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Introduction

The Labour Relations Commission was established by the Industrial Relations Act, 1990 and

has, inter alia, statutory responsibility for “promoting the improvement of industrial

relations”. The Commission, in fulfilling this statutory role, is perceived as a problem-solving

agency whose mission and functions are to promote the development and improvement of

Irish industrial relations policies, procedures and practices through the provision of

appropriate, timely and effective services to employers, trade unions and employees.

The Commission has consistently sought to improve and maintain industrial relations

stability by promoting non-judicial remedies to employment disputes and by being

innovative in its approach to dispute resolution. In pursuance of these objectives, the

Commission has gained a high reputation for delivering quality services to meet developing

employment change and the terms and requirements of the various social partnership

programmes.

The thrust of the first strategic policy statement published by the Commission in 1996 was

both to improve the Conciliation Service by extending the scope and role of its functions

and to develop the operations of the Advisory Service, including the development of a

research capacity for the Commission.

The second strategy framework statement (2002) developed the objectives identified

earlier, intensified the co-ordination and extension of its services and ensured that the

Commission was placed on an appropriately resourced basis. This enabled it to meet the

challenges arising from new legislative changes and the increasing diverse requirements of

the current social partnership agreements and parallel industrial relations developments in

both the private and public enterprise sectors.
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In this present Statement of Strategy, covering the period 2005-2007, the Commission

refines the broad thrust of the earlier strategies with specific targeted goals. In particular it

notes the significant fragmentation of Irish workplace change and the increasing regulatory

environment encompassing Irish enterprises and their employees and the need for the

Commission to stay abreast of the changes. Specifically in the context of this changing

environment is the commitment of the Commission to assess and diversify its own

practices, services and procedures in order to adapt to a rapidly changing human resource

management and conflict prevention and dispute resolution framework. The Commission

commits itself to retaining and developing its problem-solving functions, services and

strategies to meet client requirements including emerging work practice patterns and

labour market trends.

The Commission has consulted widely with the social partners and the major national

organisations concerned with the development of industrial relations and industrial policy

strategies and services. It did so on the basis among others, of a consultative paper on

“New Developments in Employment Dispute Resolution”, widely distributed and circulated

at a national symposium organised by the Commission in November 2004 entitled

“Meeting the Challenge of Change – Irish Labour Market Issues in a Global Economy”. This

symposium addressed aspects of current and future labour market developments which will

have an impact upon the Irish economy and the management of its human resources over

the foreseeable future.

The Taoiseach, Mr. Bertie Ahern T.D. in his opening address to the Symposium, highlighted

the need to ensure the better regulation of employment legislation with a view towards

“helping the public and the expert practitioner to decode the system; to help them have a

better appreciation of their rights, and the means of redress and dispute resolution open to

them”. This theme is reflected in the Statement of Strategy.

The Programme for Government makes particular reference to sustaining a strong economy

and emphasises the need to resolve potential difficulties, issues and conflicts in the spirit of

social partnership. The Commission has a responsibility to ensure the effective delivery of

those dispute resolution services and to anticipate and provide innovative structures,

procedures and solutions to changing business and service challenges with the co-operation

and support of all of the parties whether in the public services or private and public

enterprises.
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Central to the responsibility of the Commission is the maintenance of a positive and

constructive relationship with the social partners and their constituent bodies, including

other kindred government agencies and departments. These relationships have been built

upon the independence, professionalism and integrity of the Commission and its staff. The

preservation of this independence is an important part of our continuing strategy.

The Commission values these links and is committed towards enhancing these

organisational arrangements throughout the period of this Statement of Strategy.

The Commission, in formulating its strategic objectives, took account of its own recent

reviews particularly in relation to the use of Codes of Practice and the provision of its

Advisory Services, the views of the Rights Commissioners Service, the experience of

Conciliation staff in major dispute situations and an assessment of the issues arising under

the terms of various social partnership agreements.

In addition, Commission personnel have co-operated very extensively with the work of the

National Centre for Partnership and Performance and particularly with the deliberations of

the Forum on the Workplace of the Future. The Commission will assess the

recommendations of the Report of the Forum when published in 2005 and will co-operate

in the most appropriate way to give effect to the recommendations.

The Commission acknowledges the continuing support given to the resource requirements

of the Commission by Government through the Department of Enterprise, Trade and

Employment and, we envisage playing a positive and active role in supporting and

supplementing the Department’s strategic objectives for 2005-2007.

Maurice Cashell Kieran Mulvey

Chairman Chief Executive

March 2005
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Section One:
A Process of Continual Improvement 

Competitive Advantage 

Markets and technologies are moving faster than at any time before. Enterprises regard

competitive advantage as temporary. To stop falling behind competitors, private and public

enterprises are striving to achieve high levels of internal flexibility, problem solving and

creativity. People, with their education, skills and adaptability are the key to realising these

capabilities.

• Creativity will only emerge when all stakeholders at enterprise level are willing to share

information and knowledge about the practical aspects of a business operation.

• Problem solving is more purposeful when a high level of cooperation exists between

management and employees.

• Organisational flexibility will only be fully realised when employees and managers trust

each other.

In summary, people are the core strategic asset for most organisations. Thus, a national

integrated policy framework is essential to promote a well-motivated, educated and skilled

workforce and thereby enhance and add value to our national well-being and prosperity.

National Reports

A great deal has been done to promote such a framework in terms of national enterprise

and employment strategy. In a recent Report – “Ahead of the Curve – Ireland’s Place in the

Global Economy” (July 2004), the Enterprise Strategy Group makes specific reference to the
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need to commit to greater levels of partnership in the workforce and the need to display

high levels of innovation, change and performance. Government and the social partners

have endorsed and sponsored the diffusion of high performance employment practices.

Multiple programmes have been financed to improve skill and competence levels. A “Forum

on the Workplace of the Future” organised and co-ordinated by the National Centre for

Partnership Performance is close to identifying the state-of-the art policies that should be

adopted to make Ireland an exemplar when it comes to employment relations. In its

deliberations to date, the Forum has placed considerable importance on having a well-

organised conflict management system as part of an overall people management strategy.

Moreover, the Review Group on the functions of the Employment Rights Bodies has

reported and recommends in the direction of reforms which will have implications for the

services provided by the Commission and the future administrative regulation of

employment legislation.

A Quality Shift

A high cost is paid if employment grievances are not settled fairly and efficiently. Days can

be lost due to various forms of industrial action, sickness and absenteeism rates can be high

and management-employee relations can become strained if not embittered. Disharmony

at the workplace can impede organisations from creating adaptable structures to succeed

in today’s challenging business environment. Trust and co-operation at work are key

intangible assets for the advancement of competitiveness, but they are also the first

casualties when grievances are allowed to develop without resolution. It is clearly in the

interest of everyone - employees, trade unions, employers and government – to have high

quality statutory dispute resolution mechanisms available at national level. Over the last

decade, Ireland has ensured that the levels of individual conflicts have been significantly

reduced through appropriate legislation and high performing dispute resolution

organisations.

The central theme running through the approach of the Commission in this Statement of

Strategy is that of a further quality shift in our approaches towards dispute prevention and

resolution. The emphasis has been placed on this concept to signal that the Commission is

LRC  Statement of Strategy 2005–2007
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committed to a process of continual improvement so that it can remain the centre of

excellence in Ireland for conflict management in potential employment dispute situations.

