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July, 2017 

Summary 

The changing landscape of further education and training (FET) provision in Ireland has created an 

opportunity to shape the sector to be more transparent, effective and accountable and to enhance high 

quality outputs, outcomes and performance.  

 

This paper focuses on the expenditure outlay for FET provision delivered by SOLAS and 16 education and 

training boards (ETBs). It notes seven key findings, and makes three recommendations for action in the 

sector as follows: 

 SOLAS is working towards closing the data ‘gaps’ and fixing system limitations that remain in the FET 

sector, with the development of a national FET programme database system, a national FET 

programme course calendar scheduling system and a national FET learner database, which form 

constituent parts of the Programme and Learner Support System (PLSS);   

 Given the characteristics of the labour market and low basic skill levels among certain cohorts of 

unemployed, it is necessary to maintain a level of general skills and education programmes in order 

to equip individuals with the necessary foundations to pursue more specific programmes and in 

order to meet important educational and social objectives; 

 Wider socially focused measures are a feature of the FET landscape in Ireland.  In the context of a 

mid-term review of the SOLAS strategy, this feature of FET provision needs to be reviewed in order 

to avert a return to where aggregate FET expenditure remains static regardless of the wider 

economic and labour market conditions;  

 ETBs’ rationale for funding different types of programmes is unclear.  While recognising that there 

is a need for a regional focus to FET funding, it should, in the first instance, stem from a national, 

robust, strategic, and evidence based approach to maximise the effectiveness of FET provision; 

 The variations in the way the ETBs apportion funding to their programmes, coupled with the overall 

variances on programme spend from ETB to ETB, is consistent with findings from the previous 2014 

ESRI report on FET provision1, and points towards a continuation of a ‘fragmented’ and ‘disjointed’ 

approach to the FET provision;   

                                                           
1 ‘Further Education and Training in Ireland: Past, Present and Future’ Research Series Number 35, ESRI, April 2014 
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 In line with the findings of the 2014 ESRI research, the data shows that the labour market focused 

provision for Dublin and the Easterly and Southerly regions are high and that those ETBs with lower 

levels of labour market focused provision are mainly in the Midland, West and Mid-West regions; 

 The mechanism for funding FET from the National Training Fund (NTF) has not changed since its 

introduction 17 years ago.  While the sector has demonstrated some responsiveness and flexibility 

to dramatic changes in the labour market in recent years, it is unclear as to what the overarching 

framework for the funding will be as Ireland returns to a more normalised labour market.  

 

In line with the findings above, the following recommendations are made:  

 To ensure a transparent, effective and accountable FET sector demonstrating high quality outputs, 

outcomes and performance, and to inform policy decisions, it is imperative that the PLSS platform 

be populated as a matter of priority, and that SOLAS and DES capitalise on the improved data as it 

emerges from PLSS rather than waiting until it is fully operational; 

 The mid-term review of the SOLAS strategy should evaluate the  level of provision and expenditure 

in the wider socially focused provision and how it correlates with wider labour market conditions, 

and consider, whether there should be a stronger correlation between FET expenditure and the 

needs of the wider labour market; 

 With continuing improvements in the labour market, together with significant issues highlighted in 

a consultation process (May 2017) on a future Employer / Exchequer Investment Mechanism,  it is 

timely to review the NTF, its overarching strategy and objectives, and its governance arrangements.   

 

SOLAS is now in its fourth year of operation.  In the context of its 2014-19 FET strategy, it is timely to carry 

out a mid-term review of the progress made in relation to the goals and objectives set out in the overarching 

Implementation Plan. The mid-term review should also address wider issues regarding the appropriate level 

of expenditure on the wider socially focussed FET provision. To ensure evidence based analysis of FET, it is 

essential that SOLAS and DES improve their data sharing capacity with relevant State bodies, such as 

between SOLAS and DSP, and to capitalise on the improving data emerging from the new PLSS system.  
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1. Introduction and Context 

 

1.1 Introduction 

The ready availability of a flexible and highly skilled workforce has been central to Ireland’s economic 

development.  This strong economic performance within a globalised, international trading environment 

would not have taken place without the transformation in Ireland’s human capital achieved in part by the 

State’s investment in and development of the Further Education and Training Sector (FET).  

 

This investment has enabled the country to attract and support employers in a wide range of sectors, and 

importantly, to engage with local employers and industry through collaboration.  The importance of FET does 

not relate solely to initial education and training for those entering and supporting the labour market. It also 

has a critical role to play in helping to spread the benefits of economic growth more widely by supporting 

those furthest from the labour market who require longer term interventions to facilitate progression.  These 

benefits extend beyond the labour market into wider societal and community gains such as better health, 

greater equality, social mobility and participation in civil society. 

 

Investment in the FET sector has remained relatively stable since 2008, with overall annual expenditure of 

over €800 million. This has been possible in part due to the surplus available in the National Training Fund.  

However, the composition of spending has changed significantly.  Following the onset of the fiscal and 

economic crisis in 2008 and the adverse impact on the labour market, there was a refocus of investment away 

from traditional craft based apprenticeship schemes etc., towards the education and training of unemployed 

people resulting in the movement of funding across programmes.  

 

This re-focusing was most marked in terms of the movement from craft based apprenticeships where 

registrations were collapsing - to training programmes for unemployed people such as Momentum and specific 

skills training.  In more recent years, as the employment situation continues to improve, the greater scope for 

redirecting investment back towards in-employment programmes has been utilised to some extent.  However, 

more needs to be done in order to sharpen the skills and labour market focus of FET activity. 

 

FET provision in Ireland is wide-ranging and diverse in nature and extends beyond a strict labour market 

orientation into broader, more community orientated aims, as well as wider progression focused objectives 

aimed at those socially disadvantaged and furthest from the labour market.  However, given the changes we 

have seen in the unemployment rate, it is timely to review the appropriateness of funding and the allocation 

mix.    
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1.2 Structure of Paper 

The analysis in this paper was carried out as part of the 2017 Spending Review to inform and provide an 

evidence base for decisions taken as part of Budget 2018.  The paper presents a high-level evaluation of FET 

expenditure by Education Training Boards (ETBs) and is structured as follows:   

 Section 2 gives an overview of the FET sector in Ireland including the fundamental reforms in the early 

part of this decade; 

 Section 3 presents analysis on expenditure in the FET sector, specifically on the breakdown of the 

expenditure between labour market and more socially orientated programmes; and the regional 

breakdown of that expenditure;  

 Section 4 sets out strategic planning developments in SOLAS; and  

 Section 5 presents findings and draws some conclusions. 

