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Consultation on the NCC Competitiveness Framework 

May 2016 
Ireland is an economy with a small domestic market, as such our ability to compete on an 

international platform is key to economic development and employment growth. Maintaining 

our national competiveness is essential to growing exports, continuing our recovery from the 

last economic recession and insulating Ireland to protect the financial stability of the country 

from external threats, such as Brexit or global economic downturn. The Irish Exporters 

Association (IEA) drives and supports the growth and development of all exporting businesses 

based in Ireland, leading the export agenda as the voice of Irish exporters. 

 

The IEA recently conducted a survey with its members on their export activity in Q1 2016. 

This is the first in a series of quarterly reviews scheduled for 2016 which will be evaluated 

under the organisation’s four policy pillars: war for talent; cost competitiveness; 

diversification of export markets; and entrepreneurship. The survey aims to identify and 

evaluate trends that affect the Irish export industry and support IEA members to combat 

issues through representation, advocacy and lobbying. The IEA are submitting the relevant 

results of this survey to the National Competiveness Council regarding the open consultation 

on the NCC Competiveness Framework. 

 

Irish exports are on the increase, according to the CSO exports in 2015 were up 20% on the 

previous year. The majority of our members are seeing an increase in their international trade 

with 62% reporting an increase in exports, 11% having reported an increase of 20% or more. 

A decrease of 15% or less was reported in 8% of companies and 31% stated that their export 

levels remained unchanged in Q1 2016.  

The skills shortage that remains in Ireland in the wake of the last recession is being felt across 

the export industry. 44% of companies had difficulty in finding candidates that met the 

minimum criteria for vacancies in Q1 2016. Of those that experienced difficulty in recruiting 

or retaining staff, 24% said it was due to lack of available talent in Ireland, 22% said that it 

was as a result of competition from other companies and a further 22% said that meeting 

salary expectations was the issue. Transport Logistics, Engineering, Quality Control and Sales 

/ Marketing positions were reported as the most difficult to find suitable candidates. 

Respondents were also asked what they saw as the biggest challenges facing their business in 

Q1 2016, skills shortage and human resource difficulties were named as the biggest challenge, 

exchange rate fluctuation and increased business costs were also common themes (see graph 

below). 
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Biggest challenges facing IEA members in Q1 2016 

 

The impending referendum in the UK is having a serious impact on Irish exporters, 73% are 

exporting to Great Britain and 35% to Northern Ireland, 63% are transacting in Sterling and 

50% have said that Sterling fluctuation has negatively impacted their financial performance 

in the last quarter, yet 73% are not hedging this risk. 

Members were asked if they had felt a fluctuation in the costs of running a business in Ireland. 

Biggest increases were felt in Insurance, Exchange Rates, Labour Costs and Red Tape or 

Regulatory Burdens (see graph below for further information). Ireland remains a high cost 

location, not only to base a business but for employees to live. The rising costs of both 

commercial and residential properties is a serious threat to cost competitiveness. The 

availability and cost of residential properties is driving up wage expectations. When 

respondents were asked which one business cost should be urgently addressed by 

government the top answers included: Insurance (31%); Labour Costs (19%); and Regulatory 

Burdens or red tape costs (18%).  

Did the following business expenses increased, decreased or stayed the same in Q1 2016? 
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The majority of members felt that the Irish taxation system (e.g. USC, CGT, income tax, etc) 

was not supportive of the self-employed: 60% said that it was not supportive, 35% didn’t 

know and only 5% said that it was a supportive environment. When asked to rate the level of 

export support that they receive from Government agencies, members said excellent (3%), 

good (41%), average (29%), fair (10%) and poor (17%).  

The vast majority of companies did not have difficulty with access to finance (76%) or 

managing debt (75%) in the last quarter. Just 6% reported having difficulty in accessing 

finance and 8% difficulty in managing debt (see graph below). 

Did your company have difficulty in the following in Q1 2016? 

 

In summary, the underlying problem that the IEA sees throughout our first quarterly review 

of members is cost competitiveness.  

 Firstly, the impending referendum in the UK is having an impact, 63% of respondents 

are transacting in Sterling and 50% have said that Sterling fluctuation has negatively 

impacted their financial performance in the last quarter, yet 73% are not hedging this 

risk. Structures need to be put in place that will protect Irish exporters in the event 

that the UK vote to leave the EU on June 23rd.  

 Secondly, the rising costs of doing business in Ireland were cited by 15% of members 

as one of the biggest challenges currently facing them. Looking closer at where 

increased costs were felt, we specifically see that insurance, exchange rates, labour 

and regulatory costs are the biggest offenders. High business costs not only make it 

difficult for indigenous Irish exporters to remain competitive in international markets 

but also create an unattractive prospect for Foreign Direct Investment. Currently the 

UK are by far the biggest beneficiary of FDI in Europe as a direct result of their access 

to the EU single markets, if they leave it will create an opportunity for other countries 

in the EU to improve their economic advantage. It is possible that FDI will increase into 

Ireland, we are the last stop before the Atlantic, English speaking and with a highly 

educated workforce. On the other hand, it could go to a country like France, or 

Germany, which is closer to the locus of control in Europe. Ireland will need to curtail 

rising business costs as in the event of a “Brexit”, increased FDI will go some way to 

help absorb the shock to the Irish economy. 
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 And lastly, leading on from labour costs, the skills shortage in Ireland that has been 

left in the wake of the most recent recession is really being felt by our members. 44% 

of respondents stated that they had experienced difficulty in finding candidates that 

met the minimum criteria for vacancies in the first quarter of this year. Gaps are 

growing in logistics, engineering, quality control and sales. The biggest difficulties 

being felt in recruiting or retaining suitable staff are: lack of available talent in Ireland, 

competition from other companies, and meeting high salary expectations, all of which 

link back to the rising costs of running a business in Ireland. The IEA continue to urge 

wage restraint. In a global economy which is showing signs of slowdown we do not 

want to repeat the mistakes of the past. The CSO recently reported that Ireland is the 

third most expensive EU country to live in. The current housing crisis is driving up 

salary expectations which is affecting exporters’ ability to compete on an international 

platform. This is a matter of urgency for the new Minister for Housing. 


