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The recent survey of vacancies by FÁS and Forfas shows that among the occupations most in 
demand by the Celtic Tiger are skilled maintenance and skilled production workers. At present there
are no fewer than 8,100 vacancies for these grades in the Republic. This will come as no surprise to 
anyone who has tried to get a fitter or electrician or bricklayer to do a small job. In a recent survey, 
employers reported that the job of skilled tradesperson was the most difficult job to fill. Many 
tradespersons are being recruited from overseas. The kind of jobs included in this group include 
electricians, fitters, electronic workers, welders, bricklayers, carpenters and many others.

The main reason for the shortage of skilled people seems to be the failure of the training system to 
respond quickly enough to the increasing demand. Part of the training of apprentices takes place in 
FÁS centres and various Colleges but these cannot cope with the numbers now being sent to them 
by employers. Employers in turn are slow to take on more apprentices if they have had difficulties 
in getting them scheduled through the system. The employers suggest that the bottlenecks in FÁS 
could be solved by more outsourcing, and in fact a certain amount of this is being done, particularly 
in the E.S.B. FÁS are also finding it very difficult to recruit enough trainers, given the level of 
earnings now possible for tradesmen in industry or construction. Employers are more critical of the 
role of the Colleges. They see the Colleges as working to a time-table which is not suited to the 
training needs of industry. Most of the Colleges are fully operational for about 35 weeks a year, 
whereas it suits industry to spread training through the 52 weeks of the year. Employers strongly 
deny the traditional criticism that they are failing in their responsibilities by refusing to take on 
apprentices.

While the basic rates of pay for many of the trades is about £8 an hour, this rate rarely if ever 
applies in practice. Local arrangements which incorporate agreements on productivity, quality or 
flexibility push the hourly rate up to about £14 an hour. This works out at a weekly wage of about 
£550 (about £28,000 per year for steady work). Many craft jobs have guaranteed rostered overtime, 
travel time and payments for being on call. There are many reports of overtime or other special 
circumstances bringing earnings of skilled workers to £800 a week or more. It should be pointed out
that many of the highest-paying jobs are by nature uncertain. For instance building workers work on
a site-to-site basis and may put in several weeks between jobs. At the moment this is unlikely but a 
downturn is always possible. Tradespersons in 'safe' jobs or more pleasant conditions may not earn 
as much as those in the building trade or in difficult outdoor locations but should still gross about 
£24,000 a year with allowances.

Before taking up an apprenticeship, a young persons needs to be fairly sure that the occupation 
would suit them. Some young people find the job less attractive than they expected, as 
tradespersons sometimes have to work in cramped, noisy, flooded, dark, cold or dangerous 
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conditions, and, like any professional, they have to get the job done. They are often most needed 
when something goes wrong and work conditions are far from ideal.

Apart from the possible physical hardship of the job, there is a long period of training and study to 
be got through. Although the minimum education requirement is technically 5 Ds in the Junior 
Certificate, it is unusual nowadays for apprentices to be taken on without their Leaving Certificate. 
It then takes four years to get the National Craft Certificate which includes 5 months in a FÁS 
training centre, 5 months in an Education College, and several practical and theory assessments. 
Pay for apprentices is modest to start, being only £120 in the first year, but it rises to near the full 
craft basic rate in the fourth year, and occasionally there are bonuses. It is very important for 
someone thinking of taking up an apprenticeship to know what the job is like and to talk to a 
guidance counsellor or a knowledgeable adult.

The most difficult part of taking up a trade is getting an apprenticeship. However this is somewhat 
easier than it was in former years when trades were passed on from father to son. Only one or two 
trades still control entry in this way. However, only the 'big players', such as the County Councils or
the Army, are likely to advertise for apprentices in the national papers. Other recruitment tends to be
by word of mouth, so a young person should look out for local contacts who might be able to put in 
a word. The Local Employment Service (LES) is a good contact. The apprenticeship adviser there 
will usually help the young person with their application. The LES usually knows if there are firms 
looking for apprentices. Also, in each of the FÁS regions the Services to Business section has an 
apprenticeship adviser, who would often know of firms who are looking for apprentices. It would 
not be a complete waste of time writing to likely local employers to see if they are taking on 
apprentices. Occasionally employers only think about taking on an apprentice when they come 
across a likely candidate. Employers are not always enthusiastic about taking on apprentices 
because they bear much of the cost of training them but have no guarantee that they will stay with 
them.

Apart from the money there are many advantages in having a trade. There is the pride to be had in 
mastering a skill. Most people with a trade learn to be 'handy' and are able to carry out repairs and 
alterations in their own houses that would otherwise cost a lot of money. Tradespersons are also less
vulnerable to total unemployment than many other workers as they can often pick up odd jobs or 
even go out on their own and look for business.

Apart from trades, the other main areas where job vacancies are currently high are as follows:

Job Vacancies

Production operatives (e.g. machinists, plastic workers) 8,300 Clerical and secretarial (e.g. 
telebusiness, computer operators) 6,800 Personal service (e.g. catering workers, cleaners) 4,900 
Transport and communications (e.g. drivers, couriers) 3,100 Labourers 3,000

Apprenticeships and other jobs would be easier to find and fill if the facilities for job search were 
better in Ireland. A 1998 report by the OECD was critical of these facilities in Ireland and noted that
staffing levels in the Employment Service are poor. Annual vacancy registrations in Ireland have 
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tripled from 18,800 in 1992 to 67,000 in 1998. There is no doubt that this has put a considerable 
burden on the Employment Service, who nevertheless do an excellent job within their resources.

Notes

My thanks to a number of people in statutory and voluntary agencies who provided me with 
information for this article.

