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Introduction 

The Irish School Wear Association (ISWA) represents more than 300 school wear suppliers and 

manufacturers nationally. The Association is committed to producing, distributing and retailing quality 

products to ensure that parents and students have access to uniforms of exceptional quality and value. The 

Association is also committed to protecting the jobs and businesses in the school wear industry in Ireland. 

 

The Association campaigns to educate parents, teachers, boards of management and the Department of 

Education and Skills about the value of quality, smart-looking, long-lasting uniforms, rather than opting 

for the cheapest garments on the shelf. 

 

Children spend more time in school uniforms than in their own clothes. We estimate that the average 

child wears his or her uniform for ten hours a day (1750 hours per year) and therefore the uniform must 

be of a quality that can stand up to the rigours of everyday school life. 

 

The ISWA represents businesses nationwide involved in the manufacture and supply of school-specific 

uniforms from manufacturers to wholesalers, independent retailers and direct school suppliers. All of 

our members agree to a code of practice. The Association is run on an entirely voluntary basis by some 

of the sector’s most experienced professionals.  

 

The Irish School Wear Association is affiliated to ISME, the Irish Small & Medium Enterprises Association.  

We also have, as part of our Association ethical guidelines that we do not in any circumstance condone any 

form of unethical labour, child or other, in the production of School Uniforms or any other clothing. All of 

our manufacturers in the Irish School Wear Association comply with international labour laws and our 

wholesalers and retailers ensure that they deal with reputable manufacturers, many of whom are Irish. 

 

The Irish School Wear Association welcomes healthy honest competition in the supply of school uniforms, 

in the interest of giving a quality choice and a competitive price to parents. 

 

The main issue for many parents in these days of austerity is the cost of living and any way of cutting costs 

is investigated and used. The issue of the use and cost of School Uniforms has once more come under the 

spotlight with many opportunistic multiples using various methods to twist the argument to their 

advantage. Openly sponsored and other covert ‘sponsorship’ methods have been used to drive public 

opinion towards, what on the face of it looks like cheaper alternatives, but when examined more closely 

turn out to be less cost effective over the life cycle of the product. 

 

There has been over the last number of years a concerted attempt by different groups to do away with the 

need for school uniforms and in some cases to homogenise the school uniform into one or two basic colours 

or types; this has been promoted or funded in different guises by multinational department stores in order 

to drive sales of their generic products.  

The Department of Education and Skills encouraged schools to carry out surveys1 of their parents and 

management boards to garner the opinions of the people directly involved in children’s schooling. While 

no coordinated results are available through the Department of Education & Skills, it is widely known that 

                                                           
1 Department of Education and Skills – Circular 0063/2013 
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the overwhelming majority of parents and school boards were in favour of school uniforms. Through the 

Irish School Wear Association members’ contacts we are confident that school uniforms are favoured by 

parents, teachers and boards of management. 

 

According to the National Parents Council Primary and National Parents Council Post Primary Report to the 

Minister for Education and Skills regarding the parents’ survey on the implementation of circular 

0063/2013, School Uniforms are used in 92.77% of schools surveyed.2 However, it is surprising that less 

than 40% of respondents had received the results of their school’s survey. 

 

Even still the propaganda against School Uniforms continues. It is noted that the emphasis has now changed 

to the ‘crested’ uniform and a campaign to get rid of the crest from uniforms – again driving the emphasis 

towards the mass-produced inferior imported ‘greywear’ product sold by the multiples. The current 

campaign (survey) is populist in the extreme, lacks any authoritative standards or statistical reliability, 

totally open to abuse and misrepresentation. It can best be described as a PR stunt, lacking authentic 

credibility and totally biased towards the heavy advertising spending multiples; a pursuit of a headline 

rather than an examination of the truth. 

 

We contend that the argument for School Uniforms has been won based on the advantages of uniforms 

over non-uniform wear, however there remains the issue of cost and in particular the government tax 

(VAT) on school wear, currently at 23% on items over a certain size. 

 

We in the Irish School Wear Association also contend that the VAT on school clothing for children is unfair 

and disadvantages parents of bigger children, mainly because the tax law has not kept up to date with the 

increase in children’s sizes in the last 43 years. 

