cent if all claimants of the 

Pandemic Unemployment Payment were classified as unemployed, see figure 1. In April 

2020 the COVID-19 adjusted unemployment rate was 28.2 per cent.  

 

Figure 1 shows the COVID-19 monthly unadjusted unemployment Rate January 1998- June 2020.  

 
Source: CSO Monthly Unemployment 1998-2020 

Employment and Unemployment Forecasts 

The Department of Finance estimate that the employment losses will be primarily 

concentrated in the second quarter of 2020, with a dramatic increase in unemployment to 

about 22 per cent.43   The Department forecast that the unemployment will gradually fall 

over the second half of the year, as the containment measures are eased.  The level of 

employment is projected to recover, with a gain of 115,000 (or 5.5 per cent growth) in job 

numbers. This increase in employment in 2021 would see the unemployment rate fall to 9.7 

per cent for 2021. 

 

The Central Bank estimate that employment is likely to begin to recover as the phased 

reopening of the economy continues. The Central Bank project that there will be slower 

employment growth in labour intensive and consumer facing businesses such as 

restaurants, pubs and hotels where social distancing guidelines may restrict operating 

                                                                                                                                                  
no dependant adult. At this stage is not possible for the CSO to identify those claimants; the Live Register totals 
for March 2020 may be revised should more information become available later. 
43

 Department of Finance (2020) Stability Programme Update  
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capacities. The Central Bank estimates an average unemployment rate of about 14.5 per 

cent over 2020 and 9.2 per cent in 2021.  

 

The European Commission forecast that the unemployment rate will increase in 2020 by 7.5 

per cent.44 The Commission estimate that the Irish economy will be rebound in 2021 and is 

expected to bring employment levels to pre COVID-19 crisis by Q4 2021 with an average 

unemployment rate of 7 per cent over the year.  

 

The ESRI in their baseline scenario analysis estimate that the unemployment rate increases 

from 4.8 per cent in Q1 to 24 per cent in Q2 before falling back to 17 in Q4 2020.45 The 

increase in the unemployment rate through Q2 and Q3 is equivalent to approximately 

300,000 workers losing their jobs during this period.  

 

IBEC forecast that employment will reduce by 14.2 per cent over 2020 with a growth of 12.2 

in 2021.46 IBEC highlights that the current recipients of the Pandemic Unemployment 

Payment (PUP) are disproportionality in younger age groups and that it will be key issue to 

address youth unemployment as the economy begins to reopen to ensure the 

unemployment causes by this crisis does not have a long term scarring effect on these 

young people.  

Table 1: Employment Forecasts 2020 and 2021 

  Total Employment Unemployment Rate 

 % Change % 

Institution 2019 2020 2021 2019 2020 2021 

Central Bank (Quarterly Bulletin, July 2020)  2.9 -11.9 7.6 5 14.5 9.2 

ESRI (Quarterly Economic Commentary, 

Summer 2020)  
2.5 -12  5.2 17.4  

Department of Finance (Stability Update, 

2020)  
2.9 -9.3 5.5 5.0 13.9 9.7 

European Commission Spring Forecast 2020  2.9 -2.5 1.3 5.0 7.4 7.0 

Sectoral Analysis 

Due to the nature of the pandemic and the need for social distancing the sectors most 

adversely affected are those who carry out service-related activities.  

 

Many outlets particularly in the retail, food and hospitality sectors have had to stop trading 

since March 2020. The Wholesale and Retail and Accommodation and Food services sector 

are most at-risk and set to have substantial job losses during the second quarter of 2020. 

                                                
44

 European Commission (2020) Spring Statement  
45

 ESRI (2020) Quarterly Economic Commentary, Summer 2020 
46

 IBEC (2020) Q2 2020 Quarterly Economic Outlook  
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The Labour Force Survey shows that in Q4 2019 these two sectors employed over 489,400 

people.47  

 

The Quarter 1 2020 Labour Force Survey (LFS) data only partially captures some of the 

impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and public health measures taken due to the timings of 

the restrictions. The standard ILO criteria of unemployment shows the unadjusted number 

of persons aged 15-74 years who were unemployed in Q1 2020 was 114,400, this is an 

unemployment Rate of 4.7% for those aged 15-74 years. At the end of April 2020, the 

COVID-19 Adjusted Measure of Unemployment was estimated at 694,683, this is a COVID-

19 Adjusted Unemployment Rate of 28.2%. 

 

Given that the LFS does not provide a full picture of the impacts of COVID-19 on the labour 

market, it is useful to analyse the administrative data from the Department of Employment 

Affairs and Social Protection and the Revenue Commissioners. These two bodies are 

administering the main employment related income supports during the COVID-19 

pandemic.  

 

Regional Analysis 

The Central Bank highlights that by mid-June almost half of the workforce was in receipt of 

income supports from the State. It is clear from the data from the Department of 

Employment Affairs and Social Protection and the Revenue Commissioners that there has 

been a bigger take up of supports from workers in the sectors that are most affected by the 

COVID-19 restrictions. The Central Bank notes that this ‘includes counties with more 

workers in sectors such as Retail, Accommodation and food, Construction and Services’.48 

Some counties have a greater share of their workforce in receipt of the PUP, TWSS or other 

income supports. Kilkenny, Dublin and Cork are all at the low end of the range (44 per cent 

of the labour force); whereas Donegal, Kerry, Louth and Carlow are at the top-end (60 per 

cent49. The Central Bank show the clear link between the share of workers in a county in 

labour, interaction intensive jobs and receipt of COVID-19 income supports. They also 

highlight the vacancy rates by using job posting data and it shows that the number of 

unemployed people per job vacancy in June 2020 using Indeed data is highly divergent 

across the country with the highest number in the Border (105), Mid-East (70), Midland (68) 

and the lowest in Dublin (18), and the South-West (36). It will only become clear how the 

regional and national labour market will recover over the coming months as public health 

restriction continue to be eased and the stimulus package and supports announced.  

 

                                                
47

 Labour Force Survey Q4 2019: Persons Aged 15 and over in employment classified by NACE sector 
48

 Central Bank (2020) Quarterly Economic Bulletin July 2020 
49

 Central Bank (2020) Quarterly Economic Bulletin July 2020 
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Pandemic Unemployment Payment:  

The Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) was initially launched on the 13th March 

2020. On the evening of the 27th March, more restrictive measures were introduced and the 

decision to increase the flat rate of the PUP payment to €350 per week was announced.  

 

A paper by the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection shows that job 

losses due to the pandemic came in waves.50 These waves relate to the different stages of 

restrictions which were introduced by the Government between 12th March and the 27th 

March 2020.  As of the 8th June it is estimated based on the number of individuals in 

employment in Q4 2019 (2,275,400) that about a quarter (22.6 per cent) of the workforce 

have lost their job due to the restrictions put in place in March 2020.  

 

The DEASP administrative data shows that as of June 29th, 51.1 per cent of PUP recipients 

are Male and 48.8 per cent are Female.51  Male PUP recipients were a smaller proportion of 

all claimants during the earlier phases of the public health emergency. By 10th April male 

claimants accounted for more than half of all PUP claimants, this was due to the later 

announcement of restrictions on the construction sector.52      

  

The age breakdown of the PUP recipients as of June 2020 is outlined in the figure 2. 