Bill Toner SJ

Other Sources:

ESRI, National Survey of Vacancies in the Private Non-Agricultural Sector 1998: a Report Prepared
for FAS and Forfas. Dublin 1999.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, The Public Employment Service: 
Greece, Ireland, Portugal. Paris 1998.
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Introduction 

Like many 
other blunt 
Anglo-Saxon 
words used to 
describe 
people, 'old' is 
no longer 
politically 
correct. The 
literature on 
old age 
restricts itself 
to gentler terms
and 
expressions, - 
'Elderly', 
'Ageing', 
'Senior 

Citizens', 'Older Persons', 'Active Retired'. The term 'Old Folk', with its cheerier and more 
affectionate connotation, still survives in the names of a few community associations for the elderly.
The reluctance to use the world 'old' may well be a resistance to being 'labelled' and pigeon-holed. 
Or it may contain an element of denial in a secular world that increasingly sees the seventy-odd 
years of life as all that we have or will have.

 

Whatever terminology we use, most of us can expect to grow old. Having reached the age of 21, an 
Irish female can expect to live to 78.7 on average, and a male 73.4. 1 How well do we as a people 
prepare for this period of our lives, which is almost as inevitable as dying? The value we place on 
our senior citizens now will very much determine how well our society will cherish us in turn when 
we near the end of our productive lives and perhaps move from the 'income' to the 'expenditure' side
of the national balance sheet.
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In Europe generally, the increasing proportion of older people is seen as a growing problem, as a 
shrinking active population has to cope with the care and support of older citizens. However, in 
Ireland there is still some time to go before this trend takes hold. The proportion of over-65s in the 
general population has remained remarkably static in Ireland from 1946 to the present day, never 
moving lower than 10.6% or higher than 11.4%. It will be around the year 2015 before this figure 
begins to rise significantly, but it is expected to climb to 18% by the year 2030.2 Young immigrant 
families may slow the trend towards ageing considerably.

There are many indications that Irish people have positive attitudes towards their older people. This 
can be seen by comparison with attitudes in Europe as a whole (though this is itself a little 
worrying, as European attitudes tend to become established here in time). For instance, 44% of 
older Irish people say they have been treated with more respect as they have grown older, compared
with 30% in the EU as a whole. And 82% of older Irish people considered that younger people are 
helpful towards older people, compared with 58% in the EU. More than half the Irish older people 
surveyed believed that older people are admired and respected by younger people, the opposite of 
the result in the EU where 63% of older people thought the contrary.

At the same time the majority of older Irish people (52%) considered that families were less willing 
to care for older relatives than they used to. However in the EU the figure was even higher, at 67%.

The generally positive attitudes expressed above did not always seem to have been translated into 
concrete actions by governments. 60% of all Irish citizens stated that the government should do 
more to meet the needs of older people. This is not as high a figure as the 75% recorded across 
Europe as a whole.

Older Peoples' Income

We take it for granted that people will not be as well 
off when they are older as they were in their more 
active years. The 'widow's mite' is an enduring image 
from the past. But logic would suggest that this is not 
the best way of arranging our affairs. Most of us would
say, that ideally we should be roughly as well off in 
older age as when young, so that we can enjoy the 
autumn of our lives to the full. But it is a human failing
not to give sufficient thought to the future, even 

leaving aside the misfortunes of life and struggle to exist that force many of us to live from day to 
day.

The ability of the state to make up for income shortfalls in later life is limited. However, successive 
governments have gauged the public mood correctly on this issue and have shown relative 
generosity to a group who have little bargaining power compared with the main social partners. The
recent budget has been relatively kind to older people, at least compared with its miserly treatment 
of other categories of social welfare dependents.
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In 1995, the average person over sixty five had an income of £95.30. If
the average income of older people has kept pace with average
household income over the past four years on, and taking into account
the most recent increase in pensions, this figure can be estimated to
have risen to about £122 a week. Between 1977 and 1995 the average
income of old age pensioners increased in real terms by only about 9%
(one half per cent per annum), but has increased much more rapidly in
the past four years.

The average income of over-65s in 1995 was made up of a number of
components, and obviously varied from individual to individual. 55% of
the total income of the group came from state pensions or allowances,
23% from pensions from previous employers, and more than 8% from
farming. There can be assumed to be large disparities within this group.
Many of the elderly living in cities and large towns would be totally
dependent on a means-tested state pension and would have no pension from employers or no farm 
income.

Those who are totally dependent on means-tested state pensions have been the focus of most 
attention in assessing the levels of poverty among the elderly. At the end of 1998, 64,311 (67%) 
recipients of non-contributory pensions were paid at the full rate, meaning that their means other 
than the pension were negligible . The non-contributory pension has generally hovered at or just 
below the 50% poverty line i.e. half the average income in the state. In the years before the 1998 
budget the situation had worsened because social welfare pensions increased at a slower rate than 
average household income. For instance between 1994 and 1997 the increase in pensions was about 
11%, as against a 20% increase in household income. In the last three budgets pension increases 
have been more generous. There have been proposals by some lobby groups to index-link the non-
contributory old age pension so that it remains at about one third the average industrial wage. This 
would mean increasing it to about £115, as against the figure of £85.50 reached in this month's 
budget in respect of a non-contributory pension (under 80). Some categories of pension have now 
reached the figure of £100 which has been sought by many lobby groups, but the rates for non-
contributory pensions are still too low.

The expenditure of nearly £9m. in the recent budget to increase tax allowances and exemption 
levels for the elderly is very welcome, and will take about 50,000 people out of the tax net 
altogether. However it is of no benefit to the poorest pensioners.

Means-testing for non-contributory pensions is strict. In the case of income from savings and 
investments the rules were, until the last budget, not just strict, but unfair. There appeared to be a 
lack of awareness among those who make the rules that with current rates of interest, income from 
ordinary savings is close to zero. Before this month's budget if a 66 year-old woman (or man) on a 
non-contributory pension inherited a sum of £40,000, unless she spent it all at once her pension of 
£4000 per annum was cut to zero. It was assumed that she would be able to get a return of almost 
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10% on the £40,000, a totally unrealistic assumption. A pensioner in this position also loses most of 
her entitlements such as free electricity allowance.

