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Executive Summary 

Introduction 
At the end of 2016, NIPSA published a report looking at the scale and cost of the deployment of 
agency sta�  in three areas of the public sector – the Northern Ireland Housing Executive, Health/
Social Care and the Northern Ireland Civil Service1.  This document updates the � gures for these 
employers and enhances it with discussion of data from Local Government, Libraries NI and the 
Education Authority’s Headquarters/regional o�  ces.  

In our original document we challenged the high rhetoric of the Northern Ireland Executive referring 
to “world class” public services yet presiding over the expediency and economic re-structuring 
of “insecurity as policy” that our research revealed.  This meant while the language of austerity 
preached that “there is no money” and cut the necessary strategic investment in sta�  and services, 
simultaneously, a huge transfer of public funds to private sector agency providers continued across 
all sectors. 

Data Gaps
We accept at the outset that in terms of data there are comparative problems both within and between 
sectors in terms of: the timelines for which data is stored (for example 12 month periods captured by 
agencies versus the � nancial year in local government); how data is de� ned, and how transparent it 
is to the general public.  In terms of the latter point this meant that we worked from documents in 
the public domain and information provided on request either through normal negotiating means 
or through Freedom of Information requests.  

A magic money tree for agencies?
The thousands of agency sta�  deployed and the overall costs that our research has revealed are 
striking enough in relation to the individual sectors we examined – particularly those such as the 
Northern Ireland Civil Service after Departmental re-structuring or local government (post-Review 
of Public Administration) that, in theory, are through their “reform” phase.  What is more shocking is 
when we add these post-2010 costs from across the public sector together.  See Table 1. 

1  See https://www.nipsa.org.uk/NIPSA-in-Action/Policy-and-Research/Insecurity-as-Policy December 2016.

Table 1 Total agency spend on Agency Workers by Sector

Sector Total

Health and Social Care 2010-2015/6 (non-medical) £201,500,000.00

Education Authority 2012-2016/7 £5,625,891.00

NIHE 2012-2016/7 £44,556,892.82

NI Libraries 2010-2015/6 £5,372,000.00

Local Government 2014-2017 £54,462,388.00

NICS Dec 11-Jan 16 £45,930,796.00

NICS Feb 16 - March 16 Not available

NICS April 16 - March 17 £11,795,147.00

Total £369,243,114.82

This shows that, at the same time as we are being told there is no “magic money tree” to fund public 
services and during the years when the rhetoric of austerity has been at its loudest, tens of millions 
of pounds (and this an underestimate given data gaps and the fact this is only a few areas/years 
within the public sector) has been paid to private sector agencies.  In the same way that, money 
which it was claimed by central government did not exist the day before a UK General Election can 
be surprisingly “found” in the days after it (for the purposes of securing a parliamentary majority), 
the arti� cial rationing of resources is clearly an economic choice.  A di� erent choice therefore, can 
and should be made.  It is that funds should be available for a progressive, long-term and strategic 
operating model for public service delivery.   

The move to a “casual” economy
The time line that the � gures capture coincides with the initiation and operation of the public service 
Voluntary Exit Scheme.  This means that the Northern Ireland Executive chose to make public servants 
(voluntarily) redundant at a time when sta�  shortages were/are su�  ciently large to generate the 
numbers of agency sta� /costs detailed above.  While in operational terms we cannot rule out force 
of habit, strategic incompetence or expediency as factors that contributed to this approach (cutting 
full-time sta�  and deploying agency sta�  to � ll the gaps they are leaving) a more important deliberate 
policy is in operation here.  This is the acceptance that the price worth paying for the Executive’s 
stated desire to “re-balance the economy” is in e� ect a switch to an economy where any signi� cant 
job growth that is evident is in “administrative services (which includes agency workers)”2 with, as 
NERI comment, a wider trend in the Northern Ireland economy that sees “an increase in part-time 
and female employment and a shift toward service sector industries…[to] lower-paid, less secure 
employment.”3

2 See http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/business/economy-watch/why-the-jobs-weve-regained-may-not-bene� t-everyone-35077364.html  27/9/16
3 See http://www.nerinstitute.net/download/pdf/hours_and_earnings_in_ni_neri_wp17.pdf p.2.
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In terms of this lower pay, far from the Programme for Government’s rhetoric of meeting public need, 
the lack of long-term strategic investment in those whose public service meets our health needs left 
at least 10% of workers in health/social care on or below the Minimum wage and 37% of residential 
care workers below two-thirds of the Median Wage in 2013.  This trend is con� rmed in more recent 
work by NERI4 that highlighted the increasingly precarious nature of work across the public services. 

Conclusion
The latest � gures and the costs they reveal reinforce the point we made in our initial report of 
the urgent necessity, across the public sector for a strategic re-appraisal of sta�  ng needs and a 
commitment from Government at whatever level to meet these needs.  This also requires a rejection 
of current costly delivery models that continue to o� er no more than a sticking plaster of expediency 
and agency worker exploitation. 

This long-standing agenda, therefore, has to be opposed on the ground.  Allied to our proposals for 
the development of fully devolved labour laws that would facilitate the restoration of trade union 
rights5 is the need to increase the trade union recruitment and organisation of all workers (agency 
or permanent) in order to increase our negotiating position.  Furthermore, within negotiations we 
have to continue to raise the issue of appropriate sta�  ng levels needed to deliver a quality service to 
the public and establish: what are the vacancy levels in terms of both number of sta�  and duration 
of vacancy?  What are the agency numbers/duration of such contracts? What plans are there to � ll 
these ‘agency’ posts with permanent sta� ?  What management fees are being incurred by the use 
of recruitment agencies?  In this way, whilst at the highest political level the Executive are content 
with this economic direction of travel, with an overt political agenda that treats job insecurity and 
diminished employment rights as policy, union activism must challenge every manifestation of this 
regressive approach. 

Irrespective of the crisis within the Executive during 2017 and the possibility of formal restoration of 
devolution in 2018, the fact remains that the crisis in our public service delivery is much deeper than 
the latest political setback and is rooted in both a long-term history of economic underinvestment in 
Northern Ireland and the (neo-liberal) Treasury’s failure to provide the funds necessary to strategically 
re-build a post con� ict society6.  The spine of such a society must be: free at the point of use (public 
sector delivered) public services that create the virtuous circle of economic regeneration for the 
regional economy in which they operate. 

4 See https://www.nerinstitute.net/download/pdf/20180108145212.pdf
5 NIPSA research previously discussed the scale of unpaid overtime among public sector workers.  (See [On line] Available: http://www.nipsa.org.uk/NIPSA/

media/NIPSA/PDFs/PR/Trojan-web-2.pdf p.16.  Similarly a recent survey from the Northern Ireland Association of Social Workers (NIASW).that found that 
“Nearly nine out of 10 of those [surveyed] said they worked extra hours with no extra pay”.  http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-37501731 
29/9/2016

6 See NIPSA response to the Department of Finance brie� ng on the NI Budgetary Outlook 2018-2020.  https://www.nipsa.org.uk/NIPSA/media/NIPSA/PDFs/
NIA/Policy_and_Research/NIPSA-(Jan-2018)-response-to-Dept-of-Finance-Brie� ng-on-Budget-2018-2020-(2).pdf
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