Evidence from DEASP and the Central Bank show that the age composition of PUP recipients 

changed from the beginning of public health restrictions to May. The age composition early 

on was younger with 1 in 4 PUP recipients being under 24 years of age; this has fallen to 1 in 

5 in the most recent data. Figure 3 shows that that there are over 185,113 (44 per cent of all 

PUP claimants) individuals who are under 34 years of age in receipt of PUP.  The striking 

feature of this is that the number of PUP claimants under 20 years of age represents 28 per 

cent of all those under 20 years of age who were in employment in Q4 2019.  This figure 

rises to 45 per cent for those aged 20-24 years of age.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
50

 Coates, Byrne, Brioscú, Corcoran, Cronin, Keenan and McIndoe-Calder (2020) ‘The Initial Labour Market 
Impact of COVID-19.  
51

 https://www.gov.ie/en/news/a6f34d-update-on-payments-awarded-for-covid-19-pandemic-unemployment-
paymen/ 
52

 Coates, Byrne, Brioscú, Corcoran, Cronin, Keenan and McIndoe-Calder (2020) ‘The Initial Labour Market 
Impact of COVID-19. 

https://www.gov.ie/en/news/a6f34d-update-on-payments-awarded-for-covid-19-pandemic-unemployment-paymen/
https://www.gov.ie/en/news/a6f34d-update-on-payments-awarded-for-covid-19-pandemic-unemployment-paymen/
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Figure 2: Age breakdown of Pandemic Unemployment Payment Recipients, 5th July 2020 

 
Source: Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection Pandemic Unemployment Payment Statistics 

 

DEASP data shows that workers from the Accommodation and Food sector (97,890) and 

Wholesale and Retail sector (40,241) make up the two largest groups of PUP recipients as of 

5th July. Other significant groups of PUP recipients come from the Arts, Entertainment and 

recreation (27,735) and Administrative sectors (25,609). Figure 4 shows the sectoral 

breakdown of the PUP recipients.  

 

Figure 4: Sectoral Breakdown of Pandemic Unemployment Recipients 5th July 2020 
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Source: Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection Pandemic Unemployment Payment Statistics 
 

As of the 5th July 2020 there were 131,700 PUP claimants in Dublin, which amounts to 31 

per cent of PUP claimants. The second county with the highest number of PUP claimants is 

Cork with 41,300 (10 per cent). Following this Galway with 22,765 (5 per cent), Kildare with 

17,626 and Meath with 16,365.  The Border region has the highest percentage of those in 

employment in Q4 2019 in receipt of PUP. About 23.7 per cent of those in employment in 

the Border region in Q4 2019 are now in receipt of PUP. Although it is relatively evenly 

distribution across the country, see table 2.  

 

Table 2: Regional Spread of Pandemic Unemployment Payment Recipients  

Region 
Number of PuP 

Claimants 

Percentage of 

Employment (Q4 2019) 

Border 33,971 18.47% 

South East 33,797 17.25% 

Mid-West 36,987 17.05% 

West 38,813 17.48% 

Mid-East 58,915 17.05% 

Midland 21,591 16.08% 

South-West 56,665 16.75% 

Dublin 131,744 18.17% 

Source: Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection Pandemic Unemployment Payment Statistics 

 

This shows that PUP claimants up until now have been disproportionally young, may live 

outside of Dublin and work in mainly service based sectors particularly the Accommodation 

and Food sector.  This is very relevant for assessing the national minimum wage, because as 

Appendix 1 shows national minimum wage employees are primarily younger, over half of 

them are employed in either the Accommodation and Food sector or the Wholesale and 

Retail sector, and disproportionally based in the Border regions.  

Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme 

The COVID-19 Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme (TWSS) was introduced on the 26th March 

2020. The aim of the scheme is to keep employees on the payroll of their employers during 

the pandemic, and the Revenue Commissioners will support the firm with the payment of 

wages during this period.  

 

As of the 16th April, the Revenue Commissioners will pay an 85 per cent subsidy for 

employees whose previous average net weekly pay did no exceed €412 per week.  There are 

various rates of subsidy for differing employee earnings levels. Employers can also pay a top 

up, in order to maintain the employee at their previous earnings level.  
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The numbers of employers registered with the TWSS scheme has steadily increased since its 

introduction. As of the 28th June 2020, over 410,000 employees had received at least one 

payment under the TWSS scheme. Over 58,600 employers that had received a subsidy by 

the end of June, and there are 64,800 employers registered with the TWSS.  

The figure below shows the age breakdown of TWSS employees as of the 30th April 2020 

(later figures not available). Similar to the PUP scheme, figure 6 shows that there are a 

considerable number of younger people being supported by the TWSS, with 35 per cent of 

all TWSS employees under 35 years of age. 

 

Figure 5: Age Breakdown of Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme Employees, 28th June 2020 

 
Source: Revenue Commissioners Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme Statistics  

 

As of 28th June, 58 per cent of TWSS employers were Male and 41 per cent female. Of the 

employers in receipt of the TWSS 20.4 per cent are in the Wholesale and Retail sector and 

16.9 per cent are in the Construction sector. The sectors with the lowest percentage of 

employers registered with TWSS are the Utilities (0.4 per cent), Public Administration (0.7 

per cent) and Financial and Insurance sectors (1.4 per cent) see figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Distribution of TWSS Employers by Sector as 28th June 2020 

 
Source: Revenue Commissioners Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme Statistics 

 

The Revenue Commissioner’s administrative data shows that the number of employees 

linked to the TWSS who are getting a top up from their employer has increased from 57 per 

cent of employees on the 30th March to 88 per cent as of 29th June 2020. Across all sectors 

88 per cent of employees supported by the TWSS are in receipt of a top up from their 

employer. The sectors with the highest share of employees in receipt a top up are the 

Human health and social work sector with 94 per cent and Financial and insurance services 

with 93 per cent. The sector with the lowest share of employees in receipt of a top up is in 

the Accommodation and Food sector with 70 per cent. This contrasts with the Wholesale 

and Retail sector where 82 per cent of employees are in receiving a top up. This is as 

expected due to lower wages in the Accommodation and Food sector.  

 

The figure below shows the share of employees by weekly subsidy amount as of 30th June 

2020. The amount of TWSS subsidy paid to an employee is based on their average net 

weekly pay received before the pandemic crisis, subject to a maximum subsidy of €410 per 

week.  
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Figure 7 Distribution of TWSS Subsidy Amount to Employees 

 
Source: Revenue Commissioners Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme Statistics 

Table 3 indicates that the income distribution of employees has already shifted since the 

beginning of the pandemic. Table 2 shows that the percentage of all employments earning 0 

to €412 per week has increased from 40 per cent in January/February to 48 per cent in 

March/April. Furthermore, it can be seen that the majority of employees being supported 

by the TWSS are now earning between 0 and €412 per week. This data is not available for 

June 2020 thus far.  

 
Table 3  Income Distribution of Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme Employees, 30th April 

 All Employees Employees in TWSS Only 

Average Weekly Net Pay Jan/Feb Mar/Apr Jan/Feb Mar/Apr 

€0-100 7% 8% 2% 5% 

€101-200 8% 9% 5% 11% 

€201-300 10% 13% 8% 21% 

€301-€400 14% 15% 15% 24% 

€401-€500 15% 13% 21% 15% 

€501-€600 12% 10% 18% 10% 

€601-€700 9% 8% 13% 6% 

€701-€800 6% 5% 8% 3% 

€801-900 5% 4% 5% 2% 

€900+ 14% 14% 5% 2% 

€0-412 40% 48% 33% 63% 

€413-€500 13% 12% 18% 13% 

€501-€586 11% 9% 16% 9% 

€586+ 36% 32% 33% 15% 

Source: Revenue Commissioners Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme Statistics 
 

13.7% 

30.1% 

34.8% 

21.3% €351-€410 

€350 

€201-€349 

€0-€200 
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The majority of businesses in receipt of the TWSS are those with less than 250 employees. 

About 66 per cent of the businesses in receipt of the TWSS have less than 10 employees, yet 

these firms account for less than 20 per cent of all employees on the scheme. The CSO data 

on Business Demography (2017), shows that firms with less than 10 employees account for 

about 26 per cent of all employment.  
 

Table 4 Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme Employers and Employees by Size of Enterprise 

 

 
Share of Employers  Share of Employees 

 All TWSS All TWSS 

Under 10 92.08 66.6 26.48 19.1 

10-19 4.12 15.8 9.60 13.5 

20-49 2.41 10.6 12.51 18.4 

50-249 1.16 5.3 19.78 23.7 

250+ 0.22 0.9 31.64 25.1 

Source: Revenue Commissioners Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme Statistics and CSO Business Demography 2017 

 

An analysis of the PUP and the TWSS combined shows that the Wholesale and Retail and 

Accommodation and Food sectors are likely to be the two sectors most adversely affected 

and availing most of State supports. As can be seen from figure 10 about 74 per cent (red 

line) of those employed in the Accommodation and Food sector in Q4 2019 are either 

supported by the PUP payment or the TWSS53.  

