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INTRODUCTION
Akina Dada wa Africa-AkiDwA (Swahili for
sisterhood) is a national network of migrant
women living in Ireland. Established in
2001, AkiDwA has worked tirelessly in the
last two decades promoting equality and
justice for migrant women living in Ireland,
contributing towards a just society where
there is equal opportunity and access to
resources in all aspects of society.
AkiDwA’s strategic plan 2022-2025 identifies employment, alongside
health and domestic sexual and gender-based violence, as a key area
of work for the organisation. AkiDwA believes that without the
attainment of equality in the workplace and in the access to
employment migrant women in Ireland cannot achieve full equality
and integration in other spheres, e.g., their communities, home, and
the education arena.
Employment is an important factor in a migrant woman’s integration
into their host country, and massively influences their likelihood of
remaining[1]. It helps them avoid poverty and isolation, gives them
independence and a better chance at becoming naturalised citizens,
and helps them build networks and improve their language skills.

"We are working together in solidarity, building an
integrated society, one in which all people are valued,
treated with respect and dignity, and enjoy equal
opportunities and protections."

[1] Katie Cliff, Bettina Grün, Simon Ville, Sara Dolnicar, ‘A Conceptual Framework of Skilled
Female Migrant Retention’ (2015) 34 Economic Papers 118

DESK RESEARCH ON
THE WORK PERMIT &
THE RIGHT TO WORK
Changes to Legislation
On the 2nd of July 2018 Ireland introduced provisions in line with the
EU (recast) Reception Conditions Directive, which facilitated access
to the labour market for eligible international protection applicants.
Prior to 2018, Ireland had been one of only two EU countries that did
not allow international protection applicants to work. The EU
directive Ireland followed in introducing these provisions states that
EU countries must “ensure that applicants have access to housing,
food, clothing, health care, education for minors and access to
employment…” [1]
While at first the labour market was only accessible after 9 months of
living in Ireland, this was reviewed as of 2021. Now, international
protection applicants can enter the labour market after 6 months, as
long as they are still awaiting the first instance decision on their case.
The period by which applicants are required to renew the work
permit (Labour Market Access Permission (LMAP) was also extended
from six months to one year. LMAP allows those seeking international
protection to apply for work in almost all sectors, with a hard ban on
public bodies such as the Garda Síochána, the Civil Service or
companies owned by the Government. As of January 2021, 6,006
permissions to access the labour market had been issued. [2]
[1] “The Reception Conditions Directive”, Migration and Home Affairs, European
Commission, https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/asylum/receptionconditions_en.
[2] “Minister McEntee announces reduced 6-month waiting period for international
protection applicants to access work”, Department of Justice,
http://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Pages/PR21000016.

Benefits of working
Many studies have found the positive impact that working has on
people seeking international protection, including minimising the
risk of social exclusion and improvements to mental health. Not only
this, but allowing applicants to work reaps benefits for the local
economy as well. The report of the Advisory Group highlighted above
points out the positive social contribution applicants made during
the Covid crisis in working as frontline health workers.[3] Studies
highlighted by Doris demonstrate how enabling international
protection applicants to work early on in the process can “unlock
potential economic benefits of the refugee inflow”, helping to
“maximise their net contribution to the public finances in the longer
term.”[4] According to another report: “Enterprising refugees create
jobs. In Britain new-comers are twice as likely to start businesses than
locals. In Australia, refugees are the most entrepreneurial migrants.
Investing one euro in welcoming refugees can yield nearly two euros
in economic benefits within five years.”[5]

[3] “Report of the Advisory Group on the Provision of Support including
Accommodation to Persons in the International Protection Process”, September 2021,
76.
[4] “The Refugee Surge in Europe: Economic Challenges”, (International Monetary
Fund, January 2016), https://doras.org/right-to-work/.
[5] “Refugees Work: A humanitarian investment that yields economic dividends.”
(Philippe Legrain, May 2016), https://doras.org/right-to-work/.

