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The Economic Migration Policy Unit of the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment now invite
submissions from representative bodies, Government Departments, Agencies, and other interested parties
to a public consultation to review the eligibility of occupations appearing on the Critical Skills List and the
Ineligible Occupations List for employment permits.

You are invited to make a submission with your observations if you feel that there is a skills deficit or surplus
of individuals holding such skills, or a shortage of labour or surplus of individuals available to fill those
labour needs, in relation to occupations in your sector, the impact of which is adversely affecting your
industry. We are interested in any factors that you consider are appropriate in order to have an occupation
considered for adjustment on the lists, for example, data on skills or labour shortages, recruitment efforts
undertaken, retention difficulties, relevant training incentives, impact on business, expansion plans etc., or
other evidence or data such as industry surveys or reports and views within your sector.

The submission process is an opportunity for stakeholders to provide information, experiences and different
perspectives on the nature and extent of skill and/or labour shortages. Stakeholder submissions are a vital
source of information and views, helping inform the Department’s final assessment of the status of
occupations.

1.1 Observations of other Government Departments

Respondents are advised that copies of submissions received will be forwarded to the relevant lead
Government Departments for their sector and their observations and input sought in respect of those
submissions. This is to promote an integrated approach to addressing skills and labour shortages in the
State. Economic Migration Policy Unit will also undertake any necessary follow up with submitters and
consultation with Government Departments/State Bodies and industry groups. This review process will
involve consultation with an Interdepartmental Group (IDG) on Economic Migration Policy chaired by the
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment with membership drawn from senior officials of key
Government Departments and offices. At the end of the consultation process the Department will make
recommendations to the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment. Changes to the lists approved by
the Minister will then be given legal effect by way of a statutory instrument.

1.2 Publication of Submissions and Freedom of Information

Any personal information, which you volunteer to this Department, will be treated with the highest standards
of security and confidentiality, strictly in accordance with the Data Protection Acts 1988 and 2003. However,
please note the following:

e Theinformation provided in the submission form will be shared with relevant Government Departments
and State organisations during the review process.

e The Department will publish the outcome of the reviews and the submissions received under this
consultation on its website, and

e as information received by the Department is subject to the Freedom of Information Act, such
information may be considered for possible release under the FOI Act. The Department will consult
with you regarding such information before making a decision should it be required to disclose it.

e If you wish to submit information that you consider commercially sensitive, please identify that
information in your submission and give reasons for considering it commercially sensitive.
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Ireland operates a managed employment permits system maximising the benefits of economic migration
and minimising the risk of disrupting Ireland’s labour market. The employment permits regime is designed
to facilitate the entry of appropriately skilled non-EEA nationals to fill skills and/or labour shortages in the
State, required to develop and support enterprise for the benefit of our economy. However, this objective
must be balanced by the need to ensure that there are no suitably qualified Irish/EEA nationals available
to undertake the work and that the shortage is a genuine one.

The system is, by design, vacancy led and driven by the changing needs of the labour market, expanding
and contracting in tandem with its inherent fluctuations.

Under the Employment Permits Acts, in order to work in the State, all non-EEA nationals require a valid
employment permit or relevant immigration permission from the Minister for Justice which allows them to
reside and work in the State without the requirement for an employment permit. The legislation also sets
out various criteria that must be met when considering an application for each of the permit types including
establishing there is evidence of a lack of suitable labour within the domestic labour market, eligibility,
minimum annual remuneration and duration of proposed employment.

The State’s general policy is to promote the sourcing of labour and skills needs from within the workforce
of Ireland, the European Union and other EEA states. Employment opportunities which arise in Ireland
should, in the main, be offered to suitably skilled Irish and other EEA nationals and should only be offered
to non-EEA nationals who possess those skills and where no suitable candidate emerges from within the
EEA to fill the vacancy. This policy also fulfils our obligations under the Community Preference principles
of membership of the EU.

To implement this policy, Ireland currently operates an employment permits regime that:

focuses on key sectors and skills shortages, especially in economically strategic enterprises with
potential for jobs growth;

adheres to the principle of community preference and avoids disrupting the labour market or
reducing the employment opportunities for the resident population;

ensures that employment permit holders are making a positive net contribution to the Irish economy;

minimises the potential for abusing the employment rights of migrants, is clear and consistent and
therefore attractive to migrants and employers;

is administratively effective and efficient, has a clear legislative basis, and is sufficiently flexible to
react quickly to changes in the labour market.