Extensive external consultation and internal discussion with the respective service divisions

was undertaken to ensure that all major stakeholders support the pathway mapped out for

the Commission in coming years, as was the case in the formulation of our previous

strategy statements. The Commission is grateful to comments expressed by participants at

the highly successful Symposium on “Meeting the Challenge of Change” organised by the

Commission in November 2004. The direction developed for the Commission will not only

allow it provide a wider spectrum of services for these new employment times, but will also

make a significant contribution to the public policy effort to develop a national social

economy that has at its core the development of people and their increased living

standards.

Social Partnership, Labour Market Performance and 
Employment Relations

One of the most important features of our assessment of the industrial relations climate

now and into the immediate future has been the continuum of national social partnership

agreements since 1987. Social partnership has made a positive contribution to Ireland’s

recent spectacular economic success:

• By establishing a wage determination system that helped boost economic

competitiveness.

• By building the labour market foundations for entry into European Monetary Union. In

developing the plan for a single currency in the EU, the Delors Report argued that the

member states needed wage-bargaining behaviour to be consistent with European

Monetary Union membership. Social partnership delivered this task for Ireland.

• By helping transform Ireland from a high-tax, high-debt economy to one that can more

or less balance budgets. Social partnership helped this macro-economic transition by

ensuring that government’s contribution to national agreements focused more on tax

reductions rather than increases in public expenditure.
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• By contributing to the creation of a relatively stable industrial relations environment.

The number of collective employment disputes has decreased and days lost through

disputes are at record low levels. A more detailed assessment of trends in industrial

disputes and other employment relations developments is set out in Appendices One

and Two.

Continuous Review and Assessment

Although days lost through collective employment disputes are diminishing, there have

been a series of labour market and employment relations developments which the

Commission has noted in formulating its Statement of Strategy and which it believes

require particular attention in the immediate future (see Sections Two and Three below).

The Commission is conscious also of the globalised nature of the Irish economy and in

recent years has been involved with major enterprises both public and private to ensure a

smooth transition to meet competitive requirements. The Commission will continue to

monitor these developments and the ensuing demand for all of its specific mainline

services on a regular basis in the context of whatever competitive, regulatory, employment

and wage determination environment may exist. This will ensure the most expeditious and

appropriate use of its available resources in the context of these challenges. This in turn will

assist the Commission in reviewing its annual or medium term requirements and will allow

us to assess and formulate its business plans accordingly.

LRC  Statement of Strategy 2005–2007
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Section Two:
Labour Market Changes

- New Employment Times

The Changing Profile of the Labour Market 

A number of changes have been occurring to the labour market in Ireland. A more detailed

overview of some of these changes is set out in Appendix Three and is available also on the

Commission website – www.lrc.ie - under the proceedings of the LRC Symposium in

November 2004. Some of the main changes are outlined below:

• In the early eighties the number of females participating in the Irish labour market was

quite low in comparison to international standards. This picture has been transformed

during the past twenty years. Today, Ireland has the highest female participation in the

EU for those aged 30 or under. In ten years time it is expected that more than half of

the labour force will be female.

• This change in the gender mix of the labour market and other societal changes are

having a major impact on people management issues both inside organisations and in

the context of the social and economic pressures emerging in Irish society.

• Issues relating to family friendly policies and child-care provision are significant features

of human resource management and union policy agendas in both the private and public

sectors arising from the need to balance work/life options for both genders.

• Organisations will therefore have to revise grievance procedures so that employment

problems associated with sexual harassment, bullying, equal treatment and equal status

are addressed in a sensitive yet vigorous manner for both genders.
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The Internationalisation of the Labour Market 

A second significant change of more recent origin is the growing internationalisation of the

Irish labour market and the inflow to Ireland of EU nationals from Central and Eastern

Europe arising from the terms of the Nice Treaty. Accession to the EU has given the citizens

of the new member states a right in principle to work in any of the original member states.

Only Ireland and the UK did not seek a derogation from this right, and required only that

new entrants seeking work to register for this purpose on arrival in the country.

• In 2004 (Jan-Nov) the number of work permits issued to non-EU citizens including

permit renewals totalled 32,170.

• Since 1st May 2004 a total of 56,098 Accession State Nationals were issued with PPS

numbers.

• Those holding permits work predominately in the services, horticulture, agri-food and

catering/hospitality sectors.

(Source – Department of Enterprise, Trade & Employment)

This growth in the international profile of the Irish labour market has important

implications for conflict management systems. The Commission believes that the statutory

agencies should develop improved co-operative arrangements to ensure that the fullest

information is available to such workers on their employment rights and to address issues

arising from the changing nature of the workforce so as to avoid undue difficulty for both

employees and employers.

Changing Psychological Contracts

Major changes are occurring to the organisation of workplaces. At the heart of these

changes is the transformation of the psychological contract. A formal employment contract

between an employer and employee is supplemented by an implicit contract, usually called

a psychological contract, which can be viewed as a set of unwritten reciprocal expectations

held by both parties about how each should perform and be treated at the workplace. Most

developed economies are in the process of moving from an “old” to a “new” psychological

contract.

LRC  Statement of Strategy 2005–2007
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The main institution of the old psychological contract was the internal labour market which

encompassed the following concepts:

• Hierarchically and rigid organisations – job ladders, seniority rules and redevelopment

practices – that led to long-term job security.

• A value system summed up in the idea of a “fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay”.

• An expectation of a job-for-life in return for considerable loyalty to the

organisation/enterprise.

• Collective bargaining as the main procedure to organise relationships between managers

and unions and to establish pay and conditions at work.

• An organisation typically divided between skilled employees who possessed quite deep

technical knowledge of their craft and unskilled workers who were governed by scientific

management principles which reduced jobs into routine tasks.

• Job boundaries.

The new psychological contract emerging in the past decade is identified as being designed

to improve business and organisational performance and encompass

enterprises/organisations where:

• Employers regard competitive advantage as only temporary - hence the emphasis placed

on concepts such as continuous improvement and innovation.

• Organisational reforms are pushing forward a new set of beliefs and assumptions about

the reciprocal relationship between employers and employees.

• Employers are no longer expected to deliver a job-for-life.

• Employability has replaced job security as the core organising principle of the

employment relationship.

• Employees will be required to take greater responsibility for upgrading their own skills

and create opportunities for engaging in lifelong learning so that they remain attractive

to employers or to choose self-employment opportunities.

• Employers too will be required to develop training and skills enhancement opportunities

for their staff to meet changing organisational and enterprise demands.
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• Target setting backed up by performance appraisal procedures is determining working

standards.

• Pay is increasingly based on performance and financial participation arrangements are a

growing feature of employment contracts.

• Mainstream job evaluation procedures designed to create job hierarchies have required

modifying with the growth of team-based working.

• Competence-based training, which emphasises soft skills such as persuasion, problem

solving and motivation, is seen as important as traditional skill-based training that

provided detailed technical knowledge about a particular occupation.

Balancing Employee Workplace Relationships

Many organisations and enterprises are re-assessing and balancing performance-based

arrangements with the following types of policies:

• Family-friendly policies to make working time more flexible so that employees can

attend to children and other family needs.

• Well-being programmes to encourage employees to adopt healthier lifestyles and to

provide a quick, easily accessible service to employees who feel stressed or at risk in

some way.

• Developing new ways to encourage the handling of grievances and disputes on an

individual basis. For example, company-level ombudspersons, employee counsellors and

other similar arrangements are being devised so that employment grievances are

addressed nearest to the point of origin as quickly and effectively as possible.

Thus the rise of the new employment relationships has encouraged the growth of new

dispute prevention and conflict resolution remedies that could potentially have far-reaching

effects on how employment conflicts are resolved both at organisational and national level

in the future. The extent to which these new practices are developing in the Irish context

has not been comprehensively surveyed at this time. Closer monitoring of the changing

nature of employees’ contracts will require review and research by the Commission in the

coming years.