Report of the Advisory Group on the
Provision of Support including
Accommodation to Persons in the
International Protection Process
The Advisory Group, chaired by Dr. Catherine Day, was formed to
guide the Government’s White Paper. The group investigated good
practices to adopt in Ireland’s international protection system and
developed a long-term approach to the provision of supports to
those in the process. The report found that of the 8,812 people
seeking international protection by the end of July 2020, 3,198 were
women.[6] It found that these women have a particular set of
challenges, such as the difficulty of accessing employment and the
fact that many reside in remote locations.
The recommendations of the group were published in October 2020,
but those laid out in the report on the work permit were not,
unfortunately, taken up by the Government in the recent changes to
legislation. Firstly, the report recommended that all international
protection applicants would be able to get a work permit, regardless
of whether or not they had received a first instance decision on their
cases. The report comments that “the fact that only applicants who
have not yet received a first instance decision have the right to work
has created an unfair difference of treatment between applicants.”
Those who have received this decision “are also the people who have
been longest in the system. This adds further to psychological
problems and means that people lose their skills through inactivity
and loss of sense of purpose.”[7]
Secondly, the report recommended that applicants should be able to
enter the labour market after 3 months of being in the system. Many
believe that 6 months is still too long to wait. This has not been taken
up by the Government.
[6] “Report of the Advisory Group on the Provision of Support including Accomodation
to Persons in the International Protection Process”, 31.
[7] Ibid, 76-77.

Steps in the right direction
Even as the legislation still falls short of the ideal, some changes are
coming about which will make it easier for international protection
applicants to find work in Ireland. For instance, previously
international protection applicants were unable to open a bank
account, a huge barrier to finding work. In April 2021, however, the
Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission announced that Bank
of Ireland had agreed to accept State-issued identity documentation,
enabling international protection applicants to open a bank account.
[8] Five Irish banks have adopted a coordinated approach to make it
easier for international protection applicants to open accounts.
As of December 2021, international protection applicants can now
apply for an Irish drivers licence. This is an important step towards
easier access to the workplace as most direct provision centres are
located in remote areas of the country which are difficult to access
without a car.

[8] “Access to the Labour Market, Republic of Ireland”, AIDA,
https://asylumineurope.org/reports/country/republic-ireland/receptionconditions/employment-and-education/access-labour-market/.

INDEPENDENT
RESEARCH ON THE
WORK PERMIT &
THE RIGHT TO WORK
Research purposes and methods
The purpose of this research is to uncover the on-the-ground impact
the right to work has had on women seeking international protection
in Ireland. It seeks to determine whether women, who face genderrelated challenges in most aspects of their lives, face unique
challenges to their male counterparts and whether they face
discrimination from employers.
While conducting desk research, I uncovered a number of challenges
that have yet to be resolved and through my own research, I wished
to see if these were brought up by my subjects. I also hoped that
through this independent research I would hear from those affected
what the best steps forward might be.
The methods this study will use are surveys and interviews with
people living in direct provision or working with women seeking
international protection. The Community Feedback Survey, written
for women living in direct provision, was used to collect a relatively
wide range of data to determine broad patterns amongst the
women’s experiences. The conversations/interviews, on the other
hand, were conducted to gauge a much more in-depth knowledge of
the challenges and experiences of a handful of women seeking
international protection. In total, 12 women answered the survey
questions and 3 participated in the interview.

The extent to which women in direct
provision are in employment
According to one expert, there are
roughly 3,000 women living in direct
provision in Ireland. “2,000 have the
right to work, and there are 1,000
actually working.” Of the 11 women
who answered the question on my
survey about working 63% percent
said that they had worked or were
currently working in Ireland. Of these,
90% said that they had female
friends from direct provision who are
working, with some mentioning that
they had multiple friends with jobs.
There are certainly many reasons why
so many women are working in
Ireland. According to one interviewee,
many women left family behind in
their country of origin and need to
continue to support them. Even for
those without this burden, the small
38.80 weekly stipend given to adult
international protection applicants is
simply not enough to provide for
children or even for oneself.

