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ISME, the Irish Small & Medium Enterprises Association, is the INDEPENDENT body 

representing owner managers of small & medium businesses in Ireland. SMEs constitute 99% of 

all businesses in Ireland, employ over 800,000, which equates to 68% of Private Sector employees 

and 52% of total employees, 50.3% of Turnover and 46.2% of Gross Added Value.1 

The Irish Small and Medium Enterprises Association (ISME) was formed in 1993 to guarantee that 

Small and Medium Enterprises in Ireland have an independent voice.  The Association represents 

in excess of 9,500 SME businesses throughout the 26 counties. Our independence stems from the 

fact that as a business organisation we uniquely rely on the resources of our members. We are not 

reliant on the support of big business which compromises other representative organisations. We 

are the only independent representative body for SMEs in Ireland. 

Our organisation’s members employ over 225,000, from the one woman and her dog operation 

right up to businesses with 250 employees. We also are a ‘broad church’, representing all sectors, 

from importers to exporters, agri-food to engineering, retail, manufacturing, distribution, service 

industries, including accountants, medical doctors, solicitors and all professions. 

The defining feature is that the businesses are run by the very people who own them and invest 

their life savings and their families’ life savings in their enterprises.   

Through constant consultation with our members the Association has the ability to independently 

voice the opinions and concerns of the SME sector in Ireland.  

INTRODUCTION 

The Low Pay Commission has been set up on a statutory basis and will advise the Government on 
what is the appropriate level for the National Minimum Wage (NMW) on an annual basis. 
Specifically, the key issues that it has been asked to examine in formulating its advice to 
Government in relation to the National Minimum Wage are: 

 The change in earnings since the national minimum wage was last increased in 2011; 

 The unemployment and employment rates generally; 

 The expected impact of a change to the minimum wage on employment, the cost of living, 
and national competitiveness; 

 Changes in income distribution; and 

 Currency exchange rates. 

The commitment to form the Low Pay Commission was included in the Statement of Government 
Priorities 2014-2016 agreed by the incoming Tanaiste and the Taoiseach in July 2014. The 
Minister with responsibility for business, Gerald Nash, TD, has stated that he ‘wants to see the 
minimum wage increased progressively in the coming years as the economy improves’ and that 
there is ‘an inevitability about pay increase demands as the economy improves’. However, he also 
stated that the National Minimum Wage should be increased only in circumstances ‘where 
circumstances allow’. 

We in ISME would respectfully ask the Commission to investigate closely the following: 

 The number of people on the National Minimum Wage 

 Whether those workers are (a) full-time employees, supporting a family, (b) young people 
working while at college, (c) people who are only available for a short period during the 
working week (d) lifestyle workers (pin-money). 

 The skill-levels of workers on the minimum wage. 

 The pass-through effect (knock-on) of NMW increases on higher wages. 

 The connection, if any, between minimum wage and productivity. 

 The difference between National Competitiveness and Competitiveness at the SME level. 

                                                           
1 Business in Ireland 2012 CSO. 
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 Alternative methods to activate policy such as an Incomes policy which would use the 
Earned Income Tax Credits, as a function of earnings, family size, can be used to address 
‘in-work poverty’. 

  

POLICY 

Much of Government policy, in the social, fiscal and economic policy areas is deliberated upon 
without due consideration being given to the impact upon competitive enterprises.  In spite of 
acknowledgements concerning the role and function of competitive SMEs, our legislators and 
administrators generally have little concept of the demands they place upon these companies.  The 
full implications of this must be viewed in the context that in excess of nine out of every ten 
enterprises are SMEs with the vast majority of these employing less than ten people and are 
extremely labour intensive.  

The stated objectives in having a national minimum wage (NMW) are laudable, namely reducing 
poverty and enhancing the monetary attractiveness of gainful employment compared to social 
welfare payments. However, this submission outlines the ineffectiveness of the NMW in addressing 
these issues and in fact exacerbates the economic situation of the country. 

 

THE SME SECTOR 

Most people recognize that the re-building of the Irish economy over the coming years will have to 

depend heavily on the SME sector. This is not to suggest that the multi-national sector will not have 

a role to play, in fact the very opposite is the case. The IDA is doing a good job attracting foreign 

direct investment (FDI) to the country, but it is clear that the FDI environment is becoming more 

and more competitive, and if the latest corporate tax proposals from Obama were to see the light of 

day, it would make life considerably more difficult for the IDA. Hence, from an employment 

perspective, and particularly from a regional economic perspective, more weight is likely to fall on 

the shoulders of the SME sector. 

The SME sector is incredibly diverse. It ranges from single person operations to operations with up 

to 250 employees; and from trout farming, to car sales, to engineering, and a lot more besides. 

Despite the wide diversity within the sector the issues are very similar. 

The lack of demand in the economy over the past few years has obviously been the biggest issue. 

While some recovery in domestic demand is being experienced, those businesses that interface 

with the consumer find it hard to identify with the relatively upbeat assessment of consumer 

spending evident in the Central Bank’s latest pronouncements on the economy.  It is very clear that 

once car sales are excluded from consumer spending, the underlying picture is still extremely 

challenging. Wages have been stagnant at best for some time; the personal tax burden has been 

increased in dramatic fashion; the price of many items of essential expenditure such as car 

insurance, education and health insurance have increased sharply in recent years; the labour 

market is still challenging; and many in the personal sector are more interested in paying down 

debt than spending at the moment.  

This creates a challenging environment for consumer facing businesses and the ability to 

protect or grow margins through price increases, is very limited.  

For a sector that is so heavily dependent on banks for finance, the travails of the banking sector in 

recent years have also created serious problems, and although somewhat better, the situation is 

still difficult today. Prompt payment is also a big issue and legislation addressing this issue has 

made no appreciable difference. Indeed, when one observes a multi-national drinks company 

recently changing its payment terms from 60 to 90 days for suppliers, it just goes to prove that 

small businesses are left with the hind teat and are treated with a certain level of contempt. Indeed, 
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the tax changes in Budget 2015 as they apply to self-employed business owners; sends out a 

strong message about how some policy makers view the sector.  

The Taoiseach has expressed a desire that Ireland would become the best small country in the 

world in which to do business. The reality for many small business owners is very far from this 

truth. Rather than pay lip service to this aspiration, policy makers need to walk the walk.  

Given the very challenging environment still facing all small businesses, the promise from Minister 

Brendan Howlin that he wants to sit down with public sector unions to begin the process of 

reversing the public sector pay cuts; and the recent suggestion from a trade union leader that a 5 

per cent pay increase will now be sought; is being greeted with incredulity by small business 

owners who are working all the hours, merely to survive.  