LRC  Statement of Strategy 2005–2007
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The Growth of Labour Regulations

Another feature of new employment times is the significant growth in employment

legislation. Since 1990, as Table 1 in Appendix Four shows, there have been eighteen

separate pieces of labour law/regulation enacted. Virtually no aspect of the employment

relationship is now completely free from regulation. This extension of employment rights

has opened a “rights” based dimension to Irish employment relations.

This growth in employment regulation shows little sign of easing. In particular:

• In 2005 the Government is committed to introducing legislation to transpose the

recently adopted EU Directive on Workplace Information and Consultation into domestic

law.

• The Government will also be obliged in the near future to review and update EU-

inspired employment regulation as part of the EU drive to modernise EU labour market

legislation.

• The recently concluded Review of Employment Rights Bodies contains commitments to

streamline existing Irish employment legislation.

The Government in its White Paper – “Regulating Better” is committed to easing the

administrative burdens on organisations by streamlining service delivery and administrative

processes, by using the latest technology to promote its e-government strategy and by

developing customer charters to enhance citizen access to their rights and entitlements.

The Commission will have a role in advancing this agenda, in particular, by working with

Government to assess whether alternative dispute procedures can be built into

employment regulations.

New Forms of Organisational Employment Systems

Most new forms of organisational employment systems are closely associated with the

emergence of non-union workplaces. These forms of employment continue to grow in

Ireland. The high numbers of multinational enterprises locating in Ireland is an important

factor behind this trend.
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The foreign-owned sector employs approximately 130,000 people in about 1,050

companies, of which approximately 500 are US owned. In addition, the sector is indirectly

responsible for thousands of more jobs in downstream service enterprises.

Multinationals make an immense contribution to Irish economic output. Foreign owned

companies are responsible for almost three-quarters of all exports in the high technology

sector.

These companies often use quite advanced people management and conflict prevention

management strategies. These strategies are introducing new methods and procedures for

the solving of employment disputes that are likely to grow inside the Irish system of

employment relations.

Small and Medium Enterprises

The growth of this sector is a specific feature of the developing Irish economy.

• Ireland has 172,000 small firms that employ about 66 per cent of the workforce and

generates 60 per cent of national turnover. Approximately 16,000 new small firms are

created every year. Small and medium enterprises are a crucial and increasing part of

the economy.

• Most small and medium sized firms are located in “price-sensitive” sectors such as

retailing, services and distribution. As a result, many are obliged to pursue “cost-based”

competitive strategies.

• Many small and medium enterprises do not have “in-house” human resource

management expertise and thus their ability to keep abreast of employment regulations

is not as developed as large organisations with dedicated human resource management

departments.

[Source: Small Firms Association]

Such a wide range of workplaces will require specific assistance in developing their human

resource practices and procedures. Associations representing this sector provide extensive

training and professional advice on human resource management matters. The Commission

LRC  Statement of Strategy 2005–2007
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will continue to work with these organisations to ensure that all relevant good employment

codes of practices developed by the Commission are an important element of these

activities. The Commission will focus on extending its services to these organisations as part

of its future business plans.

Public Sector Modernisation

For some years now virtually all advanced economies have been implementing programmes

aimed at reforming and modernising public sector activity. The pace and direction of these

programmes varies from country to country, but all seek to deliver higher quality policy

formation, service delivery and more user-friendly services to citizens. Ireland is no

exception to this general trend and successive governments have been committed to public

sector reform through the Strategic Management Initiative. Important new changes such as

the Performance Management and Development System have been introduced.

Modernisation and adaptation programmes are unfolding in all parts of the public sector:

• The Better Local Government initiative envisages significant improvements in efficiency,

customer service and management decision-making.

• An Action Plan for People Management in the health sector proposes major changes

with respect to core areas of work organisation, working time and staff development.

• The public utilities are also undergoing major re-organisation programmes. If anything,

this restructuring activity will only intensify in coming years to meet the obligations laid

down by EU legislation and the new regulatory environment.

• The education sector also faces challenges to reorganise so that it meets the demands

for structural reform and curriculum development, wider student access, lifelong

learning and the requirements of those experiencing learning and physical disabilities in

all age cycles.

Thus, the public sector is likely to be a huge arena of workplace change. As reform

progresses, one possible scenario is the development of a uniform system of dispute

resolution for the sector. This will be a major challenge for the Commission, for public

sector management and for public sector unions. The Commission already engages with
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public sector modernisation. Conciliation officers chair important negotiating bodies in the

areas of health, local authorities, public enterprises, education and other Government

agencies. The recommendations of the Advisory Services Division review of the

employment relations systems in the Health Service, heavily influenced the contents of the

Action Plan for People Management for the sector. The Service is available to engage in

similar reviews in other areas of the public sector and will continue to respond to public

sector modernisation demands by providing assistance and expertise in the change

management process where required.
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Section Three:
Changing Aspects of Conflict Management

New Employment Times and Conflict Prevention

The changes in the labour market described in Section Two, are touching conflict

management in a number of ways:

• Collective employment or sectoral disputes are not as dominant a feature of Irish

employment relations as in the past.

• Higher female labour market participation has increased the incidence of gender-related

employment disputes.

• Greater workplace diversity will require some organisations to develop conflict

prevention programmes.

• The growth of employment legislation has created a large plinth of individual

employment rights, which is further accelerating the individualisation of employment

relations.

• The emergence of new psychological contracts has contributed to the diffusion of new

forms of dispute prevention and resolution practices and procedures.

• The drive for public sector modernisation has turned this part of the economy into a

major arena for workplace change that will place significant demands on conflict

management systems.
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Strengthening Flexible Conflict Prevention and Dispute
Management Systems

Since its inception the Commission has delivered programmes and services that collectively

amount to a flexible conflict prevention and resolution system. This system is based on the

principles of neutrality, trust and the promulgation of good employment practices.

The following table outlines the key principles underpinning the Commission’s approach to

the delivery of a flexible conflict prevention and dispute management system:

Key Principles

• The provision of a full suite of dispute resolution procedures - conciliation,

mediation, facilitation, advisory - are available to help address employment

problems.

• Every effort should be made to resolve conflicts close to the point of origin, while

at the same time affording employees appropriate access to public bodies that

handle complaints regarding infringements to employment rights.

• Conflict management systems will function better when mutual trust, good

communications, consultation, involvement and participation are features of the

workplace.

• Pro-active arrangements need to exist to help prevent a potential employment

conflict or break an impasse that may have been reached in an on-going conflict.

This requires all parties to adhere to nationally or locally agreed norms and

procedural agreements.

• Procedures should be available to help organisations with a poor employment

disputes record to upgrade employment relations procedures and practices.

• Mechanisms should be developed to promote the merits of joint action and

collaborative problem-solving by managers, trade unions and employees.

• Procedures should be in place to provide an option for agreed arbitration and

adjudication on issues incorporating both disputes of interest and employment

rights.

• Codes of good practice should be developed in consultation with the social

partners and continually reviewed to reflect changing employment legislation and

practices.
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In coming years the Commission will seek to make continuous improvements to this

flexible conflict prevention and dispute management system so that the services it provides

are in line with new employment developments.

A number of important organisational changes have already been made with this objective

in mind. Recently a new Public Sector Unit was created within the Conciliation Services

Division and a Strategy and Standards Unit has been established within the Advisory

Services Division. In addition to these initiatives, the Commission will increase its

knowledge and understanding of new forms of dispute prevention/resolution in other

countries and assess whether these are suitable for adaptation to the Irish context.

