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In Focus: Immigrant workforce (1999-2007)

Figure 8.6   Working Age Immigrants by Highest 
 Level of Education Attained, 2007 

Source:  Analysis by FÁS (SLMRU) based on CSO data; EGFSN
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The OECD data30 shows that immigrants to Ireland are 
higher skilled that those migrating to other countries: 
48% of the immigrants in Ireland who were in 
employment in 2005 held tertiary qualifications. Only 
Luxemburg had a higher share of high-skilled immigrants 
in employment at 53%. The rate for Belgium is on a par 
with that for Ireland although at 29% Belgium’s share 
of lower skilled immigrants is considerably higher than 
Ireland’s. In fact, in 2005 Ireland’s share of lower skilled 
immigrants was amongst the lowest across  
OECD countries at 14%.

Most immigrants came to Ireland to work. At 74%, 
the labour force participation rate for immigrants 
is considerably higher than that for the indigenous 
population (Figure 8.7). Those arriving from the 
countries which joined the EU in 2004 have the highest 
participation rate, while only immigrants from the 
UK and non-EU countries (the latter most likely to 
do with the limited labour market access rights) have 
participation rates that are similar to the rate for the  
Irish nationals.

Figure 8.7   Labour Force Participation Rates, 
 by Nationality (Quarterly Figures), 
 2004-2007

Source:   Analysis by 
 FÁS (SLMRU) 
 based on 
 CSO data
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Figure 8.8 compares the non-Irish population by the ILO 
classified labour status in 1999 and 2007. Of the total 
420,000 working age immigrants in 2007, three quarters 
were in employment; one fifth not economically active 
and the remainder were unemployed. 

In absolute terms, the total number of non-Irish nationals 
increased significantly in each of these categories over 
the period 1999-2007. There was a fivefold increase 
in the number in employment, a twofold increase in 
the number not economically active, and a more than 
threefold increase in the number of those unemployed. 
Nonetheless, the data shows that the share of the non-
Irish in employment in 2007 was 74%, up from 59% in 
1999; there was a corresponding decline in the share of 
non-Irish that were economically inactive - their share 
fell 15 percentage points to 21%; the share of those 
classified as unemployed remained unchanged. 

Of approximately 90,000 economically inactive working 
age immigrants, just over a half was from outside the 
EU, almost 30% were from the UK, 12% were from the 
rest of EU and 4% were American. 

Examining the economically inactive cohort further we 
found that 43% of inactive immigrants are engaged in 
home duties, 31% are students, 7% are retired and the 
remainder is inactive for other reasons. 

In 2007, there were almost 35,000 non-Irish students in 
Ireland, compared to 22,000 three years previously. Of 
these, almost 13,000 were from non-EU countries (20% 
of whom were in part-time employment). 

30.	� Source: International Migration Outlook: SOPEMI 2007 Edition, OECD Paris (2007: 38).
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Figure 8.8   Working Age Immigrants by ILO 
 Labour Status, 1999 and 2007   
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Source:  Analysis by FÁS (SLMRU) 
 based on CSO data

Almost one third of all economically inactive immigrants 
holds a third level qualification; of these, 9,000 come 
from non-EU countries (excluding the US). While some 
are students, a significant number is inactive due to 
the low participation rates and/or impediments to their 
participation in the labour market.

Immigrant Workforce 

Between 1999 and 2007, 260,000 non-Irish nationals 
joined the Irish workforce. With the workforce of 
315,000, non-Irish nationals accounted for 15% of 
the total employment in 2007 – an increase of 12 
percentage points on 1999. 

Non-Irish nationals are employed across all sectors of 
the economy. Figure 8.9 compares the employment of 
non-Irish nationals by NACE sector in 1999 and 2007. 
In 2007, the majority of non-Irish were employed in 
the manufacturing sector, the construction sector, the 
wholesale and retail sector and the health sector. 

While the number of non-Irish employed in all 
sectors increased between 1999 and 2007, there has 
been a slight redistribution in relative terms: within 
the immigrant workforce, the share employed in 
manufacturing, real estate and business and education 
fell, while the share employed in construction, wholesale 
and retail and hotels and restaurants increased. 

The greatest inflow was observed for the construction 
sector which employed an additional 45,000 non-Irish 
workers over the eight-year period. The inflow into 
manufacturing, wholesale/retail and hotels/restaurants 
was in the range of 40,000 each and over 20,000 each 
for the business and health sectors.

Figure 8.9   Employment of Non-Irish Nationals 
 by NACE Sector, 1999 and 2007  
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Source:  Analysis by FÁS (SLMRU) 
 based on CSO data

All sectors have experienced major changes in the 
nationality composition of their workforce with the share 
of non-Irish in almost all sectors moving into two-digit 
figures by 2007 from mostly negligible shares observed 
in 1999 (Table 8.2). 