Figure 10: Sectoral breakdown of Pandemic Unemployment Payment Recipients and Temporary 

Wage Subsidy Scheme Employees  

                                                
53

 Reference period for labour force Q4 2019 LFS. This is an estimated, some sectors collected by Revenue and 
DEASP do not align with Labour Force Survey data and thus have been omitted. These are the Arts and 
Entertainment, Electricity, and gas, water, sewage supply and the Utilities sector.  
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Authors Calculations: DEASP and Revenue Statistics  

 

As well as the PUP and TWSS supports, there are a number of other income supports which 

have seen a rise in up take over the last number of weeks, including Jobseekers Benefit and 

the Short-Term Work scheme.  

 

The DEASP and Central Bank working paper identifies the sectors that are severely affected 

and moderately affected.54  This identification is done based on the total labour force of 

that sector (Q4 2019) that are now in receipt of PUP. Where the proportion claiming PUP 

exceeds 25 per cent, the sector is considered severely affected. Where the proportion in 

receipt of PUP is between 10 per cent and 25 per cent the sector is considered moderately 

affected. The severely affected sectors are therefore: Accommodation and Food, 

Construction, Administration and Support Services and Wholesale and Retail. The 

moderately affected sectors are identified as Transportation and Storage and 

Manufacturing.  It is estimated that the severely affected sectors account for 32.7 per cent 

of private sector employment before the pandemic.  

 

Employees in the severely affected sectors are on average younger, more likely to be in their 

role for less than 12 months and be a citizen of another country.55  This paper points out the 

composition of PUP recipients changed as different restrictions were introduced. The 

Accommodation and Food, and Retail and Wholesale sectors were amongst the first sectors 

to experience closures due to the public health restrictions. The order in which the 

restrictions are lifted will have implications for how different sectors recover from this crisis, 

and it may be that the worst affected sectors will be the slowest to re-open. This paper finds 

that 60 per cent of workers in the most severely affected sectors have earnings which put 

them into the lowest 2 quintiles. The average weekly earnings of those in the most severely 

sectors is estimated at €542.  

 

Therefore, between the PUP and TWSS schemes just over 800,000 employees are being 

supported by the State for their income. The services sectors have been most severely 

affected by the public health restrictions.  An estimated 70 per cent of the total work force 

of the Accommodation and Food sectors is being supported by State income supports. It is 

difficult to predict how the pandemic will unfold over the coming months and thus when 

firms can re-open and under what circumstances.  

 

                                                
54

 Coates, Byrne, Brioscú, Corcoran, Cronin, Keenan and McIndoe-Calder (2020) ‘The Initial Labour Market 
Impact of COVID-19. 
55

 Coates, Byrne, Brioscú, Corcoran, Cronin, Keenan and McIndoe-Calder (2020) ‘The Initial Labour Market 
Impact of COVID-19. 
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The ESRI carried out a study which examined the potential household impacts of the 

unemployment shock due to COVID-19 and the distributional impact of the income supports 

introduced in March 2020.56  

 

The ESRI found that due to the introduction of the Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) 

and the extension of the fuel allowance the number of families that experienced a reduction 

in their disposable income falls by 110,000 to 450,000. As a result of these measures, 

significantly fewer families experience losses greater than 20 per cent of disposable income, 

about 280,000 compared to 400,000 with no additional income supports introduced. The 

ESRI also find that the PUP payment leaves a small number of families better off than in 

work. For all family types, the introduction of the PUP and the TWSS reduce the losses in 

disposable income. The ESRI show that the introduction of the PUP and fuel allowance 

‘largely insulated’ the losses of those in the bottom two quintiles. The introduction of the 

TWSS and particularly the top up element benefits those in the middle of the distribution 

more. Overall, the ESRI find that the measures introduced have reduced the number of 

households that would experience income losses of over 20 per cent to between 200,000 

and 300,000, without any measures this could have been the case for 400,000 families. 

Some low earning families are financially better off in receipt of these supports, but as the 

ESRI point out, incentive issues have little relevance during a public health emergency. An 

important factor will be how these income supports are reformed and tweaked going 

forward, as the economy begins to open up again.  

 

The concentration of job losses for younger workers in the service-based sectors has major 

implications for national minimum wage workers. The Labour Force Survey shows that 

national minimum wage workers are primarily young and working in the Accommodation 

and Food sector and the Wholesale and Retail sector.  

 

The age profile of NMW workers remains young, with those aged between 15-24 being the 

most highly represented. This group represent 11.9% of employees, and it constitutes 52.6% 

of those earning the NMW or less. Amongst all employees aged between 15-24, about a 

third (31.9%) are earning the NMW, compared to 2.9% of employees aged between 35-44.  

 

This would indicate that for many employees the NMW represents an entry level wage and 

the majority of employees do not remain at this earnings level as they get older.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
56

 ESRI (2020) The Potential Costs and Distributional Effect of COVID-19 Related Unemployment in Ireland 
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Table 5 Age Breakdown of Employees Earning the National Minimum Wage or less 2019 

 Average Share of All 

Employees 2019 

Average Share of employee 

earning the NMW or less 

2019 

Proportion of employees 

earning NMW in each group 

2019 

15-19 2.8% 22.4% 57.9% 

20-24 9.2% 30.2% 23.9% 

Total Youth 11.9% 52.6% 31.9% 

25-34 23.4% 18.9% 5.8% 

35-44 28.6% 11.4% 2.9% 

45-54 21.7% 9.5% 3.2% 

55-59 7.7% [3.6%] [3.4%] 

60-64 4.9% * * 

65-74 1.8% * * 
Source: Labour Force Survey, National Minimum Wage Release 2019 

The sectors with the greatest proportion and number of minimum wage employees are the 

Accommodation and Food and Wholesale and Retail sectors, see table 4. In Q4 2019 there 

were 39,800 employees in the Accommodation and Food sector who reported earning the 

NMW or less, this represents 24.5% of employees within this sector. The sector with the 

second largest proportion (13.7%) of employees earning the NMW or less is the Wholesale 

and Retail sector with 35,200 NMW workers in this sector. Other sectors with significant 

numbers of NMW employees are the Construction and Human Health and Social Work 

sectors.  

The Labour Force Survey shows that 58.7% of all those reporting the NMW or less are 

employed in the Accommodation and Food services sector or the Wholesale and Retail 

sector. This demonstrates the concentration of NMW workers in these sectors and thus the 

likely impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on national minimum wage employment.  

Table 6 National Minimum Wage employees by sector Q4 2019 

Sector Number of employees 

earning NMW or less Q4 19 

Proportion of employees within 

each sector earning NMW or less 

Q4 19 

Accommodation & Food 39,800 24.5% 

Wholesale and Retail 35,200 13.7% 

Administration and Support 

Services 

[5,300] [6.3%] 

Construction [6,100] [6.4%] 

Industry [6,100] [2.4%] 

Human Health and Social Work [6,500] 3.2% 

Other NACE Sectors 10,600 13.8% 



37 

 

The most recent evidence from the CSO and DEASP show that the numbers of new entrants 

to the PUP scheme have reduced strongly for all sectors. The figure below shows for the 

four sectors with the highest numbers of NMW employees, new entrants to PUP peaked at 

the end of March and early April, and have since steadily declined. 

 

Figure 11 Number of new entrants to Pandemic Unemployment Payment Scheme 22nd 

March -5th July 2020 

Source: Detailed COVID-19 Income Support and Live Register Tables 

 

But large numbers of individuals who previously worked in these four sectors remain on the 

PUP scheme. Since the Construction Industry has reopened there has been a slight drop in 

construction employees in receipt of the PUP. It will become clearer over the coming 

months how many of the individuals in these sectors will return to their previous 

employment once the economy opens more widely.  
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Figure 12 Pandemic Unemployment Recipients (22nd March-5th July 2020) in the four 

sectors with the highest incidence of National Minimum Wage Employment 

 

Source: Detailed COVID-19 Income Support and Live Register Tables 

Since the height of the public health restrictions when there were 602,107 individuals in 

receipt of PUP in the week of the 3rd of May, the sectors which have seen the largest 

percentage reduction in receipts are the Construction sector (64% reduction) and Industry 

with 52% reduction. The number of PUP claimants who worked in the Accommodation and 

food sector has reduced by 19% since the 3rd May. The number of individuals in receipt of 

PUP who worked in the Wholesale and Retail sector has reduced by 46% since early May. In 

terms of the age profile of those moving off PUP, it is relatively even distribution of 

percentage decreases across age groups.  
 