3,000

women living in direct
provision in Ireland

2,000

women living in direct
provision in Ireland
have the right to work

1,000

women living in direct
provision in Ireland, are
actually working

Working in healthcare and the
barriers to finding work elsewhere
Both the survey and interviews reaffirmed that the most common
sector for women to work in is care. This could include working in
nursing homes, hospitals or with the elderly or sick in their homes.
According to one woman I interviewed, women turn to these jobs as
they do not require experience or qualifications, while it is true that
others work here because they are passionate about the job. It was
clear from these conversations that there is both a mental and
physical barrier to finding jobs in other sectors. One woman I
interviewed commented that a stigma still exists within Ireland that
international protection applicants, and more specifically African
women, will hold positions in care rather than in office jobs.
While the survey I conducted revealed that one woman has worked
in finance and another in corporate, most do not work in these
fields. One woman I interviewed cited a lack of confidence or
knowledge of their own abilities as a reason why women may be
wary of applying to certain jobs, conceiving that the job
specifications do not match their past experiences and expertise.
Some women have qualifications in other sectors but are rejected
from these jobs. One person I interviewed mentioned that many
women have qualifications in different sectors such as business
administration, law, health and social work, but that most end up
working in care.
The results of the survey show that the most common other sectors
for women to work in are food factories and similar warehouses.

The issue of accessibility

80%

One of the main challenges facing women
living in direct provision centres is the remote
location of the centres. According to an
Direct Provision
expert, 80% of centres are located in remote
Centres are located
in remote areas of
areas of Ireland. As is well documented, the
Ireland
centres are difficult to access and often buses
are infrequent. The towns in which centres are
located/located near are small and the jobs in the few nursing homes
quickly fill up.
Up until December 2021 international protection applicants could
not apply for a drivers licence, which meant that women had to rely
on the infrequent and insufficient bus and rail lines to get to work.
Many women were very much restricted due to this inability to drive.
One woman, who was represented by the Irish Human Rights
Commission (IHREC) at the Workplace Relations Commission in
2020, was obliged to make the long journey by bus and rail from
Munster to Dublin in order to work. She had been refused a learner
permit and therefore did not have the ability or freedom afforded by
a car to seek out better working arrangements.[9]
While international protection applicants can now obtain a drivers
licence, this does not automatically mean that they are able to own
a car to travel further away to work. Many women still face a cost
barrier that restricts them from driving. Insurance is often very high
for international protection applicants as they are classified as
foreign. According to a respondent, car insurance “may be affordable
for a husband and wife but it is often inaccessible to a single person”.
Therefore, in reality it is still very difficult for many women to reach
working locations from their centres.

[9] “Successive WRC Decisions Highlight Continuing Race Discrimination by Drivers
Licence Agency Against Asylum Seekers”, IHREC, https://www.ihrec.ie/successive-wrcdecisions-highlight-continuing-race-discrimination-by-drivers-licence-agencyagainst-asylum-seekers/.

One woman also pointed to the stigma of living in direct provision
during the pandemic and how some people feel that the refugees
are bringing covid into communities. A further complication created
by the pandemic was the fact that at its height residents could not
leave the centre for a night unless they were willing to go into
isolation for 14 days when they returned. This made it extremely
difficult to go to find work in a city and then come back.
Employers’ strict criteria also prevent women from finding work in
Ireland, such as the fact that they generally prefer people who have
experience working in Ireland, rather than elsewhere. Another issue
is that employers often do not accept the qualifications women
have obtained from their countries of origin.

Childcare and Gender-related
challenges
Of the survey responses to the question related to the unique
challenges women face 36% cited children as a major barrier. Direct
provision centres do not provide daycare facilities for children who
are not in school and the women who are single parents or whose
husbands are working need to stay at home to mind them. Two
women mentioned that childcare was too expensive for them to
afford and so they couldn’t leave to go to work.
Another issue that women face is the fact that many jobs available
to people seeking international protection are certain manual jobs
that are too physically demanding for many women.

