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Extraordinary meeting of the National Skills Council 

7th March 2022 – 2.30 to 4.30pm 

 

The meeting was co-chaired by, Mr. Bob Savage, Chair NSC, Vice President, Regional CIO for EMEA 

and Cork Site Leader, Dell Technologies and Mr. Andrew Bell, Head of OECD Skills Strategies. 

National Skills Council Members present:  

Mr. William Beausang, DFHERIS; Prof. Philip Nolan, SFI; Dr. Brendan McCormack, THEA; Mr. Leo 

Clancy, EI; Mr. Paddy Lavelle, ETBI; Prof. David FitzPatrick, IUA; Mr. Padraig Walsh, QQI; Dr. Orlaigh 

Quinn, DETE; Mr. Liam Ryan, SAP Labs Ireland; Mr. Martin McVicar, Combilift; Mr. Peter Mulrine, P. 

Mulrine & Sons. 

Apologies from National Skills Council Members: 

Mr. Jim Breslin, DFHERIS; Ms. Patricia Coleman, DPER; Mr. Andrew Brownlee, SOLAS; Mr. Dalton 

Tattan, DoE; Mr. John McKeon, DSP; Mr. Paul Healy, Skillnet Ireland; Ms. Patricia Roberts, Enterprise; 

Mr. Alan Wall, HEA; Mr. Martin Shanahan, IDA. 

OECD Skills Strategies Team  

Mr. Andrew Bell, Head of OECD Skills Strategies; Mr. Bart Staats, Project Leader OECD Skills Strategies; 
Ms. Laura Reznikova, Policy Analyst, OECD Skills Strategies; Tamar Friedman Wilson, Policy Analyst, 
OECD Skills Strategies;  Heather Carey, Policy Analyst, OECD Skills Strategies. 

 

Regional Skills Fora Chairs present:  

Ms. Terri Moloney, RSF, Dublin; Mr. John McKenna, RSF Midlands; Mr. Justin Lawless, RSF North East; 

Mr. Laurence Conroy, RSF South East; Mr. Mark Gantly, RSF, West. 
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Regional Skills Fora Managers present: 

Ms. Natasha Kinsella, RSF Dublin; Ms. Siobhan Keogh, RSF Mid East; Mr. Joe Leddin, RSF, Mid West; 

Mr. John Costello, RSF Midlands; Mr. Ray Murphy, RSF North East; Ms. Hilary McPartland, RSF North 

West; Mr. Edmond Connolly, RSF South East; Dr. Siobhan Bradley, RSF, South West; Ms. Denise Rocks, 

RSF, West.  

Cross Departmental Project Team:  

Mr. Marcus Breathnach, DETE; Mr. Eric Doyle, D/Taoiseach; Ms. Mary McGarry, DFHERIS; Ms. Fiona 

O'Byrne, DFHERIS; Ms. Nicki O'Connor, DFHERIS; Mr. John Howlin, DPER; Ms. Nora Condon, SLMRU. 

Others in attendance:  

Ms. Evelyn O’ Connor, DFHERIS; Ms. Helen McMahon, EI; Ms. Vivienne Patterson, HEA; Ms. Breda O’ 

Toole, IDA; Mr. Alan McGrath, SOLAS; Mr. Michael Jordan, Skillnet Ireland; Ms. Eimear Brophy, RSF, 

Mid West; Mr. Paul Keating, DoE; Ms. Sinead Mahon, DFHERIS; Mr. Michael Lohan, IDA; Barry 

Kennedy, DSP;  Anne Keeley, DSP.    

Secretariat: 

Ms. Stephanie O’Brien, DFHERIS; Ms. Patricia Flannery, DFHERIS; Ms. Karolina Murphy, DFHERIS; Mr. 

Noel Martin, DFHERIS. 

 

1. Welcome from the NSC Chairperson (including approval of minutes) 
 

The Chair welcomed Council members, the OECD Team – including Mr. Andrew Bell, Head of OECD 
Skills Strategies, members of the Cross Departmental Project Team and the Regional Skills Fora 
Managers and Chairs.  He noted that this Extraordinary Meeting of the National Skills Council (the first 
of three through 2022) would be the main anchor of the Scoping Phase of the Skills Strategy Project. 
 
He congratulated Professor Philip Nolan on his appointment as Director General of Science Foundation 
Ireland (SFI).  Philip had previously represented the Irish Universities Association (IUA) on the Council, 
going forward Philip will be the SFI representative.  
 

Minutes of meeting of 28th September, 2021 were approved.  

2. Opening presentation by Mr. Andrew Bell, Head of OECD Skills Strategies 

Mr. Andrew Bell, co-chair, welcomed all participants to the Extraordinary Meeting of the NSC. He 

thanked the openness of various stakeholders, who over the past few months, have provided the 

OECD team with valuable insights into the skills ecosystem in Ireland.  Their contributions have been 

critical in assisting the OECD in developing the four key priority areas on which the skills project will 

focus.   

He gave a presentation outlining the project and progress made to date during the scoping phase of 

the project.  

 

 

The main objectives of the OECD Skills Strategy project for Ireland are to: 
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1. Review how the National Skills Strategy 2025 might need to be adapted to ensure that it is 

still fit for purpose, and 

2. Identify policy priorities for Ireland, by reviewing the most important challenges and 

opportunities for Ireland’s skills system. 

To date a series of bilateral meetings have taken place between the OECD, DFHERIS, the Cross 

Departmental Project Team and various stakeholders in the skills ecosystem.  

Some key findings include:  

 General support for the identified overarching priority areas and key policy questions, 

 Participants showed a lot of interest in the project and emphasised its relevance, 

 Many relevant suggestions for further analysis were shared. 