In this regard, it will assess alternative dispute resolution methodologies (see below) many

of which are well established elsewhere.

Alternative Dispute Resolution Mechanisms (ADR)

Type of ADR mechanism Key elements of ADR mechanism 

Ombudsman A designated “neutral” third party inside an organisation

assigned the role of assisting the resolution of a grievance

or conflict situation. The activities of an ombudsman

include fact-finding, providing counselling and conciliation

between disputing parties. High-grade persuasion skills are

the key asset of a good ombudsman.

Mediation A process under the stewardship of a third party designed

to help those involved in a dispute reach a mutually

acceptable settlement.

Peer Review A panel composed of appropriate employees or employees

and managers which listens to the competing arguments

in a dispute, reflects upon the available evidence and

proposes a resolution. Whether or not the decision of the

panel is binding varies across organisations.

Management Review Sometimes called dispute resolution boards, these panels

Boards are solely composed of managers and have more or less

the same remit as peer reviews. Again the decision of the

panel may or may not be final.

Arbitration A neutral third party is empowered to adjudicate in a

dispute and set out a resolution to the conflict. This may

or may not be binding depending upon the prevailing

labour legislation and the design of the arbitration

process.
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While not all aspects of the above model will be suitable to the Irish context, some of the

prevention and dispute resolution procedures could readily blend with the Commission’s

approach to a flexible system of conflict management.
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Section Four:
Strategic Objectives for the Commission

This Statement of Strategy, 2005-2007, builds upon the experiences and successes of the

Commission and its analysis of the changing nature of the Irish economy, workplace

transition and the employment legislative environment.

Mission Statement

The current Mission Statement of the Commission is “To promote the development and

improvement of Irish industrial relations policies, procedures and practices through the

provision of appropriate, timely and effective services to employers, trade unions and

employees”. The Commission has consistently sought to fulfil this statutory objective by

maintaining industrial relations stability in promoting non-judicial remedies to employment

disputes, by being innovative in its approach to dispute prevention/resolution and in

promulgating best human resource practices.

The Commission remains committed to its mission and seeks to further develop the

objectives of its Mission Statement, in order to respond to a continually changing

employment and industrial relations environment.

Strategic Objectives

Drawing on the environmental analysis and organisation assessment outlines, the

Commission has set the following Strategic Objectives for the period 2005-2007:
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Strategic Objective 1: Providing dispute resolution services for all parts of the

employment relations system that place a premium on the early identification and

the speedy resolution of problems.

Strategic Objective 2: Stronger, innovative and flexible conflict prevention activities

to assist sectors and enterprises.

Strategic Objective 3: Continuous improvement and professional excellence to

ensure the delivery of high quality and timely services.

Strategy Plan

The Commission will progress its mission and implement the above overarching strategic

objectives by enacting a four point Strategic Plan. The Plan envisages making the

Commission a highly flexible and engaged body that can effectively address conflict

management challenges. It builds upon the work already done by the Commission to

improve its administration and the scope of its operations and seeks to broaden the

Commission’s reach by increasing proactive conflict prevention and dispute management

activities. The elements of this Plan are as follows:

Strategy Plan

• The Attainment of Organisational Excellence 

• An Enhanced Rights Commissioner Service

• A Diversified Conciliation Services Division

• An Expanded Role for the Advisory Services Division

The Attainment of Organisational Excellence

The Commission is committed to ensuring that the principles and standards promoted by

the Commission are readily apparent in its own operations and that the highest standards

of public regulation and governance apply within the Commission and in its services to

clients.
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Senior Management Challenges

The Senior Management Team provides leadership and strategic direction for the

Commission. This is now an established part of the organisation and meets on a regular

basis and the Team also attend meetings of the Board of the Commission.

The Senior Management Team continues to be committed to effective management of

people, maintaining a continuity of leadership, and sustaining a learning environment that

drives continuous improvement in performance.

To this end the Senior Management Team will continue to develop short-term and long

range action plans for the implementation of the Commission’s strategic goals and

objectives. It will continue to provide advice, support and assistance to each of the

Divisions of the Commission.

Developing People

The most immediate challenge for the Senior Management Team will be to ensure that the

Commission remains a model workplace where people are:

• Treated with value and respect.

• Consulted and given opportunity to participate in change initiatives.

• Encouraged to be innovative and creative.

• Facilitated to develop their competencies through specialised training, professional

studies or formal academic studies.

To this end the Senior Management Team will:

• Use the Performance Management Development System to ensure that all Commission

personnel have access to relevant skills development and training opportunities.

• Enhance the quality of working life inside the Commission by encouraging all staff to

work together as a team to advance the vision and mission of the organisation.

• Develop the Staff Consultation Forum to improve internal organisational communication

and employee voice.

• Maintain regular team meetings in each division. These meetings will be used to review

performance and priorities of the division in the context of business plans.
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• Encouraging cross-divisional project working.

• Appoint and retain high quality and motivated employees. The Commission remains

committed to broadening its recruitment to the whole public sector as a first step to

introducing an open recruitment policy. It also recognises that the active support of the

trade unions and the key Government Departments will be necessary to achieve this

objective.

• Explore the possibility of introducing innovative staff resource policies for particular

tasks.

• Ensure that the principles and practices enunciated in the Governance Code adopted in

March 2004 are followed inside the organisation and extend the ethos of this document

by advanced people management policies.

Monitoring and Reporting 

The Senior Management Team will continuously monitor the implementation of the

strategy and produce an annual assessment on the progress that has been made on

achieving identified goals/objectives and strategies to the Board.

In addition the Senior Management Team will organise a more comprehensive mid-term

assessment of the Statement of Strategy.
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The Corporate Affairs Division

The Corporate Affairs Division is the administrative centre of the Commission. It is

committed to the continual development of the organisational infrastructure within the

Commission that will set and implement the highest quality standards for customer care

and internal efficiency. The priority actions for the Division will be to:

• Liase with the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment in relation to the

Commission’s budgeting and resource requirements and the implementation of the

Autonomy Agreement.

• In conjunction with the other Divisions, oversee the successful implementation of the

Case Management System that will create an integrated electronic provision for

workflow management and monitoring across Commission services.

• Provide better quality data collection and dissemination to improve programme

management and Board policy formation.

• Assist the implementation of the on-going ICT plan that is designed to enhance the

Commission’s technological capabilities.

• Upgrade the standard of accommodation and conference rooms so to create state-of-

the-art conflict management facilities.

• Oversee and manage the administration of the Rights Commissioner Service.

• Oversee and update the relevant corporate governance requirements including its

financial and public office requirements.

• Oversee, review and assess staffing requirements, training and staff development.

• Co-ordination of Customer Charter, Freedom of Information, Health and Safety and Risk

Management Policies with other Divisions and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and

Employment.

E-government

The Division will seek to utilise fully the available and emerging technologies to deliver a

more accessible, transparent and integrated Commission service. In particular, it will explore

the possibilities of using ICT innovations to provide an interactive, user-friendly guide

through different Commission functions, services and activities.
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Implementing Organisational Excellence

Senior Management Team

Strategic Actions

• Encourage team working and cross-divisional project working.

• Continue to improve internal and external communication.

• Review and agree Autonomy Agreement with Department.

• Co-ordination of Customer Charter, Freedom of Information, Health and Safety and

Risk Management Policies.

• Undertake a mid-term assessment of the Statement of Strategy.

• Maintain regular contact and discussion with key social partners – IBEC, ICTU and 

the NIB.

• Liase with Government Departments and Government Agencies on key issues relating

to industrial relations.

Performance Indicators

• Staff Consultation Forum further developed through ongoing

consultation/communication.