Changes in Earnings  

The Department of Finance has projected that the COVID-19 pandemic will have a strong 

impact on earnings and wages. The Department forecast a fall in pay per employee in 2020 

of about 7.6 per cent which is a considerable drop from the 3.8 per cent increase in 2019.57 

Total compensation of employees (the wage bill) is projected to decline by 13.7 per cent in 

2020. For 2021, the Department of Finance estimate that wages will grow by 3.8 per cent.  

 

The Earnings and Labour Costs survey preliminary quarterly estimates were published on 

the 9th June 2020. The CSO point out that the COVID-19 crisis had a significant impact on the 

collection of Quarter 1 2020 data. The impact of the pandemic on earnings and labour costs 

results for Q1 2020, however, is minimal as Government restrictions put in place in response 

to COVID-19 related to weeks 11 – 13 of Q1 2020. Therefore, this data gives the most up to 
                                                
57

 Department of Finance (2020) Stability Programme Update  
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date information on changes in earnings in the Irish economy, but does not capture the full 

impact of the restrictions introduced due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

The data shows that average hourly earnings increased by 3.2% between Q1 2019 and Q1 

2020, rising from €24.05 to €24.81. Table 5 shows the annual change in average weekly 

earnings, average hourly earnings and average paid weekly hours. The sector with the 

highest average hourly earnings was the Financial, insurance and real estate activities sector 

with a rate of €36.78, followed by the Education sector at €36.46. The lowest average hourly 

earnings were in the Accommodation and food services sector with hourly earnings of 

€13.78 followed by the Arts, entertainment, recreation and other service activities sector 

with a rate of €19.42. 

 

Average hourly earnings increased in all sectors of the economy in the year from Q1 2019 to 

Q1 2020. The Administrative and support service activities sector showed the largest 

increase in average hourly earnings at 8.0%, rising from €19.59 to €21.15 in the year. The 

Financial, insurance and real estate activities sector recorded the smallest increase in the 

year, increasing by 0.1%. 

 

The data shows that firms with less than 50 employees experienced an annual decrease of 

0.2% in average hourly earnings in Q1 2020, down from €19.71 to €19.67. Firms with 

between 50 and 250 employees recorded an increase in average hourly earnings of 4.9%, 

from €22.37 to €23.46 over the same period. Finally, the EHECs data shows that firms with 

more than 250 employees saw an increase of 4.1% in average hourly earnings for the year 

to Q1 2020, rising from €27.46 to €28.59. 

 

Public sector average hourly earnings rose by 3.7% from €29.55 to €30.63 in the year to Q1 

2020. Private sector average hourly earnings increased by 2.9% from €22.44 to €23.10 over 

the same period. 

 

Average weekly paid hours were 32.3 across the economic sectors in the first quarter of 

2020. There are sectoral variations in average weekly paid hours with workers in the 

Industry sector recording the highest number at 38.1 followed by the Construction sector at 

37.6. The sectors with the lowest average weekly paid hours were the Education sector at 

23.7 and the Accommodation and food service activities sector at 26.6 
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Table 7 Earnings and Labour Costs Survey data Q1 2019 and Q1 2020 (preliminary)  

Sector Average Weekly Earnings 

(Euro) 

Average Hourly Earnings 

(Euro) 

Average Paid Hours 

(Hours) 

All Employees 2019  

Q1 

2020 Q1 % 

Change 

2019 

Q1 

2020 

Q1 

% 

Change 

2019 

Q1 

2020 

Q1 

% Change 

All NACE economic sectors 771.60 801.83 3.9 24.05 24.81 3.2 32.1 32.3 0.6 

Industry 927.20 962.56 3.8 24.37 25.29 3.8 38.0 38.1 0.3 

Construction 768.44 809.18 5.3 21.14 21.50 1.7 36.3 37.6 3.6 

Wholesale and Retail  591.30 619.21 4.7 19.65 19.92 1.4 30.1 31.1 3.3 

Transportation and Storage  810.25 846.63 4.5 22.64 23.35 3.1 35.8 36.3 1.4 

Accommodation and Food 

Services 
351.07 366.49 4.4 13.33 13.78 3.4 26.3 26.6 1.1 

Information and 

Communication 
1,269.95 1,322.78 4.2 34.24 35.91 4.9 37.1 36.8 -0.8 

Financial and Insurance 

activities and real estate 
1,280.99 1,276.14 -0.4 36.74 36.78 0.1 34.9 34.7 -0.6 

Professional, Scientific and 

Technical 
913.89 932.77 2.1 26.99 27.41 1.6 33.9 34.0 0.3 

Administrative and Support  618.82 647.95 4.7 19.59 21.15 8.0 31.6 30.6 -3.2 

Public admin and Defence  958.84 967.42 0.9 26.06 26.55 1.9 36.8 36.4 -1.1 

Education 840.67 862.29 2.6 35.77 36.46 1.9 23.5 23.7 0.9 

Human Health and Social 

Work  
725.28 764.30 5.4 23.20 24.21 4.4 31.3 31.6 1.0 

Arts, Entertainment and 

recreation 
509.26 535.56 5.2 18.34 19.42 5.9 27.8 27.6 -0.7 

Public/Private Sector          

Private Sector 717.20 746.22 4.0 22.44 23.10 2.9 32.0 32.3 0.9 

Public Sector 960.26 991.53 3.3 29.55 30.63 3.7 32.5 32.4 -0.3 

Size of Enterprise          

Less than 50 Employees  599.77 613.48 2.3 19.71 19.67 -0.2 30.4 31.2 2.6 

50-250 Employees 724.89 760.75 4.9 22.37 23.46 4.9 32.4 32.4 - 

Greater than 250 

employees 
909.53 944.84 3.9 27.46 28.59 4.1 33.1 33.0 -0.3 

Source: CSO Earnings and Labour Costs Q1 2020 release.  

 

Analysing the quarterly change between Q4 2019 and Q1 2020 it shows that four sectors 

saw a reduction in average hourly earnings over this period, see figure below. The 

Construction sector saw a -5.5 percentage change in average hourly earnings, the 

professional, scientific and technical sector recorded a -3.0 percentage change between Q4 

2019 and Q1 2020, the transportation and storage sector recorded a -1.3 percentage 

quarterly change and the Education sector showed a decline in average hourly earnings of 

1.2 per cent. It is difficult to estimate the future trajectory of earnings over the coming 
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months, but due to the large increase in unemployment this trend may continue and 

worsen as the year goes on.  

 

Figure 13 Quarterly Percentage Change in Average Hourly Earnings Q4 2019 to Q1 2020 

(preliminary) 

 
Source: CSO Earnings and Labour Costs Q1 2020 release.  

 

Low Pay in Ireland  

The OECD shows that in 2017 the incidence of low pay in Ireland was 23 per cent.58 This was 

the third highest in the OECD for this year and above the OECD average of 15.6 per cent.  

 

The Survey of Income and Living Conditions for 2018 published by the CSO showed that the 

consistent poverty rate for those at work was 1.6 % compared to 27.6 % for those who are 

unemployed. The At Risk of Poverty Rate was 5.1 % for those at work (47.3 % for the 

unemployed) while the deprivation rate was 9.5 % for those at work (41.6 % for the 

unemployed).on rate increased by nearly 10 percentage points from 3.5% in 2004 to 12.3% 

in 2017.  The most common types of deprivation experienced were an inability to replace 

worn out furniture  917.8%), to afford to have family or friends for a drink or a meal once a 

month (11.7%) and to afford a morning, afternoon or evening out in the last fortnight 

(10.3%). 