In 2007, the hotel and restaurant sector had the 
highest share of non-Irish in its workforce. One-in-three 
workers in the hotel and restaurant sector and one-in-
five manufacturing workers are now non-Irish. Over-
representation of foreign-born workers in manufacturing 
is observed amongst all OECD countries, while Ireland 
appears to have a relatively higher concentration of 
foreign workers in the hotel and restaurant sector 
compared to other OECD countries31. 

Of the total employment in the construction sector 
in 1999, 3% was non-Irish compared to 17% in 
2007. Greece and Spain also stand out in the share of 
immigrant workers in the construction sector with 29% 
and 18% recorded for 2005 respectively.  

31.	� Source: International Migration Outlook: SOPEMI 2007 Edition, OECD Paris (2007: 38)
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Table 8.2   �Share of Non-Irish Nationals by NACE 
Sector, 1999 and 2007

Sector 1999 2007

Hotels / Restaurants 6% 35%

Manufacturing 4% 19%

Construction 3% 17%

Business 6% 16%

Wholesale / Retail 2% 15%

Health 4% 13%

Transport / Communication 3% 12%

Financial 3% 11%

Education 4% 8%

Other 2% 8%

Total 3% 15%

Source:  �Analysis by FÁS (SLMRU) based on CSO data

Non-Irish nationals are found across all professions 
(Figure 8.10). One third of all immigrants are employed 
in high skilled occupations as managers, professionals 
and associate professionals, while over 60% of 
immigrants work in lower skilled occupations  
as labourers, operatives or service workers.

Although the occupational employment of non-Irish is 
somewhat more evenly distributed than the sectoral one, 
the greatest number of immigrants is found amongst 
labourers, craft and service workers. These occupational 
groups also experienced the greatest inflow of immigrant 
workers over the period 1999-2007 between 40,000 
and 50,000 each. The inflow into all other occupational 
groups was in the range of 15,000-25,000 each. 

Figure 8.10   Employment of Non-nationals by 
 Broad Occupational Group, 
 1999 and 2007  
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Source:  Analysis by FÁS (SLMRU) 
 based on CSO data

The nationality composition of the workforce in each 
occupational group changed markedly over the period 
1999-2007, with the share of non-Irish increasing sharply 
across the board (Table 8.3). One-in-four labourers and 
one-in-five service workers are now non-Irish, compared 
to their shares of 2% and 4% in the overall workforce  
in 1999. 

Non-Irish labourers work primarily as construction 
labourers, cleaners and labourers in catering. 
Interestingly, 18% of immigrant labourers hold  
a third level qualification. 

Non-Irish service workers are employed primarily as 
waiters, chefs, childcare workers, care assistants, bar 
staff and security guards. One third hold third level 
qualifications (compared to 20% of Irish), 65% of  
whom have attained degree level or higher (compared  
to 30% of Irish).

Table 8.3   �Share of Non-Irish Nationals by broad 
occupation, 1999 and 2007

Broad occupation 1999 2007

Labourers 2% 27%

Personal Service 4% 19%

Operatives 3% 18%

Craft 3% 16%

Sales 2% 16%

Associate Professionals 5% 15%

Professionals 6% 11%

Clerical 3% 10%

Managers 3% 8%

Total 3% 15%

Source:  �Analysis by FÁS (SLMRU) based on CSO data

Table 8.4 lists individual occupations with the highest 
number of non-Irish employed. More than 20,000 non-
Irish sales assistants are employed in Ireland, followed 
by more than 10,000 waiters and similar number of 
cleaners and building labourers. 

Workers from the 10 EU accession countries account 
for at least a half, and in some cases over 80%, of the 
immigrant workforce in almost all listed occupations. 
Non-EU immigrants account for the majority of non-Irish 
nurses (80%) and chefs (45%). 
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Table 8.4   �Occupations with the Highest Number  
of Immigrants

Occupation Number of 
non-Irish

Sales assistants 21,900

Cleaners, domestics 13,200

Other Building & civil engineering 
labourers

12,500

Waiters, waitresses 11,400

Nurses 9,600

Chefs, cooks 8,800

Carpenters & joiners 8,100

Drivers of roads goods vehicles 7,400

All other labourers & related workers 6,900

Other clerks (not specified) 5,900

Total 3%

Source:  �Analysis by FÁS (SLMRU) based on CSO data

Table 8.5 lists individual occupations with the highest 
share of non-Irish in the employment stock. The catering 
workforce has a high share of non-Irish: more than a half 
of all kitchen porters, a half of all waiters and a third of 
all chefs and catering assistants in Ireland are non-Irish. 
Food processing is also heavily reliant on immigrant 
labour with 37% of all food process operatives and 30% 
of butchers sourced from abroad. By contrast, non-Irish 
workers are rarely found in legal professions, amongst 
civil servants, farmers and primary school teachers. 