Increasing public sector pay in an environment where Ireland is currently borrowing €8 billion to run 

the country does not make sense and will just add to the cost of running the country. 

Given the still fragile nature of Ireland’s economic recovery and the still very difficult 

environment for most small and medium-sized businesses, the notion of increasing the 

National Minimum Wage, which would have a push through effect on wages up the line, 

does not make any sense. It would increase the cost base for business and would 

undermine the cost competitiveness of the economy. It would fly in the face of the 

aspiration to make Ireland the ‘best small country in the world in which to do business’ and 

the aspiration to preserve and improve the competitiveness of the economy.  

The tax and welfare system should be used to put money into people’s pockets, rather than 

facilitating and encouraging an economically damaging upwards spiral in wages. The 

notion of pushing up wage costs at this juncture fails to recognise the business realities in 

what is still a very challenging economic environment.  

To give an up-to-date picture of the SME sector at the end of Quarter 1 2015 we attach at 
APPENDIX 1 the ISME Trends Survey Q1, dated 10th April 2015.2 

The survey was conducted in the last week of March and first week of April, with 932 SME 
respondents from nine main sectors. 51% of the respondents employ less than 10, while a further 
41% employ between 11 and 50 and the remaining 8% employ between 51 and 250. 
Geographically, 37% are from Dublin with 63% spread across the country, giving a good reflection 
of the country as a whole, both sectorally, geographically and by employee numbers. 
 
The results of the survey clearly demonstrate the vagaries of the Irish economy and the domestic 
economy in particular. While national figures from Central Bank, ESRI and the Exchequer show an 
overall healthy growth trend, the figures specifically from the SME sector show a contrarian view 
which confirms the duality of the Economy and, even within that sector, the variation in results and 
sentiment. 
 
Despite generally positive figures nationally, eleven (11) of the twelve (12) SME key indicators are 
showing a reduction in figures, reflecting a step back from the more optimistic indicators at end of 
2014. 
 

ARGUMENTS AGAINST MINIMUM WAGE 

ISME is not against legislation that addresses poverty, marginalisation, and social exclusion. Such 
legislation must not confuse the SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY of GOVERNMENT with the 
EMPLOYERS RESPONSIBILITY to pay a FAIR and JUST ECONOMIC WAGE for an hour’s work 
and must be balanced however, by the ability of employers to pay, and the economic 

                                                           
2 ISME Quarterly Trends Survey Q1 2015 – See Appendix 1. 
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consequences of having a National Minimum Wage beyond average European levels and 
increases beyond the level of Inflation.  

The ideal would be a system which reduces costs for employers, increases employment and allows 
the lower paid earn more. 

The Association has always accepted and championed employees earning a minimum income, 

 Increase the incentive to work. 

 Remove people from the social welfare trap. 

 Decrease the numbers working in the black economy. 

 Introduce an equitable redistribution of income. 
 

ISME would like to re-emphasise that the real concern of workers is not a NMW subject to tax 
deductions, but what they receive in real, take-home pay. The sufficient concentration of reducing 
the tax burden on the low-paid will be more beneficial than any further increase in the NMW, not 
only for the lower paid, but to the economy as a whole. 
 
It should not be the responsibility of employers to be wealth distributors in the economy. 
Increasing the minimum wage is a blunt instrument in addressing poverty and only serves to 
increase the cost base of business, which in turn leads to higher prices or job cuts. 
 
If the Government is serious about addressing the needs of those on low incomes instead of 
relying on a fundamentally flawed national minimum wage policy, they should introduce an 
Incomes Policy that will allow workers earn an increased amount of after tax income. This should 
also include targeted reductions of PRSI for employers that will help to alleviate the overall impact 
of labour costs on business while incentivising workers.  
 
However, with a NMW policy, we are confusing SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY with EMPLOYERS 
ECONOMIC FAIR PAY. 

Some people do not agree with this type of approach. They would prefer more state 
interference rather than equal opportunities. They tend to measure social justice by high 
taxes and baulk at open competition. However, while there is a need for policies that support 
economic activity to generate resources for public services and fair redistribution of income, the 
National Minimum Wage is not the answer and in fact stifles economic growth and has little or no 
effect on poverty. 

 The Minimum Wage distorts competition as it imposes uneconomic wage on low skilled 
jobs.  

 imposes an artificial floor on wages 

 It is a KEY REFERENCE POINT and creates a knock-on effect, as higher paid employees 
use it as a benchmark from which to negotiate wage increases. 

 The SME sector is highly price sensitive. We need to understand that businesses, when 
faced with increased costs, end up either passing along the costs to consumers, not hiring 
new employees or cutting back on work hours. 

 Passing the increase to the end-user will undoubtedly influence the cost of living. 

 Force many to cut jobs and reduce hours. 

 Ironically an increase of the NMW could bring employees back into the tax net 

 As SMEs are extremely labour intensive, with 48% of added value accounted for by labour in 
comparison to less than 8% for bigger companies, the impact of the proposed increase and 
the subsequent relativity knock on claims can have six times the effect on smaller companies 
as the NMW imposes an artificial floor on which all other claims are based. 
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As minimum wage reformists, ISME would say that tax rebates for low-income workers are much 
more effective than minimum wage laws. The logic is that under the current minimum-wage laws, 
the only person bearing the financial burden for “fighting poverty” is the business owner who has to 
pay his workers minimum wage. If low-wage workers are supported through tax cuts and rebates, 
then all taxpayers can share the financial burden. 

In 2010, Forfás conducted a review of labour cost competitiveness. The paper provided an analysis 
of labour market costs and their drivers and policy recommendations to improve labour market 
efficiency. The paper highlighted that the complex relationship between the various drivers of wage 
levels means that coordinated and complementary action is required.  

In a competitive market anything that artificially raises the price of labour to a significant 
extent will curb demand for it, and the first to lose their jobs will be the people the 
intervention is supposed to help – the least skilled.  
 
The NMW takes no account of businesses, particularly SMEs’ ability to pay. Currently youth 
unemployment is at its highest level for a generation, we must not price young people out of 
employment. Obliging employers to offer an unrealistic wage for entry-level jobs, based on a higher 
NMW, is yet another barrier to SMEs deciding take on young employees. 
 
The market should set wage levels, as opposed to State interventions determining pay 
rates, and interventions should be designed with this in mind. 

 

LABOUR MARKET DEVELOPMENTS 

Labour market conditions continued to improve during 2014 and early 2015. In March, the number 

of people signing on the live register fell to 350,600, down 42,556 on the number of people signing 

on the live register a year earlier and has declined by 76,400 over the past two years. The 

unemployment rate has fallen to 10% of the labour force, down from a high of 15.1% at the 

beginning of 2012.   