Labour Costs  

It is important to observe how labour costs develop over time as the national minimum 

wage increases. The ESRI, as part of the research partnership programme with the Low Pay 

Commission, carried out an innovative piece of research which uses the Earnings Hours and 

                                                
58

 Low pay is defined as anyone earning less than two thirds of median earnings. https://www.oecd-
ilibrary.org/sites/c856e9d6-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/c856e9d6-en#ftnote2 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/c856e9d6-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/c856e9d6-en#ftnote2
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/c856e9d6-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/c856e9d6-en#ftnote2
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Employment Costs Survey (EHECS) data.59 This study measures the level and intensity of 

minimum employment across different sectors of the economy, and estimates whether the 

average labour costs of firms with minimum wage employees increased more than firms 

with no minimum wage workers after the 2016 rate increase.  

 

In relation to the intensity of minimum wage employment the ESRI found that nearly 75 per 

cent of firms have no minimum wage employees, 12 per cent of firms had less than 10 

percent of their employees earning the NMW. Just over 3 per cent of firms had more than 

50 per cent of their workforce earning the NMW. This data also shows what the Labour 

force survey shows that the intensity of minimum wage employment is greatest in the 

Accommodation and Food sector. About half of all firms in this sector have some minimum 

wage employees.  

 

The ESRI research suggests that there was no statistically significant impact of the 2016 rate 

increase on the average labour costs of firms with less than 50 per cent of their workforce 

on the minimum wage. For firms with a 100 per cent of employees in receipt of the NMW, 

their average labour costs increased by 5.4 per cent more than for firms with no minimum 

wage workers following the 2016 rate increase. This would suggest that for the vast majority 

of firms (97 per cent) that have less than 50 per cent of their workforce on the NMW, an 

increase in the rate does not increase their average labour costs any more than they would 

increase anyway.  

 

The ESRI do find some evidence that for high intensity minimum wage firms, the 2016 rate 

increase may have reduced the probability of offering overtime hours to part-time 

employees by about 6 percentage points. This ESRI analysis pertains to the impact of the 

NMW during a time of strong economic growth during which time wages were increasing 

across the labour market.   

Job Vacancies  

The Central Bank carried out some research on the impact of COVID-19 on the labour 

market.60 They analysed the magnitude of job opportunities across different sectors and 

countries. The Bank find that the pandemic is having a large impact on the labour market by 

looking at the fall in hiring intentions, as measured by declines in online job postings on 

Indeed. The Central Bank highlight that official statistics will take time to be released and 

therefore in order to get a real time picture of the labour market it good to use the online 

job posting data. The Bank shows that this data has mirrored the official statistics very 

accurately in the past.  

                                                
59

 ESRI (2020) The Impact of the 2016 Minimum Wage Increase on Average Labour Costs, Hours Worked and 
Employment in Irish firms-yet to be published.  
60

 Central Bank, 2020 Economic Letter April 2020 
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Job postings have fallen everywhere but the analysis finds that not all countries are equally 

impacted. Of the countries studied, Australia, the UK and Canada saw the worst year-on-

year decline in job postings. Within the EU there is a strong divergence between countries 

with large service sectors such as Spain, Italy and Ireland seeing significant falls in job 

postings, whereas Germany, the Netherlands and Belgium experienced smaller reductions.  

 

The composition of the labour market shapes heavily the extent to which the measures 

taken to prevent the spread of the COVID-19 virus, impacts the labour market.  

The Central Bank develops an index which measures the work from home potential of 

different occupations. The groupings are intuitive with sales, hospitality, construction and 

manufacturing related sectors all having low work from home potential.  

 

The Central Bank find that job postings have fallen more, by about 30 to 40 per cent, in 

countries with larger proportion of employment in jobs with a lower work from home 

potential. Examples include Ireland, the UK, Portugal, Spain, Canada and Australia. In these 

countries, the lower work from home jobs make up between 50 and 60 per cent of 

employment. Whereas, Switzerland, Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium and Sweden all 

generally have a lower share of employment in low work from home potential jobs, 

between 30 to 40 per cent. These countries have seen smaller declines in job postings of 

between 15 to 20 per cent since the COVID-19 outbreak.  

 

In Ireland, by the beginning of April job postings were almost a third lower than those seen 

in previous years.  The Bank highlights that job vacancies as reported by the CSO, reduced 

by over 70 per cent during the 2008 economic crisis. But this decline occurred between 

early 2008 and the end of 2009. The largest declines in online job roles in Ireland are seen in 

the hospitality, tourism, personal services and (some) retail sectors. By contrast, the number 

of roles in supermarkets has increased sharply since early March 2020.  

 

This analysis shows that the trajectory of the labour market in Ireland will be highly 

influenced by the trajectory of the virus, the impacts of public health restrictions on how 

businesses in the services sectors will operate.  

Conclusions  

In conclusion, the evidence available to date shows that the public health measures 

introduced to halt the spread of COVID-19 have had a major impact on the Irish labour 

market. The numbers of people who have been temporarily laid of lies close to 412,859 

people and there are about 410,000 employees being supported through the TWSS. (Figures 

at time of writing, June 2020, as these figures are constantly evolving). There is a large 

sectoral component to the nature of the labour market shock, with service related sectors 

being most severely impacted. There is a regional component to the impact of the COVID-19 
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shock on the Irish labour market. Counties with the highest shares of labour intensive and 

rely more on human contact are those with the largest shares of workers in receipt of 

COVID-19 income supports and are currently seeing the highest number of unemployed 

people per job vacancy.  From the administrative data, it does appear that those who have 

been temporarily laid off are on average lower paid, younger, live outside Dublin and in 

part-time employment. All the forecasts estimate for employment growth to start by Q3 

2020 and continue through 2021, but very large uncertainty surrounds these estimates. 

Given how fast this shock has occurred, and the pace at which new measures are being 

introduced, easing of restrictions are being announced and research on treatments and 

vaccines is developing, it is extremely difficult to estimate with any accuracy what the labour 

market will look like in the months ahead.  
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Summary Assessment of Economic Factors  

Under the National Minimum Wage (Low Pay Commission) Act 2015, the Low Pay 

Commission must assess these factors in making their recommendation for the National 

Minimum Wage. This section outlines some considerations for the Commission under each 

of these factors.  

1. Changes in earnings, during relevant period:  

As noted in the earlier chapter the Department of Finance estimate a fall in wages in 

2020 and growth in 2021. In general the Earnings, Hours and Employment Costs 

(EHECS) data from the 1st Quarter of the year provides the Commission with an 

insight into how private sectors earnings are developing in the year they are making 

their recommendation. This year, the Quarter 1 data will not capture the full extent 

of the COVID-19 crisis. Furthermore, given the uncertainty about the labour market 

over the coming months this data will not be such a helpful guide this year.  

 

Holten and O’Neill found the National Minimum Wage, even though it did not 

change throughout the years of the 2008 recession, provided an effective floor at 

the bottom of the wage distribution which prevented the magnitude of wage falls 

which were seen for high earners.  Holten and O’Neill state that the role of NMW to 

prevent growth in wage inequality ‘may be especially true during deep recessions, 

when the forces leading to wage reductions for many workers may be particularly 

strong. The relative strength of the minimum wage and the role it plays in protecting 

wages at the bottom of the distribution must be borne in mind when interpreting 

cross-country differences in the cyclicality of wage inequality.’61 

 

It is difficult to estimate how earnings and wages will develop over the short and 

medium term. The Central Bank carried out research to better understand the 

dynamics of wage growth since the 2008 recession.62 The Central Bank notes that 

behaviour in nominal wages in the short and medium term depends on demand and 

supply factors as well as inflation. In the longer-term wage movements are affected 

by productivity and the labour share of income.  

 

The Central Bank shows that the relationship between unemployment and wage 

growth is non-linear and real wage growth appears to be broadly flat in the 5 per 

                                                
61

 Holten and O’Neill (2017) ‘The Changing Nature of Irish Wage Inequality from Boom to Bust*’ The Economic 
and Social Review, Vol. 48, No. 1, Spring, 2017, pp. 1-26 
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cent to 10 per cent unemployment range, outside of this real wages tend to be more 

responsive to changes in the unemployment rate. Regression analysis shows that 

slack (unemployment) and inflation are important factors for nominal wage growth. 