Under the new arrangements an individual non-contributory pensioner can have capital of £10,000 
(as against £2000) without it affecting his/her pension (the home, if owned, is not taken into 
account). In the case of a couple the figure is now £20,000. Above these figures the pension 
reduction is tapered, and while the rate of tapering remains the same, the higher initial disregard 
means, for instance, that a single non-contributory pensioner with capital of £40,000 over 66 is now
entitled to a pension of £21.50, as against £9.50 before the budget, an improvement of £12 a week.

There is still some room for improvement in this regard, as £10,000 is still not a great deal of 
money. The pensioner with £40,000 described above would still need to get a return of 8.3% (or live
partly off capital) to avoid a reduction in income.

One of the fears expressed is that if the rules were changed to allow pensioners to retain large sums 
of money along with a full pension, this money might pass on their death to sons and daughters who
are quite well off, rather than to the taxpayers who supported the pensioners while they were alive. 
One solution suggested is a system whereby older people could have the option of lodging windfalls
or part of them, in a special savings account from which they could use money as they wished, 
without it affecting their non-contributory pension, on condition that on their death the balance of 
the account passed to the state.

The budget change in regard to capital will make it less likely that pensioners will conceal cash in 
the house rather than declare their savings, a practice that, since it was well known, made them easy
prey to criminals. In recent years there have been about 100 attacks each year on old people living 
alone in remote areas. Public agencies tried to improve security while the underlying issue was not 
addressed.

Many older people have a number of non-cash benefits such as free travel at certain times, medical 
cards, and allowances for electricity (occasionally gas), solid fuel, telephone and TV. The current 
monetary value to the elderly of the free schemes (apart from the medical card) amounts to several 
hundred pounds a year on average, but is impossible to calculate exactly. The total cost of the free 
schemes in 1997 was £148m. but they are paid to a variety of claimants, not just the elderly. A 
change in this month's budget is that free schemes are to be extended to all people over 75 
'regardless of income or household composition'. However this already applies to most of the free 
schemes, with the important exception of the fuel allowance. The recent budget brought in the 
second phase of the doubling over three years of the medical card income guidelines for people over
70 years. The application process for free schemes is not very user-friendly, with multiple forms to 
be filled in, and many older people missing out on entitlements.

In 1993 more than half of older people interviewed stated that they could make ends meet 'fairly 
easily', 'easily', or 'very easily', with only 46% expressing varying degrees of difficulty . However, 
this may be as much an indication of the way older people have been conditioned to expect very 
little, as a measure of the adequacy of pensions. While the pension may be sufficient for basic needs
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such as food and clothing it restricts most pensioners to a rather frugal existence, and can turn any 
non-routine expenditure into a crisis. One older person in ten lives in seriously sub-standard 
housing, but there is no possibility of getting any substantial repair done on a pension alone. Many 
older people have owned a car, and many badly need one still, but it is nearly impossible to keep a 
car on the road on a cash income of £85.50 a week. It is also a fact of life that many older people 
smoke (1 in 4 in 1993), and nothing will induce most of them to stop. For the thousands of 20-a-day
smokers among the elderly, the Budget increase in duty on cigarettes will halve the benefit of the 
pension increase given in the same Budget.

Although the increases in benefits directed to individuals, such as pensions, tax allowances and free 
scheme items, are important, older people are also dependent on a lot of 'public' goods that their 
own personal money cannot buy. For instance they may need support services from social workers, 
home helps, paramedics and others. Personal income is only one component of their well-being.

Why Services are Under-Funded

In 1997 the Department of Health spent £1.8 billion building and running hospitals and special 
homes, but only £99m. on home-based services i.e. 5.5% of the amount spent on hospitals and 
homes.

This illustrates a characteristic of government expenditure on a range of social needs. Governments 
have the option of directing money:

· to individual people, such as unemployed people. 
· to institutions that care for people, such as hospitals. 
· to services that cater for a particular group.

In Ireland the government tends to be better at spending money in the first two categories than in 
the third. For instance on the individual level, the old age pensions has risen by £18 in the past three
years, at a cost of about £160m. But far less new money has been allocated to home services for the 
elderly.

Or to take a different example relating to institutions: in 1998 the budget allocation to prisons was 
£166m. but to the Probation and Welfare Service £16m. This is in spite of the fact that the weekly 
number in prison is 2,500, while the weekly number under probation supervision is 4,500. The cost 
of prison per year per person is £46,500, while the cost of maintaining a probation order is £3,000.

One could speculate at the reasons why governments tend to direct money at institutions rather than 
services. The main one is that politically it is easier to get money allocated for capital than for non-
capital expenditure because the capital element is non-recurring i.e. a hospital has only to be built 
once. Also, overruns in capital expenditure are tolerated in a way that overruns in current 
expenditure would never be, because once a building or structure is started it has to be finished. 
Once the institutions are up and running, it is usually possible to secure allocations of running costs 
because otherwise it is clear that the investment will be wasted.
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It is in the nature of services, however, that they involve little capital expenditure, but can involve 
considerable staff costs. Governments are always nervous about increasing current expenditure 
directly in this way because it is seen as recurring and in particular they do not want to increase the 
public sector wage bill.

There are probably other reasons why governments are slower to spend money on home-based 
services. Large capital expenditure items have more visibility and have an electioneering and image 
value. Elections are often preceded by promises to build bridges, by-passes, prisons, regional 
colleges, community halls and so on. Services are often hidden and do not make the same impact as 
a physical structure.

There may also be an element of control involved. It is easier to install systems in institutions to 
supervise and monitor staff performance than it is with home-based services and there are always 
concerns about travel time and travel expenses where clients are not based in one location. However
there is no evidence that home-based services are less efficient than those carried out in institutions.

The Health Boards, and groups representing older people, would like to see much more money 
directed at home-based services. They see the government as more concerned with providing for the
relatively few people who need long-stay homes, than with financing the kind of services that 
would keep older people out of long-stay homes. Where the proper supports are in place, most older
people prefer independent living to institutional living. Of course it is also much cheaper for the 
state if older people stay at home instead of going into nursing homes, so it is very short-sighted not
to spend money on the services that would make this possible. The Department of Health's own 
stated aim is to maintain at least 90% of people aged 75 or more in their own homes. In fact only 
about 5% of this group are currently in long-stay care.