 

1.3 Methodology 

The methodological focus of this paper was a desk-based, quantitative analysis of a range of newly compiled 

data sources and existing data from the Department of Education and Skills (DES) and An tSeirbhís Oideachais 

Leanúnaigh agus Scileanna (SOLAS).  This analysis was supported by meetings with the key officials in DES and 

SOLAS, who provided additional insight and expertise into the different aspects of the FET system and 

landscape.  The paper scopes current FET provision in terms of key indicators including expenditure levels, and 

the structure and regional distribution of FET provision – with the emphasis on the breakdown between the 

labour-market focused, progression focused and the wider transversal skills/social mobility focused 

provisions. 

 

It is important to note from the outset that the data infrastructure around FET in Ireland is weak, particularly 

by international standards2.  As could be expected, given the fundamental reform of the sector in the last 5 

years, there is a multiplicity of FET data and data-gathering systems.  However there was limited centralised, 

systematic collection and analysis of the data, at a national or sub-national level, prior to the establishment of 

SOLAS.  

 

SOLAS have since undertaken significant, critical work in addressing these data and system limitations 

including the development of a national FET programme database system, a national FET programme calendar 

scheduling system and a national FET learner database – the Programme and Learner Support System (PLSS).  

The output from some of these developments were key to the analysis presented in this paper.  

                                                           
2 SOLAS FET Strategy 2014 – 2019, p.7 
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Notwithstanding these developments, legacy data issues continue to present difficulties particularly for trend 

analysis in the years prior to the establishment of SOLAS.    

 

1.4 Quality Assurance Process 

In addition to the Spending Review Working Group, the author also consulted with the Department of 

Education and Skills and SOLAS.  
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2. Overview of Further Education and Training Sector in Ireland  

2.1 Overview 

Historically, planning related to Further Education took place separately from planning related to Training. 

Fundamental reform of the sector took place from 2011-14 enabling planning to take place in a cohesive 

manner across all education and training funded by the Department of Education and Skills (DES) through 

SOLAS.  

 

Prior to the establishment of SOLAS in 2013, FÁS was the state agency in Ireland with responsibility for assisting 

those seeking employment. It was established in January 1988 under the Labour Services Act, 1987 and was 

run by a board appointed by the Minister for Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation.  FÁS ran a number of JobCentres 

in Ireland to facilitate those seeking employment as well as running training courses in various fields, through 

regional centres. FÁS ran a national network of Employment Services Offices in Ireland to facilitate those 

seeking employment as well as running training courses in various disciplines, through a national network of 

training centres. In January 2012, FÁS Employment Services and associated Programmes, such as the 

Community Employment Scheme, transferred to the Department of Social Protection (DSP) which were 

incorporated into the services provided by the Department of Social Protection including the new Intreo 

offices. 

  

In July 2011 a number of reforms were announced by Government. These included the dissolution of FÁS and 

the network of 33 Vocational Education Committees.  The establishment of 16 Education and Training Boards 

to replace the VEC network and to assume the training remit of FÁS was a key element of the FET reform 

programme. In addition, a new agency SOLAS - The Further Education and Training Authority - was established 

in 2013 and assumed responsibility for all public funding, coordination and monitoring of the now integrated 

further education and training provision provided by the newly established ETBs3. In addition to its core 

functions, SOLAS has a co-ordinating provider role in the pre-2016 apprenticeship programmes and is a lead 

partner with the new Apprenticeship Council for supporting the development of new apprenticeships.  SOLAS 

also retains responsibility for construction-related programmes i.e., Safe Pass, as well as e-College, 

MOMENTUM and EGF Programmes.  

 

The Further Education and Training Strategy 2014 – 2019, published by SOLAS in April 2014, sets out a five-

year framework to transform the FET sector and to provide the focus for annual funding and investment 

priorities. The Strategy aims to deliver a higher quality learning experience by supporting economic 

                                                           
3 Other FET programmes are provided outside the ETB arena, including National Programmes (eCollege, Momentum), non-ETB 
schools FET provision and other FET organisations funded by SOLAS. 
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development, increasing social inclusion and meeting the needs of all learners, communities and employers 

who engage with FET, and to prioritise the provision of education and training to long-term unemployed and 

other priority DSP clients in areas of identified skills needs. It should be noted, however, that progress by 

stakeholders against targets set out in the SOLAS FET Strategy has been uneven to date with slippage across 

many of the goals.  

 

In terms of social inclusion focused provision, the Further Education and Training Act 2013 and the Further 

Education and Training Strategy 2014–2019 highlight the benefits of promoting, developing and encouraging 

literacy and numeracy. The evidence shows that these skills have a significant impact on gaining employment, 

while community education empowers people to grow in confidence in their own employability and engage 

effectively with the labour market4.  

 

Given that the OECD Survey of Adult skills shows that approximately 18% of Irish adults are at or below level 

one on a five level literacy scale and that 25% are at or below level one for numeracy, it is appropriate that 

such schemes remain a feature of FET provision in order to tackle the associated problems of literacy and 

numeracy including acting as a barrier to entry to the labour market. 

 

While recognising that FET provision is only one element of the policy response to ‘wider social inclusion’ 

issues; that it operates alongside a range of broader Government interventions and strategies e.g. Drugs 

Strategy, Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy, Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with 

Disabilities, Action Plan for Rural Development, etc.; and that significant ‘wider social benefits’ (social 

participation, health, etc.) accrue from this type of FET provision, there are no reliable metrics to capture 

them5. Robust research to inform evidence-based policy decisions is needed to ensure that what is provided     

has the greatest impact in addressing these wider social issues and understanding whether there are more 

effective interventions than the FET sector.  