Figure 4: Unemployment Rate 

 

Source: CSO 

http://money.howstuffworks.com/tax-rebate-downturn.htm
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While some of this decline in unemployment is due to labour activation schemes and outward 

migration, it is clear that demand for labour is picking up. In the year to the end of December, total 

employment in the economy increased by 29,100 to reach 1.939 million. On a seasonally adjusted 

basis, employment in the economy has increased by 90,000 in the three-year period to December 

2014.3 

Figure 5: Employment (S/A) 

 

Employment in the Foreign Direct Investment Sector (FDI) continues to be a very important driver 

of employment and economic activity in general. During 2014, the IDA supported the creation of 

15,012 new jobs in IDA client companies, and when job losses are taken into account, there was a 

net gain of 7,131. IDA client companies now employ 174,488 workers in the Irish economy, which 

is a record high. It is estimated that for every 1 job in an IDA client company, another 0.7 of a job is 

supported in the wider economy, meaning that direct and indirect employment as a result of FDI 

totals 296,630.  

While the overall labour market is improving, it is clear that it is a very gradual improvement 

and it is coming off a very low base. There is still a long way to go to get the economy back 

to full employment, and it is important that policy makers avoid policy actions that could 

damage employment creation. In this context, keeping wages under control is essential.  

The growing pattern of monthly decreases in unemployment is welcomed, however any 

wage increases in either the public or private sector will hamper job creation, especially in 

the SME sector. SMEs, already crippled by rising costs, are holding back on new employment in 

fear of unwarranted and uneconomic wage hikes as a result of political promises of increases in 

the national minimum wage. 

Any premature increase in the NMW will hold back recruitment in the SME sector and affect those 
low skilled workers who are still seeking to return to employment and could consign them to further    
extended long-term unemployment.  
  

                                                           
3 CSO, QNHS Q4 2015. 
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COMPETITIVENESS 

Having seen various reports on presentations to the Oireachtas Committee on Jobs, Enterprise 

and Innovation, it is preferable that the Low Pay Commission will be used to assess the actuality of 

low pay and its effect on the ability of business to sustain whatever rate is proposed. The 

deliberations must be aided and supported by accurate and relevant facts and figures so as to 

protect businesses and the jobs therein.  

Under the “Functions of the Commission” section in relation to making recommendations 12 (2) the 

concern is that current measurements of “productivity” and “national competitiveness” are based on 

national totals and GDP figures. These are not a true or accurate measurement of the sectors 

mainly involved in the NMW, in the main the SME sector. 

Productivity in the foreign-owned segments of Irish manufacturing industry is estimated to be some 

six times higher than the levels of output per person in the rest of the economy. Even where 

allowance is made for the fact that measured productivity levels amongst foreign-owned 

enterprises are overstated, they remain, by some distance, the most productive enterprises in the 

Irish economy and not a true reflection of overall productivity. 

The duality of Irish productivity performance is borne out by international comparisons. On GDP-

based productivity measures, Ireland emerges as a world leader in terms of net output per person 

employed, surpassing even the USA. However, when the profits of foreign enterprises operating 

Irish plants are excluded, Ireland’s comparative productivity performance slips way down the 

rankings. 

The scale of productivity growth in FDI companies is imparting a substantial upward bias both to 

recorded national levels of average productivity and to the reported rates of productivity growth. 

It is therefore imperative that accurate and relevant figures are used by the Commission in 

the deliberations of the Commission, otherwise the labour-intensive indigenous SME sector 

will be paying an unwarranted premium on wages, based on the mechanised, technically 

advanced and low labour companies which make up our FDI cohort. 

As the Government belatedly talks about addressing competitiveness, small business continues to 
suffer through incessant, interminable increased costs, many of which are Government driven or 
sanctioned, thereby undermining that very drive for competitiveness. A further increase in the 
Minimum Wage will exacerbate the situation for many small businesses. 

There is no doubt that the cost environment represents the biggest threat to the future 
development and growth of small business. Costs must be brought under control or else we run the 
risk of pricing ourselves out of the market.  

There is considerable disagreement about how competitiveness should be measured and even 

about the importance of competitiveness as a concept. However, in the context of a very small and 

very open economy, it is clear that competitiveness is especially important, given the economy’s 

dependence on international trade and foreign direct investment. Among Euro Zone countries, 

Ireland is particularly vulnerable to adverse exchange rate movements as it has the largest share 

of trade outside the Euro Zone. With devaluation not an option, heavy emphasis has to be placed 

on price and wage adjustments to generate improvements in competitiveness.  

The Central Bank in conjunction with the ECB has developed a set of price and cost harmonised 

competitiveness indicators (HCIs). The HCIs are conceptually equivalent to effective exchange 

rates; they track the movements in nominal exchange rates and may also take into account 

movements in a chosen national deflator such as the Consumer Price Index or the Producer Price 

Index. In effect these measures seek to monitor and measure how an economy’s competiveness is 

developing in relation to those countries with which it trades.  
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Between October 2000 and April 2008, there was a massive loss of competitiveness for the Irish 

economy: 

 The Nominal HCI appreciated by 31.2%; 

 The HCI adjusted for Consumer Prices appreciated by 38.8%; and 

 The HCI adjusted for producer prices appreciated by 26.6%. 

Since April 2008 there has been some improvement in competitiveness, but it is still well above the 

levels of the early 2000s. Between April 2008 and December 2012: 

 The Nominal HCI has improved by 7.6%; 

 The HCI adjusted for Consumer Prices has improved by 18.2%; and 

 The HCI adjusted for producer prices has improved appreciated by 8.5%. 

Figure 6: Harmonised Competitiveness Indicators 

 

Source: Central Bank of Ireland 

The National Competitiveness Council (NCC) defines competitiveness as all of those factors 

affecting the ability of Irish firms to sell goods and services in international markets. It believes that 

competitiveness is not an end in itself, but rather a means of achieving sustainable improvements 

in living standards and quality of life.  

Ireland is not doing particularly well in terms of the costs of doing business. According to the NCC: 

 Gross earnings in Ireland are the 8th highest gross and net wage level in the Euro Area-17, 

while net wages are the 6th highest; 

 Labour costs in Ireland are on the increase, with growth of 2.4% in 2012 and 0.5% in 2013. 