This would suggest that it will be important to gain a clearer picture of how the 

labour market develops over the coming months to better understand how wages 

will respond in 2021.  

 

2. Changes in currency rates during relevant period 

An initial depreciation of the euro against the dollar in the early part of the pandemic 
was, in part, driven by increased demand for dollar-denominated assets (‘safe haven’ 
flows).  
Since the end of February the euro has gained about 3.8 per cent against the dollar.  
 
Based on the latest developments it can be seen that the euro relative to the sterling 
exchange rate has appreciated by 0.79 per cent since July 2019. The euro has gained 
approximately 1.31 per cent against the sterling.  
 
Table 3 Euro to Dollar and Sterling Exchange Rates  

Institution € vs. US $ € vs. ST £ 

1/07/19 1.13 0.89 

1/07/20 1.12 0.90 

Percentage Change                 -1.31% +0.79% 

Source: ECB Exchange Rates  

 

Whether during the relevant period 

3. Unemployment and Employment Increasing or Decreasing  

 Since the last recommendation of the Commission in July 2019, unemployment was 

reducing up until March 2020. A striking feature of the current scenario is that it is 

difficult to estimate how many out of the 543,200 people in receipt of the PUP 

payment will remain unemployed, if and when the public health restrictions are 

eased. The definition of unemployment is that an individual is seeking and available 

for work, due to the public health measures this is not possible for many people in 

receipt of PUP. Therefore, to assess how the unemployment rate will change over 

the coming months is exceptionally difficult.    

Certain businesses that have the capacity and business model to implement social 

distancing measures and online working and selling, may recover faster as 

restrictions are lifted. But it is clear that businesses in the tourism industry will 
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recover more slowly. This would suggest that employment levels will not return to 

pre-crisis levels for some time. As Roantree points out businesses in the 

Accommodation and Food sectors face particular challenges over the coming 

months, and many employers who currently have employees on their payrolls, but 

are being supported through the Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme but will face 

difficulties once the TWSS is phased out.63  

4. Productivity Increasing or Decreasing: 

There is little doubt that the pandemic will have caused a short term fall in private 

sector productivity due to illness, parents working from home while caring for 

children or relatives, the need for social distancing in workplaces, and many people 

not being able to work at all due to the nature of their job. It is not possible to 

decipher the longer-term trend in productivity, until the economy has begun to 

reopen.  

 

5. International Comparisons 

In all EU countries that have statutory minimum wages, the gross minimum wages 

increased for 2020 and in some cases quite substantially such as Poland (17%) and 

Slovakia (12%).64  For countries that do not have statutory minimum wages- Austria, 

Denmark, Finland, Italy, Sweden and Norway – minimum wages are implemented via 

collective agreements.  Despite upward trends in national minimum wages in general 

across the EU, most statutory minimum wages are below 60 per cent or even 50 per 

cent in some cases of the median wages. The concentration of minimum wage 

workers in certain sectors can be seen also on an EU level, across the EU about 16 

per cent of all minimum wage workers are employed in the Accommodation and 

Food sector.  

 

Figure 11 below shows that in nominal terms Ireland has the 4th highest hourly 

minimum wage rate of those countries that have statutory minimum wages.  
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Figure 14 Hourly minimum wages, selected EU Member States, 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Eurofound (2020) Review of Minimum Wages 

 

This nominal comparison of minimum wages across countries only provides a 

preliminary picture because it does not account for local economic conditions. There 

are two important methods to compare minimum wages across countries, firstly 

using real values which account for local price conditions and cost of living and 

secondly the percentage of the minimum to median wages (known as the Kaitz 

index).  Eurofound point out that it is essential to assess the development of real 

minimum wages which takes account of inflation and cost of living. In purchasing 

power parity terms, Ireland’s national minimum wage is the 7th highest in the EU. 

Eurofound shows the impact of using purchasing power parity standards: ‘when 

comparing Ireland and Spain, nominal rates are 58% higher in Ireland than in Spain, 

however, after taking local price levels into consideration, the difference is 
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drastically reduced to only 14%. The overall spread of minimum wages is much 

smaller in PPS compared to nominal rates.’65 

 

In relation to the Irish NMW relative to median earnings, the OECD data shows that 

in 2018 it was 48 per cent. A measure of adequacy in the literature and across 

international bodies is how far the minimum wage is from 60 per cent of median 

earnings. See figure 12 for a comparison of minimum wages relative to median 

earnings for various countries with similar nominal minimum wages as Ireland.  

 

Figure 12: National Minimum Wages Relative to Median Earnings-full time 

employees 

 
Source: OECD database: accessed 4

th
 June  

 

The OECD data may underestimate the bite of the Irish national minimum wage 

because it is based on full time employment and the evidence shows us that 80 per 

cent of minimum wage workers are in part-time employment. In this sense it is more 

suitable to use median hourly earnings as the basis for calculating the bite of the 

Irish minimum wage. The Commission are currently undertaking an analysis of the 

2011 to 2018 Earnings from Administrative Data Sources from the CSO, this will 

allow for an assessment of the Irish National Minimum wage in relation to median 

hourly earnings.  
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A recent 2020 Mercer survey on the Cost of Living shows that Ireland is the 46th most 

expensive city to live in globally.66 The survey shows that Dublin is the most 

expensive capital in the Eurozone and this is primarily due to high rents in the city.  

 

6. The need for job creation 

Even if many of those who are currently out of work, return to employment once the 

restrictions are lifted, there will be some need for job creation given the scale of job 

losses and the impact that physical distancing rules will have on many businesses. 

Once again, it is difficult to estimate the scale of this over the coming months, given 

the uncertainty surrounding the evolution of the pandemic. 

Likely impact on: 

 Levels of employment  

The evidence that the LPC has built up over the last number of years in partnership 

with the ESRI has shown that increases in the NMW do not appear to have had an 

impact on employment. There is some evidence which suggests that for certain 

workers the NMW increases may have led to a reduction in their working hours. 

During the 2008 recession, the NMW remained in place. It was reduced for a seven 

month period in 2011, when the rate was decreased by €1 from €8.65 to €7.65.  This 

decision was reversed in July 2011 once a new Government came into office.  There 

is no evidence to suggest that the presence of the NMW impacted employment 

during the 2008 recession.  

 

 Cost of living 

The European Commission estimate that euro area inflation is estimated to be 0.2 

per in 2020, with a rise to 1.1 per cent in 2021. There are concerns that low 

economic activity and demand and a deteriorating labour market outlook will limit 

wage growth and thus pull-down core inflation. The Department of Finance forecasts 

HICP inflation to be -0.6 per cent in 2020 and 0.4 percent in 2021. 

 

 National competitiveness 

The National Competitiveness Council 2020 Scorecard highlights several key factors 

which will be important to focus on as the economy begins to reopen following the 

COVID-19 pandemic.67  These factors are employment, business environment, green 

                                                
66

 Mercer Cost of Living Survey 2020 https://www.mercer.com/newsroom/2020-cost-of-
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economy, public infrastructure and global growth. The NCC note that ensuring 

unemployment does not have a long term scarring effect on individuals and the 

wider economy is very important and that strategic approach to retraining is taken. 

Furthermore, financial supports to SMES as well as ensuring there are a low number 

of barriers to setting up new businesses will be important over the coming years. 