• Increased levels of knowledge amongst staff of relevant developments, verified

through periodic staff surveys.

• Cross-divisional project working developed as a means of service delivery.

• Autonomy Agreement with Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment agreed,

resourced and implemented.

• Sustaining Progress requirements implemented.

• Positive and good working relationship with key social partners/institutions.



Corporate Affairs Division

Strategic Actions

• Secure adequate budget resources to meet strategic objectives.

• Oversee the successful implementation of the Case Management System and ensure

usage of an integrated IT based workflow management and monitoring system across

all services.

• Upgrade the standard of accommodation/facilities for staff and clients.

• Oversee and update the relevant corporate governance requirements including

financial and public office requirements.

• Review and assess staff resources, training and skills development through utilising

PMDS.

Performance Indicators 

• Financial resources available to meet strategic objectives.

• Case Management System fully implemented. Improved workflow data across all

services in each year of the lifetime of the plan.

• Conference rooms and offices refurbished. All avenues explored to acquire additional

space in consultation with other relevant agencies and Departments by end 2005.

• Full corporate governance adherence.

• Performance Management and Development System (PMDS) implemented in

accordance with the Department’s guidelines and deadlines.
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An Enhanced Rights Commissioner Service

The Rights Commissioners address individual and small group employment rights/interests

referrals, an area which has grown significantly in recent years and aspects of which now

extend to areas which potentially can have significant economic impact.

Rights Commissioners are independent in their investigation of claims, with administrative

and organisational support provided by the Commission. The Rights Commissioners have

specific powers to make recommendations/decisions in regard to certain employment

legislation. Their recommendations/decisions are open to appeal though the vast majority

of cases are settled without any requirement for further appeal.

The role of the Rights Commissioners is highly demanding as they have to hear cases that

can relate to 17 separate pieces of legislation and statutory instruments. The Commission is

committed to providing a high quality back-up support service so that Commissioners can

perform their demanding role in a flexible, efficient and professional manner to maintain its

user friendly ethos.

To this end the Commission is committed to:

• Introducing a Case Management System that is designed to process referrals in a

speedier and more efficient manner. This system will be continually monitored to assess

its effectiveness and the better management of workflows and reduce waiting times for

investigations/hearings.

• Providing a regular analysis/digest of recommendations that will improve information

for practitioners/clients.

• Developing closer administrative and organisational linkages with the Rights

Commissioners to promote an on-going two-way dialogue within the Service. A key

purpose of this dialogue will be to consider methods to improve the delivery and quality

of the Service. Consideration will be given to developing procedures to ensure

consistency in terms of legal interpretations and rulings of the Rights Commissioners,

recognising that in many cases circumstances may vary from case to case and from

employment to employment.
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• Improving accommodation facilities so that a non-adversarial physical environment is

created for hearings of the Rights Commissioners (and indeed for the delivery of other

services provided by the Commission).

• Designing an integrated training and learning package for Rights Commissioners. The

Commission is committed to developing a comprehensive induction programme for

incoming Rights Commissioners. In addition, Commissioners will receive on-going

training to keep them abreast of changes in the legal environment and new

developments in conflict management.

• Promoting collective learning among the Rights Commissioners. The Commission is

committed to organising bi-annual learning sessions that provide an opportunity for the

Commissioners to discuss developments in the nature of referrals, assess the efficiency

of the service, and to alert the Commission and officials from the Department of

Enterprise, Trade and Employment to matters that require policy attention.

Initially the Strategic Plan will focus largely on upgrading the operating aspects of the

Rights Commissioners Service. A review of the Service may be appropriate when the

deliberations of the Employment Rights Review process has been completed and decisions

have been taken by Government.
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Implementing Rights Commissioners Service
Objectives

Strategic Actions

• Implement I.T. based Case Management System.

• Provide regular analysis/digest of recommendations/decisions for the information of

clients/practitioners consistent with the need for privacy in certain cases.

• Advise on and review issues relating to employment legislation.

• Establish closer organisational and administrative relationships with Rights

Commissioners.

• Develop Integrated Training and Learning Programme and promote collective learning.

• Review service requirements on post Review of Employment Rights Bodies and

Report’s recommendations/Government decisions.

Performance Indicators

• Case Management System fully implemented in 2005 resulting in referrals being

processed in a speedier and more efficient manner and improved management and

monitoring of workflows.

• Analysis/digest of Recommendations/Decisions prepared and disseminated on a

periodic basis.

• Forum with Rights Commissioners established in 2005 to improve dialogue and

information sharing to result in enhanced service delivery.

• Comprehensive induction programme developed and on-going training/learning

opportunities provided during 2005.

• Agreed structures/systems in place arising from Review Body Report.
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A Diversified Conciliation Services Division

Maintaining a high calibre Conciliation Service

Conciliation has been the mainstay of the Commission’s work since its creation. Over the

years the Conciliation Services Division has gained a formidable reputation for guiding

disputing parties to successful settlements. In addition, it is involved in the facilitation of

important changes in major public enterprises. Settlement rates have remained at a

consistently high level.

The Division has recently been reorganised in response to recommendations contained in

the Mercer Review, and is now organised into four regional administrative units instead of

five with a new Public Service Unit established in 2004.

A formal team based meeting system has been introduced both within the regions and the

whole Division. This involves all staff meeting on a monthly basis to review recent

activities, consider and monitor new developments and discuss future plans. The

Commission is committed to embedding these organisational changes in order to evaluate

and improve upon service delivery.

The Conciliation Services Division will continue to provide services that are fair, prompt and

cost-effective. In providing these services, conciliation officers, where appropriate, will not

only ensure that positive relationships can be restored between the disputing parties but

also encourage the adoption of policies and practices that upgrade the conflict

management procedures inside organisations. Encouraging organisations to upgrade “in-

house” conciliation and mediation activities develops a dimension to the service which is

focused on the delivery of long term solutions.

A benefit of a solution focused approach is that not only are settlements brokered but also

certain organisational practices can be transformed. In addition the client organisation has

the opportunity to take active steps to reduce its dependence on the Conciliation Services

Division.

As well as continuing to provide quality services in the traditional way, the Conciliation

team will exploit the full potential of modern communication technology to provide a

vehicle for service delivery. In addition, the implementation of an e-based Case
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Management System will streamline the means of referral and conference convening as

well as enhancing the ongoing internal learning capacity of the Division.

Introducing a Case Management System that is designed to process referrals in a speedier

and more efficient manner. This system will be continually monitored to assess its

effectiveness, the better management of workflows and reduce waiting times for

investigations/hearings.

Developing “Working Together” Projects in the Public Sector

Recognising the growing trend for public service organisations and unions to use the

Commission’s services, the Commission intends to develop the work of its Public Sector

Unit.

An important strand of the work of this Unit is to chair negotiation bodies in public sector

enterprises, local authorities, health and the education sectors. This activity has led to

greater stability and co-ordination in the negotiation processes associated with these

employment areas and a valuable adjunct to the benchmarking process under national

agreements. In recent times it has extended this activity to the Prison Service and to new

State Agencies.

The Commission wishes to build upon these positive achievements by developing pro-

active conflict management activities inside and outside the formal negotiating machinery

and for parties/organisations that do not have automatic or statutory access to

Commission services. More specifically, the Commission wishes to initiate “Working

Together” projects that enhance manager-worker interactions on a wide range of matters.

Already some of these initiatives have taken place in some sectors of the public services.