 

2.2 Further Education & Training and the Labour Market 

While this paper reviews FET expenditure, which serves a range of groups including school leavers, 

apprentices, the unemployed, people returning to the labour market and those classified as economically 

inactive, FET provision also forms part of a broader active labour market policy agenda.  In 2016, €1.7bn was 

invested in employment supports and FET. This funding is split across both the Social Protection and the 

                                                           
4 SOLAS strategy 2014 - 2019 
5 ‘Strategic Review of Further Education and Training and the Unemployed’, DES, NESC (August 2013) 
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Education sectors (€1.01bn from DSP; €687m from DES).  The Social Protection element is funded solely by 

the Exchequer while the Education sector is funded broadly evenly between the Exchequer and the NTF.   

 

Figure 1 below outlines the trend in funding of FET against the unemployment rate from 2007 to 2017. The 

reduction in Exchequer funding from 2010 to 2011 was mainly due to a transfer of functions from the 

Education Vote to the Social Protection Vote, including the FÁS employment services and associated 

programmes6. Notwithstanding this, it can be seen that the funding has remained relatively stable from 2011, 

while at the same time there has been significant changes in the labour market with the unemployment rate 

halving during the same period.   

 

Figure 1: Aggregate Expenditure on Skills Development and Unemployment Rate, 2007-2017 

 
Source: Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, CSO7 

 

Figure 2 below sets out a framework for economic and employment policy with three pillars. Employment and 

training supports fall under the both the second and third pillar regarding improving people’s employability 

and bringing them closer to the labour market.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 The FÁS employment and community services officially transferred on 1st January 2012, however, the transfer of function, including 
most of the funding for services and staffing costs, was dealt with in the 2011 Estimates Process.  
7 Note: These figures include some non-FET funding of circa €75m, and excludes the data on the cost of PLC provision which was not 

available. 
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Figure 2: Framework Conditions of Economic and Employment Policy 

 
 
Using OECD methodology, the suite of support schemes available can be categorised into three main groups 

as set out below.   

 Work programmes or direct job creation programmes create additional jobs, usually of community or 

wider social benefit, for the long-term unemployed. Their aims, in practice, reflect the duality of 

keeping people near the labour market by providing direct employment opportunities but also 

reducing social disadvantage. 

 The objective of subsidies or employment incentive schemes are the creation and take-up of new jobs. 

“They are typically targeted, temporary and conditional payments or r ductions of tax/social security 

contribution that make labour cheaper for employers and through this increase labour demand8.”  

 The objective of FET supports is to raise the education and skills of unemployed people in order to 

support their return to the labour market.  

 

It should be borne in mind that, when considering FET provision, DSP referrals constitute just one of a number 

of access routes into this sector. Alternative access routes to FET are more direct and include: leaving 

certificate students; early school leavers; the general public, such as employed or retired individuals; and the 

economic inactive. Of the alternatives, the PLC is the largest single access route for non-DSP referrals. 

 

Further detail on the linkages between FET provision and active labour market policies are addressed in the 

accompanying spending review paper on Training & Employment Supports.  

                                                           
8 http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/themes/2016/employment_incentives_201605.pdf 
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3. Expenditure Analysis 

 

3.1 Overview 

In 2017, a total of €830 million will be invested in FET through Exchequer funding and the National Training 

Fund (NTF). The 2017 allocation to SOLAS is €635 million, of which 52% is Exchequer funded and 48% non-

Exchequer funded, with €578 million of this allocation spent on the provision of Further Education and Training 

Programmes.  In addition, exchequer funding is allocated for PLC and Co-Operation Hours Provision9.  

 
Table 1: Trend in Skills Development (incl. FET) and NTF Expenditure 2013 - 2017 

 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Exchequer Funding for Skills Development 362,116 342,192 325,295 336,148 342,866 

National Training Fund 348,806 346,906 334,210 344,411 366,300 

Total Exchequer and NTF Expenditure 710,922 689,098 659,505 680,559 709,166 
Note: These figures include some non-FET funding of circa €75m.  This table also excludes the data on the cost of PLC provision which 
was not available for all years. 

 
Table 1 shows the trend in expenditure for Skills Development and Training from 2013 to 2017, which is funded 

through the Exchequer and the NTF. The main bulk of this funding is allocated to SOLAS (€635m), the main 

funder of FET in Ireland.  

 

3.2 National Training Fund 

The NTF was established under the National Training Fund Act 2000 and is mainly resourced by a levy collected 

from employers as part of social insurance contributions. It is currently set at 0.7% of the reckonable earnings 

of employees in certain employment classes, which is collected through the PAYE/PRSI system.  The Fund can 

be used to support programmes which aim to:  

 raise the skills of those in employment;  

 provide training to those who wish to acquire skills for the purposes of taking up employment; and  

 provide information in relation to existing, or likely future, skills requirements in the economy.  

 

The resources available for expenditure from the NTF for 2017 is €366 million. Expenditure from the NTF is 

divided between training programmes for those in employment (29%) and training programmes for 

employment (71%). This compares to 17% and 83% respectively in 2013.  Prior to the crisis in 2008, there was 

a broadly even split between those in employment and for employment.  While over 70% of funds are currently 

spent on programmes for those looking for employment, with an upturn in the labour market and a declining 

unemployment rate, it is evident that the focus is naturally shifting from spending on programmes for 

                                                           
9 The estimated additional funding for PLC in 2016 was €156m, which includes teacher’s pay, non-pay capitation and student 
maintenance grants. 
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employment towards spending on programmes for those in employment. Table 2 highlights the changes in 

apportionment between these two categories over the last five years.  

 

With continuing improvements in the labour market, this trend is likely to continue, thereby highlighting a key 

issue – what is the future direction, vision and strategy of the NTF and FET expenditure in general at a time 

when employment is returning to pre-crisis levels.  Although fundamental reform has taken place in the FET 

sector and FET provision in recent years, the mechanism for funding almost 50% of it, the NTF, has not changed 

since its introduction 17 years ago. While the sector has demonstrated some responsiveness and flexibility to 

dramatic changes in the labour market in recent years, it is unclear as to what the overarching framework and 

objectives for the funding will be as Ireland returns to a more normalised labour market.        