Another emerging theme in the NCC’s paper is the focus on public investment in 

infrastructure to ensure Ireland remains competitive as well a greater focus on 

transitioning to a more sustainable economic model. The NCC call for ‘early action on 

the Climate Action Plan, and linking economic stimulus measures with 

environmental objectives can be an engine for growth and innovation’.68 

 

The World Economic Forum Global Competitiveness Report from 2019 ranks Ireland 

as the 23rd most competitive country out of the 141 countries ranked, but it has 

fallen one position since the 2018 report.  Ireland ranks worst in the areas of 

infrastructure, efficiency of legal framework in settling disputes, shareholder 

governance and ICT adoption. The World Competitiveness Report is a useful way of 

understanding Ireland’s competitiveness in comparison to other countries. The 2019 

World Competitiveness Report was written and published before the current crisis 

and since the context has changed so fundamentally it is not especially useful for 

assessing the short-term future economic outlook. The World Competitiveness 

Report’s definition of competitiveness is "the set of institutions, policies, and factors 

that determine the level of productivity of a country. The level of productivity, in 

turn, sets the level of prosperity that can be reached by an economy". The set of 

institutions will remain broadly similar once the public health measures are lifted but 

the policies and factors at play will have altered and changed quite considerably 

therefore it is difficult estimate relatively the status of Ireland’s competitiveness at 

this stage.  The global nature of this economic shock is likely to negatively impact all 

countries competitiveness and thus it may be that relatively the impact of COVID-19 

on competitiveness may be quite small.  Although the differing capacities of States 

to stimulate their economies into recovery is likely to shape how fast and sustainably 

economies can return to growth.  
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Conclusion and Recommendation  

The COVID-19 crisis has caused unprecedented levels of uncertainty for businesses, 

individuals and households. The measures taken to deal with the impact of COVID-19 have 

resulted in a severe shock to the Irish economy. The widespread shutdown of businesses 

has particularly affected the retail sector, hospitality, tourism and travel. These are sectors 

which account for a significant proportion of minimum wage workers.  

In making its recommendation on the national minimum wage the Commission must 

analyse thirteen specific economic factors, including changes in earnings, unemployment 

levels, productivity and inflation. Much of the data on these factors, available to date, 

relates to the pre-pandemic period which is now largely historic and irrelevant.  

 

There is considerable uncertainty about the state of the Irish economy and labour market 

later in 2020, let alone in 2021. This uncertainty arises from: 

 

 The potential impact on the economy of the substantial relaxation of the restrictions 

which came into effect on 29 June 

 

 Any possible resurgence of the virus which may require the re-imposition of 

restrictions later in the year. 

 

 The nature and likely impact of the measures in the proposed economic stimulus 

package, the details of which are not available at the time of writing. 

 

 The outcome of the negotiations between the UK and the EU to determine the 

future relationship with the UK at the end of 2020. 

 

Recommendation 

In the light of the foregoing, the Commission recommends the following course of action:  

 

 Any recommendation pertaining to the level of the National Minimum Wage should 

be deferred but concluded in time for Budget 2021. 

 The Commission will keep the situation under review as it evolves and provide advice 

to Government in time for a decision to be implemented at the normal time 
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Appendix 1 

Analysis of latest Labour Force Survey National Minimum Wage Data 

Minimum Wage Trends:  

In 2016, a question about the National Minimum wage was added into the Labour Force 

Survey. Since 2016, the share of National Minimum Wage workers has reduced from 8.0% in 

Q4 2016 to 5.2% in Q4 2019. The average number of individuals earning the national 

minimum wage or less in 2018 as a percentage of the total labour force is 7.2%.  

 

Source: Labour Force Survey 

Gender Trends 2016-2019:  

The share of female national minimum wage employees has remained relatively stable since 

Q4 16.  

Share of employees reporting earning National Minimum Wage or less by gender 

 Q4 16 Q4 17 Q4 18 Q4 19 

Male 45.5 48.6 44.7 45.8 

Female 54.4 51.4 55.3 54.2 

 

Age Trends 2016-2019: 

Since Q4 16 the age profile of NMW employees has become slightly younger. By Q4 2019, 

54.7% of those reporting earning the NMW or less were between 15-24 years of age. In Q4 

16, about 47% of NMW employees were between 15 and 24 years of age. 
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Share of employees reporting earning National Minimum Wage or 

less by age group 

 Q4 16 Q4 17 Q4 18 Q4 19 

15-19 22.4 20.1 22.2 24.9 

20-24 25.5 27.1 27.8 29.8 

Total Youth 47.9 47.2 50.0 54.7 

25-34 21.6 21.3 20.6 18.0 

35-44 13.7 15.3 13.6 10.9 

45-54 9.8 8.3 8.0 9.7 

55-59 [3.3] [4] [4] [3.4] 

60-64 [2.3] [2.7] * * 

65-74 * * * * 

 

Nationality Trends 2016-2019:  

The number of non-Irish born nationals earning the NMW or less, has reduced since 2016. 

Between 2018 and 2019 there was a sharp drop in the number of those from outside the EU 

28 earning the NMW. This does not appear to be driven by a reduction in the number of 

employees from outside the EU in the labour force.  

 

 Q4 16 Q4 17 Q4 18 Q4 19 

Irish Nationals 75.6 76.7 77.3 83.3 

Non-Irish Nationals 24.4 23.3 22.7 16.7 

 

United Kingdom * * * * 

EU 15 excl Irl and UK * * * * 

EU 15 to EU 28 11.5 9.4 7.6 [5.1] 

Other  10.2 10.4 10.9 [7.2] 

 

National Minimum Wage Workers in 2019 

On average across the four quarters of 2019, 109,200 employees reported earning the 

NMW. This represents a decline from the 2018 average of 15,725 employees. In 2019, an 

average of 135,000 employees reported earning the NMW or less.  

The numbers of NMW employees often varies considerably across quarters. The table below 

outlines the number of NMW employees by quarter. Between the first and second quarter 

of 2019 the number of NMW employees reduced by 14,400 (-11.8%). The numbers 
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continued to drop but at a slower pace for the remaining quarters of 2019. Over the year 

the number of employees reporting earning the NMW reduced by 21,800 (-17.8%).  

  

 Q1 19 Q2 19 Q3 19 Q4 19 Average 

Earning Less than the 

NMW 

29.8 24.4 27.1 21.9 25,800 

Earning the NMW 122.6 108.2 105.1 100.8 109,200 

Earning more than the 

NMW 

1,672.3 1,713.4 1,752.0 1,787.4 1,750,933.3 

Not Stated 142.2 123.4 113.4 107.8 121,700 

Total 1,966.8 1,969.4 1,997.6 2,018.1 1,987,975.0 

 

Gender:  

In 2019 the gender breakdown of NMW employees remained similar to previous years. The 

table below shows that, on average females (55%) were more likely to report earning the 

NMW or less than Males (45%).  

Gender Average Number 2019 Average Proportion 2019 

Male 60,500 45% 

Female 74,500 55% 

 

Sector:  

The Table below presents the sectoral breakdown of NMW employees in Q4 2019. The 

sectors in the table below have sufficient numbers to enable the CSO to report on them 

separately. It is not possible to report separately on the number of NMW workers in the 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing sector because the data is not collected by the CSO.  

Sector Number of employees 

earning NMW or less Q4 19 

Proportion of employees within 

each sector earning NMW or less 

Q4 19 

Accommodation & Food 39,800 24.5% 

Wholesale and Retail 35,200 13.7% 

Administration and Support 

Services 

[5,300] [6.3%] 

Construction [6,100] [6.4%] 

Industry [6,100] [2.4%] 

Human Health and Social Work [6,500] 3.2% 

Other NACE Sectors 10,600 13.8% 
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The sectors with the greatest proportion and number of minimum wage employees are the 

Accommodation and Food and Wholesale and Retail sectors. In Q4 2019 there were 39,800 

employees in the Accommodation and Food sector who reported earning the NMW or less, 

this represents 24.5% of employees within this sector. The sector with the second largest 

proportion (13.7%) of employees earning the NMW or less is the Wholesale and Retail 

sector with 35,200 NMW workers in this sector. Other sectors with significant numbers of 

NMW employees are the Construction and Human Health and Social Work sectors.  

The Labour Force Survey shows that 58.7% of all those reporting the NMW or less are 

employed in the Accommodation and Food services sector or the Wholesale and Retail 

sector. This demonstrates the concentration of NMW workers in specific sectors.  

Regions of Employment: 

Since 2018, the proportion of employees reporting earning the NMW or less reduced in 

every region of State. The region with highest average proportion of NMW employees in 

2019 was the Border region (11.6%) followed by the South-east (9.7%). The Mid East and 

Dublin regions have lower proportions of NMW employees. Dublin has the lowest average 

proportion (4.9%) of NMW employees in State, but also has the highest number of NMW 

employees in the State.  