2.1 The Occupational Lists for Employment Permits

The system is managed through the operation of the Critical Skills Occupations List and the Ineligible
Occupations List which determine employments that are either in high demand or are ineligible for
consideration for an employment permit.

Occupations included on the Critical Skills Occupations List are highly skilled occupations
which are experiencing labour or skill shortages in respect of qualifications, experience or skills
and which are required for the proper functioning of the Irish economy.
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Occupations included on the Ineligible Occupations List are occupations in respect of which
there is evidence that there are more than enough Irish/EEA workers available to fill such
vacancies, and therefore an employment permit shall not be granted in Ireland.

Every other job in the labour market, where an employer cannot find a worker, may be eligible for
an employment permit. The employer must do a Labour Market Needs Test to see if there is anyone
in the State/EEA who could fill the vacancy. If no-one suitable applies for the job, the employer is
free to apply for an employment permit.

2.1.1 The Standard Occupational Classification system (SOC 2010)

The Lists are guided by the Standard Occupational Classification system (SOC 2010), a system devised
to classify roles into occupational categories. SOC2010 is structured in nine major groups and 25 sub-
major groups followed by minor groups and unit groups. Within the structure of the classification,
occupations fall broadly into four skill levels.

The Lists operate at Levels 3 and 4 of SOC-2010. When processing employment permits, the Department
evaluates the occupation based on its own criteria and salary, title, qualifications, and specifications etc.,
are indicative of those criteria used by the Department in determining the relevant SOC code to be applied.

A copy of the latest Occupations Lists can be found at page 11 below. Submitters are advised to
review the SOC2010 listing and where possible identify the most appropriate SOC code for the
occupation referred to in order to provide clarity to the specific role. Link to information on the SOC
system is also available on the following webpage under ‘Eligibility and Requirements’

enterprise.gov.ie/en/What-We-Do/Workplace-and-Skills/Employment-Permits/Employment-Permit-
Eligibility/Classification-of-Employments/

2.2 The Review Process

In order to maintain the relevance of these lists of occupations to the needs of the economy and to ensure
the employment permits system is aligned with current labour market intelligence, the lists are subject to
regular evidence-based review guided by the research and labour market intelligence undertaken by the
Expert Group of Future Skills Needs (EGFSN) and the Skills and Labour Market Research Unit in SOLAS.
Account is taken of education outputs, sectoral upskilling and training initiatives and any known contextual
factors (e.g., planned expansions in sectors, if known; Brexit; impact of Covid-19 etc). The observations
and input of relevant Government Departments are also incorporated in addition to the public consultation
process. Submissions to the review process are also considered by the Interdepartmental Group on
Economic Migration Policy chaired by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment with
membership drawn from senior officials of key Government Departments and Solas.

The Report on the Review of Economic Migration Policy, published in September 2018, included the
recommendation that in order to make changes to the occupations lists, there would need to be a clear
demonstration that recruitment difficulties are solely due to shortages across the EEA and not to other
factors such as salary and/or employment conditions.

An occupation may be considered for inclusion on the Critical Skills Occupations List or removal from the
Ineligible Occupations List provided that:

There are no suitable Irish/EEA nationals available to undertake the work;

Development opportunities for Irish/EEA nationals are not undermined,;


https://enterprise.gov.ie/en/What-We-Do/Workplace-and-Skills/Employment-Permits/Employment-Permit-Eligibility/Classification-of-Employments/
https://enterprise.gov.ie/en/What-We-Do/Workplace-and-Skills/Employment-Permits/Employment-Permit-Eligibility/Classification-of-Employments/
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Genuine skills shortage exists and that it is not a recruitment or retention problem;

The Government’'s education, training, employment, and economic development policies are
supported;

The skill shortage exists across the occupation, despite attempts by industry to train and attract
Irish/EEA nationals to available jobs.

Employment permit policy is part of the response to addressing skills deficits which exist and are likely to
continue into the medium term, but it is not intended over the longer term to act as a substitute for meeting
the challenge of up-skilling the State’s resident workforce, with an emphasis on the process of lifelong
learning, and on maximising the potential of EEA nationals to fill our skills deficits.