 

This issue together with the governance/oversight arrangements of the NTF and the interaction between the 

fund and employer engagement were among the key issues highlighted in a consultation process (May 2017) 

on a future Employer / Exchequer Investment Mechanism for the Higher Education and FET sectors.  In this 

regard, it is timely to review the funding mechanism for FET in line with the findings from the consultation 

process, including possible reform measures to strengthen the governance arrangements of the fund in order 

to ensure that money is spent in a strategic, efficient and effective manner and that there are clear 

accountability and oversight arrangements in place.   

 

Table 2: Apportionment of FET Expenditure from the NTF 2013 - 2017 

NATIONAL TRAINING FUND 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
 

348,806 346,906 334,210 344,411 366,300 

of which:      

Training Programmes for those in Employment 17% 18% 19% 22% 29% 

Training Programmes for Employment 83% 82% 80% 77% 71% 

Source: DPER 

 

This funding model via the NTF levy has its limitations – the effects of which were particularly evident during 

the crisis.  The main limitation is that revenue from the levy is pro-cyclical meaning the higher the level of 

employment / lower the level of unemployment, the higher the revenue available and vice versa.  Figure 3 

below illustrates the pro-cyclical nature of the income from the NTF levy to the Fund, as it is currently 

organised, against the unemployment rate.  Other income, such as that from the European Social Fund, is 

sporadic and the annual levels of this income depend on specific factors.  
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Figure 3: National Training Fund Levy and Unemployment Rate, 2007-2017 

 
Source: DPER 

 
Prior to the crisis, income exceeded expenditure resulting in a large surplus – which peaked at €189 million – 

but this surplus was run down during the crisis when expenditure exceeded income.  Recent years, however, 

have seen the surplus restored to significant levels (totalling €48.4 million in 2016 and a projected cumulative 

total of €276 million by end 2017). The analysis of the appropriateness of this funding model, or alternatives 

to it, does not fall within the scope of this paper, however consideration should be given to further 

examination as part of a wider overall review of the NTF to be carried by the end of 2017.  

 

3.3 SOLAS 

SOLAS receives funding from two main sources, the Exchequer and the NTF. This funding is used to fund the 

annual budget based on a multi-year strategy and annual business plan. Most of this funding is allocated to 

the ETBs for provision of further education and training programmes. Table 3 shows the 2017 allocation to 

SOLAS broken down for income and expenditure. Of the €635 million allocated to SOLAS, €578 million is spent 

on the provision of Further Education and Training Programmes, with a further €23 million spent on 

administration and SOLAS direct costs. SOLAS also funds pensions of former ANCO, FÁS and SOLAS employees 

in the region of €33 million.  Through SOLAS, the ETBs receive over €550 million of this allocation for the 

provision of Further Education and Training Programmes. The remaining €28m is spent on National 

Programmes (eCollege, Momentum); non ETB schools FET provision and other FET organisations funded by 

SOLAS; capital expenditure; and SOLAS costs and FET supports. Due to the changes to the structure of FET 

provision and funding over the last five years10 the data is not available to analyse like-for-like FET allocations 

or outturn trends to date.  

                                                           
10 The first set of financial accounts for SOLAS, published in 2014, covered the period 27 October 2013 to 31 December 2014. The 
2015 financial accounts onwards cover 12 months from Jan to Dec.  The associated FET service plan for 2014 split allocation for each 
ETB between Further Education funding and Training funding, while the 2015 Service Plan onwards merged Further Education 
funding and Training funding for each of the ETBs but splits allocation between full-time, part-time and non-accredited provision. 
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Table 3: Breakdown of SOLAS income and expenditure for 2017 

2017 Estimate Total €000 

Sources of Income11 : 635,000 

Exchequer 332,618 

of which for:   

Administration and General Expenses 23,763 

Grants to SOLAS Further Education 275,855 

Pension Costs 33,000 

Non-Exchequer (NTF Funding) 302,382 

of which for:   

Training People In Employment      77,400 

Training People For Employment 220,702 

Other 4,280 

Allocation of Expenditure: 635,000 

Administration 23,263 

Pension - Financial Measures Act     33,000 

Provision of Further Education and Training Programmes    575,737 

Capital Expenditure Programme     3,000 

Source: 2017 Revised Estimates, DPER 

 

3.4 Expenditure Analysis – Programme Classification 

FET provides education and training and related supports to assist individuals to gain qualifications at Levels 

1-6 on the NFQ or equivalent, to attain and refresh economically-valuable skills to access and sustain all types 

of employment, tackling skills shortages and boosting the future growth and competitiveness of the Irish 

economy. It provides a range of skills for labour market returners, for those interested in a new career 

direction, for those wishing to access ‘second chance’ education, and to prepare school-leavers and others for 

higher education or the jobs market.  

 

FET also plays an important role in helping people to lead fulfilling lives, supporting some hard-to-reach 

individuals and groups to achieve their potential and reducing the costs to society of exclusion.   The impacts 

of education extend beyond purely economic values such as earnings, employment, skills needs and increased 

                                                           
11  Sources of income to SOLAS include the majority of the DES Skills Development subhead – B3, B5 and B7. The bulk of the non-
exchequer funding is from the NTF. However, about €10m skills development funding is spent on administration, ESF and EGF 
supports, and other skills related grants, and €65m of NTF funding is spent on training in higher education (HEA and Skillnets) and 
other training programmes.  
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productivity.  The extent of the benefits are obviously dependent on the level of intervention and can be 

difficult to capture, but NESC found “it is almost certainly the case that there are significant wider social 

benefits (social participation, health etc.)12”  

 

The wider societal gains and the importance of the progression focused and socially orientated programmes 

formed a significant element of the submissions received by the Department of Education and Skills (DES) in 

the consultation process carried out as part of the establishment of SOLAS.   This social focus of FET provision 

was also highly evident in the qualitative research carried out by the NESC13 on how FET is viewed by relevant 

stakeholders, with diverging views particularly apparent on the relative balance between labour market and 

social inclusion agendas and in terms of perceived objectives of the Sector as a whole. It is also reflected in the 

legislation establishing SOLAS and its strategy for 2014 – 2019. 

 

However, fully acknowledging these wider benefits, the overarching focus and primacy of FET expenditure and 

strategy should be based, in the first instance, on the requirements of the labour market. 