 

Irish school children require larger uniforms now than ever before and parents are forced to pay the extra 

23% VAT rate on clothing for children who are at primary level, an issue which the zero percent VAT rate 

was designed to avoid. 

 

Half of parents of school children apply for the Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance. (Primary 

46% and Secondary 55%). The current rates have not kept up with amounts being spent by parents, leading 

to deficits from already limited family budgets. This shortfall can in some cases put the family in debt and 

or depending on charity to make ends meet. 

 

The fact that in the majority of cases the child’s size is responsible for increasing the cost by 23% VAT adds 

to the difficulties and the risk of poverty. This 23% of those costs ends up going round in a circle, creating, 

at least, an extra administrative burden on the trade providers and the State, and at worst, an unaffordable 

cost on parents, sometimes increasing the poverty trap.  

 

We are asking that in Budget 2016 all School Uniforms, of whatever size, be zero rated for VAT purposes. 

 

 

                                                           
2 National Parents Council Primary and National Parents Council Post Primary Report to the Minister for Education and Skills 
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Protecting Parents from unnecessary Costs – VAT. 

The ISWA firmly believes that parents should not have to incur any more expense than is absolutely 

necessary when sending their children to school. However, the arguments set out below prove that 

generic or ‘greywear’ uniforms are not the way to reduce the cost burden on parents.  

  

The following is an excerpt from the Dail on the issue of VAT on School Uniforms.3  

Brendan Ryan (Dublin North, Labour)  

To ask the Minister for Finance if VAT is charged on crested and official primary school uniforms; if so, does 

this run contrary to the zero VAT rate on clothes labelled and marketed for children under 11 years of age; 

and if he will make a statement on the matter. [37037/12] 

Michael Noonan (Minister, Dept of Finance) 

As you are aware, Ireland applies the zero rate of VAT to children’s clothing and shoes under defined 

circumstances. Where crested and official primary school uniforms meet the criteria of children’s clothing 

then they will be subject to the zero rate, if not then the standard VAT rate applies. There is no special VAT 

treatment of crested and official primary school uniforms distinct from the VAT treatment of children’s 

clothing. Specifically, the zero rate applies to the supply of children’s personal clothing of sizes that do not 

exceed the sizes of those articles appropriate to children of average build of 10 years of age, in accordance 

with paragraph 10(1) of Schedule 2 of the Value-Added Tax Consolidation Act 2010. The articles of clothing 

must be described, labelled, marked or marketed on the basis of age or size and fur or partly fur skin 

clothing is excluded. The criteria for clothing size used by the Revenue Commissioners for the purposes of 

the zero rating are that children’s clothing must be of sizes up to and including 32” chest or 26” waist. 

Where crested and official school uniforms meet these conditions then the zero rate will apply to their 

supply. 

 

The Association believes that the current VAT regime on School Uniforms is too restrictive and must be 

changed to allow all school uniforms be zero rated. 

 

VAT is currently charged on school uniforms in Ireland as per the following guidelines:  

Clothing specifically designed for the use of children in sizes up to and including 32” chest or 26” waist as 

appropriate qualify for the zero rate. Other sizes are liable at 23%. 

 

(The rules are more lenient in the UK: Boys- Chest 33” and Waist 27.5” and Girls- Chest 33.5” and Waist 

27”.)  

 

This means that in many cases uniforms for young children, still even in Primary school is being hit with the 

23% VAT rate, making it very expensive. It is unfair that VAT is applied based on the size and not the age of 

the child. The member companies of the ISWA are sadly all too aware of a plethora of cases where children 

as young as seven require uniforms of a size too big to qualify for the zero VAT. 

 

It is a medical fact that children are larger, taller and heavier now than they were when VAT rates were 

introduced in 1972.  

 

                                                           
3 Dail Questions 37037/12 
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This is proven by a comparison of children's heights and weights from the 1948 National Nutrition Survey 

in 2002. 

 The comparison revealed:  

 Children's heights and weights have changed considerably since 1948.  