2.3 Applications for Employment Permits

Parties considering making submissions to the review process should be aware that a range of criteria in
addition to the eligibility of an occupation apply to the grant of employment permits. The criteria vary
according to the type of employment permit application which is submitted. An elaboration of the policy
underpinnings of the employment permits system is set out at:

enterprise.qgov.ie/en/What-We-Do/Workplace-and-Skills/Employment-Permits/Employment-Permit-Policy/



https://enterprise.gov.ie/en/What-We-Do/Workplace-and-Skills/Employment-Permits/Employment-Permit-Policy/
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1. Name of firm/organisation and contact details:
(Please ensure you include a contact email address for queries)
FODO Ireland, the Association of Eye Care Providers of Ireland
Daniel Hodgson
Daniel.hodgson@fodo.com

2. Please describe the main activity, sector and characteristics of the organisation making
the submission [not required for Government Department/State Bodies]

FODO (Federation of Optometrists and Dispensing Opticians) Ireland, is the representative professional
body for optical practices in Ireland. FODO Ireland exists to ensure our members (optical businesses,
optometrists and dispensing opticians) can deliver accessible, high-quality, patient-focused eye care to
people of all ages and means in their local communities. Our members provide more than half of all local
eye care in the country.

3. Please provide an overview of your sector, including importance to the economy; recent
and projected growth of the sector; national or sectoral strategies/actions; employment
numbers/types of occupations in the sector

Sector: Community eye care.

Overview of the sector: Local optical practices are independent partnerships or companies (whether
individual small and medium enterprises or part of larger companies or groups) which provide sight tests,
primary eye care services, prescription spectacles and contact lenses (either through the State for
qualifying individuals or through private funding).

Care provision — local optical practices provide services under the Health Service Executive’s (HSE) COSS
contract, under the PRSI Treatment Benefit Scheme or through self-funding. Over 90% of the population
is eligible or entitled to services under the COSS or PRSI schemes. Data from the Primary Care
Reimbursement Service and the Treatment Benefit Section show that the vast majority of primary eye care
delivered in the State is through local optical practices.

Eyewear — the value of vision correction eyewear market is expected to exceed €476.6m in 2023. The
largest segment in the eyewear market is spectacle lenses, which is expected to be €160m in 2023. The
percentage of sales in the eyewear market that will be attributable to basic eyewear is 85%. The market is
projected to grow annually at a rate of 2.72%, with a volume growth of 3.4% in 2024.

The State has never been self-sufficient in eye care, currently training only 30-35 optometrists a year, not
all of whom remain in Ireland. The number of applications to CORU for the recognition of international
qualifications fluctuates each year, with 50 optometrist applicants in 2021, 83 in 2022 and 42 (January to
July) in 2023. The numbers of approvals were five in 2021, seven in 2022 and three so far in 2023.

Clinical occupations: Optometrists and dispensing opticians

Employment numbers: The latest CORU registration statistics (July 2023) show there are 963 registered
optometrists, with the numbers marginally increasing year on year — usually less than the numbers
qualifying in Ireland.

Change in CORU registration since July 2019:

Jul-19 Jul-20 Jul-21 Jul-22 Jul-23

Optometrists 836 879 907 929 963
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4. If you are not a representative body, please provide the name and contact details of
your representative body for your sector if there is one.

5. Complete the below table.
For an occupation to be included on the Critical Skills Occupations List a relevant degree
ualification or higher is required. Add more rows to the table where required

Removal
SOC | Inclusion | Removal | Inclusion from Remain
No. | Occupation Title code| onlIOL | fromIOL | on CSOL CSOL as is
1 | Optometrist Y
2
3

6. Please provide details for each occupation to include the following:
a. Brief overview of the role / job profile and tasks or responsibilities that may be
of relevance:

Overview of occupations: Optometrists are highly trained, regulated (a registered profession with CORU)
and autonomous healthcare professionals.

The Health and Social Care Professionals Act (as amended) creates the legislative framework to ensure
that only optometrists and medical practitioners can examine the eye (inner, outer and adnexa of the eye)
and prescribe corrective spectacles or contact lenses. Only optometrists, together with CORU-registered
dispensing opticians and medical practitioners, can dispense, fit and supply corrective spectacles or
contact lenses.