The Central Bank expects compensation per employee to rise by 2.2% in 2015 and 2015, 

following growth of around 1% in 2014. Unit Labour Costs increased by around 1.4% in 

2013 and 2014; 

 The cumulative impact of increases in income taxes, changes to bands, introduction of the 

USC have weakened competitiveness since the onset of recession; 

 Diesel prices are 7% more expensive in Ireland than in the Euro Area; 

 Electricity costs in Ireland are the 5th and 6th most expensive in the Euro Area for SMEs and 

large users respectively; 

 Landfill gate fees are the 5th most expensive out of 10 countries considered, while non-

hazardous treatment fees are 3rd highest out of 9 countries considered; 

 Ireland is the 5th most expensive location out of 16 countries for industrial water costs; 
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 Telecom costs are relatively competitive, but there are concerns about the quality of 

services available; 

 New business interest rates for non-financial corporations are higher in Ireland than in the 

Euro Area; rates are 31% higher for loans up to €1 million and are 27% higher for loans 

above €1 million. In November 2013, interest rates for revolving loans and overdrafts were 

11.5% above the Euro Area average; and 

 Prices for a range of business services such as transport, postal, courier and computer 

consultancy services have been increasing in Ireland over the past 3 years.  

In summary, Ireland remains a high cost location for a range of key business inputs, but the 

cost of labour is the most significant driver of business costs for most firms.  

The NCC believes that although economic recovery is taking hold in Ireland, it remains fragile and 

the international context is still very uncertain. Consequently, it believes that it is very important that 

Ireland continues to build on the progress that has been made and that maintaining and improving 

competitiveness will remain vital to the future success of the country. As a small open economy, 

there is a requirement to constantly look to the future, to new markets, new products and 

new opportunities, and competitiveness will be essential to those objectives. It stresses the 

need to remain vigilant in relation to the cost base.  

The NCC makes a number of very sensible recommendations in regard to labour cost 

competitiveness:4 

 As economic conditions improve, income taxes (e.g.: credits, thresholds, rates etc.) should 

be reviewed to support improvements in after tax incomes, while protecting labour cost 

competitiveness; 

 Consideration should be given to replacing the step-effects of employee and employer PRSI 

with a tapering effect that would both remove the existing disincentive effects of applying 

higher tax rates to all earnings and provide an incentive to work at all earnings levels;   

 The rollout of the Housing Assistance Payment is an essential element in removing barriers 

to employment and reducing replacement rates. It believes this payment should be 

monitored to ensure that the payment successfully reduces barriers to employment, whilst 

protecting living standards; and 

 Reform the social welfare system so that replacement rates decline in line with the length of 

time a person is out of work; and 

 Review social welfare supports to ensure that part-time workers have a significant financial 

incentive to avail of full time employment, and that the receipt of secondary benefits does 

not impede employment take-up.  

 

POVERTY IN IRELAND 

Ireland first introduced a national minimum wage in 2000. It was predicted at the time that the 

introduction of a base wage would eliminate or reduce poverty in Ireland.  

However, the chart below, taken from the Survey on Income and Living Conditions 2012 produced 

by the CSO, shows that consistent poverty has increased since 2004 and deprivation rates are 

steadily increasing.5 

                                                           
4 ‘Ireland’s Competitiveness Challenge 2014’, National Competitiveness Council, December 2014. 
5 Survey on Income & living conditions 2012 CSO. 
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The consistent poverty rate is highest among the Unemployed at 19.2%. Those at work have the 

lowest consistent poverty rate at 1.9%. 

These figures would point to the fact that employment is a much more important factor in the fight 

against poverty, while the blunt instrument of a National Minimum Wage and the resultant knock-on 

effects of increases therein will reduce employment.

 

People are not in poverty because the minimum wage is too low, or because their hourly pay is too 
low, even when they make above the minimum wage. People are in poverty because they are not 
working or not working enough. They need jobs, not an increase in the minimum wage. 

It is our belief that, in terms of cost effectiveness, a policy of simply giving money to people in 
poverty would likely remove ten to fifteen times as many people from poverty as any proposed 
increase in the minimum wage. For a policy touted as necessary to help poor people earn enough 
to live on, raising the minimum wage appears to do a particularly poor job as its stated goal. 

It would make much more policy sense to have an Incomes Policy which can use an increase in 
the Income Tax Credit. Because the amount of that credit could be a function of how much you 
earn and your family size, changes in this policy can be targeted so that all the money goes to 
actual workers living in poverty.  

To reach those who are not working, we would do better to spend money on training, education, 
relocation subsidies, anything that helps to make them employable. 

LIFESTYLE CHOICES  

Much also has been said by Unions on the ‘vast number of employees’ who are under-employed 

and want more work, if they could get it, but employers won’t give it to them. It is expected that the 

Commission will get a better picture of this, as the number of SME employers who have employees 

opting for reduced hours for genuine personal/family reasons has increased. In addition, the 

instance of ‘20 hours a week, or it will affect my social welfare lifestyle’ workers is also prevalent.  

The inevitable knock-on effect of changes in the NMW must be addressed by the Commission. It is 
a key reference point and creates a knock-on effect, as higher paid employees use it as a 
benchmark from which to negotiate wage increases. 
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WAGES 

Arguments for increases in wages tend to ignore the one basic, unequivocal truth of the matter: 

Businesses can only afford to pay the value of the labour it purchases. It’s uneconomical for them 
to do otherwise. 

The burden of care to ensure that a person has an acceptable standard of living is on 
society as a whole, not solely on the person’s employer. The redistribution of wealth is a 
government and public policy issue, it cannot be addressed through unsustainable wage 
levels. 

Large multinationals may be able to afford to pay higher wages but SMEs on the brink of 
bankruptcy could be forced to close if wage costs were to rise. Our export competitiveness would 
be reduced if we were to introduce a higher minimum wage. This would stymie economic progress 
as our current economic progression is so export focused.  

As for a living wage, it would lead to cost-push inflation. An artificially high living / minimum wage 
makes it nigh on impossible for owner-managers to hire new staff.  

 

THE LIVING WAGE 

The paper released by Unite in February 2014 concerning wage aspirations does not consider 
competitiveness or economic stability. In a document in July 2014 a group of trade union backed 
entities issued “Calculating the Living Wage”.6  

The living wage is purported to be €11.45 an hour, a full €2.80 more than the current minimum 
wage. The minimum wage would have to increase by almost one third to meet this rate. The paper 
opens with the claim that Irish labour costs rank 11th in the EU-15 but neglects to notice that this 
is two higher than our principal trading competitor the UK which is at number 13. Ireland is 
an export-led economy with the vast majority of those SME exports going to our nearest 
neighbours. Our ability to price ourselves competitively for this market must be a constant priority. 7 

 

The living wage allegedly is the minimum amount which would provide an ‘acceptable minimum 
standard of living’. Unite claims that ‘earnings below the living wage suggest employees are forced 
to do without certain essentials’. So what then are the costs of these essentials? According to the 
paper it costs an average of €56 per week for a single person to be adequately fed and an average 
of €43.13 for transport.  