 

The classification used in this paper recognises the wider progression focused and socially oriented 

programmes that SOLAS deliver.   The broad provision classification is outlined below. 

 

Category 1: Predominantly Labour Market Focused. Relates to programmes that have a direct progression 

path to employment and /or higher education and training opportunities. 62% of the funding available to 

SOLAS is utilised to support this provision category in ETBs.  

 

Category 2: Predominantly Progression Focussed. Relates to Further Education and Training programmes that 

provide opportunities for those seeking a pathway to progression. These programmes can support those that 

could potentially experience barriers to progression such as early school leavers, young offenders and people 

with disabilities. In addition, these programmes support those seeking a return to education and training and 

those who are in employment and want to enhance their literacy, numeracy and IT Skills and the basic skills 

demands of the workplace. 28% of the funding available to SOLAS is utilised to support this provision in ETBs. 

 

Category 3: Predominantly Individual Transversal Skills/Social Mobility Focused.  Relates to Further 

Education and Training programmes that support very specific individual need.  These programmes provide 

support for those seeking  opportunities to become proficient in sign language, and those seeking to enhance 

                                                           
12 NESC, (2013), A Strategic Review of Further Education and Training and the Unemployed. 
13 NESC, (2013), A Strategic Review of Further Education and Training and the Unemployed. 
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their:-  literacy, numeracy skills and IT Skills (usually to level 3 on the national Framework of Qualifications 

(NFQ),  English language skills for speakers of other languages (ESOL), English language and orientation skills 

for those entering Ireland through the Refugee Resettlement programme. These programmes can also support 

those who are in danger of isolation and enhance opportunities for interaction and integration within 

communities. 10% of the funding available to SOLAS is utilised to support this provision in ETBs.  

 

In considering this classification, there is a tendency to view all programmes other than “Predominantly Labour 

Market Focused” as less preferable.  This is to oversimplify.  Given the characteristics of the labour market and 

low basic skill levels among certain cohorts of unemployed, it is necessary to maintain a level of general skills 

and education programmes in order to equip individuals with the necessary foundations to pursue more 

specific programmes and in order to meet important educational and social objectives.  However, 

interventions of this type must be subject to regular evaluation and based on evidence supporting the 

effectiveness of the programmes/interventions in meeting these objectives. 

 

A breakdown of 2016 ETB outturn data for expenditure, beneficiaries and cost per beneficiary across the three 

categories are set out in Figures 4 - 6 (Source: SOLAS).   

 
Figure 4: Expenditure Breakdown (%) by Category, 2016

 
Source: SOLAS 
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Figure 5: Beneficiaries Breakdown (%) by Category, 2016 

 
Source: SOLAS 

 

These charts demonstrate that places on more progression focused programmes and, even more so on 

transversal skills/social mobility focused programmes, can be delivered with fewer resources to a larger 

number of beneficiaries than more specialised labour market orientated courses. Some of the main reasons 

that the labour market focused and progression focused courses are more expensive than the transversal 

skills/social mobility focused courses is that they tend to have higher overhead costs, they attract training 

allowances and the courses are of a longer duration. Figure 6 reinforces this point by highlighting the variance 

in the costs of beneficiaries across the three categories. 

 

Figure 6: Cost per Beneficiary by Category, 2016 

 
Source: SOLAS 

 

3.5 2016 ETB Expenditure and Beneficiary Analysis  

Due to the reform in the FET sector and the establishment of SOLAS and the ETBs, as outlined above, the first 

full year data-set relates to 2015.  Given the obvious limitations of interpreting trends from a dataset for 2 

consecutive years, this paper will be updated in Year 3 of this Spending Review period to reflect the trend data 
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from 2015-18.   The following analysis looks at outturn expenditure and beneficiaries in 2016 across the 16 

ETBs14.  

 

3.5.1 Expenditure Analysis 

Figure 7 illustrates the total expenditure outturn in each ETB in 2016, broken down across each provision 

category. Regardless of the level of funding allocated to each ETB, the greatest proportion of spending is for 

Labour Market Focused provision, with the least amount spent on transversal skills/social mobility focused 

provision.  

 

 

 
Figure 7: FET Expenditure by Category per ETB in 2016 

  
Source: SOLAS 

 

 

Figure 8: Labour Market Focused % Spend by ETB and ETB Average % Spend in 2016 

                                                           
14 This analysis focuses on ETB data and does not include analysis of national level programme data, including e-College, Momentum, 
non-ETB schools, VSCCS, IDS, NALA and CIT. The analysis does not include an element of pay and non-pay for non-contracted course 
provision, where it is not possible to accurately apportion costs across ETBs.   
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Source: SOLAS 

 

 

Figure 9: Progression Focused % Spend by ETB and ETB Average % Spend in 2016 

 
Source: SOLAS 

 

 

Figure 10: Transversal Skills/Social Mobility Focused % Spend by ETB and ETB Average % Spend in 2016 

 
Source: SOLAS 

 

Figures 8 to 10 above display the percentage of outturn expenditure in 2016 for each of the 16 ETBs in each 
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are close to the average spend in each of the provision categories, there are variations, for instance, the 

Laois/Offaly ETB (LOETB) spent: 

 just under 39% of its allocation on Labour Market Focused programmes, significantly less than the 

average spend of 61%; 

 36% of its allocation on Progression Focused programmes, higher than the average spend across all 

ETBs of around 29%; and  

 25% of its allocation on Transversal Skills/Social Mobility Focused programmes, significantly above 

the average spend across all ETBs of 10%.   

 
The Galway/Roscommon ETB (GRETB) that was close to average spend on Progression Focused programmes 

but spent:  

 55% of its allocation on Labour Market Focused programmes, 6% less than the average spend of 61%; 

and  

 17% of its allocation on Transversal Skills/Social Mobility Focused programmes, significantly above 

the average spend across all ETBs of 10%.  

 
The Wicklow/Wexford ETB (WWETB) spent: 

 70% of its allocation on Labour Market Focused programmes, 9% above the average spend of 61%; 

 24% of its allocation on Progression Focused programmes, 5% below the average across all ETBs of 

around 29%; and  

 6% of its allocation on Transversal Skills/Social Mobility Focused programmes, slightly below the 

average spend across all ETBs of 10%.  