Optometrists provide a comprehensive eye examination service, assessing sight — prescribing and
dispensing (whether State-supported or self-funded) vision correction lenses (spectacles or contact lenses)
where needed, as well as assessing the health of the eye — detecting, diagnosing and managing diseases
of the eye, or referring to hospital care if necessary.

Most optometrists work in local optical practices, which are the first port of call for regular sight testing,
vision correction and eye health examinations or when someone suffers a problem with their sight or health
of the eye. The numbers of optometrists directly employed by the HSE and private hospitals is increasing
as the HSE seeks to address clinically unsafe waiting times in hospitals, which further depletes the
workforce available for local optical practices.

The government has been focussing on overseas recruitment of healthcare professionals in recent months
but, regrettably, not for optometry where there are acute shortages and at a time when the government
wishes optometrists to take on more care to ease pressures on hospital services. Inclusion of optometrists
in the Critical Skills Occupations List would go a long way towards enabling us to remedy this and meet
the growing eye health needs in Ireland.

b. Current average remuneration this role attracts (basic salary not including
bonuses, allowances etc.)
Optometrist: €60,000 - €65,000

| c. Qualifications and/or level of experience required to fulfil the role
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CORU sets the standards of proficiency for the registration of optometrists as a regulated healthcare
profession including education, training and experience. As stated previously, only registered optometrists
may work as such.

Details  for  optometrists can be  found here: https://coru.ie/health-and-social-care-
professionals/education/criteria-and-standards-of-proficiency/

| d. The number of employees in your organisation currently working in this role |

There are currently 963 registered optometrists in Ireland. This equates to approximately 1 optometrist for
every 5,250 people, or 19 per 100,000.

This ratio falls far below acceptable levels and comparator countries:
- Northern Ireland has 683 optometrists (as per 2022) — approximately 1 for every 2,800 patients, or
35 per 100,000 patients.
- The UK has 16,267 optometrists — approximately 1 for every 4,000 people, or 24 per 100,000..

| e. What progression opportunities does the role allow |
Progression may include moving towards higher levels in the profession, becoming a practice owner or
taking on higher level/national roles within a larger national company of optical practices, or taking
management and leadership roles in the HSE, manufacturing, teaching, research or academia.

While these higher roles might attract people into the workforce, they will often mean a reduction in clinical
time providing services to patients.


https://coru.ie/health-and-social-care-professionals/education/criteria-and-standards-of-proficiency/
https://coru.ie/health-and-social-care-professionals/education/criteria-and-standards-of-proficiency/
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C. Reasons for adjustment:

The Department must be satisfied that industry is committed to meeting its labour needs from the
resident and EEA labour market, and that recourse to the recruitment of foreign nationals is only
undertaken where a genuine skills shortage exists, rather than other factors relating to the
conditions of the employment which should be addressed through means other than economic
migration.

7.

Please provide an overview of the challenges faced by your business/sector, i.e., extent
of labour and/or skills shortages; the impact and consequences for your
business/sector if labour demands are not achieved

The population of Ireland is ageing, and the prevalence of serious eye disease increases with age
including Cataract, Glaucoma, Macular Degeneration and Diabetic Retinopathy. These conditions
along with increasing refractive error are the leading causes of preventable functional sight loss.

The Central Statistics Office (Population and Labour Force Projections Technical Sub-Committee —
Working Paper 1 July 2021 link) projects the population over the age of 65 will increase significantly

(see

below) from 15% in 2020 to 27% by 2050.