                                                           
6 Calculating a Living Wage for the Republic of Ireland. July 2014. 
7 Ireland needs a wage increase –Unite Feb 2014. 
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Although in a minority of cases high transport costs are unavoidable, most persons are not paying 
such a high figure. This figure for food is exceptionally high considering the current price wars 
between our supermarkets and it is our contention that any person could eat healthily on far less 
than this amount. Costs for health and health insurance are also incorporated as a weekly cost 
even though most persons at this wage level are in receipt of a medical card. It is also questionable 
if an average of €40.35 per week for socialising is necessary or if such discretionary expenditure 
should be included at all in a discussion around ‘minimum standards’ that supposedly addresses 
‘needs not wants’.  

The Unite report asserts that when compared to countries not in a bail out Ireland is 21% below 
average. However, figures are from 2011 - when Ireland was in a bail-out also, so this is an unfair 
comparator. The Chart actually shows that, of the countries in a bailout situation in 2011, Ireland 
had the highest wages.  

The overall simplistic commentary in the Living Wage document suggests that as the income of low 
income households increases, they will pay more income taxes and social insurance and spend 
more, therefore the government will gain through additional direct and indirect taxes. In a utopian 
world that might just happen, however it ignores totally the additional social welfare costs 
associated with job losses or jobs not created by SMEs with low margins and high employment 
intensity. In a competitive market anything that artificially raises the price of labour to a significant 
extent will stifle demand for it, and, once again, the first to lose their jobs will be the people the 
intervention is supposed to help – the least skilled. 
 
The Utopian living wage is based on aspirational figures produced without any idea of the impact 
on the real working economy and without a thought for the costs of production in Irish SMEs. The 
subsequent increased labour costs would decimate the SME economy and decrease Ireland’s 
attractiveness for companies considering setting up here.  

It is instructive to note that the word ‘Employer’ is mentioned but once in the whole document and 
that in the context of “annual increases”!!!  

Our minimum wage is currently almost on par with the UK notwithstanding fluctuations in the value 
of the euro. However, the UK Living Wage rate has been set at £7.85 per hour, an increase of 
2.6% on the 2013 rate and 21% higher than the national minimum wage of £6.50 per hour. This 
equates to approximately €10.64 (according to exchange rates on 20th of February), €0.81 cent 
less than the proposed Irish rate. The London rate is set higher than this but, as no city in Ireland is 
really comparable with London costs of living, we will not do a comparison with this.  

 

IMPACT OF NATIONAL MINIMUM WAGE 

The national Minimum Wage in Ireland was introduced under the National Minimum Wage Act 

2000. It currently stands at €8.65 per hour.  

PublicPolicy.ie carried out research comparing how the Minimum Wage has adjusted compared to 

inflation. Figure 7 outlines how inflation and the Minimum Wage have changed since 2000. It 

shows that the Minimum Wage has increased greater than the price level. A person earning the 

Minimum Wage is comparatively better off in 2012 than when it was introduced in 2000. The 

divergence is most dramatic from 2004 onwards. If the ratio of the Minimum Wage to the Price 

Level were the same in 2012 as in 2000, the Minimum Wage would be approximately €7.42 an 

hour. 
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Figure 7: Inflation and the Minimum Wage 

 

Source: PublicPolicy.ie 

20 of the 27 EU Countries have a minimum wage, with Denmark, Germany, Italy and Sweden the 

most notable exceptions. Publicpolicy.ie shows that Ireland has the second highest in the EU-27 

(Figure 8).  

Figure 8: EU-27 Comparison 

 

Source: PublicPolicy.ie 

This does not take account of relative price levels and purchasing power of the Minimum Wage. 

When account is taken of purchasing power, the value of Ireland’s minimum wage falls by 14%, 

which would give Ireland the 5th highest in the EU-27 (Figure 9). 
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Figure 9: Minimum Wage Adjusted for Purchasing Power 

 

Source: PublicPolicy.ie 

In 2012, Ireland’s nominal minimum wage was 27% higher than in the UK, but when adjusted for 

purchasing power, this differential declines to 10%, which is still a significant differential over the 

biggest trading partner for indigenous SMEs.  

 

 

Figure 10: Average Earnings Growth All Industries 

 

 Source: CSO 

Figure 10 shows the growth in average earnings since 1998. Between 2000 and 2007, average 

earnings increased by almost 52%. This shows that the introduction of the minimum wage at the 

peak of the economic cycle in 2000, helped fuel very strong growth in earnings up to 2007 and this 

made a significant contribution to Ireland’s loss of international competitiveness as demonstrated 

by the Harmonised Competitiveness Indicator.  

We must learn from previous mistakes and not allow increases in the NMW to begin a new 

round of wage increases, where employees strive to maintain their differentials, thereby 

driving average earnings across the economy, which is still in a fragile condition. 
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Figure 11: Hourly Earnings in Manufacturing (€)

 

Source: CSO 

Between 2000 and 2007, hourly earnings in manufacturing increased by 57% 

Figure 12: Indicators of Competitiveness – Compensation per Employee (€) 

 

Source: AMECO/CSO 

Figure 12 shows the trend in compensation per employee in selected countries. 

Between 2000 and 2007, average compensation per employee in Ireland increased by 48.2%; by 

19.9% in the UK; by 6.7% in Germany, and it declined by 13% in the USA.  

Figure 13: Indicators of Competitiveness – National Unit Labour Costs (€) 

 

Source: AMECO 
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Figure 13 shows the trend in unit labour costs in selected countries. Between 2000 and 2007, unit 

labour costs increased by 33.2% in Ireland and by 3.8% in the UK. They declined by 2.7% in 

Germany and by 23.3% in the USA.  

The economic boom from 2000 onwards obviously fuelled strong growth in wages in Ireland, but 

this was compounded by the introduction of the National Minimum Wage. All available evidence 

suggests that excessive wage growth fuelled the Irish economic bubble and ultimate undermined 

the competitiveness of the economy in a totally disastrous manner. This ultimately contributed 

hugely to the collapse of the economy from 2008 onwards. 

Now that the economy is in a fragile recovery, it is essential that control of wage costs remains a 

key priority. A reduction in the personal tax burden would be the most economically positive way to 

put money back into workers’ pockets, and for those on low wage, targeted tax and social welfare 

measures would be most appropriate.  