These examples highlight the overall variances of expenditure across the different categories of programmes 

from ETB to ETB, and is consistent with findings from the previous 2014 ESRI report on FET provision15, pointing 

towards a continuation of a ‘fragmented’ and ‘disjointed’ approach to the FET provision, particularly on a 

regional basis.  However, it is recognised that there are legacy issues in FET provision that have led to 

inflexibilities in the current system, and that the planning approach needs to be strengthened.  

 
3.5.2 Beneficiary16 Analysis 

                                                           
15 ‘Further Education and Training in Ireland: Past, Present and Future’ Research Series Number 35, ESRI, April 2014 
16 The term “Beneficiary” is used to describe the total number of interventions provided for through the FET budget which individuals 
will benefit from in a given year irrespective of whether they are present at the start of the year or join a course during the year. 
Consideration must be also given to the degree of the participation, as some learners will partake in a full-time academic course of 
33 weeks, while others may participate in a five-hour a week part-time literacy course. Both scenarios are considered equally when 
the term beneficiary is used (SOLAS FET Services Plan 2016, p.6). 
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SOLAS reported a total of 338,42717 beneficiaries in the FET sector in 2016. About 90% of these participate in 

further education and/or training through ETBs, with about 75% on further education courses and 25% on 

training courses. Figure 11 illustrates the numbers of beneficiaries distributed across the provision categories 

in each of the ETBs.  

 

Figure 11: FET Beneficiary Numbers by Category per ETB in 2016 

 
Source: SOLAS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: % of Labour Market Focused Programme Beneficiaries by ETB and ETB Average % in 2016 

                                                           
17 This represents the numbers of beneficiaries spanning two academic years (2015/16 and 2016/17). 
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Source: SOLAS 

 

Figure 13: % of Progression Focused Programme Beneficiaries by ETB and ETB Average % in 2016 

 

Source: SOLAS 

 

Figure 14: % of Transversal Skills/Social Mobility Focused Programme Beneficiaries by ETB and ETB 

Average % in 2016 

 

Source: SOLAS 
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Figures 12 to 14 above display the percentage of beneficiaries in 2016 across each of the ETBs in the three 

provision categories against the average ETB percentage of beneficiaries in that category.  As with expenditure, 

while many of the ETBs are close to the average percentage of beneficiaries on each of the types of 

programmes, there are again variations. For Laois/Offaly ETB (LOETB), the apportionment of beneficiaries 

across the three programme categories is in line with the expenditure apportionment, where: 

 16% of its beneficiaries are in the Labour Market Focused programmes, significantly lower than the 

average 37% of beneficiaries in all ETBs;  and  

 even though its percentage of beneficiaries in Progression Focused programmes is on par with the 

average percentage point, its beneficiaries in Transversal Skills programmes (64%) is significantly 

higher than the average of 46% in all ETBs. 

 

Donegal ETB (DETB), on the other hand, has below average expenditure on Labour Market and Transversal 

Skills focused programmes, and above average expenditure on Progression focused programmes. It also has 

below average apportionment of beneficiaries in its Labour Market and Progression focused programmes with 

above average apportionment of beneficiaries to its Transversal Skills focused programmes.  

 

These high level tables emphasise the overall variances from ETB to ETB in apportionment of expenditure and 

the levels of beneficiaries across the different provision categories and raises what the basis is for this 

provision.  While some variation can be explained by a regional funding approach, the allocation of FET 

expenditure from SOLAS, in the first instance, needs to be based on a robust strategic national and evidence 

based approach. While acknowledging the significant reforms SOLAS has implemented in the planning and 

implementation of FET strategy, it remains unclear on what basis the expenditure is apportioned across the 

different programme classifications in ETBs.  

   

Apropos to this, the strategic pilot initiative (see Section 4.3 below), recently undertaken by SOLAS focusing 

on three ETBs and their existing funding approach, provided some insight into key aspects of a strategic 

input/outcomes based funding model. The insights gained from this exercise should: 

 contribute to a more effective way of funding FET;  

 underscore the need to link FET provision more directly to the profile of business sectors and their 

skill needs; and  

 inform further development and implementation of a strategic inputs and outcomes-based funding 

model.  

Performance measurements using ETB and national targets will be introduced in the new funding model. 
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As the labour market grows and unemployment declines, and taking into account the objective set out in 

Pathways to Work 2016-2020 to “extend the approach of activation to other people who although not 

classified as unemployed jobseekers, have the potential and the desire to play a more active role in the labour 

force”, the appropriate level of expenditure on the wider social inclusion focused programmes needs to be 

critically reviewed to prevent simply returning to a scenario where aggregate FET expenditure remains static 

regardless of the wider economic and labour market conditions.    

 

3.6 Regional Distribution of ETB Expenditure 

Research from both the ESRI18 and NESC19 found that FET provision, prior to the establishment of FÁS, had 

tended to grow organically over time. The majority of stakeholders interviewed for the ESRI research felt that 

the way in which different parts of the FET sector had developed to serve different purposes had resulted in 

the landscape being uneven and disconnected.  In particular, the ESRI research observed that there were 

substantial variations in the regional distribution of FET places and furthermore, the extent to which provision 

was distributed across full-time labour market orientated programmes and those with a community emphasis 

also varied substantially across regions.  

 

The ESRI research20,21 found that there was a relatively high focus on full-time labour market provision in 

regions such as Dublin and the South-West, while social inclusion related programmes accounted for a 

relatively high share of overall provision in the Midlands, Mid-West and West.  The research concluded that 

the reasons for these differences did not appear to be policy driven, but instead were due to the fact that 

these programmes had grown in an ad-hoc and unplanned manner.  

 

More recently, particularly with the creation of SOLAS & the ETBs, there has been a greater focus on local and 

national data in the context of labour market need, learner need, FET programmes, courses, progression and 

costs when considering FET provision and skills development needs22. However, in terms of analysis, while 

ETBs have been established based on county groupings many of the labour market statistics are based on 

NUTS 3 Regional data, making it more difficult to compare this data.  