Table 2 - Demographic projections = split out by age cohort (thousands)

2020 2030 2050
IFAC 000s 000s 000s
Total population 4,960 (100%) 5,411 (100%) 6,048 (100%)
Older people (65+) 717 (15%) 987 (18%) 1,608 (27%)
Working age (15 — 64) | 3,233 (65%) 3,480 (64%) 3,397 (56%)
Children (14 and 1,009 (20%) 944 (18%) 1,043 (17%)
under)
CSO M2 F2° 2021 2031 2051
Total population 4,992.2 (100%) 5,394.6 (100%) 6.030.5 (100%)
Older people (65+) 743.1 (15%) 999.6 (19%) 1,562.5 (26%)

Working age (15 — 64)

3,243.5 (65%)

3,516.8 (65%)

3,549.7 (59%)

Children (14 and

1,005.6 (20%)

878.1 (16%)

918.2 (15%)

under)

DFIN* 2020 2030 2050
Total population 5,001.4 (100%) 5,526.2 (100%) 6,225.2 (100%)
Older people (65+) 728.4 (15%) 981.0 (18%) 1,543.1 (25%)

Working age (15 -64)

3.266.6 (65%)

3.597.9 (65%)

3.657.4 (59%)

Children (14 and
under)

1,006.4 (20%)

947.3 (17%)

1,024.7 (16%)

As the population ages, the number of people requiring eye care will also increase. Early intervention
through sight testing, case-finding and management, which is a primary function of optometrists, will
help to detect and manage patients with eye conditions.

But there is already a shortage of optometrists, so we must do more now to prevent an all-out crisis
in the future.

The factors that have played into a shortage of optometrists include:

Limited training opportunity in Ireland — only one approved qualification for optometrists in
Ireland (as mentioned above), through TU Dublin, with a limited number of places available.
Poor retention of Irish-trained optometrists — large numbers of Irish-trained optometrists move
abroad to work due to greater freedom and higher salaries, particularly to the UK.

Increased recruitment competition —


https://assets.gov.ie/200482/f1479eed-f28b-427a-ad01-e557ac4cc923.pdf
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o the HSE’s newly introduced optometrist roles in its community clinics provide a new
avenue of employment, creating a negative impact on the labour market for local optical
services.

o increasing numbers of optometrists are moving to employment in private hospital
settings, creating a further negative impact on the labour market for local optical
services.

e Profession demographics —

o a large number of optometrists are approaching retirement age, with many struggling
to recruit for practice succession

o increasing numbers of optometrists are taking parental leave or career breaks

o anincreasing trend towards part-time working and mixed careers.

Increasing the overall labour market would greatly assist with planning and care delivery.

8. Please provide any general information that you feel is pertinent in relation to your
industry, e.g., wage ranges for occupations where shortages occur, whether the perceived
shortage is general to the occupation or only occurs at specific levels of experience, or for very
specific expertise.

9. Do you have any plans for expansion or development envisaged?

The government wishes local optical practices to close the care gap caused by growing needs and earlier
hospital discharge particularly of children over 8, and the sector is keen to respond to this challenge.
Temporary solutions, such as overtime, do not suit the younger generations, and proper workforce
expansion plans are needed covering both immigration of clinical skills and the training of more
optometrists at home. We are working on the latter; the sector needs help with the former.

10. Wider economic factors may have an influence on such occupational shortages. For
example, are the labour/skills shortage or surplus impacting productivity, innovation or
competitiveness? Please provide evidence.
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D. Training, innovation and industry initiatives

The Department must be satisfied that the industry is committed to fully utilising the domestic/EEA
labour market before industry considers employing non-EEA nationals.

11. Please provide information on any demonstrated industry commitment to training and
industry initiatives to enhance domestic/EEA recruitment that you are aware of,
specifically:

a. What steps are being taken by industry and employers in the short term and long
term to address this shortage?

We understand the South East Technological University is planning to introduce an optometry programme

to train optometrists. This will be the second programme for Ireland. The number of graduates is expected

to be small initially with some growth over time. However, this programme is not yet approved and students

will need to undertake years of training — therefore the first graduates are at least five years from entering

the workforce.

We are also liaising with various stakeholders to resolve the complexity regarding the work permit, period
of adaptation and CORU recognition — this will assist greatly with recruitment, in conjunction with the
professions being added to the critical skills list.

b. Describe global labour-saving innovations in your industry and how your company
or sector is planning to adopt these

c. Areyou aware of initiatives by the sector to upskill the resident population or plans
by industry representatives to engage with education and training providers in
ensuring that the sector's skills needs are met?

See above. The complex nature of CORU registration requirements means that only those with the

approved education and skills may enter the profession. While there are plans to expand undergraduate

numbers in optometry, there is little else that can be done to upskill the resident population.

d. Are there education and training initiatives and programmes? If yes, why is the
graduate output not sufficient to meet your sector's needs, e.g. quality of graduates?
quantity? geographic mobility?