Region Average Number of employees 

earning NMW or less 2019 

Average Proportion of employees within 

each region earning NMW or less 2019 

Border 15,600 11.6% 

South-East 14,300 9.7% 

Midlands [8,800] 9.1% 

South-West 21,400 8.3% 

West 13,600 8.1% 

Mid-West 12,900 7.9% 

Mid-East 18,700 6.7% 

Dublin 29,900 4.9% 

State 135,000 7.3% 

 

Age and Nationality: 

The age profile of NMW workers remains young, with those aged between 15-24 being the 

most highly represented. This group represent 11.9% of employees, it constitutes 52.6% of 

those earning the NMW or less. Amongst all employees aged between 15-24, about a third 

(31.9%) are earning the NMW compared to 2.9% of employees aged between 35-44.  

This would indicate that for many employees the NMW represents an entry level wage and 

the majority of employees do not remain at this earnings level as they get older.  
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 Average Share of All 

Employees 2019 

Average Share of employee 

earning the NMW or less 

2019 

Proportion of employees 

earning NMW in each group 

2019 

15-19 2.8% 22.4% 57.9% 

20-24 9.2% 30.2% 23.9% 

Total Youth 11.9% 52.6% 31.9% 

25-34 23.4% 18.9% 5.8% 

35-44 28.6% 11.4% 2.9% 

45-54 21.7% 9.5% 3.2% 

55-59 7.7% [3.6%] [3.4%] 

60-64 4.9% * * 

65-74 1.8% * * 

The nationality of NMW workers appears to be shifting slightly. In previous reports the 

Labour Force Survey (LFS) data showed that a disproportionate number of non-Irish 

nationals report earning the NMW or less. Yet on average in 2019, non-Irish nationals made 

up 16.7% of all NMW employees and 18% of all employees. This is due to overall number of 

non- Irish born employees increasing steadily since 2016. It would appear that those from 

outside the EU 28 are still over represented as NMW earners relative to the total number 

employees in this group, but the CSO have noted that the sample size is low for this group.  

 Share of NMW 

Employees 

Share of all 

Employees 

Irish Nationals 83.3% 82% 

United Kingdom * 2.6% 

EU 15 excl Irl and UK * 2.8% 

EU 15 to EU 28 [5.1%] 6.2% 

Other [7.2%] 6.4% 

Employment Status and Hours of Work: 

The 2019 LFS data shows that NMW employees are more likely to work part-time (59.9% of 

NMW employees work part-time compared to 20% of all employees, see figure below). 
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Those reporting earning the NMW or less are more likely to work less hours. On average in 

2019, 32.5% of NMW employees worked 19 hours or less compared to just 8.5% of all 

employees. NMW employees are also more likely to work variable hours, with 7% of them 

reporting that they work variable hours compared to 2.9% of all employees. In 2019, most 

employees (59.7%) in the State work between 35 and 44 hours per week. Whereas 22.4% of 

NMW workers reported working between 35 and 44 hours per week (see table ).  

Hours of Work Share of NMW Employees Share of all employees 

1-9 hours 10% 2% 

10-19 hours 22.5% 6.5% 

20-29 hours 20.6% 11.8% 

30-34 hours 6.6% 6.5% 

35-39 hours 15.8% 33.% 

40-44 hours 13.6% 26.7% 

45 hours & over * 10.5% 

Variable hours 7.0% 2.9% 

 

Earning Below the National Minimum Wage: 

On the 4th March 2019, the Miscellaneous Provisions Act changed the sub-minima rates 

arrangements and this resulted in the abolishment of the training rates and a simplification 

of the age based rates. Therefore, the question in the LFS was also changed to reflect the 

change in legislation in Q3 2019. The results for Q1 and Q2 are shown below in. The results 

for Q3 and Q4 are also presented below.   

On average in 2019, 25,800 individuals reported earning less than the NMW. The graph 

below shows the numbers who reported earning less than the NMW between Q2 16 and Q4 

2020.  

 

Source: Labour Force Survey 
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As can be seen from the tables below, there were about 6,500 individuals who reported 

being on a training rate between Q1 and Q2 2019. This has been consistently the number of 

individuals reported being on a training rate since 2016. As can be seen from Table, the 

numbers reported being on an aged based rate and participating in an Apprentice 

programme have increased in Q3 and Q4 2019.  

Reason for earning below  

NMW before Q3 2019 

Average Number of 

Employees 

Proportion of Employees 

earning below NMW 

 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 

A special training rate [6,500] [6,700] [21.8%] [27.4%] 

An age-related rate 7,100 [6,600] 24% [27%] 

A first job over 18 rate  * * * * 

Other Reason 11,600 7,800 39.1% 32.1% 

Total  29,800 24,400 100 100 

 

Reason for earning below  

NMW after Q3 2019 

Average Number of 

Employees 

Proportion of Employees 

earning below NMW 

 Q3 Q4 Q3 Q4 

On an age based rate that is aged 19 or younger 12,300 10,200 45.2% 46.6% 

Employed by an Immediate Relative * * * * 

Participating Apprentice Prog [5,800] [4,700] [21.4%] [21.3%] 

Other Reason [5,400] [4,400] [19.9%] [20.1%] 

Total 27,100 21,900 100 100 
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Appendix 2 

Economic and Social Measures Introduced so far in response to COVID-19 

 

The measures introduced by the Irish Government thus far include wage support schemes, 

self-employed income support, loan repayment holidays, government funding of sick pay 

costs, tax relief and delays. The direct cost of these measures is currently estimated at €8.2 

billion (4.3 per cent of GNI*). 

 

Income Supports  

1. The Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection created the Pandemic 

Unemployment Payment (PUP) for those people who lost their job, or were temporarily 

laid off, on or after the 13th March due to the pandemic. The PUP is a non-means tested 

payment and is paid at a rate of €350 per week.  The PUP is available to employees and 

those who are self-employed.  

 

2. The waiting period for Illness Benefit was abolished for those who contract the virus 

and/or are required to self-isolate and the rate of this benefit increased to match that of 

the PUP.  

 
3. The fuel allowance was increased by extending the winter fuel season by four weeks. 

 

Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme Schemes 

Initially this was an employer refund scheme but it was superseded by the Temporary Wage 

Subsidy Scheme (TWSS). The TWSS is available to employers who keep employees on the 

payroll during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

The TWSS will subsidise up to 85 per cent of the average net wages of employees whose 

previous pay was not more than €412 per week. The employer can make a top up payment 

to employees (up to a maximum), that is subject to a reduced rate of employer PRSI.  

Government will subsidise 85 per cent of employees’ wages up to a maximum weekly €410 

(equivalent of pre-tax €38,000 per year). For salaries between €38,000 and €76,000 support 

of up to €350 per week will be available. The employer is expected to make their best effort 

to maintain as close to 100 per cent of actual salary as possible. The scheme will initially last 

for 12 weeks. To be eligible firms must have lost 25 per cent of revenue and employees 

must have been in place at end February. The scheme is open to all sectors. 
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Business Schemes 

1. Enhanced enterprise supports €200 million package of enterprise supports, including 

a Rescue and Restructuring Scheme available through Enterprise Ireland, for 

vulnerable but viable firms. 

2. Support loans for eligible businesses from €25,000 to €1.5 million (maximum interest 

rate of 4 per cent) via the Strategic Banking Corporation of Ireland. 

3. Loan of up to €50,000 from Microfinance Ireland. Six-month interest and repayment 

moratorium. 

Other Measures  

 Payment breaks available of up to 3 months on mortgage and personal loans 

 Stamp duty on credit cards deferred by 3 months  

 LPT deferred by 2 months  

 Liquidity funding for affected businesses 

 Interest and penalties for late certain payments by employers suspended 

 March 2020 RCT rate review suspended (construction sector) 

 Payment breaks available of up to 3 months on business loans 

 Rates payments for certain impacted sectors deferred until May 

 Further liquidity funding & loan schemes for SMEs 

 Central Bank reduced the Counter-Cyclical Buffer (CCyB) from 1% to 0% 

 Moratoriums on evictions and rent increases for duration of COVID emergency 

 Notice period for tenancies of less than six months increased to 90 days 

 Flexibility for BTL landlords to facilitate forbearance to affected tenants 
 