COST OF LIVING ARGUMENT 

 
There is currently no cost of living wage increase justified across the Irish economy. The overall 
price index remains below where it was in 2008 and the real value of the NMW has therefore 
increased during the crisis years. In real terms, the NMW in Ireland is 20% higher than when it was 
introduced in 2000. It is understandable that the issue of low pay has been a significant policy topic 
in both the UK and the US, where over the same time the real value of the NMW in the UK has 
dropped by 2%, while in the US it is almost 30% lower. 
 
In this country all workers have been impacted by austerity through budget tax increases. 
However, workers on the NMW have been protected from the majority of tax increases. In Ireland 
taxes on the NMW are particularly low, with an effective tax rate of 3.3%, which is half that in the 
UK and well below France and other comparator countries. Suffice it to say that the economic 
fundamentals are radically different in Ireland and it is vital that this fact is recognised.  
 
The recent cost of living trends in the Irish CPI figures, coupled with the inflation outlook for 2015, 

indicate that there is currently no evidence base for an increase in the NMW. Inflation for March 

2015 is -0.6% and has been in minus territory for four consecutive months. The most notable 

changes in the year were decreases in transport (-4.9%), clothing and footwear (-4.1%) and Food 

(-2.7%). All affecting low paid employees and their families. 

If the Low Pay Commission think it is appropriate that the NMW should be changed in line 
with the cost of living to reflect its real value or purchasing power, then these current 
figures would surely indicate a reduction in the NMW.  
 

RELATIVITY KNOCK-ON CLAIMS 

The fact is that less than 4% of workers in Ireland are on the minimum wage and this is used by 
proponents of the NMW to justify an increase as the effect is minimal on the economy. This is 
another false argument and one that ignores the realities of life.  
 
ISME is very concerned about knock-on claims of a minimum wage increase with regard to pay 
relativities. We believe that the reduction in differentials between the grades will continue leading to 
repercussive claims from employees on higher grades. It is ISME’s opinion that companies will 
have no option but to comply with increasing wage demands at higher grade level and 
competitiveness will be eroded and jobs will be lost. 
 
As SMEs are extremely labour intensive with 48% of all costs accounted for by Labour, in 

comparison to less than 8% for bigger companies; the impact of any proposed increase and the 
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subsequent relativity knock on claims will hit smaller companies harder, particularly as a National 

Minimum Wage provides an artificial floor from which all other claims are based. 

It is becoming more and more difficult for smaller Irish companies to compete internationally with 

significant increases in production costs including energy, transport and local charges. Another 

significant increase in wage costs will exacerbate the situation with the rate the second highest in 

Europe after Luxembourg. 

Unlike Big Business, which is better able to absorb increases in cost, the SME sector is highly price 

sensitive. Increases in their wage bills will force many to cut jobs and reduce hours. The alternative 

is to pass the cost of the increase on to the end-user, which will undoubtedly influence the cost of 

living. However in the real world of Exports, passing on cost increases to customers is not on, 

which inevitably leads to loss of business and the resulting negative effects on enterprises. 

There is no doubt that the cost environment represents the biggest threat to the future 

development and growth of small business, it is therefore now vitally important that any increase in 

Labour costs is confined to those businesses that can afford them, rather than using the blunt 

instrument of National Minimum Wage, so that we do not run the risk of pricing ourselves out of the 

market.  

An inappropriate increase at a time of high unemployment and when many businesses are still 

suffering from legacy cost factors would hinder further job growth and threaten business viability.  

The impact of an inappropriate increase would impact the young and low skilled job seekers the 

most and would particularly hurt businesses in the regions. 

 

PROGRESSIVE SOLUTION 

In considering this submission, ISME would like to re-emphasise that the real concern of workers is 

not a National Minimum Wage, but what they receive in real, take-home pay. The sufficient 

concentration of reducing the tax burden on the low-paid will be more beneficial than the 

introduction of a NMW, not only for the lower paid, but for the economy as a whole. 

The real concern of workers is their take home pay rather than some notional minimum 

wage subject to PAYE and other deductions. 

The Government could introduce an Incomes Policy which could include an Earned Income Tax 

Credit, which could be a process to remove all tax and other deductions on income that equate to 

two-thirds of the average industrial wage of €32,000 ensuring that individuals can earn up to 

€20,000 per annum before being hit with taxes. This has the advantage of: 

 Removing all low paid employees from the tax net. 

 Enhancing the progressive structure of tax policy. 

 Making gainful employment more rewarding than the live register. 

 Fulfils the government obligation to redistribute income through the tax system. 

 Take the onus and cost of income distribution from employers. 

 When low-wage workers are supported through tax cuts and rebates, then, being more 

equitable, all taxpayers share the financial burden. 

The Association would recommend that the Low Pay Commission investigate and cost this 
proposal as part of their work. 
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CONCLUSION 

In conclusion the minimum wage of itself does not solve poverty, injustice and unfairness within 
society. Increasing the Minimum wage will not address the problem of the long term unemployed. 
It is not economic for SMEs’ to employ the low skilled people at a high minimum wage, without 
adequate financial assistance towards the cost of training, after commencement of employment.  

What is needed is innovative thinking and not knee jerk reactionary or election buying policy that 
discredits all concerned. If we are serious about maintaining employment levels and ensuring that 
indigenous businesses can compete and survive, a bit of lateral thinking is required at 
Government level. This will ensure that business can continue to operate, grow and employ. 

The Taoiseach has expressed a desire that Ireland would become the best small country in the 

world in which to do business. The reality for many small business owners is very far from this 

truth. Rather than pay lip service to this aspiration, policy makers need to walk the walk.  

A process that reduces costs for employers and allows the lower paid earn more must be a part of 
the recipe to revitalise the Economy.  

Given the still fragile nature of Ireland’s economic recovery and the still very difficult 

environment for most small and medium-sized businesses, the notion of increasing the 

National Minimum Wage, which would have a push through effect on wages up the line, 

does not make any sense. It would increase the cost base for business and would 

undermine the cost competitiveness of the economy. It would fly in the face of the 

aspiration to make Ireland the “best small country in the world in which to do business” and 

the aspiration to preserve and improve the competitiveness of the economy.  

The Government should use the tax and welfare system to put money into people’s pockets, 

rather than facilitating and encouraging an economically damaging upwards spiral in 

wages. The notion of pushing up wage costs at this juncture fails to recognise the business 

realities in what is still a very challenging economic environment.  