See above.

e. Does your business have an agreed skills plan? E.g. a plan for upskilling the current
workforce and or potential workforce?
If yes, describe the expected outcomes of the plan. If no, what plans are in place to
develop one and within what timeframe?

See above.
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The State is committed to supporting Irish and EEA job seekers and the economic migration
system is managed to contribute to this support. The Department of Social Protection can provide
a range of supports to employers seeking to fill vacancies, and applicants for employment permits
to fill general labour needs should avalil of this support in the first instance. Changes to the eligibility
of particular occupations in the context of the employment permits system will only be made where
there is clear evidence of extensive engagement of sectoral actors in the Irish and European labour
markets and where it is clear that the response to this engagement has proved inadequate to meet
the relevant labour or skills requirement.

12. Please provide information on the efforts made by your business/sector to recruit
qualified Irish/EEA job seekers, i.e., campaign reach, duration, outcomes etc.

Local optical practices advertise to Irish and EEA job seekers in line with the requirement of the Labour
Market Needs Test. Similarly, many of the optical companies that operate in Ireland operate elsewhere
in the EEA and therefore there is opportunity to recruit from elsewhere within the wider business.

Despite this, local optical practices often need to recruit from outside the EEA as the numbers of
applicants, or those that meet the role requirements, are few.

Optometric education and scope of practice vary widely across the World. In Ireland, CORU sets the
standards of proficiency for optometrists, and requires a high level of education and training from
those who qualify abroad and wish to work in Ireland.

Applicants must demonstrate their education and training is commensurate with the CORU
requirements when applying for their education, training and experience to be recognised. Where the
original qualification does not meet the required CORU standards, applicants are usually required to
complete a period of adaptation.

Where it is deemed a period of adaptation is required to enable an individual to become registered,
they must work in Ireland under the supervision of an existing registrant until they have reached the
required standards (usually 9-18 months of experience).

An employed period of adaptation cannot be undertaken without an appropriate work permit; but a
work permit cannot be granted without CORU recognition, and the period of adaptation is required to
obtain the CORU recognition. Therefore, individuals often require a work permit for a different role
while completing the period of adaptation and then become an optometrist. However, work permits
are difficult to obtain, especially for lower paid jobs, so it is unlikely an individual would be granted a
work permit in these circumstances, unless the employer was able to offer a significant salary.

We are liaising separately regarding this complexity and the barrier this provides to recruiting to the
sector. We would welcome DETE’s assistance in resolving this issue, which is much wider than just
optometry and affects many non-EU health and social care professionals.

13. Please provide information on the actions taken by your business/sector to avail of the
Department of Social Protection’s Employer Engagement Team services to source
qualified job seekers

As above, the main challenge is that there are not enough individuals being trained in Ireland, to meet
demand, and not enough supply from elsewhere within the EEA. Those from outside the EEA often require
a period of adaptation for which they cannot receive a work permit.
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14. Also please explain efforts made to recruit qualified EEA job seekers using for example
Eures, Jobs Fairs, industry associations abroad, Jobs Ireland, etc.

The sector uses a variety of options when seeking to recruit EEA job seekers.

15. Have you used methods other than Jobs Ireland, Jobs Fairs, e.g., industry associations
abroad, etc?
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16. If not a representative body, have you consulted with any industry representative body
on this issue? If yes, please provide some information on the aims and progress of the
consultation?

17. Has your business/sector had any engagement with the lead policy Government
Department for your sector on this issue? If yes, please provide some details of the aim,
progress, context of engagement and/or current status of such engagement and contact details
for the Department official if possible

FODO Ireland has tried to engage with the Department of Health, DETE and CORU regarding the complex
nature of recruitment for optometrists and dispensing opticians, and the barriers imbedded within this
complex system. Each department or body has suggested the responsibility lies elsewhere are therefore
we have not yet resolved this issue. We would welcome DETE'’s assistance in this matter.

18. Please indicate which union represents the occupation(s) concerned. Please provide
information on any engagement your organisation has had with this union.

Thank you for your participation.

Please ensure any commercially sensitive information included in this submission has
been indicated.
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