General lack of knowledge of the
employers
There is a serious lack of knowledge or understanding regarding the
right to work from the end of the employers. According to an expert,
80% of employers do not know about the work permit. Many ask for
a residency card instead and do not accept the work permit when it
is shown to them. One considerable issue is that the permit itself
appears unofficial. It is printed on an A4 sheet of paper without a
signature of any sort. There is certainly a need to reassess the
presentation of the permit itself to make it more official-seeming.
Training must also be given to employers and companies so that
they have an understanding of the work permit and do not
discriminate against those women who are seeking work.

Government bureaucracy
Both the Covid pandemic and the influx of asylum seekers since the
war broke out in Ukraine has put great strain on the public service,
who are taking longer than usual to process documents for asylum
seekers. According to an expert in this area, “while Temporary
Residence Certificates should take 2 days to be renewed, for some
women they are taking 2 or 3 months.” Women who are already in
employment are being laid off due to a failure to produce this
certificate.

Mental health and working
Poor living conditions
Many women in the international protection system are impacted
by mental health issues due to poor living conditions in direct
provision centres as well as the trauma they experienced before
coming to Ireland. These mental health issues pose a significant
barrier to working, as women find it hard to go about finding a job.
Furthermore, direct provision centres are often overcrowded, with
some centres such as Balseskin Reception Centre housing over twice
the number of applicants they were designed to hold. In these
cramped conditions women find it very difficult to write a CV or
prepare for a job interview.

Positive impact on mental health
Conversely, working has a hugely positive impact on women’s lives.
Firstly, it provides a distraction from the boredom of everyday life in
the direct provision centres. It also gives the women independence
to take care of their family, both in their countries of origin and in
Ireland. The small allowance afforded by the Government is not
enough for this. Working also gives women independence to live
their own lives.
According to a respondent, “women who work are much more
energised and happy” than those who do not. Working is good for
mental health as it gives women hope for their futures, something
which is very necessary when living in direct provision.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Many improvements are needed to make this an effective and fair
system.
Firstly, there needs to be general reform to the asylum-seeking
process in which direct provision is replaced by a more just
system. Changes laid out in the Government’s White Paper must
be enforced quickly. Major changes should aim to create a system
in which women seeking international protection are treated
fairly and with respect and in which working to provide for
oneself is encouraged and made easily accessible. In order to
promote working life, accommodation must be located in less
remote locations with better connections to major urban centres.
Various supports are needed to help women overcome barriers to
work, such as mentoring, career coaching preparedness and
setting them up with opportunities. To tackle the issue of
accessibility, it is vital that more buses are provided in rural areas
linking direct provision centres with towns and cities nearby.
There is the need to address mental health issues within the
direct provision system and to prioritise mental health
programmes. This may help women reach a place where they feel
motivated to seek work. A better organised system, which
accommodates women in homes that are clean, safe and not
crowded with people, will also lessen the burden on women’s
mental health and make it easier for them to pursue work.
Along with this, there is the need for childcare facilities to make
working a possibility for mothers. While the White Paper lays out
that “childcare will be provided to enable parents to attend
English language classes” and that “children will be allocated
places in childcare, if of pre-school age…” the Government should
also make sure that parents who are working are supported with
childcare services.[10]

RECOMMENDATIONS
It is necessary to educate the public, and in particular employers,
about the work permit. It is not enough for international
protection applicants to have the right to work if managers do
not actually offer them employment. Diversity and inclusion
training must be provided to employers and various other
providers. NGOs and CSOs should make efforts to reach out to
employers through communication campaigns and events to
raise awareness about the permit and the way it is formatted so
that employers do not think that it is false. It would also be
helpful if the work permit could be redesigned into a laminated
card with a government signature reaffirming its validity.

[10] “Access to the Labour Market, Republic of Ireland”, 65, 76.
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