Table 8.5   �Occupations with the Highest Share  
of Immigrants

Occupation
Number 
on non-
Irish

Kitchen porters 60%

Waiters, waitresses 50%

Packers, bottlers, canners, fillers 42%

Other farming occupations 42%

Other food, drink and tobacco process 
operatives

37%

Other building and civil engineering 
labourers

36%

Chefs, cooks 35%

Butchers, meat cutters 33%

Counterhands, catering assistants 30%

Cleaners, domestics 30%

Source:  �Analysis by FÁS (SLMRU) based on CSO data

Figure 8.11 presents the skill distribution of sectoral 
employment for the immigrant workforce. Most 
immigrants working in the education, health and 
financial sector are employed in high skilled jobs as 
managers, professionals or associate professionals. 
They account for 90%, 63% and 60% of each sector’s 
immigrant workforce respectively. By contrast, a half 
or more of all immigrants working in agriculture, 
manufacturing, hotels and restaurants and transport 
are employed in lower skilled jobs as service workers, 
operatives or labourers.

Figure 8.11   Employment of Non-Irish by Sector 
 and Skill 32, 2007
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Source:  Analysis by FÁS (SLMRU) 
 based on CSO data
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Over the period 1999-2007 approximately half a million 
additional jobs were created in the Irish economy. 
Approximately half of these jobs were filled by Irish 
persons. Given that at that time Ireland was operating at 
an unemployment rate of 4%, economic growth would 
have been adversely affected if the remainder of the 
employment growth, amounting to over a quarter of  
a million additional posts, had not been met by 
immigrant workers. 

Table 8.6 shows the net job creation of the period  
1999-2006 by sector and nationality. 

While the employment of Irish persons in manufacturing 
declined by 60,000 over the period, the number of 
non-Irish actually increased by just over 40,000, resulting 
in a net employment decline of just under 20,000 for 
the sector and suggesting that some Irish workers were 

32.	� High skilled occupations comprise managers (excluding farmers), professionals and associate professionals; skilled occupations comprise 
craft and clerical occupations; low skilled occupations include personal service occupations, sales occupations, operatives and labourers. 
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replaced by immigrant labour. Similarly, there were 
10,000 fewer Irish employed in the hotel and restaurant 
sector over the period 1999-2007. At the same time, the 
number of immigrants working in the sector increased 
by 40,000, thereby compensating for the decline in the 

employment of Irish, as well as filling the additional posts 
created over the period. 

In other sectors (excluding the education sector), at 
least a quarter and in some cases more than half of the 
employment growth was filled by non-Irish workers. 

Excluding the healthcare sector where most of the non-
Irish staff is from outside the EU, a significant majority 
of recruited immigrants in all other sectors was from the 
EU, primarily from the ten EU accession countries. 

Table 8.7 shows the net job creation for the period  
1999-2007 by broad occupation and nationality. 
Immigrant labour played a key role in filling low skilled 
jobs. Employment growth for operatives was filled 
exclusively by non-Irish. Moreover, non-Irish workers  
met the demand of 14,000 jobs which were created  
as a result of the employment contraction of Irish 
operatives. Similarly, almost all labouring jobs  

(90% of net job creation) were filled by non-Irish. 

A half of the employment growth for craft workers 
and just under a half of the employment growth for 
service and sales workers was filled by immigrant labour. 
Immigrants also played a significant role at the higher 
end of the skills scale by filling 21%, 39% and 62% 
of employment growth for professionals, associate 
professionals and managers. 

With the exception of associate professionals (which 
include nurses), a significant majority of immigrant 
labour used to fill the employment growth for each 
occupational group was from the EU. 

Table 8.6   �Net Job Creation by Nationality and Sector, 1999-2007

Net job creation 1999-2007
Sector Total Irish Non-Irish Non-Irish share in total 

net job creation
EU as share of 
non-Irish

Manufacturing -19000 -61000 42000 216% 79%

Construction 140000 95000 45000 32% 82%

Wholesale/Retail 72000 32000 40000 55% 77%

Hotels/ Restaurants 30000 -10000 40000 133% 68%

Transport, 26000 13000 13000 48% 77%

Financial 30000 22000 8000 26% 72%

Business 61000 38000 23000 38% 66%

Education 39000 32000 7000 18% 56%

Health 93000 70000 22000 24% 35%

Other 40000 19000 22000 54% 79%

Total 512000 251000 261000 51% 72%

Source:  �Analysis by FÁS (SLMRU) based on CSO data

 

Table 8.7   �Net Job Creation by Nationality and Occupation, 1999-2007

Net job creation 1999-2007
Occupation Total Irish Non-Irish Non-Irish share in total 

net job creation
EU as share of 
non-Irish

Managers 28000 11000 18000 62% 72%

Professionals 82000 65000 17000 21% 59%

Associate Prof 54000 33000 21000 39% 41%

Clerical 55000 36000 19000 35% 77%

Craft 82000 40000 41000 51% 81%

Personal Service 86000 46000 39000 46% 62%

Sales 56000 29000 26000 47% 74%

Operatives 13000 -14000 27000 205% 85%

Labourers 57000 5000 52000 91% 78%

Total 512000 251000 261000 51% 72%

Source:  �Analysis by FÁS (SLMRU) based on CSO data
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