The exact character of these projects would have to be determined by the relevant social

partners in discussion with the Commission. The emphasis of “Working Together” Projects

will be on preventive mediation and more particularly on the greater use of “relationship by

objectives” processes. This conflict management procedure should be viewed as an attempt

to assist management, trade unions and employees to improve communications and to

increase co-operation in identifying and resolving employment issues through joint
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problem-solving activities. It is also designed to develop action plans to help improve future

employment relationships based on common objectives.

As the emphasis is on preventive mediation, at the initial stages at least, projects will have

an input from officers drawn both from the Conciliation and Advisory Services Divisions.

This integrated and cross-divisional approach ensures that all the relevant experience in the

Commission is mobilised and effectively utilised.

This approach brings benefits to both clients and the Commission. For the public sector, it

will mean that state-of-the-art conflict management procedures are built into the internal

employment relations system. For staff in the Conciliation and Advisory Services, “Working

Together” projects facilitate the development of new talents, competencies and skills.

Developing Good Practice

The Commission believes that this form of initiative can have application in other sectors of

the Irish economy including those that have not availed to date of the services of the

Commission.

The Commission will assist in the design of programmes that aim to promote techniques

associated with discussion and problem solving so that management, unions and

employees are better equipped to deal with the complex issues of operational change and

ever more complicated bargaining agendas within a structured and agreed framework.

The Commission will continue to support early intervention initiatives that can have the

effect of reducing the time devoted to settle disputes and promoting solutions that

empower the parties to take ownership of the outcome and the delivery and

implementation of agreements.
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Implementing Conciliation Services Division
Objectives

Strategic Actions

• Maintain a relevant, high quality Conciliation Service.

• Evaluate new methods of service delivery.

• Focus on long-term solution based conciliation outcomes.

• Develop “Working Together” projects in the Public Sector.

• Meet the requirements and demands of National Social Partnership Agreements.

Performance Indicators

• The resolution and/or maintenance in procedure of 100% of all cases referred to

Conciliation in order to maintain an industrial conflict free business/service

environment.

• Provision of settlement terms and/or procedures in all cases referred to the

Commission.

• The incorporation of a long-term solution focus into settlements achieved at

Conciliation.

• The roll out of new delivery mechanisms where appropriate.

• “Working Together” projects developed and implemented in the Public Sector.

• Meeting the requirements of National/Sectoral/Industry Agreements.
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Expanding the Role of the Advisory 
Services Division

A high performing problem-solving organisation goes beyond delivering routine services

and engages with customers and analyses trends with the purpose of helping clients to

design new approaches to employee relations and enterprise change. This is the essence of

good innovation activity and to perform such a task an organisation requires high quality

interpretative skills.

The Advisory Services Division (ASD), has been playing this role for the Commission. Over

the years it has done pioneering work in the area of Codes of Practice. It has also promoted

a range of problem-solving initiatives to address complex employment problems in both

private and public enterprises. In the coming years, the Commission is committed to

building upon these successful activities by strengthening and improving its expertise.

The new Strategy and Standards Unit within the Division was recently established in

recognition of the importance of generating, analysing and utilising evidence based data to

assess the performance of the Commission’s Services. The Commission recognises the

importance of receiving feedback from clients to improve performance.

The work of the Strategy and Standards Unit will focus on quality assurance activities and

in particular will upgrade evaluation tools to more accurately assess the “added-value”

created by specific conflict prevention and dispute management services delivered by the

Commission. In particular, it will:

• Develop an action plan based on the findings arising from the survey of the usage of

codes of practice to ensure an even greater awareness and use of these instruments and

guidelines.

• Propose certain initiatives based on the analysis undertaken of all LRC in-company

advisory reviews and which emphasised the need for greater trust, information and

communication within enterprises.

• Following publication of the forthcoming legislation to transpose the Information and

Consultation Directive propose an appropriate role for the Commission.

• Evaluate the performance of the various Services by surveying the views of users of the

service.
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Developing and Disseminating Research 

The Division has responsibility for the research programme of the Commission and will

continue to build upon current and previous research activities by:

• Developing a comprehensive Research Strategy for the Commission.

• Identifying priority areas for commissioning research. A research agenda should improve

wider understanding of emerging employment relations policies and practices and help

the Commission to inform strategic policy formation and to improve the quality of its

services. A current example of a research theme that fits these criteria is the dynamics

of conflict resolution in non-union organisations.

• Identifying priority areas for collaboration and joint research projects with other

agencies associated with promoting good employment relations so as to provide

evidence based research.

• Developing a strategy for the widespread diffusion and dissemination of research

findings on dispute resolution issues and the impact of services.

• Developing a communications strategy to increase the external profile of the

Commission. This involves continuing to publish the LRC Review, writing up short case

studies on best practice conflict management practices for dissemination and publicising

good industrial relations news stories more generally. It will involve also disseminating

information on the best use of dispute resolution services.

• Collaborating with third level institutions on appropriate areas for research.

Promoting Best Practice Conflict Management System

The Advisory Services Division has a high reputation for delivering preventive conflict

management results. This has involved developing codes of conduct, promoting good

conflict management practices amongst identified frequent users of Commission services,

conducting audits of employment relations systems within companies and chairing joint

working parties that oversee the implementation of recommendations. The Division will

continue to engage in this activity so as to give specific support to the statutory remit of

the Commission “for promoting the improvement of industrial relations”.
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In 2004, the Division undertook an evaluation of the usage of the current eight Codes of

Practice and an assessment of the outcome of its Company/Union Reviews since 1992. The

Business Plan of the Division will reflect the activities to be undertaken from the issues

raised in these reports.

The Division will continue to implement capacity building initiatives that enhance

employer, trade union and employee understanding of state-of-the-art conflict

management practices and procedures and their ability to address employment problems

both rapidly and fairly at organisational level.

Promoting Inter-Agency Collaboration

The public system for conflict management is dispersed across a range of agencies and

involves a wide range of procedures. The Advisory Services Division will have a major role in

maintaining and further developing relationships with outside organisations.

The Advisory Services Division will collaborate with officials of the Department of

Enterprise, Trade and Employment and others to develop, where appropriate, an alternative

dispute resolution procedure to accompany new employment laws. The objective of this

activity is to couple soft and hard forms of regulation in the one intervention. The

motivation is to advance the principle of better regulation with a view to easing burdens on

business without weakening employee rights or access to the public conflict management

machinery. This may, in consultation with and agreement of the social partners and

government, involve the development of national framework agreements arising from both

national and European employment regulations.

The Commission is also committed to working with other dispute resolution agencies such

as the Equality Tribunal and the Employment Appeals Tribunal to advance any relevant

recommendations which will be made by the “Forum for the Workplace of the Future”.

In addition, the Commission will explore the possibilities of undertaking joint work with

other public dispute resolution bodies to:

• advance understanding of conflict management procedures at organisational level 

• deepen the capabilities of organisations to manage employment problems 
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This is an extensive work programme that will require the Advisory Services Division

working with other people both inside and outside the Commission. The Commission will

facilitate this activity by encouraging greater integration between the Advisory and

Conciliation Service Divisions. In particular, the Commission will encourage project-based

work on some of the proposed initiatives so that officers in the Conciliation Service can

work with colleagues from the Advisory Services Division on specific schemes and projects.

The goals of the Advisory Services Division in coming years are to promote the advantages

of conflict prevention activities, expand their use inside organisations and assist

Government to establish ways to implement employment regulations in a more flexible

manner.

Small and Medium Enterprises

Our environmental scan confirms the significance of the small and medium enterprise

sector to the Irish economy. It identified also emerging requirements in this area for up to

date knowledge, information and problem-solving techniques in human resources issues.