 Children were taller and heavier in 2002, and the increase in weight was disproportionate to the 

increase in height. Since the mid-1980s and really accelerating into the 1990s, the global epidemic 

of obesity has affected adults and children in virtually every country in the world.  

 

This means that Irish school children require larger uniforms now than ever before and parents are forced 

to pay the extortionate 23% VAT rate on clothing for children who are at primary level, an issue which the 

zero percent VAT rate was designed to avoid.  

 

It is clear that the measurement restrictions in place for the zero percent rate do not adequately cover 

today’s school children. Furthermore, the zero rate should be expanded to ensure that all school uniform 

items, for school going children of any age and size, are not subject to VAT. This is the fairest way to assist 

parents to meet the costs of sending children to school.  

 

We are therefore asking that in Budget 2016 all School Uniforms, of whatever size, be zero rated for VAT 

purposes. 

 

The Importance of Quality 

Children spend an average of 175 days a year in school wearing their school uniform. Garments which are 

subject to this amount of wear must be of the highest possible standard in order to ensure that they last. 

It is essential that they are durable and of good quality. Irish school wear suppliers and manufacturers are 

committed to producing the best quality uniforms possible which ensures that their products last far longer 

than those available in supermarkets and large multiples. This ensures that parents replace uniform items 

far less frequently when purchased from specialist stores than if they had chosen the generic alternative.  

 

Specialist school wear stores stock uniforms on a year round basis and not just at ‘back to school’ time as 

in the large multiples. If specialist stores were to go out of business parents may find it difficult to replace 

uniform items during term time. Additionally, the specialist stores provide a repair service for garments 

which are showing signs of wear and tear. This allows parents to have uniform items fixed rather than 

needing to buy replacements and so saves them money long-term. Uniform items from specialist stores 

also come with a guarantee which is peace of mind for the parents that they are not given by the chain 

stores selling generic pieces. It is usually not necessary to replace school uniform items every year when 

they are purchased in specialist stores.  

 

Furthermore, the added quality and heavier blend of wool used in uniforms made by Irish school wear 

manufacturers means children are dressed in much warmer uniforms than the generic alternatives. It is 

worth the small additional cost to parents to ensure that students are in top quality garments which are 

appropriate to Irish temperatures.  
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When parents buy cheaper alternatives to traditional quality uniform items, it gives them the perception 

of cost saving, albeit short-term and negligible. Ultimately this ‘saving’ will be negated by the need to 

replace items frequently.  

 

Quality V Price 

The suggestion that unbranded, generic uniforms be introduced into schools to allow parents to avail of 

‘cheap’ uniform options from large multiples fails to understand the long term economic advantages for 

parents. The quality of Irish made uniforms guarantees longer wearing time, with a local retailer/supplier 

who also will give after-sales service to the community within which they work. 

With Irish produced quality the children have a quality garment, more durable, longer lasting, with local 

after-sales service and warm in Irish cold weather; this must be compared and contrasted with the cheap 

generic product. 

 

Ever-vigilant School Principals, Boards of Management and Parents Associations. 

The boards of management, principals and parents associations will in all cases ensure that their school 

gets the ‘best deal’ possible for the quality of uniform that they require. Unlike the multiples, local 

retailers keep a large stock of uniforms all year around, allowing parents spread their purchases over 12 

months, should they so wish and to restock at Halloween, Christmas or Easter. The retailer also uses 

these holiday breaks for repairs to uniforms, when required. 

 

Local Economy 

The importance of the industry to the economy and to society must be taken into account. The Irish 

school wear industry employs approximately over 2,500 people. These jobs are in manufacturing, 

distribution, wholesaling and retailing in small towns and communities across the country and are 

important to local economies.  

 

Money spent locally in indigenous Irish school wear shops also circulates back into the local economy; 

boosting jobs, trade and quality of life in the area.  

It has been shown that: 

 Every €10 spent locally on Irish products generates €24 of a benefit to the local community.  

 The equivalent €10 spent in a foreign owned multiple only generates €4 extra to the local 

community. 

