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Recovery visible in some sectors

07 February 2010 

With Ireland tipped to emerge from recession by the year’s end, there is light at the end of the tunnel for jobseekers but, according to industry experts, some sectors will recover sooner than others.

Statistics collated by recruitment group Sigmar show that recruitment activity is most active in the areas of accounting, engineering and IT.

Just under one-fifth of the candidates placed by Sigmar in the last quarter of 2009 took up positions in accounting, followed by engineering positions at 16.7 per cent and IT roles at almost 15 per cent. On the opposite side of the spectrum, jobs in law, insurance and HR are thin on the ground. Commenting on the findings, Robert Mac Giolla Phadraig, a director of Sigmar, said there was some evidence of renewed confidence.

‘‘Many companies were cautious last year by cutting staff and salaries, but towards the end of the year there was a growing sense that maybe the world wasn’t going to end after all and that companies still needed resources to conduct their businesses and remain profitable. When people were made redundant, their duties fell on their colleagues, who were working harder for less. But that isn’t sustainable in the long run," he said.

Sectors showing signs of recovery include energy, telecoms, healthcare and fast moving consumer goods.

‘‘So too is the consumer electronics sector, which is mostly represented in Ireland by multinationals that have EMEA branches operating shared services here. Among SMEs, any discipline that affects the bottom line is particularly in demand. That includes cash collection, cash generation such as sales, cost-cutting or process improvement - such as engineering."

Aaron O’Brien, client services director with CPL, agreed that there was demand for some engineering disciplines.

‘‘We are seeing demand in ‘hard’ areas such as mechanical engineering, but also in biotechnology, biopharmaceuticals and science - that sector is very, very strong, and, to some degree, is recession proof," said O’Brien.

‘‘Engineering is up by between 7 and 10 per cent quarter on quarter, and there is demand for permanent, contract and temporary positions. Accounting is also strong, not in the area of retail financial services, insurance and reassurance, but in traditional accounting and shared services.

We are also seeing huge demand in the healthcare sector for nurses and locums, both locally and internationally."

The National Asset Management Agency (Nama) was beginning to have an impact on the financial recruitment market, said O’Brien.

‘‘We are starting to see some activity emerging from Nama’s work. There is certainly very high demand and a reasonably low level of supply in terms of skills such as risk compliance, audit and governance. Employers are looking out into the market for those skills, and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future," he said.

By contrast, O’Brien said the market for both permanent and temporary jobs in the construction sector remained ‘‘very depressed’’.

John Power, director-general of Engineers Ireland, said many people were, however, unaware of the continued availability of engineering roles as a result of recent developments in construction.

‘‘There has been a huge downturn in the construction sector, but engineers don’t only work in building - there are engineers in all sectors. Take the biomedical sector, for instance.

That has grown by a huge degree in recent times. Ireland has, in fact, now established itself internationally as a strong hub for this industry. It is an area of engineering not obvious to the general public, but which is growing all the time," said Power.

In the years ahead, Power said, there would be opportunities for engineers in the energy and environmental sectors.

‘‘A lot of investment is going to be put into areas such as renewable energy, grid development, energy efficiency and management. There are already opportunities now and there will be significantly more over the next couple of years.

Likewise, the ICT sector has a huge requirement for engineers, and there is also good demand in areas such as mechanical and production engineering, agriculture and food, chemical processing and pharmaceuticals," he said.

Sigmar’s Mac Giolla Phadraig said salaries were unlikely to rise any time in the foreseeable future.

‘‘We won’t see a return to salary increases in the near future, if at all, in 2010.We would expect things to remain stable. A lot of people have taken pay cuts, and some companies have become quite creative in how they handled that," he said.

CPL’s Aaron O’Brien added; ‘‘It’s very hard to generalise and say that all salaries are back by a factor of ’X’, but almost all employers in a particular sector have become aware of what the movement is in their sector. There is no employer saying ‘I’ll raise the bar by a factor of X to attract talent’, because they don’t need to. The level we’re at right now is a good level, and the talent is out there."

Mac Giolla Phadraig said employers were increasingly favouring temporary contracts to fill new positions.

‘‘Typically, temporary jobs are the first to start growing when an economy starts to recover.

There is a trend towards paying temporary workers on a week-by-week basis and looking at fixed term contracts," he said. ‘‘This suits companies that have a permanent requirement, but which don’t want to commit to employing people for more than 12 months. This way, they can avoid taking on employment liabilities and see how things turn out."

For good candidates, Mac Giolla Phadraig said, there were grounds for cautious optimism.

‘‘There are three factors that make a successful job hunter - the first is competence and capability to carry out the duties of the job; the second is their desire to work in that job; and the third is their attitude.

The best opportunity that someone can get is to be given time to prove these three things," he said.

‘‘It’s very rare for a candidate to secure a temporary position, do an excellent job and not be offered an extension to their period of employment, or even a permanent position. Even in this economy, people who are successful are busy being successful. There is always demand for top talent in every industry."
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