The Eastern Health Board has come up with a very ambitious 10-year action plan, which is well-
balanced between services and institutions. During this period they hope to spend £101 million on 
current expenditure, and £157 million on capital expenditure and equipment. There is no guarantee 
that they will secure this level of funding from the State. The recent budget allocated an extra 
£16.8m. to home health services for older people. The main item is an increase to £4.40 of the 
minimum hourly rate for home helps. Again, the amount devoted to services is small compared with
the amount distributed to individuals in pension increases and tax breaks.

Transport

"Transport is a huge problem", stated a senior official in one of the
Health Boards. The availability (or absence) of, and access to, transport
can make a big difference to an older person's life. Apart from the day to
day matters, it is essential if older people are to access services provided
by Health Boards and other agencies.

In a recent survey , 34% of over-65s expressed difficulty with shopping.
This is closely linked to the fact that 27% had difficulty in walking half a
mile, and 23% getting on a bus.
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There is no doubt that the Free Travel Pass was a generous innovation which is the envy of 
pensioners in Northern Ireland and Britain. However, it is not a complete solution to the travel 
needs of older people as the hours of use are restricted (often affecting travel to clinics, for instance)
and much of the population do not live on bus or train routes. Public transport for those in rural 
areas is inadequate, with bus services either absent or infrequent. In the 1986 survey 70% said they 
never used their Free Travel Pass. Similar results were reported in Co. Waterford in a more recent 
survey. In general, older people's use of public transport in rural areas has declined sharply in recent
decades, for reasons that are not completely clear.

In the more remote rural areas of Ireland a car is generally regarded as a necessity. There are no 
completely up-to-date figures on car ownership among older people. In a 1986 survey in rural 
Galway it was found that only 4 older people from a sample of 150 owned a car, while 14% lived in
households with cars. General ownership of cars has gone up by about 50% since then, but figures 
for older people must still be small.

The 1986 report found that hackney cabs and unlicensed private carriers were often used by those in
rural areas to gain access to the bus stop or train station. Some respondents were spending as much 
as £23 a week on transport (at 1986 prices, - about £32 at current prices). Some rural respondents 
cannot use public transport to attend out-patient clinics as the public bus service would not get them
to the hospital on time. The 1986 report instances people spending as much as £50 on a hackney to 
get to a clinic. Obviously older people also rely on neighbours, friends and relatives to bring them 
to services and to obtain goods but such arrangements can have their own problems.

The lack of transport has become a greater problem in rural areas as services that were formerly 
mobile have declined. Rural areas were once served by mobile banks, shops and libraries, but these 
now have declined as car ownership among the general public has increased.

In spite of the obvious lack of transport for older people, there have been surprisingly few initiatives
by the state in this area. About a third of voluntary groups working with older people are involved 
in some kind of transport provision and some of these groups are in receipt of state aid. Other 
options which remain undeveloped in Ireland are the school bus and post-bus options, community 
bus and social car schemes, the development of the hackney service, the issuing of vouchers, and 
facilitating greater car ownership among older people by giving help with tax, insurance, M.O.T 
charges or in other ways. Although the recent budget provided a good opportunity for some 
imaginative initiative, the only explicit mention of the elderly in regard to transport is in relation to 
the abolition of travel tax.

Most disturbing of all are the statistics on pedestrian road deaths among older people. These are 
inevitable if older people are forced to go on foot when some form of transport would be more 
sensible. In 1998, 111 pedestrians were killed on the roads. If pedestrian deaths among older people 
were in proportion to their numbers, one might expect 15 of those killed to be older people. In fact, 
41 of the pedestrians killed were over 60 years . Such deaths and injuries will not be surprising to 
any regular pedestrian, given the increased volume of traffic and the few facilities to cross roads on 
foot except at road junctions.
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Housing

Contrary to a popular view, the vast majority of older people - about 95% - live in ordinary houses 
or flats rather than nursing homes or other institutions. It is general public policy "to maintain older 
people in dignity and independence at home in accordance with the wishes of older people as 
expressed in many research studies" . Towards this end the Eastern Health Board's 10-year plan 
envisages an expenditure of no less than £107 million over ten years on new or improved services 
in the community, including substantial expenditure on home help. Other Health Boards have 
developed similar strategies.

But if older people are to be able to live comfortably at home, the quality of housing is of 
paramount importance. This is, however, a matter for concern. Research carried out in the mid-
seventies found that 60% of those admitted to three county homes were admitted for social reasons, 
such as poor housing, rather than medical ones. Older people tend to live in the oldest houses. In 
1991 a third of older people, a total of 119,000, lived in houses built before 1919. About one in ten 
of elderly people in Ireland report having damp walls or floors, inadequate heating or rotting 
windows. In the majority of cases the people cannot afford to have the necessary repairs done. A 
startling statistic is that in Ireland the incidence of deaths and reported illness among old people 
rises in winter by about 25% , whereas in Norway and Iceland, where winters are more severe, the 
percentage increases are close to zero. Most of the difference is due simply to good central heating 
and double glazing. Older people are particularly vulnerable at night, as they move from a warm 
room to an unheated one. The Health Boards would say that the current fuel allowance would need 
to be doubled if older people are to stay warm in the winter. The government has all this 
information available to it, and it is inexplicable in a year of such plenty that the government could 
not increase the fuel allowance, which has remained at about £5 a week for ten years. It is also 
inexcusable that only 115,000 from 300,000 of those with medical cards receive fuel allowance, 
because of strict eligibility criteria.