 45 cents of every Euro spent in local owned shops is reinvested locally in comparison to only 15 

cents for the foreign multiples. 

 

While we are over-exposed to the omnipresent adverts from foreign multiples, it is important to remember 

and support our local shops and retain the important values and benefits that independent local businesses 

provide us individually and as a community.  

 

This highlights the importance of the local school wear shop to the community and to the Irish economy. 

These jobs, and this indigenous industry, must be protected.  

If generic uniforms were introduced to schools across the board the big winners would be the large 

multiples who can order these in bulk and sell cheaply.  
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The losers in this scenario would be: 

 the indigenous manufacturers and suppliers of school uniforms who would inevitably close down 

 the parents, who would have the inconvenience and expense of replacing the poor quality uniforms 

frequently 

 the students, who would spend ten months a year wearing clothing of insufficient quality.  

 

Back to school Clothing & Footwear Allowance. (BSCFA) 

Survey figures show that half of parents of school children apply for the Back to school Clothing and 

Footwear Allowance. (Primary 46% and Secondary 55%). The current rates have not kept up with amounts 

being spent by parents, leading to deficits from already limited family budgets. This shortfall can in some 

cases put the family in debt and or depending on charity to make ends meet. 

 

To qualify for the BSCFA the total household income is taken into account and the thresholds are different 

for one and two parent families, leaving the more vulnerable one parent family and increased risk of 

poverty. 

 

The fact that in the majority of cases the child’s size is responsible for increasing the cost by 23% VAT adds 

to the difficulties and the risk of poverty. 

 

A further item of information is the fact that when the BSCFA is spent in a foreign multiple, Government 

money leaves the economy, unlike when spent in a local Irish retailer. 

 

In addition many of the Irish School Wear Association retailers offer Savings Clubs to help pay for the cost 

of the uniforms over time. A service not offered by the multiples. 

 

The advantages of School Uniforms. 

 

“A smart looking, hard wearing and well fitted uniform has a significant impact on children’s happiness at 

school. A badged uniform that is specially made for the school is better than off the shelf “greywear”, 

because it means children all wear exactly the same and have a sense of belonging.”4 

 

We set out here for the record the advantages and benefits of school uniforms from our members’ 

interaction with parents over many years. 

These advantages have been noted in schools throughout the country who have School Uniforms. They are 

reported over and again by school administrators, boards of management, teachers, and parents who, first-

hand have experienced these benefits. 

 

We strongly believe that School Uniforms improve the climate of schools, which is vital to educational 

success and an important factor in Ireland’s future. 

 

                                                           
4 Behavioural Psychologist Jo Hemmings. 
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The benefits of School Uniforms 

School uniforms have been proven to be beneficial for students, parents and teachers. They reduce non-

academic distractions, remove clothing stress on students and parents and foster a sense of community. 

Research finds that teachers think their students are more respectful when they are in uniform. Just as 

when adults put on their work clothes, students that put on uniforms are automatically in work-mode, 

ready to begin their schoolwork and recognizing the authority of their boss or teacher. Education 

professionals agree that a safe school environment is essential for learning to take place. Uniforms make it 

easier for school officials to identify non-students while promoting a safe and comfortable atmosphere. 

Uniforms are a vital tool in providing a secure, distraction free environment in which children have the best 

chance of success. 

The advantages of School Uniforms are many and we list some here.  

 Less Parental Stress 

 Uniforms take away clothes competition 

 School Uniforms assist in developing creative talents. 

 Uniforms result in increased attendance. 

 School Uniforms reduce youth crime 

 Increase in student self-esteem 

 With School Uniforms everyone fits in. 

 School Uniforms assist teachers in treating all students equally. 

 School Uniforms help raise students’ expectations of themselves.  

 

Benefits of School Uniforms expanded. 

The list of benefits of School Uniforms is not exhaustive. 

 

Less Parental stress. 

After taking a shower, waking up the children, making breakfast, checking emails, putting on a load of 

laundry, making lunches, brushing teeth and combing hair, the last thing any parent wants to do is have 

an early morning battle over what their child is going to wear to school that day. Uniforms reduce 

morning stress by making the process of getting dressed a no brainer. Students know exactly what they 

can and cannot wear.  