Priority areas on which the OECD Skills Strategy Project will concentrate: 

1. Securing balance in skills through a responsive and diversified supply of skills  
2. Fostering greater participation in lifelong learning in and outside of the workplace 
3. Strengthening the governance across a joined up skills ecosystem  
4. Leveraging skills to drive innovation and strengthen the performance of firms. 

 

Following the presentation Andrew opened up the floor.  Under each priority area the following 

questions were considered by members: 

Priority Area 1 - Securing balance in skills through a responsive and diversified supply of skills 

Key policy questions  

1. How could higher education (HE) and further education and training (FET) be better linked and made 

more responsive to current and future labour market needs (e.g. for the upcoming 5 to 10 years)? 

2. How could Ireland better develop and attract skills to sustain an innovative, competitive economy? 

Priority Area 2 - Fostering greater participation in lifelong learning in and outside of the workplace 

Key policy questions  

1. How could Ireland improve financial and non-financial incentives to encourage learning and to make 
learning more accessible for all adults?  
 
2. How could Ireland strengthen lifelong learning for vulnerable groups –e.g. due to socioeconomic 
disadvantage –to ensure that they can participate fully in the economy and society? 
 
3. How could Ireland raise awareness of the benefits of lifelong learning among both individuals and 
employers (e.g. with careers information and guidance, communicating the breadth and depth of the 
skills offering)? 
 
4. How could Ireland improve learning pathways and transitions between the education system and 
the labour market? 
 

Priority Area 3 - Strengthening the governance across a joined up skills ecosystem 

Key policy questions 
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1. How could the national and regional skills architecture (e.g. National Skills Council, Regional Skills 

Fora, Pact for Skills, etc.) better facilitate the effective engagement with stakeholders, in particular 

employers? 

2. How could the collaboration and coordination within and across government (horizontal and 

vertical) on skills policy be strengthened? 

3. How could Ireland improve the collection and use of labour market intelligence, as well as skills-

related data and insights (e.g. on skills surpluses/shortages)? 

Priority Area 4 - Leveraging skills to drive innovation and strengthen the performance of firms. 

Key policy questions 

1. How could innovation and R&D be leveraged to raise the demand for skills in Ireland, and synergies 

be created between the skills strategy and other initiatives in the field of innovation and R&D (e.g. the 

Research and Innovation Agenda, cluster policies)? 

2. How could Ireland expand the supply of researchers to meet the demand in the labour market and 

to support the innovative capacity in the economy? 

3. How could employers better use the skills of their employees (e.g. by promoting mobility in 

enterprises, the uptake of high performance workplace practices, training of business owners and 

managers, innovation in workplaces)? 

General Takeaways – across all Priority Areas:  

1. There needs to be a cultural shift around the perception of FET: more awareness around FET 

and apprenticeships, enhanced alignment between HE and FET, clearer articulation of 

pathways between the sectors. The narrative around clear pathways needs to be improved so 

the message is clear to learners and enterprise alike. 

2. On HE side, there was reference to the fact that the demand for courses is not aligned with 

the demands of the labour market. Need a national conversation around this misalignment 

between entry and exit points.  

3. Collaboration between enterprise and the education and training system is key in the 

development of skills policy. Some views expressed that enterprise could be more involved in 

course design and programme reviews. However, speed at which responsiveness is needed in 

things like apprenticeships was also raised.  

4. Need to have the skills narrative right when talking to business - skills must be central to their 

growth strategy. 

5. Building an accredited and flexible micro-credentials systems is crucial. Accreditation for 

micro-credentials and qualifications for enterprise needs to have a quicker turnaround.  

6. Embedding lifelong learning is a significant challenge for Ireland, and across the EU, with 

discussion ongoing around utility of systems like individual learning accounts as well as micro-

credentials. Funding is not the only barrier to participation in LLL. People also need support in 

terms of child care and flexible delivery of courses. Releasing staff for LLL is a significant 

challenge for SMEs, there is a need to consider introducing tax incentives to support 

employers to release staff for upskilling. Another issue for SMEs is the fear of skilled 

employees being poached. Attaining transversal skills is vital. Recognition of prior learning is 

also very important in encouraging people to engage in LLL. 

7. Collaboration and co-ordination is vital for effectively generating and using labour market 

intelligence. There is a need to develop a more unified system to gather and disseminate 
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labour market intelligence. More granular and real-time mapping and understanding of skills 

needs could be useful. 

8. Companies themselves often don’t have a detailed understanding of the skill needs for their 

business, or what it really means when we talk about something like digital skills. This can 

cause significant challenge in terms of leveraging talent and innovation. There is a significant 

challenge for SMEs to create a space or time to train themselves or their employees. 

Consideration needed around dedicating more capacity to assisting business draw out and 

articulate their own skills, in order to match provision to need.  

9. There was a clear message on the importance of better signposting / guidance for students 

and adult learners alike. Career guidance must be a continuous process that supports people 

to manage their individual life paths in learning and in work. Guidance must be seen also in 

the broadest sense: helping people understand why they need to learn and how they can, to 

achieve the mind-set shift so clearly needed in Ireland.  

10. Some expressed views that there is a need to build a culture of entrepreneurship at second 

level.  

 
 

3. AOB and Closing Remarks:                                                                                                          
 
Mr. Bob Savage, Chair, NSC, thanked all participants for their contributions to the lively discussion.  He 

noted that the valuable insights gleaned from the meeting will inform the next stage of the skills 

strategy project, where the OECD will look at the skills system, review policies and data and continue 

to engage closely with stakeholders. 

 
 
The next Extraordinary Meeting of the NSC will take place on Wednesday 8th June, 2022.  
 