Sub-standard housing can also lead to accidental falls, fire, and vulnerability to crime. And while 
older people are most likely to have structural faults in their houses, they are the least well equipped
to get something done about it. The recent budget increased to £8m. the provision in the year 2000 
for the Task Force for the Elderly, a scheme to make dwellings of older people habitable and 
comfortable. This scheme is run by Health Boards and the work is often done by FAS trainees. It is 
free of charge but there is a waiting list.

The budget also increased from £4,500 to £6,000 the Essential Repairs Grant (in 1995 it was only 
£900). This scheme, which is operated by local authorities, gives assistance for the carrying out of 
minimal repairs to prolong the life of the house for the lifetime of the occupants.

Adaptation of housing is another issue. In the survey mentioned above, 31% of females over 75 
expressed difficulty in getting up and down stairs. Part of the problem here can be solved by a 
downstairs toilet, which in some cases could be installed for about £1000, or perhaps even better a 
mechanical chair-lift on the stairway for as little as £3000. The responsibility for this area rests with
the Department of Environment who fund the housing adaptation grants from the local authorities. 
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Under the Disabled Persons Housing Grants Scheme, up to £12,000 or three quarters of the cost 
(which ever is the lesser) are given, and the scheme is not means-tested. Each local council has a 
budget for work of this kind but it is not always adequate. The application process is sometimes 
slowed up by the requirement that an assessment be made by an occupational therapist. This delay 
can be circumvented by those who can afford to pay £60-100 to get an assessment privately. The 
scheme does not appear to be weighted in favour of the less well-off.

Carers and Long Stay Care

As our population begins to age, and more elderly
people need looking after, those who bear the
greatest burden will not be the taxpayers but the
carers. For instance, family care accounts for 50%
of the overall resources used in dementia care.
About 30,000 people in Ireland suffer from
dementia (often caused by Alzheimer's disease). In
all about 20% of older people living in the
community need some physical care, and this
figure rises to 40% of those over 80. A 1993 study found that 88% of carers were relatives, 9% 
neighbours, and 3% paid Home Helps . It is difficult to estimate the total number of carers because 
much care is informal and figures usually include care for all categories, not just the old. The 
Carers' Association estimates a figure of 55,000 full-time carers and about 60% of these care for 
older people . But in fact only about 30% of these are in receipt of the carers allowance, and only 
about 75% of carers get the allowance at the full rate. It is estimated that part-time carers number 
about 55,000 and these are not eligible for a carer's allowance.

Most objective analyses of the carers' allowance scheme conclude that it is inadequate and miserly. 
Some measure of this can be seen in the fact that the state pays a total of £1.6 billion per annum to 
older and disabled people who cannot support themselves, but only £36m. to the people who look 
after those in need of care (1997 figures). The recent budget decision to include carers under 66 
among the 'undeserving poor', and give them an increase of only £4, as against £7 to the 'deserving' 
pensioners, is indefensible. The Carers Allowance is means-tested and is subject to reduction once a
spouse or partner has weekly income over £150 per week. The Report of the Commission on the 
Status of People with Disabilities (chaired by Justice Feargus Flood) concluded that:

The carers' allowance, however, needs major overhaul. A large majority of carers are women but the
restrictive nature of the present criteria means that many carers do not qualify for the allowance. 
This results in exploitation of many carers and is a major issue which needs to be addressed by the 
state immediately. The definition of "carer" is too restrictive and should be reviewed.

The recent budget introduced a new insurance-based Carer's Benefit for people who leave 
employment temporarily to look after persons in need of full-time care and attention. In its 10-year 
plan the Eastern Health Board has allocated £160,000 per annum for carer support groups, which is 
some recognition of the role played by carers. Only 6% of voluntary bodies providing services to 
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older people also provide support services for carers . One of the biggest needs is respite facilities 
for carers whereby, for example, those in need of care can have a place in a residential home for a 
couple of weeks each year so that the carer can go on a holiday. The last budget increased the 
annual allowance for respite care by 50%, from £200 to £300. Some of the Health Boards and other 
organisations actively facilitate respite care, with application usually being made through a public 
health nurse. Given that carers perform a service which in their absence the state would often have 
to provide, there is a strong case for increasing the carer allowance to levels recommended by 
various advocacy groups (perhaps £110 a week) and to abolish means-testing altogether. The vast 
majority of carers themselves would like to be paid properly, both as recognition for the work they 
do and to enable them to purchase more respite and relief care.

Additional home help would be a great help to full-time carers, but it is received by very few of 
them. Health Boards report that the biggest difficulty is recruiting and training suitable people for 
home help, particularly people who are prepared to be multi-functional and to look after physical 
needs such as bathing as well as cleaning and cooking. The budget increase to £4.40 per hour in the 
minimum rate for home help workers should bring some improvement here.

One of the biggest problems faced by carers, especially family members, is that sooner or later they 
are unable to look after an older person in the home, and are faced with the problem of finding a 
nursing home or a hospital where the person can be looked after properly. Older bed-ridden people 
do not generally constitute an 'emergency' and are often looked after at home with great difficulty 
when they should be in hospital. For this reason it is difficult to calculate how many bed-places are 
needed for long-stay care, since the estimates of 'need' by the Health Boards and by the family may 
be widely different. However, discussions with any family affected by the issue would suggest that 
in Ireland there is not a single bed too many. In this respect Ireland is not too different from many 
other countries, though there are a few countries where more people live in institutions, especially 
where families are small. In Denmark, 15% of older people are in residential homes as against about
5% in Ireland and Britain. In Ireland families can often be made to feel guilty when they make 
enquiries about long-stay care for older family members.

Among the public there is almost universal criticism of either the standard or the cost (or sometimes
both) of long-stay care. There is a Code of Practice for Nursing Homes but it is not legally binding. 
It covers such issues as the standard of care and treatment, accommodation and facilities, nutrition 
and privacy and respect. There is anecdotal evidence that it is constantly breached.

The allocation in the Budget of £5.3m. for nursing home subventions is to be welcomed, as is the 
£1m. to improve staffing ratios in geriatric units. But these amounts are small considering the scale 
of the issue. An allocation of additional resources for the inspection of nursing homes, and the 
publication of an annual report on them, would have been of equal importance

Work or Retirement?