Besides having one less thing to fight about, parents also benefit from not having to buy their children 

expensive, designer clothes for school. In the cold months, students simply add approved outwear and 

girls add tights or leggings to their basic uniform. And since uniforms do not alter from year to year, 

students can wear their uniforms for more than one year without fear that they are out of style. 

 

Uniforms take away clothes competition. 

In the past two decades there has been a dramatic increase in the flamboyance of the everyday outfitting 

of school children. Logos are in. What you wear is the status symbol. There is heavy competition for dressing 

right and the peer pressure to perform and conform is incredible.  

Many students take after-school jobs to maintain their own style. Often this money goes right onto their 

backs and not used for saving for the future or some other reason. If a school turns to mandated uniforms, 

all of the above becomes superfluous. All of the students look the same, at a base level. Concentration 

returns to who you are, rather than what you are wearing, or what you can afford. Students are less 
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immersed in keeping up with today's trends. Mandated uniforms can serve to shift the emphasis from 

competition back to academic performance and personal achievement.  

 

School Uniforms assist in developing creative talents. 

Uniforms encourage students to develop their personal flair in methods other than dress. It is human nature 

to express our personalities and creative talents. However, many students use their clothing as their sole 

creative outlet. 

Whether it is music, art, sports, or academics, uniforms allow students to express and define themselves 

beyond their labels and fashion styles. A unique individual is developed not from appearance, but rather,  

intellect, personality and skills. 

 

Uniforms reduce youth crime.  

Uniforms add measures of safety in identical dress. Group violence and theft are dissipated. 

 

Uniforms result in increased attendance. 

Another positive effect of uniform dress codes has been reported upgrades of overall attendance records. If children 

are not in school when they are supposed to be, they are more easily identified. This is not fool proof, however 

uniform wear does act as a deterrent to truancy. The student who felt uncomfortable going to school because others 

made fun of the way he looked and dressed feels more at ease. Children from lower economic brackets may no 

longer feel inferior and may be more eager to attend school when they feel equal to everyone else. 

 

Increase in student self-esteem. 

Self-esteem is a major issue for all school-age children. Uniforms aid in fostering self-esteem by eliminating 

external differences that may once have led to students being teased. The line between the haves and 

have-nots is obscured and many pressures are removed when uniforms are instituted. 

 

School Uniforms reduce the cost of learning. 

Uniforms are cost effective. They are less expensive. It can be expensive to dress our children. Without 

School Uniforms most parents will continue to purchase new outfits throughout the entire school year as 

the weather and fashion perceptions change. That's a lot of money that can be well spent elsewhere in 

most households. 

 

With School Uniforms everyone fits in. 

Uniforms have a helpful levelling effect in schools where there is economic diversity. Uniforms create a 

feeling of oneness and belonging. Many of our children have limited chances to feel a close part of their 

schools and communities. With School Uniforms, everyone can be on the same team. As on sports teams, 

uniforms are worn for immediate identification and to inspire a feeling of "oneness." Put on your team 

uniform and you suddenly belong. A sense of loyalty emerges from inside, as does an extra effort to perform 

at the student’s best. 

 

School Uniforms assist teachers in treating all students equally.  

Uniforms raise both student and teacher expectations. In research studies done on early childhood 

development, a direct link was found between a student's appearance and the expectations and opinions 

about that student. It's asserted that when a teacher is presented with two students, one who is neat and 



10 | P a g e  
 

clean, and the other unkempt, the teacher will generally give attention and positive expectations of 

performance capability to the neater student. Unfortunately, the teacher will usually view the unkempt 

student with lower expectations. This may not be fair. It certainly is not just. However, evidence says this is 

a fairly common occurrence. 

 

School Uniforms help raise students’ expectations of themselves. 

Uniforms also raise students' expectations of themselves. When dressed neatly and seriously, students tend 

to behave seriously. Students seem to feel more confident in the way they look, and so they have more 

confidence in themselves. Teachers who have taught in both regimes find calmer, more polite, more 

attentive students in school uniforms. 