 

                                                           
18 ESRI, (2014), ‘Further Education and Training in Ireland: Past, Present and Future’, Research Series Number 35. 
19 NESC, (2013), A Strategic Review of Further Education and Training and the Unemployed. 
20 The ESRI research was based on NUTS regions which do not equate to the re-configured ETBs. 
21 Due to the lack of data in the sector, the assumptions used in the ESRI study were that full-time, accredited courses tended to have 
a clear labour market focus, whereas part-time, non-accredited courses often catered for individuals further from the labour market 
and play a social inclusion role.   
22 2016 FET Services Plan (SOLAS, 2016) 
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Ireland’s eight NUTS regions are used for statistical reporting to Eurostat. The regions (Map 1, Figure 15) are: 

Border (1), West (2), Midland (3), Mid-East (4), Dublin (5), South-East (6), South-West (7) and Mid-West (8).  

 

Figure 15 below shows the NUTS 3 regions and the geographical spread of the ETBs, highlighting the difficulty 

matching ETB data to NUTS regional data.  

 

Figure 15: NUTS III Regions and Geographical Spread of ETBs 

 

  

 

 

Table 4 shows the ETBs grouped according to NUTS 3 regions, some of which overlap two regions, along with 

their FET provision costs for 2016 and the apportionment of this funding over the three categories of 

programme provision.  
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Table 4: ETBs grouped according to NUTS 3 Regions and FET provision cost 

ETB NUTS 3 Regions 
2016 Provision 

Costs 

% of Labour 

Market 

Focused 

Programmes 

% of 

Progression 

Focused 

Programmes 

% of Transversal 

Skills/Social 

Mobility Focused 

Programmes 

CDETB 
Dublin 

€119,214,842 58% 29% 13% 

DDLETB €70,485,033 63% 29% 8% 

LOETB 
Midland 

€18,810,755 39% 36% 25% 

LWETB €21,838,466 55% 36% 9% 

KWETB Mid-East €34,589,193 61% 26% 13% 

LMETB Mid-East / Border  €33,328,099 62% 30% 8% 

CMETB Border  €22,204,695 67% 23% 10% 

LCETB Mid-West €50,074,808 60% 29% 10% 

TETB Mid-West / South-East €18,552,016 56% 35% 9% 

KCETB 
South-East 

€21,576,610 67% 26% 7% 

WWETB €47,170,050 70% 24% 6% 

CETB 
South-West 

€72,284,303 67% 24% 9% 

KETB €24,814,474 61% 31% 7% 

GRETB West €38,880,026 55% 28% 17% 

DETB 
West / Border  

€18,206,253 58% 34% 9% 

MSLETB €32,273,431 63% 31% 7% 

Source: SOLAS 

 

Preliminary analysis of this data shows that the labour market focused provision for Dublin and the Easterly 

and Southerly regions are high, similar to the ESRI research on FET provision in 201423, and that those ETBs 

with lower levels of labour market focused provision are in the Midland, West and Mid-West regions, also 

consistent with the ESRI findings.  

 

 

  

                                                           
23 ESRI, (2014), ‘Further Education and Training in Ireland: Past, Present and Future’, Research Series Number 35. 
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4. Strategic Planning Developments in SOLAS 

 

4.1 Overview 

As highlighted in section 3, research carried out by the ESRI in 2014 found that FET provision, prior to the 

establishment of FÁS, had tended to grow in an unplanned and ad-hoc manner over time with the sector, 

particularly on a regional basis, developing in a disconnected manner in response to different purposes.  The 

key focus of the SOLAS strategy is “to ensure that the strengths of the sector, in terms of flexibility, diversity, 

reach and social inclusion, are further enhanced while at the same time the sector is enabled to respond with 

relevant and ‘in-demand’ education and training programmes to meet the diverse aspirations of FET learners.”   

Some of key developments in supporting SOLAS in the implementation of the strategy are set out below.  

 

4.2 Programme and Learner Support System 

One of the key planning and data tools being developed by SOLAS is the Programme and Learner Support 

System (PLSS), the primary aim of which is to develop systems, and data ‘linkages’ between systems, to 

facilitate the recording of learner and training course information. These systems will be used in the 

development of a Performance Funding Model, which will inform future funding allocations, having regard to 

the identified outcomes for participants.  

 

Data from this new quantitative data infrastructure will be supplemented and balanced by qualitative data 

collected thorough the National Learner Forum. The capability to estimate funding allocations will be 

improved considerably through the roll-out of the PLSS.  The data gathered in PLSS, in conjunction with CSO 

data, will enable SOLAS to capture learner data on the FET system, and as they progress on to higher education, 

into employment, revert on to the live register, etc.  

 

Figure 16 below shows a diagram illustrating the flow of data into and through the PLSS, showing the inflow 

of beneficiaries, though DSP referrals, leaving certificate applicants, etc.; the suite of applications used to 

collect the data that measure FET outputs and outcomes; and the providers that supply FET provision.  
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Figure 16 –Overview of PLSS24 

 

 

As highlighted in Section 1.3 Methodology, while recognising the multiplicity of different data-gathering 

systems and the absence of centralised, systematic collection and analysis of the data, prior to the 

establishment of SOLAS, and notwithstanding the complexities involved in the development of a system such 

as this, it remains that it is now close to 4 years since the project commenced.  In order for SOLAS to effectively 

carry out its statutory functions, it needs a strategic evidence based approach to planning, funding and 

coordination of FET provision.  It is therefore imperative that the PLSS platform be populated as a matter of 

priority, in order to provide a transparent, effective and accountable FET sector demonstrating high quality 

outputs, outcomes and performance. Given the time lags experienced to date, it is important that SOLAS and 

DES capitalise on the improved data as it emerges from the PLSS system in order to inform policy decisions, 

rather than wait until it is fully operational.  

 

4.3 SOLAS / ETB Strategic Pilot Initiative 

The recent SOLAS/ETB Strategic Pilot Initiative intends to provide insight in three key aspects of a strategic 

input/outcomes based funding model:  

a. to inform the development of an appropriate strategic planning framework for FET in Ireland;  

b. to inform the outcomes-based target setting approach of SOLAS, to test the feasibility of tracking FET 

learners after they completed their course to establish impact; and  

                                                           
24 Source: https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/Programme%20Learner%20Support%20System%20EQU%20VET%20-
%20Fiona%20Maloney%20ETBI.pdf 
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c. subject to the success of the test, to develop appropriate counterfactual impact evaluation tools for 

FET.  