Recently it was reported that a man in Dublin had secured employment as a security guard at the 
age of 75 and is reportedly delighted with his lot. While many people look forward to retirement, 
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others find it a time of demoralisation and loss of identity. In an ideal world people would have a 
choice between retirement and continued employment, and happily the economic situation in 
Ireland is such that many have that choice.

Data on the number of people over 60 still in employment in Ireland are not readily available. In the
U.S. only half of the men aged between 60 and 64 are still in the labour force; in Germany the 
figure is one third, and in France one fifth. In general retirement begins so early nowadays that men 
spend only half their lives in work.

As fertility rates fall, and life expectancy increases, a big change is occurring in population structure
in most European countries. Between now and 2020 the number of people aged between 25 and 50 
will fall sharply in many developed countries, by as much as 19% in Italy. However in Ireland this 
trend will be very much slower and the proportion of 25-55s in the population is projected to be 
slightly higher in 2021 compared with 1996, 40% as against 39% . The current concern of the 
government to build up a large nest egg to cope with future pension costs may be somewhat 
premature.

There are good reasons in modern developed economies for encouraging older people to stay in the 
workforce longer, but these reasons vary considerably as between Ireland and most OECD 
countries. In the OECD at large, the cumulative effect of low fertility and greater live expectancy 
will create two problems: one will be the affordability of pensions, and the other will be the 
resultant shrinkage of the economy. Changing demography could cut Japan's living standards by as 
much as 23% by the middle of the next century.

In Ireland, on the other hand, the main factor that would make it desirable to have more older 
people in employment is not shrinkage of the economy, but its possible failure to grow to its full 
potential as a result of manpower shortages.

There is no biological basis for a retirement age in the 60s. Disability is not generally a barrier to 
activity until people reach their mid-70s, and older people are growing healthier. Clearly, when 
older people do heavy work, their age may affect their productivity. But other skills may increase 
with age, such as the ability to handle people diplomatically, or to run a meeting well. So-called 
"crystalline intelligence" (problem-solving ability) actually increases with age. Many statesmen and
others have done some of their best work beyond normal pension age. In 1940 Winston Churchill 
took over the leadership of wartime Britain at the age of 66. Konrad Adenauer was 73 when he 
headed up Germany's reconstruction in 1949. Pope John XXIII was 77 when he became Pope, and 
83 when he opened the Second Vatican Council.

The virtues of younger workers can be exaggerated, particularly in an age of high technology and 
automation when less physical effort is required. Younger workers may be more flexible, and 
employers consider that older workers are not worth the investment in training. But the fact is that 
young people tend to change jobs so frequently that they offer poor returns on training. In Japan, 
one in three university graduates leave their first employment within a year.
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People have been retiring in their 50s and 60s on the one hand because they have been bribed to do 
so by governments and employers trying to cut down seniority-based wage costs or who felt that 
redundancy for the old was less demoralising than unemployment for the young. On the other hand, 
generous pension schemes have given some employees an economic incentive to leave. One U.S. 
study found, not surprisingly, that the ages of retirement in large companies correlated with the 
financial incentives in their pension plans. In general, though, most Irish workers face substantial 
reductions in their living standards on retirement; a 1995 survey found that fewer than half of 
retirees had ever contributed to a pension scheme.

There is a common belief that retirement is compulsory at 65 years. In fact, there is no set legal age 
at which an Irish person must retire unless it is specified in the contract of employment.

It may well be possible for governments, employers and unions to design policies that would 
change the present 'culture of retirement' so that it is no longer unattractive for older people to stay 
in employment, perhaps part-time, for as long as they want to. IBM in Belgium have come up with 
imaginative ways to retain the experience of their older workers.

Action Points

If we are to cherish our old folk better, the main things we would need to do are:

· Spend more money on services (not just health services) to the elderly, without cutting back on 
money for individuals and institutions. 
· Introduce some initiative to make 'Free Travel' mean something for elderly people in isolated rural
areas where there is no public transport. 
· Give significantly more money to carers, and ease the criteria for eligibility. 
· Double the fuel allowance and make the criteria for eligibility less strict. 
· Introduce some measures, at government and firm level, to counter the 'culture of retirement' and 
give older people the option of staying at work. 
· Introduce a special savings scheme for 'windfalls'.

A Spirituality for Old Age?

Some of the deepest problems of old age cannot
be fully answered by more income or more social
services. Old age is inevitably a time of loss as
friends, siblings and perhaps spouses or partners
die or become so disabled that contact is lost.
Children have usually moved away and our
modern fast style of living means they spend less
time visiting their parents.

Once we pass sixty there is a constant realization that we are "in the departure lounge" and that 
sooner or later our flight will be called. If we are to cope well with this period we need a philosophy
of life or a spirituality which will enable us to put the finiteness of our lives into perspective. 
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Depression is a common condition among the elderly. Although its main cause is often loneliness, it
can also be caused by the realization that gradually we have to let go everything we cherished in 
life, even living itself. Unless we have or can cultivate a philosophical attitude that allows us to face
dying as a normal biological event, or a spirituality that gives us hope of a new and better life, we 
can face a slide into depression. It is a time of life when some form of regular meditation or yoga 
can give us the inner calm to live our later years gracefully.

Old age will come particularly hard to people whose life has been totally bound up with their work 
and who have taken no time for themselves and neglected friendships. If our self-image has been 
linked for a long time to professional accomplishments we will have significant problems with 
identity and self-worth once work ceases to be a part of our everyday life. By and large, our lifelong
pattern of activities, friendships, and social contacts will continue after we retire. If we have been 
sociable people - or loners - at 30 or 40, we are likely to be the same at 70. If we never read a book 
or cultivated a hobby we are unlikely to begin in retirement. Planning for old age requires much 
more than signing up for a pension scheme!
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The North: Fair Play Needed for Ex-Prisoners 
on Thursday, 31 July 2003. Posted in Issue 36 Cherishing our Old Folk, 1999 

December 1999

 

Whatever people feel about early prisoner release in Northern Ireland, most people will agree that it
is counter-productive to turn former paramilitary prisoners into an embittered and marginalised 
group through bureaucratic persecution. Yet there is every danger of this happening, as former 
paramilitaries are being treated in law the same as any other prisoners, though most people would 
agree that this is simply not appropriate. Indeed, it is questionable whether most of the sanctions 
listed below should be applied to any ex-prisoner, given that they are considered to have paid their 
debt to society.