 

 

13th April 2015. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
ISME PRESS RELEASE                                                      SME Business Trends Survey Q1 ‘15 

SME SECTOR CONCERNED AT GLACIALLY SLOW AND 

PATCHY RECOVERY IN DOMESTIC MARKET. 
 

 Duality of the economy clearly evident in survey results. 

 Wage demands based on GDP growth rates totally unsustainable. 

 Retail sector beginning to feel slight and fragile recovery. 

 Euro exchange is most immediate concern for SMEs. 
ISME, Friday 10th April, 2015  

The results of the ISME Quarterly Business Trends Survey for the first quarter of 2015, released today (10th 
April) clearly demonstrate the vagaries of the Irish economy and the domestic economy in particular. While 
national figures from Central Bank, ESRI and the Exchequer show an overall healthy growth trend, the 
figures specifically from the SME sector show a contrarian view which confirms the duality of the Economy 
and, even within that sector, the variation in results and sentiment. 
 
Despite generally positive figures nationally, eleven (11) of the twelve (12) SME key indicators are showing 
a reduction in figures, reflecting a step back from the more optimistic indicators at end of 2014. In contrast, 
within the overall, the retail trade shows a more optimistic outlook with all their ten indicators being positive, 
albeit coming from a low base. 
 
The survey was conducted in the last week of March and first week of April, with 932 SME respondents from 
nine main sectors. 51% of the respondents employ less than 10, while a further 41% employ between 11 
and 50 and the remaining 8% employ between 51 and 250. Geographically, 37% are from Dublin with 63% 
spread across the country, giving a good reflection of the country as a whole, both sectorally, geographically 
and by employee numbers. 

KEY INDICATORS Q1'14 Q2'14 Q3'14 Q4'14  Q1’15   

Business Confidence 37% 31% 49% 50% 39%  

Business Expectations 49% 51% 63% 65% 57%  

Business Environment -4% -1% 23% 23% 24%  

Profitability Expectations 19% 18% 33% 34% 25%   

Current Employment 6% 14% 16% 25% 16%  

Future employment 18% 27% 24% 23% 20%  

Current Sales 11% 11% 22% 30% 26%   

Sales Expectations 29% 30% 42% 44% 35%   

Current Investment 28% 29% 32% 43% 33%   

Future Investment 31% 31% 31% 44% 31%   

Current Exports 18% 32% 26% 38% 29%  

Export Expectations 46% 55% 51% 57% 45%   

Economic Uncertainty 27% 24% 21% 17% 16% 

Euro Exchange 2% 7% 4% 4% 21% 
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 Business Confidence and Expectations have reduced in this Quarter (50% to 39% and 65% to 57% 
respectively) after steady increases in the previous year.  

 SME owner-managers perception of the Business Environment has not changed appreciably in the 
last three Quarters. Profitability Expectations however have reduced (34% down to 25%) after two 
quarterly increases.  

 Despite increasing national figures a net 16% say Current Employment levels are better than last 
year (a reduction from 25%). However the further drop in Future Employment Expectations is a 
cause for concern. This is the third successive decrease for this indicator. 

 Current Sales and Sales Expectations have reduced in this quarter, despite the positive results from 
retailers. The overall figures are down due to the effect of reduced sales from manufacturers and 
services sectors.  

 Both Current and Future Investment levels decreased in this Quarter after steady increases in the 
last four Quarters. It is hoped that this is as a result of seasonal preferences for new investment in 
business.  

 The decrease in Current Exports from 38% to 29% and Export Expectations from 57% to 45% is a 
continuation of the up and down profile of SME exports. The trend lines for both indicators in the last 
two years are positive.  

 For the first time in over seven years Economic Uncertainty at 16% is not the most pressing concern 
and has been replaced by concerns over the Euro Exchange, which has jumped from 4% to 21% in 
the quarter.  

 
Commenting on the Trends Survey, ISME, CEO Mark Fielding said, “Despite the exceptionally strong net 
exports, mainly from the FDI sector, which on GDP figures alone made Ireland the fastest growing economy 
in the EU in 2014, the domestic facing SME sector continues to struggle out of the recession. The better 
macroeconomic environment has boosted tax revenues and helped achieve fiscal targets while the 
quantitative easing has devalued the euro, giving a boost to exports, the reality for SMEs is that the 
recovery is glacially slow and patchy”. 
 
“To-day’s figures confirm once again the duality of the economy and the danger of measuring 
everything against GDP figures, which are prone to exaggeration from ‘patent cliffs’, transfer pricing 
and ‘contract production’, leading to uninformed claims for wage increases, based on international 
sleight of hand figures and Father Ted, ‘resting in my account’ economics. 
 
The continuous whine from election facing government TDs pushing for wage increases, both private and 
public, is slowing down job creation and the small increase in take-home pay from Budget 2015 is yet to 
entice consumers, in any great numbers, to spend.  
 
Retail figures are however the most optimistic in years and point to an expectation that consumer 
sentiment will soon convert into cash at the tills. The danger here is that, while volumes are increasing, 
prices are being cut to the bone, resulting in decreased margins. Recent retail figures from CSO, for 
February, showed an annual increase of 8.2% in volume and 4.4% in value. However, when the motor 
trade is excluded, sales were 4.8% higher in volume and only 0.7% higher in value, clearly showing the 
price reductions. In addition, owner-managers are facing increased uncertainty concerning wages, 
particularly the National Minimum Wage, and Government pre-election rhetoric is exacerbating the 
situation”. 
 

The slight recovery being felt in Dublin is not replicated throughout the country and this creates a 

challenging environment for consumer facing provincial businesses and the ability to protect or grow 

margins through price increases, is very limited. Quite clearly there is no room for wage increases 

across the SME sector and this is a situation that is repeated throughout the entire country.” 
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Retail. 
The Retail sector has turned from being very negative at end of 2014, where 9 of 10 indicators showed a 
decrease, to a positive 10 out of 10. While the figures are coming from a low base many of the indicators 
are at their highest in 7 years. Business Expectations, Profit Expectations, Future Employment and 
Investment all hit highs and bode well for the immediate future in the sector. The biggest concern is 
Economic Uncertainty, mainly driven by worry over proposed unsustainable labour cost increases. 
Manufacturing. 
The Manufacturing sector has reversed the positive Q4 2014 results, with only 2 positive moves compared 
to 9 of 12. Current Sales and Business Environment are positive movers, while Business Confidence shows 
the largest drop of 16 points to +39. Both Current and Future Employment are showing drops of 10 and 12 
points respectively.  
Exporting. 
Exporters, in line with the majority trend are less positive this quarter, with 11 of 12 indicators showing a 
decline. The exception is Sales Expectations which has risen 9 points. However this sector remains the 
most optimistic on a continuous basis and despite the present drop, expectations are good for the year 
ahead. 
Services 
The Services sector has 5 out of 12 positive moves, Business Expectations, Future Employment, Current 
Sales, Current and Future Exports. The fact that exports have improved is a positive sign in this sector and 
while current employment has dropped marginally, the expectation of increased future employment has 
risen 7 points in the quarter. 