 

Some of the main points emerging from the pilot include: 

 The insights gained will contribute to a more effective way of funding FET than the present system, 

delivering better experiences and better outcomes for all FET learners irrespective of their starting 

point, their status, background or previous experience.  

 The pilot underscored the need to relate FET provision more directly to the profile of business sectors 

operating in Ireland and their skill needs.  

 Learnings and insights from the strategic inputs approach of the pilot will be systematically integrated 

on phased basis into the 2017/2018 service planning exercise; inform further development and 

installation of a strategic inputs and outcomes-based funding model; enable the linking of FET 

provision and its evaluation more directly to the profile of business sectors operating in Ireland and 

their skill needs using ‘skills clusters’. 

 
More detailed information on the Strategic Pilot Initiative is set out in the accompanying Spending Review 

Paper prepared by SOLAS.  
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5. Findings, Recommendations and Conclusion 

 

5.1 Findings 

 While it is evident that data ‘gaps’ remain within the FET sector, particularly in terms of 

learner/beneficiary outcomes, SOLAS have undertaken significant, critical work in addressing these 

data and system limitations including the development of a national FET programme database system, 

a national FET programme course calendar scheduling system and a national FET learner database, 

which form constituent parts of the Programme and Learner Support System (PLSS).   

 In considering the FET landscape in Ireland in purely labour market terms, there is tendency to view 

all programmes other than “Predominantly Labour Market Focused” as less preferable.  This is to 

oversimplify.  Given the characteristics of the labour market and low basic skill levels among certain 

cohorts of unemployed, it is necessary to maintain a level of general skills and education programmes 

in order to equip individuals with the necessary foundations to pursue more specific programmes and 

in order to meet important educational and social objectives.   

 It is recognised that the wider socially focused measures are a feature of the FET landscape in Ireland.  

This is reflected in the overarching strategy and the annual SOLAS action plans.  It is timely, in the 

context of a mid-term review of the SOLAS strategy, to critically review this feature of FET provision, 

in order to avert a return to a situation where aggregate FET expenditure remains static regardless of 

the wider economic and labour market conditions.   

 It is unclear what rationale underpins ETB funding for the different types of programmes.  While 

recognising that there is a need for a regional focus to FET funding, it should, in the first instance, stem 

from a national, robust, strategic, and evidence based approach to maximise the effectiveness of FET 

provision. 

 The variations in the way the ETBs apportion funding to their programmes, coupled with the overall 

variances on programme spend from ETB to ETB, is consistent with findings from the previous 2014 

ESRI report on FET provision25, and points towards a continuation of a ‘fragmented’ and ‘disjointed’ 

approach to the FET provision.   

                                                           
25 ‘Further Education and Training in Ireland: Past, Present and Future’ Research Series Number 35, ESRI, April 2014 



 

31 

 

 Preliminary analysis of data shows that the labour market focused provision for Dublin and the Easterly 

and Southerly regions are high and that those ETBs with lower levels of labour market focused 

provision are in the Midland, West and Mid-West regions, consistent with the findings of the 2014 

ESRI research. 

 The mechanism for funding almost 50% of FET provision, the NTF, has not changed since its 

introduction 17 years ago.  While the sector has demonstrated some responsiveness and flexibility to 

dramatic changes in the labour market in recent years, it is unclear as to what the overarching 

framework for the funding will be as Ireland returns to a more normalised labour market.  

5.2 Recommendations 

 To ensure a transparent, effective and accountable FET sector demonstrating high quality outputs, 

outcomes and performance, and to inform policy decisions, it is imperative that the PLSS platform be 

populated as a matter of priority, and that SOLAS and DES capitalise on the improved data as it 

emerges from PLSS rather than waiting until it is fully operational; 

 The mid-term review of the SOLAS strategy should evaluate the  level of provision and expenditure in 

the wider socially focused provision and how it correlates with wider labour market conditions, and 

consider whether there should be a stronger correlation between FET expenditure and the needs of 

the wider labour market; 

 With continuing improvements in the labour market, together with significant issues highlighted in a 

consultation process (May 2017) on a future Employer / Exchequer Investment Mechanism,  it is timely 

to review the NTF, its overarching strategy and objectives, and its governance arrangements.   

 

5.3 Conclusions 

SOLAS is now in its fourth year of operation.  In the context of its 2014-19 strategy, it is timely to carry out a 

mid-term review of the progress made in relation to the goals and objectives set out in the overarching 

Implementation Plan. The mid-term review should also address wider issues regarding the appropriate level 

of expenditure on the wider socially focussed FET provision. To ensure evidence based analysis of FET, it is 

essential that SOLAS and DES capitalise on the improving data emerging from the new PLSS system and the 

flow of data between DSP on their clients and FET beneficiaries.   
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Appendix 1 Glossary of Terms 

 

DES Department of Education and Skills 

DSP Department of Social Protection 

FÁS Irish National Training and Employment Authority (now dissolved) 

FET Further Education and Training 

PLC Post-Leaving Certificate Programme 

PLSS Programme and Learner Support System 

SOLAS An tSeirbhís Oideachais Leanúnaigh agus Scileanna 

VEC Vocational Education Committee (now part of ETBs) 
  

ETBs Education & Training Boards 

CDETB City of Dublin Education and Training Board  

DDLETB Dublin and Dun Laoghaire Education and Training Board 

LOETB Laois and Offaly Education and Training Board 

LWETB Longford and Westmeath Education  and Training Board 

KWETB Kildare and Wicklow Education and Training Board 

LMETB Louth and Meath Education and Training Board 

CMETB Cavan and Monaghan Education and Training Board 

LCETB Limerick and Clare Education and  Training Board 

TETB Tipperary Education and Training Board 

KCETB Kilkenny and Carlow Education and Training Board 

WWETB Waterford and Wexford Education and Training Board 

CETB Cork Education and Training Board 

KETB Kerry Education and Training Board 

GRETB Galway and Roscommon Education and Training Board 

DETB Donegal Education and Training Board 

MSLETB Mayo, Sligo and Leitrim Education and Training Board 

 

 