 

In Northern Ireland, former prisoners (republican and loyalist), and their families, are currently 
faced with the following restrictions (some of these also apply in the South):

· They or their immediate families (sometimes extending to nephews and nieces) cannot get jobs in 
the public service · They are not entitled to criminal injuries or criminal damage compensation if 
they or their properties are subject to attack. In the case of property damage their business partners 
are not entitled to compensation either. · They or their spouses may not be employed as 
childminders. · They may not adopt or foster children (even though wives may have been separated 
from their husbands during their reproductive years). · They are required to give details of their 
convictions when applying for insurance or mortgages, and it is not illegal to discriminate against 
them on the basis of these. · They are blocked from getting taxi or hackney licences, and can only 
have this over-ruled on application to the High Court. · They are not entitled to pensions 
(contributory or non-contributory) in respect of the years they spent in prison.

With the setting up of cross-border bodies and the wider Council for these islands, the Irish 
government has a good opportunity to press for the end of these ridiculous anomalies, which mostly
arise from Westminster legislation.
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The government should also seek to change the current practice whereby former political prisoners 
are still routinely refused visas to visit the U.S., even for the purpose of visiting family members.

The government should also press the authorities in the North to seek for the inclusion in the Peace 
2 European initiative of provision for funding in relation to ex-prisoners and victims, which 
remarkably it does not cover.

19



Working Notes Issue 36:
Cherishing our Old Folk

Immigration: More Than Just Numbers 
Tony O'Riordan, SJ

December 1999

The recent trend of immigration

Much of the focus on immigration has been as a result of the growing number of asylum seekers 
arriving in Ireland in recent years. However the recent trend of immigration in Ireland shows that 
apart from asylum seekers there are a considerable number of immigrants each year. (see Table 1). 
In fact even with the increase in asylum seekers there are 10 times more immigrants arriving in 
Ireland than those seeking asylum.

Table 1

Year Immigrants
(Non- Asylum 
Seekers)

Asylum 
Seekers

1994 30,100 362

1995 31,200 424

1996 39,200 1179

1997 44,000 3883

1998 44,000 4626

 

The arrival of most immigrants is a matter of chance rather than policy. For example the number of 
immigrants for 1999 is estimated to be 47 500. As 85% of this migration inflow is made up of 
returning Irish emigrants and nationals of other EU countries the Government does not have any 
significant discretion in relation to their admission or their departure.

Non EU nationals

Entry for non-EU nationals is very limited at present. Entry is in large part confined to an employer 
in Ireland requesting a work permit for a particular worker from such a country. Residency 
permission is then obtained from the Department of Justice. In 1998 a total of 3670 new work 
permits were issued and 1881 work permits were renewed. In this area the Government has total 
discretion in determining who will be allowed admission, how many will be admitted and for how 
long.

Asylum Seekers and Refugees
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The Government is obligated to allow any non-national who seeks asylum the right to remain until a
determination is made in relation to their status. If the asylum seeker is recognised as a refugee then
the Government is obligated to offer protection to that person. For people whose asylum application
has been rejected the Government can use its discretion to allow such people to remain in the State. 
So far in 1999 35 people were allowed stay on that basis.

Asylum and work permit immigration of non-EU nationals

It is interesting to compare the number of work permits issued to non- EU nationals with the 
number of asylum applications (Table 2).

Table 2

Year Work Permits 
Issued*

Asylum 
Applications

1996 3730 1179

1997 4476 3883

1998 5630 4626

1999* 4845 4446

As can be seen from the above table, people entering the state or remaining in the state on foot of 
being issued with a work permit each year outnumber asylum seekers. The point of the controversy 
over asylum seekers is not the issue of numbers per se, but the visibility and lack of self-sufficiency 
of asylum seekers compared with those holding work permits.

The greatest challenge we face in common with many other countries is striking a balance between 
a system which is fair and one which is efficient, and between a system which offers protection to 
those who need it but whose processes do not attract those who have no need of protection.

The difficulty in achieving this balance is apparent from the continued attractiveness of our refugee 
determination system to non-genuine claimants. Yet, should we be surprised by this fact? The 
demand for immigration far exceeds our willingness to take immigrants. In these cases the only 
realistic choice for the migrants is to make a refugee claim and hope that permission to remain will 
somehow be granted. Careful processing to ensure that the case for protection can be properly made
and considered takes time, and it is this time which makes refugee claims attractive to non-genuine 
claimants.

While the Department has not ignored the situation it has introduced a number of measures on an ad
hoc basis with the following objectives:

· To provide adequate services for those in the system

· To provide an efficient system for processing applications
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· To provide a system of deportation for those not recognised as refugees

· To provide an adequate system to facilitate integration of those granted refugee status

· To reduce the numbers coming into the system

The desire to control the numbers that enter the asylum system is influenced by the belief in 
Government that up to 90% of those applying for asylum are not 'genuine refugees' but people who 
leave their own countries in search of better economic conditions. It is argued that we should not be 
wasting administrative resources intended to protect people who 'fear persecution' on those who 
should be applying for our immigration programmes.

It is important to stress that in the longer term a policy of issuing more work permits, and issuing 
work permits to individuals rather than employers, will not of itself ease the pressures on the 
asylum-seeking process. For instance if work permits in the future are to be issued on a quota basis 
to those countries whose citizens are already in demand because of particular skills, then few of 
these permits are likely to go to the countries that most of the current asylum-seekers are coming 
from. 52% of asylum seekers currently come from Nigeria, and 30% from Romania, but only 2% of
work permits have been issued to people from these countries in recent years. (The breakdown of 
work permits issued in recent years is given in Table 3).