 
The Association called on the Government to assist the recovery by:  

 Reducing government influenced business costs to below the EU average.  

 Ensuring real measurable access to credit for viable SMEs. 

 Outsourcing more state sector services to SMEs. 

 Reforming the social welfare system to make it more profitable to work. 

 Expanding the export capacity of the SME sector through soft supports. 

 Attacking the scourge of ever-increasing black economy activity. 
 

“We believe that the Irish economy will grow strongly in 2015 from a macroeconomic perspective, however 

the rebalancing of the domestic sector is slower than anticipated and the results of this SME Trends Survey 

for Q1 2015 give many reasons for caution. The main caveat to this upbeat assessment is  that excluding 

car sales, consumer spending is still fragile; many aspects of activity are coming off a very low base and 

growth rates are somewhat exaggerated; and the recovery has been concentrated in the Greater Dublin 

Area, and ‘Contract Manufacturing’ is exaggerating the growth statistics. There is still a strong level of 

fragility surrounding the economy and there are still many problem areas to work through and challenges to 

be surmounted.  

 

A big plus for the economy in 2015 is the oil price decline of recent months, this is akin to a tax cut, welcome 

but transitory. 

 

Ireland has been insulated from the weakness in the Euro Zone by the strength of growth in the US and UK. 

This should continue in 2015, and Irish exports to both of those markets will be helped by the fact that the 

euro has declined by 19% against the dollar and by almost 12% against sterling over the past year.  

 

From a political perspective, an election must be held in April 2016 at the latest. This is leading to 

two issues;  

 The tendency of ministers to over promise, in particular on the labour front.  

 There is no guarantee that a stable government will be possible due to the growing proliferation of 

Independents. Political stability has been a key factor in selling Ireland to investors in recent years.  
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Both of these aspects are a source of concern because political promises and any instability can 

often result in poor policy making, with long-term negative consequences. This is already having a 

dampening effect on SME investment and job creation,” concluded Fielding.  

 

ENDS. 
Note to Editors: 
The ISME Quarterly Trends Survey is based on responses from SME owner managers across all sectors of the economy and is presented as a 

balance of sentiment for twelve indicators. The result is a simple balance between positive and negative. For instance for the question on business 

confidence, “are you more or less optimistic about business prospects than you were 12 months ago?” the results are a net of the replies. 

 

 
Overall figures show Business Confidence has 
reduced by 11 points in this quarter to 39%. Business 
Expectations also experienced a drop from 65% to 
57%. These figures are still at a higher level than the 
same period last year when Business Confidence was 
37% and Business Expectations were 49%.  
Exporters are still highest in Business Confidence at 
42%, while Services at 61% are the highest on 
Business Expectations. Manufacturers saw both 
their indicators reduce. 
Retailers have bucked the trend and seen their 
Business Confidence rise from 20% to 38% in this 
quarter while their Business Expectations have 
increased by 10 points to 50%, which is the highest in 
7 years.  

 

 
Overall Profitability Expectations decreased from 34% 
to 25% in Q1 ’15. The overall perception of the 
Business Environment has remained more or less the 
same at 24%. The general trend line is still positive.  
Retailers reported increases in both their Business 
Environment and their Profitability Expectations. The 
Business Environment rating increased -10% to 0%, 
while Profitability Expectations rose to positive figures 
of +25% for the first time since the recession. 
For Exporters both indicators dropped, 8% to +32% 
for Profitability Expectations and Business 
Environment -2% to +33%.  
Manufacturers saw a 10 point drop in their 
Profitability Expectations in this quarter (now 37%) but 
their Business Environment rating increased 
marginally by 2 points from 25% to 27%.  
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The Current Sales indicator dipped slightly to 26 
Sales Expectations have decreased by 9 points from 
44 to 35.  
Retailers, in line with their other indicators, have seen 
a 30 point increase in their Current Sales to +25 and 
their future Sales Expectations increased from +20 to 
+31.  
Exporters reported a slight decrease in Current Sales 
from 39% to 36%. Their Future Sales Expectations 
however increased from 57% to 66%, their highest 
figure in a decade.  
Manufacturers saw an increase of 6 points in Current 
Sales (27% to 33%) but a 2 point reduction in Sales 
Expectations (47% to 45%).  
The Services sector experienced a boost in Current 
Sales from 22% to 26%, while Sales Expectations lost 
5 points to 21%. 

 

 
The overall Current Employment indicator dropped 
from 25% to 16% in the quarter and Future 
Employment expectations decreased from 23% to 
20%.  
Current employment in the labour-intensive Retail 
sector is up from -5% to +25% and Future 
Employment expectations are also increased from -
10% to  +13%.  
Exporters became more pessimistic about their 
Future Employment levels which are down 15 points 
to 28%. Their Current Employment also decreased in 
this quarter from 50% to 26%. Manufacturers also 
experienced decreases in Current Employment from 
37% to 27% and Future employment went from 39% 
to 27%.   
Services saw a small decrease in Current 
Employment going from 11% to 10% but Future 
Employment went from 14% to 21%.    
 

 

 

 

SMEs decreased their Current Investment levels in 

this quarter from 43% to 33%. Future Investment 

expectations also decreased from 44% to 31%.  

Current investment of Retailers increased from     

30% to 44% and Future Investment expectations rose 

from 25% to 44%.  

Exporters’ investment levels decreased from 51% to 

42% and future investment plans decreased from 

54% to 34%.  

Manufacturers decreased their investment in their 

businesses from 63% to 45% and their Future 

Investment plans went from 57% to 43%. The 

Services sector saw decreases in Current Investment 

going from 31% to 24% while Future Investment went 

from 34% to 21%.   
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Both Current and Future Exports decreased in this 
Quarter. Current Exports went from 38% to 29% and 
Future Export Expectations went from 57% to 45%, 
continuing the zig-zag profile of SME exports. 
 
The Current Export levels of Manufacturers have 
seen a decrease from 43% to 35% and their Future 
Export Expectations went from 63% to 58%.  
Services is showing a more positive export profile 
with Current Exports up from 15% to 27%, while 
Future exports are also increased slightly from 39% to 
40%.  
As shown on the graph, the trends here tend to be 
quite cyclical.  
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