The Advisory Services Division will develop appropriate initiatives to help small and

medium firms employ good practice in the management of human resources. The Service

will explore with other agencies the best mechanisms to achieve positive results in this

area.
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Implementing Advisory Services Division
Objectives

Strategic Actions

• Ensure high levels of awareness and use of Codes of Practice.

• Initiate programmes to address the need for greater trust, information and

communication within enterprises identified in the analysis of all in-company

Advisory reviews.

• Following publication of the forthcoming legislation the Information and Consultation

Directive propose an appropriate role for the Commission.

• Survey users of the various services provided by the Commission to evaluate their

performance.

• Develop a comprehensive Research Strategy for the Commission by:

– Identifying priority areas for commissioning a research agenda, which enhances for

our clients an understanding of emerging employment relations policies and

practices and assists the Commission in formulating strategy.

– Identifying priority areas for collaboration and joint research projects with other

agencies associated with promoting good employment relations.

– Developing a strategy for the widespread diffusion and dissemination of research

findings including website content.

– Developing a communications strategy to increase the external profile of the

Commission.

– Collaborating with third-level institutions on appropriate areas for research.

• Promote Best Practice Conflict Management System by:

– Developing Codes of Practice.

– Promoting good conflict management practices amongst identified frequent users

of Commission services.

– Conducting audits of employment relations systems within companies and

chairing joint working parties that oversee the implementation of

recommendations.
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• Continue to implement capacity building initiatives that enhance employer, trade

union and employee understanding of state-of-the-art conflict management practices

and procedures.

• Promote Inter-Agency Collaboration by:

– Collaborating with officials of the Department of Enterprise, Trade and

Employment and others to develop appropriate alternative dispute resolution

procedures to accompany new employment laws.

– Working with other dispute resolution agencies - the Equality Tribunal and the

Employment Appeals Tribunal to advance relevant recommendations, which may

emanate from the “Forum for the Workplace of the Future”.

– Explore the possibilities of undertaking joint work with other public dispute

resolution bodies to advance understanding of conflict management procedures at

organisational level and deepen the capabilities of organisations to manage

employment problems.

• The Division will develop appropriate initiatives to assist small and medium

enterprises to employ good practice in the management of human resources. The

Division will explore with other agencies the best mechanisms to achieve positive

results in this area.

Performance Indicators

• Increased levels of awareness and use of Codes of Practice – verify through periodic

surveys.

• Greater levels of trust, information and communication within enterprises - survey

effectiveness of programmes every two years commencing in 2006.

• Increased levels of satisfaction amongst users of the various Commission services 

• A research policy/programme which results in Commission policy and service delivery

being enhanced by better understanding of emerging employment relations policies

and practices.
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• Vibrant Inter-Agency Network, which results in greater use of alternative dispute

resolution procedures and a more user-friendly institutional framework.

• Greater levels of use of good practice in the management of human resources by the

small and medium sector. Assessment of information activities.

Conclusions 

During the past decade, Ireland has enjoyed enormous economic success in a manner that

has significantly improved the living standards of the overwhelming majority of people.

While recognising this enviable record, it is equally important to build a pathway for

continued high performance. This will involve a process of continuous change in both public

and private organisations.

In this climate of immense change it is difficult to ensure that employee needs,

expectations and preferences always coincide with organisational imperatives and the

global requirements of being highly competitive. Change has to be managed, negotiated

and implemented with any potential disagreements resolved as quickly and as equitably as

possible.

The Commission, in pursuing the objectives outlined in this “Statement of Strategy”, is

committed to delivering a wide range of high quality services to assist in managing the

changing employment environment in which we live and work and thus help sustain

economic progress and mutual gains into the future and which has the potential to be to

the benefit of all in our society.
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Appendix One:
Trends in Dispute Resolution

A marked feature of employment relations in Ireland has been the overall decline in the

scale and intensity of industrial action over the past two decades. At the start of the

eighties, as shown in Figure 1, about 440,000 working days were lost due to strikes and

other forms of industrial action. By the year 2003 this figure had dropped to approximately

37,000 workings days lost. The figure also reveals that the decline has not been continuous

and smooth. Instead, it shows that there remains some degree of volatility in the

employment relations scene. Thus for example in the nineties Ireland experienced about

three years of falling industrial action followed by a sudden increase in industrial unrest

which then quickly drops away after a year. The surges in unrest are mainly due to a select

number of public sector disputes involving a relatively high number of workers.

Figure I: Industrial action in Ireland 1980-2004

[Source: C.S.O.]
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But the important point is that Ireland has now reached an impressive level of employment

relations stability. As Figure 2 shows, only 24 employment disputes began in 2002, the

lowest number ever recorded since the formation of the State. To some extent, Ireland is

simply reflecting an international trend. Almost all advanced economies have experienced a

decline in industrial action over the past decade or so. At the same time, the figures pay a

major compliment to the states dispute prevention and resolution bodies and to the

system of social partnership that has existed in the country since 1987. A close scrutiny of

the statistics on the days lost due to industrial action reveals the following trends: the

period since 1988 has been by far the most stable since 1960. When the current phase of

social partnership is compared with the previous round of centralised agreements in the

seventies and early eighties, it is revealed that the current period has experienced fewer

employment disputes. Actually the most peaceful years during the early regime (1971,

1972, 1973 and 1975) just about compare with the worst years of the current phase of

social partnership (1990 and 1999). Overall, it is reasonable to conclude that social

partnership has contributed significantly to the present era of employment relations

stability.

Figure 2: Industrial disputes 1980-2004

[Source: C.S.O.]
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One consequence of the new stability in collective employment relations has been the

decline in the number of referrals to the Conciliation Services Division, particularly over the

last five years. Figure 3 maps the trend and it shows that the number of referrals to the

Conciliation Service have declined from over 1,900 in 1999 to approximately 1,600 in 2003.

Three important points are worth making on this matter. First of all, a referral level of 1,600

indicates that a relatively high demand remains for Conciliation Services particularly around

the issues of restructuring/organisation of enterprises and services.

The second point is that the Service has an enviable record in assisting disputing parties to

reach a settlement. More than 80 per cent of all referrals are settled. It is this success rate

which explains why the Service enjoys such a high reputation among employers and trade

unions. Finally, the point made above about the volatility of industrial action in Ireland

needs to be kept in mind. Although the Conciliation Service might be experiencing a decline

in referrals this situation could change quickly. Thus it is important that the LRC retains a

strong Conciliation Service. This needs to remain a core function and priority of the

Commission.

Another feature of employment relations in Ireland is the increase in the number of

employees seeking to vindicate individual employment rights. One useful proxy measure of

this trend is the significant growth in the number of referrals to the Rights Commissioner

Service of the LRC, a service dedicated to addressing cases of alleged infringements of

individual employment rights as well as dealing with individual and small group interest

disputes. Figure 4 plots this rise in referrals. The key factor behind this trend is the growth

in the volume and complexity of employment regulation. Virtually no aspect of the

employment relationship is now completely free from regulation. In these circumstances, it

is not stretching credibility to talk about a rights-based employment relations system

emerging in Ireland. Thus the likelihood is that the Rights Commissioners will become an

even more prominent and important element of the public dispute resolution services in

forthcoming years. The overall conclusion is that the widely observed individualisation of

employment relations is now filtering into dispute resolution and this is a matter that the

LRC will have to closely monitor in coming years.
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Figure 3: Referrals to the Conciliation Service

[Source: Labour Relations Commission Annual Reports]

Figure 4: Referrals to the Rights Commissioner Service

[Source: Labour Relations Commission Annual Reports]
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Appendix Two:
Trends in Trade Union Membership

The fate of trade unions is a matter that is discussed in virtually every advanced economy.

