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Association of Electrical Contractors (Ireland); Woodview Centre, Main Street, Celbridge, Co. Kildare

Phone:  01 610 2715; Fax: 01 610 2692; Mobile: 087 746 0324; Website: www.aeci.ie; Email:aeci@indigo.ie

24th May 2011

Dear Members,
1. Electrician Body has €1m Balance 

See below the article in the Sunday Independent on 22nd May 2011 relating to EPACE by Maeve Sheehan.
A private company set up by unions and employers to monitor the wages paid to electricians has accumulated a cash balance of almost €1m. The latest accounts for EPACE show that the company had cash in hand of €918,814 in December 2009. 

The company is owned by the electrical trade union, the TEEU, and two employers' groups, the Electrical Contractors Association and the Association of Electrical Contractors (Ireland). A legacy of social partnership, the company was set up under the auspices of the Labour Court to ensure that electrical contractors are paying the wage rates -- currently €21.49 an hour -- set in registered employment agreements. 

The company accumulated its considerable cash reserves over a decade through weekly contribution of 38 cents from electricians and their employers. The contributions are submitted, along with pension contributions, to the Construction Workers Pension Scheme (CWPS). The CWPS, in turn, transfers the contributions to EPACE.

Company accounts show that the TEEU, which carries out inspections for EPACE, was paid €72,000 in "inspection fees" including Labour Court hearings in 2008 and €32,000 in 2009. In addition, the TEEU and the Electrical Contractors Association were each paid €4,000 a year in administration and secretarial services by EPACE. Although the contribution from workers and employers seems small at just 38 cents a week, the cash it generated during the construction boom years was considerable. 

Documents seen by the Sunday Independent show that in 2004 electricians and their employers contributed €158,388 in one nine-month period to Epace. However, the CWPS transferred €426,164 in error. The overpayment of €267,776 -- which the CWPS blamed on a "technology glitch" -- was refunded in May 2004. Taxpayers -- including electricians -- are already funding a government quango, the National Employments Rights Authority (NERA), which does the same work as EPACE in monitoring wages paid to employers. 

NERA, which receives €6m a year in state funding, is on a statutory footing while EPACE has no statutory powers and depends on the cooperation of employers. EPACE was this weekend unable to answer questions about what it plans to do with its €1m. The chairman of the EPACE board, Eamon Devoy, who is also head of the TEEU, was away last week. 

The TEEU "general secretariat" responded on behalf of Epace. It said it has collected €6m in underpayments to electricians and non payment of their pension contributions. "In the last four years over 784 inspections have been carried out on employers by EPACE inspectors. 

"A total of 359 cases of non-compliance have been referred to the Labour Court during this period . . . If employers acted in accordance with the Registered Employment Agreement, which is legally binding, then there would be no need for a compliance body. 
"Unfortunately, the truth of the matter is that not all employers are law-abiding."

The board of EPACE includes directors drawn from the trade union and the employers' bodies. They are not remunerated. The company employed two staff at a cost of €99,639, including pension contributions, according to 2009 company accounts. Employers have attacked the wage rates fixed by registered employment agreements (REAs) -- and monitored by EPACE and its equivalent in the construction sector, CIMA. They claim the REAs are anti-competitive and the International Monetary Fund sought a review as a condition of the bailout. The review -- conducted by the Labour Court chairman -- is believed to have recommended protecting the current system but also a a radical overhaul to reflect the economic climate.

Also a reminder of the AECI POLICY on EPACE 25th Aug 2010, see below:

“As you are all aware from previous correspondence, AECI decided some time ago to abstain from all EPACE activities until such time as EPACE was restructured. It is important to point out that all obligations under employment legislation are still in vogue.  

Following on from that, the Executive Council decided to advise members not to co-operate with EPACE Inspections until further notice. 

Each individual contractor should decide on the best policy for their own business in this regard.”
2. Report of Independent Review of Employment Regulation Orders (ERO) and Registered Employment Agreement (REA) Wage Setting Mechanisms 

Richard Bruton, TD, Minister for Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation’s Report on 24thMay 2011
Bruton publishes report of ERO/REA review and outlines time-limited programme for finalising action plan in June 2011
Report calls for “… radical overhaul to make system fairer and more responsive to changing economic circumstances…”

Minister for Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation Richard Bruton TD today (Tuesday), following a decision of Government, published the Report of the Independent Review of Employment Regulation Orders (EROs) and Registered Employment Agreement Wage Setting Mechanisms and set out a time-limited programme for a Government decision to be taken and announced on an action plan before the end of June 2011.

As part of this programme, Minister Bruton will be setting out proposals arising from the recommendations and other issues raised by the report, which will then be the subject of time-limited discussions with relevant stakeholders. Minister Bruton has been asked to bring an action plan to the Government in time to be finalised by the end of June 2011.

The Minister said that the report’s overall finding that the basic framework of the current JLC/REA regulatory system requires “radical overhaul so as to make it fairer and more responsive to changing economic circumstances and labour market conditions” is consistent with the commitment in the Programme for Government. 

“There is no adjustment as traumatic for any worker as the loss of a job, and the retail, hotel and catering sectors – the major sectors affected by these wage-setting mechanisms – have suffered a 20% loss in employment in the past three years. Furthermore, in many cases businesses are competing directly with the UK market where wages are 25-30% lower in these sectors; while rates of pay in the sectors covered by the JLCs have increased much faster than the National Minimum Wage, in some cases by more than 20%.

“That is why it is important to formally begin a time-limited process of agreeing a series of urgent reforms to these mechanisms. 

“As part of the process of finalising a comprehensive action plan, as required by the revised MOU, I will immediately begin discussions with relevant social partners and also with the European Commission Services. To this end I will make copies of the report available and set out a series of proposals for discussion based on the recommendations in the report and other issues raised in the report.

“It is my intention to complete discussions with relevant parties by Friday 10th June ahead of submitting a final action plan to Cabinet before the end of the month.”

Minister Bruton concluded by saying:

“I would like to express my appreciation to Mr Kevin Duffy and Dr Frank Walsh for undertaking and completing the review on this very complex area within a very short timeframe and to all the parties who assisted the Review Team’s work through making submissions and direct consultation”. 

Some interesting reading on pages 71-75 of the Report, see link below: http://www.deti.ie/publications/employment/2011/Report_ERO_REA.pdf
Yours Sincerely,
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___________________

Chris Lundy

Executive Secretary