Table 3

Country 1997 199
8

USA and 
Canada 1416 1687

India 267 450

Pakistan 199 224

Hong Kong 142 149

Romania 23 60

Japan 249 256

Nigeria ----- 51

Rest of 
World

2196 2804

 

Given this trend, it is unlikely that many Nigerians and Romanians will be given work permits if 
quotas are drawn up on the basis of current employer preferences. This, however, will not stop 
people coming from these countries in roughly the same numbers as at present and seeking asylum. 
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If it is desired to reduce the pressure on the asylum system while still maintaining a humanitarian 
response, the government would need to be proactive and take current immigration trends into 
account in setting country quotas for work permits. They would also need to make training available
to those issued with work permits to ensure that they will be able to access the jobs available.

Objectives of an Immigration Policy

The current drive to develop an immigration policy, is driven by two sets of objectives:

· economic and social

· humanitarian or moral

In broad terms the objective of a socio-economic driven immigration policy is to facilitate entry for 
persons who would enhance Ireland's cultural and economic well-being. So for example many 
employers and economists look to increased immigration as one of the key strategies to fill gaps in 
the Irish labour market and no doubt we will continue to welcome immigrant-investors

The objectives for a humanitarian or morally inspired policy, on the other hand, reflect Ireland's 
international and moral obligations and the will of the majority of our citizens to provide protection 
on Irish territory to persons who need it.

The objectives in both categories also address the necessity for protecting our society from those 
whose entry into Ireland could result in harm or danger to others.

To date various groups have advocated specific adjustments to the way we deal with immigration 
and have looked to models in other countries. For example, the Small Firms Association have called
for the establishment of a quota system similar to that as applies in Canada based on the skills needs
of the Irish labour market.

What a Comprehensive Immigration Policy Might Look Like: The Canadian Model

Examination of the experience of Canada may be very useful for two reasons:

· Canada has many years of experience implementing a broad ranging immigration policy that 
includes a progressive approach to asylum seekers.

· Canada has recently engaged in a comprehensive review of its immigration policy

Canada accepts more immigrants and refugees than any other country, close to 7.8m. since the 
Second World War. Since 1990 the annual intake has been just under 230,000 or about 0.7% of the 
population. Canada remains one of the few countries in the world with an active programme for 
permanent immigration.

Canada's current Immigration Act and Regulations date from 1976. The Act is based on several 
broad policy objectives: the attainment of demographic goals, the enrichment of Canada's cultural 
and social fabric, the facilitation of family reunification, the fulfillment of Canada's international 
obligations and maintenance of its humanitarian traditions, the fostering of a strong and viable 
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Canadian economy, the protection of the health, safety and good order of Canadian society and the 
promotion of international order and justice.

The importance of immigration to Canada is evidenced by the resources allocated to the Department
of Citizenship and Immigration which is responsible for the immigration programme. This is a 
department of about 4600 staff, including 200 Canadian based officers and over 800 local staff 
overseas. The budget is Cn$645m. of which Cn$315m. goes to settlement services for new arrivals.

There are a number of features in the Canadian refugee policy that we could learn from:

· Canadian refugee policy has two aspects, an inland refugee determination programme which 
meets its obligations as a signatory to the Geneva Convention on the Status of Refugees and an 
overseas refugee selection programme. Applications for refugee resettlement can be made at any 
Canadian High Commission, Embassy or Consulate outside the applicant's home country.

· Canada has a recognition rate for asylum applications made in Canada that is 4 times that of 
Ireland. In 1997, 24,973 refugee claims were made and 40% were accepted.

· A noteworthy feature of Canada's refugee system is the ability of private groups to sponsor 
refugees. In 1997 through the overseas refugee selection programme Canada accepted over 7,700 
government-sponsored and 2,600 privately-sponsored refugees.

· In its overseas programme applications are assessed by a Canadian visa officer, who interviews the
applicants to determine their eligibility and admissibility. If accepted, the refugee is given a visa and
becomes a permanent resident of Canada upon arrival.

· Canada does not restrict itself solely to the Convention refugee definition in these cases but selects
as well persons in war-like situations, women at risk, and special large movements of people such 
as victims of natural or man-made disasters, but who are not Convention refugees

Comprehensive Review

The Canadian Government established an independent advisory group to review legislation relating 
to immigration and the protection of refugees, and they issued their report in 1998. The Advisory 
Group made 172 recommendations dealing with almost every aspect of immigration and refugee 
policy and law. One of the significant achievements of the Advisory Group was to pull together the 
multiple threads of the immigration and refugee systems into a coherent, comprehensive, holistic 
package.

The following is a brief overview of the key directions proposed in the Advisory Group report:

· a simpler legislative framework to ensure clarity, transparency and accountability, and the 
involvement of regional state bodies and other NGO's;

· a selection model for independent immigrants based on generic attributes for success in a dynamic
labour market rather than specific occupations; a business immigration programme with more 
obvious economic benefits for Canada; and an openness to the entry of temporary foreign workers;
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· the creation of a Protection Agency with protection officers responsible for refugees in Canada 
and abroad, and measures to increase protection and diminish abuse;

· a reinforcement of the family as the traditional cornerstone of Canada's immigration programme;

· a greater provision of information to educate Canadians regarding differences between refugee 
and other forms of immigration.

Ireland would benefit greatly from a process similar to that engaged in by the Canadian Legislative 
Review Advisory Group. This could be achieved by the establishment of a National Immigration 
Forum similar to the National Crime Forum established in 1998. The forum should be established 
by the Minister for Justice Equality and Law Reform.

Notes

A full version of the Canadian document - Not Just Numbers can be viewed on the Canadian 
Government Website http://www.cic.gc.ca/english

My thanks to Bill Toner SJ for comments on an earlier version of this article.
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