In Europe trade union membership does not follow any one pattern. At one end there are

countries like Britain and Germany that have experienced fairly sharp declines in trade

union membership. At the other end, there are the Scandinavian countries where trade

union membership has remained stable at a high level. In countries like Sweden and

Norway trade union density – the proportion of the labour force belonging to a trade

union – is still in excess of 90 per cent. Between these two extremes is a range of

countries with idiosyncratic experiences. France for example has a trade union density

level of about 12 per cent, but this merely reflects a historic trend of low trade union

membership levels. Ireland falls into this ‘idiosyncratic experience’ category. On the one

hand, Figure 5 shows that the absolute numbers belonging to a trade union have increased

during the past fifteen years. On the other hand, Figure 6 shows that trade union density

in Ireland has declined during the same period. The explanation for this situation is that

trade union membership has not kept pace with the quite exceptional levels of

employment growth over this period. The upshot of this trend is that from an

organisational point of view, trade unions have experience mixed fortunes in the recent

past. At the same time, they retain a significant influence on the character and direction

of employment relations in the country.
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Figure 5: Transitions in Trade Union membership in Ireland, 1980-2003

[Source: C.S.O.]

Figure 6: Trends in Trade Union Density

[Source: C.S.O.]
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Appendix Three:
Labour Market Trends

Feminisation and internationalisation have been the two dominant trends in the Irish

labour market over the past decade. Figure 7 plots the continuous rise in the share of

women in employment. It shows that in 1990 women made up about 35 per cent of the

total numbers in employment while now the figure stands at 42%. Between 1990-2001,

the total labour force increased by approximately 421,100 persons. Just under 60% of this

growth was accounted for by females with just over 260,000 more females participating in

the labour force in 2001 compared to 1990. Female labour market participation rates are

likely to increase in the future due mainly to the high level of educational attainment

amongst young women. Already the female participation rate for those under thirty-five is

well above the EU average. In twenty years time females will form a majority of the best-

educated segment of the population and probably will outnumber men in employment.

These trends have huge implications for organisations and society.

In the past, emigration was a prominent feature of Irish economic and social life. But in

recent times the situation has changed radically. Instead of people leaving the country,

there has been a big increase in the numbers of people coming to Ireland in search of work

and a better life. In the second half of the nineties, strong economic growth and a tight

labour market encouraged a net inflow of workers from other countries into Ireland. Most

of these workers were highly skilled and made a significant contribution to expanding the

productive capacity of the economy. There has been a significant increase in the absolute

number of work permits issued. Most of these permits have been issued to relatively

unskilled workers. The economic impact of immigration is less clear cut than the economic
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impact of skilled workers from other workers. Overall, the effect of immigration has been to

produce a multi-cultural labour market.

Figure 7: Female Employment in Ireland

[Source: FÁS – Irish Labour Market Review 2004]

The impact of these two trends on people management policies and practices, including

conflict management, are likely to be considerable. Consider the impact of the

“genderisation” of the labour market on conflict management. Sexual harassment and equal

treatment issues, for example, have emerged as a significant proportion of workplace

grievance matters. The old style grievance procedures might not be fully suitable to address

disputes of this character and as a result, new procedures that deepen the investigation

capacity and the role of mediation in conflict management systems may have to be

introduced so that these grievances are treated in a sensitive yet vigorous manner.

The growth in the international profile of the Irish labour market has important

implications for conflict management systems. To allow ‘non-Irish’ employees to fully

integrate into the Irish workplace, organisations need to intensify dispute prevention

activity by developing diversity programmes and related initiatives.
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Appendix Four

Table 1: Labour Laws adopted since 1990

Industrial Relations Act, 1990 - updates and amends previous industrial relations

legislation.

Payment of Wages Act, 1991 - covers methods of payment, allowable deductions and

employee information in relation to wages by means of a payslip.

Unfair Dismissals Act, 1993 - updates and amends previous legislation dating from

1977.

Maternity Protection Act, 1994 - replaced previous legislation and covers matters

such as maternity leave, the right to return to work after such leave and

health/safety during and immediately after the pregnancy.

Terms of Employment (Information) Act, 1994 - updated previous legislation relating

to the provision by employers to employees of information on such matters as job

description, rate of pay and hours of work.

Adoptive Leave Act, 1995 - provides for leave from employment principally by the

adoptive mother and for her right to return to work following such leave.

Protection of Young Persons (Employment) Act, 1996 - replaced previous legislation

dating from 1977 and regulates the employment and working conditions of children

and young persons.

Organisation of Working Time Act, 1997 - regulates a variety of employment

conditions including maximum working hours, night work, annual and public holiday

leave.
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Parental Leave Act, 1998 - provides for a period of unpaid leave for parents to care

for their children and for a limited right to paid leave in circumstances of urgent

family illness.

Employment Equality Act, 1998 - prohibits discrimination in a range of employment-

related areas. The prohibited grounds of discrimination are gender, marital status,

family status, age, race, religious belief, disability, sexual orientation and membership

of the Traveller community. The Act also prohibits sexual and other harassment.

National Minimum Wage Act, 2000 - introduces an enforceable national minimum

wage.

Carer’s Leave Act, 2001 - this provides for an entitlement for employees to avail of

temporary unpaid carer’s leave to enable them to care personally for persons who

require full-time care and attention.

Protection of Employees (Part-Time Work) Act, 2001 - this replaces the Worker

Protection (Regular Part-Time Employees) Act, 1991. It provides for the removal of

discrimination against part-time workers where such exists. It aims to improve the

quality of part-time work, to facilitate the development of part-time work on a

voluntary basis and to contribute to the flexible organisation of working time in a

manner that takes account of the needs of employers and workers. It guarantees that

part-time workers may not be treated less favourably than full-time workers.

Protection of Employees (Fixed Term Work) Act 2003: this Act transposed Directive

99/70/EC into Irish law and prohibits less favourable treatment of workers employed

under fixed term contracts than a comparable full time worker, save where there is a

legitimate objective ground for doing so. It also aims to prevent the abuse of giving

employees successive fixed term contracts by limiting the duration of such contracts

to no more than 3 years. (The contract may then be renewed for a further term of

one year provided objective grounds for doing so can be advanced).

Industrial Relations (Amendment) Act, 2001: this Act provides procedures by which

disputes shall be investigated by the Labour Court/Advisory Services Division of the

LRC at the request of a trade union or “excepted body” where it is not the practice of
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an employer to engage in collective bargaining or where an employer has failed to

observe the Code of Practice on Voluntary Dispute Resolution. It confers upon the

Labour Court the power of determination of cases in certain situations.

Industrial Relations (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act, 2004: this Act further amends

the 2001 Act by introducing time limits on the process of investigation and includes

new provisions regarding the investigation of complaints of victimisation by a Rights

Commissioner.

Maternity Protection (Amendment) Act 2004: makes provision for the expectant

mother to attend one set of ante-natal classes without loss of pay; a once-off right

to fathers to paid time off to attend the two ante-natal classes immediately prior to

the birth and the termination of additional maternity leave in the event of illness.

Organisation of Working Time (Records)(Prescribed Form and Exemptions)

Regulations, 2001: these oblige employers to keep a record of the number of hours

worked by employees on a daily and weekly basis, to keep records of leave granted to

employees in each week as annual leave or as public holidays and details of the

payments in respect of this leave. Employers must also keep weekly records of

starting and finishing times of employees.

Safeguarding of Employers Rights on Transfer of Undertakings (Amendment)

Regulations 2000 and 2003: these regulations aim to protect the contractual rights

of employees in respect of their employment in the event of the transfer to another

employer of the business or part of the business in which they are employed.
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