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Question A 

What do you think are the main issues for Northern Ireland employers from the introduction of the 

Levy? 

Given the critical importance of skills to enabling indigenous companies to grow to meet their full 

potential as well as enhancing Northern Ireland’s attractiveness and competitiveness as a region to do 

business and invest in, the Northern Ireland Executive must get its response to this challenging 

consultation absolutely correct.  

Skills are, rightly, at the centre of the Executive’s Programme for Government and upcoming Economic 

Strategy. The introduction of this new payroll tax by the UK Government poses a huge challenge 

towards the delivery of the Executive’s laudable aims.  

Turning specifically to the impact on the construction industry, although an approximate, we understand 

that roughly 25-30 local companies will have to pay a Levy of 0.5% as of April as they have a payroll of 

over £3m. When added to the fact that the construction industry already pays a statutory levy to the 

Construction Industry Training Board (CITB), and, at this stage, we understand that that will continue 

post-April, the national levy will impose a significant additional financial burden on many of Northern 

Ireland’s leading contractors. This comes when many continue to face significant sustainability 

challenges as a result of modest pipelines of work and incredibly tight margins specifically but not solely 

on public sector projects. The new Levy, at the payroll level at which it is set, will have a major impact on 

the profitability and thus reinvestment potential of each of the companies affected. Fundamentally, this 

is a tax that doesn’t encourage growth.  

We accept the position that CITB in Great Britain has taken on this is not one that can be easily 

replicated by CITB in Northern Ireland, where they will put in place an enhanced grant system funded 

from their reserves in year one, due to the separate governance and financial models of each. Our 

industry understands the difficult position that the Executive has in respect of this Levy being imposed 

on Northern Ireland but, with this being the reality, we are clear that a positive resolution must be 

found. 

It must also be recognised and understood by the Department and wider Executive that the majority of 

companies liable to pay the new Levy will take the amount due, all of or part, from their existing training 

and development budget. This strongly lends itself therefore to a much greater need for the employer 

voice to be heard in how funding is prioritised and spent so that it appropriately meets business and 

economic need.  



With this in mind, we are proposing a workable solution to deal with the double levy that approximately 

25 contractors are facing. Using CITB’s powers of levy remission, or by way of the annual CITB Levy 

Order, we believe that no construction company with a payroll of over £3m should continue to pay the 

CITB Levy.  

This would, obviously, result in a significant loss to the CITB’s budget and, given their fundamental role 

in training and support for our industry, this would need to be rectified. As the Department has 

indicated that it plans to engage with HMRC in respect of what precise payment each liable company 

will make under the Apprenticeship Levy, the Department should also be able to substantiate how much 

those removed from the scope of the CITB will contribute to the Apprenticeship Levy. 

The Department should therefore then commit to top-up CITB’s income so that it is, at the very least, no 

worse than would have been originally planned/expected in the coming financial years if the 

Apprenticeship Levy had not been introduced. Given that the Executive now has certainty around its 

resource budget until 2020, there should be no reason that that commitment could not be extended 

until the end of the current UK Parliament.  

The construction industry believes the CITB plays an absolutely fundamental role in industry training and 

support. The construction industry also has the valuable and welcome capacity to influence the work of 

the CITB through its externally focused board. Equally, the industry is adamant that no risk towards the 

sustainability of the CITB in the short to medium term should be tolerated. We must maintain the 

principle that contractors pay a single levy for the good of the entire sector. This is why we have 

proposed, what is for us, a clearly workable solution.  

Question B 

As a result of the Levy, what factors should the Department take into account to ensure appropriate 

training support is available in Northern Ireland? 

This, for the construction industry, requires a number of factors to be considered: 

 The impact of a double levy on a large element of the local construction industry and, 

potentially, on the future of CITB thus widening out the scope of impact to a huge number of 

small and medium sized contractors if a solution is not achieved 

 The capacity of the industry, as a consequence of the new Levy, to take on new apprentices and 

other trainees as well as the impact on the training and development budgets for existing 

employees if a solution is not achieved  

 The greater need for the employer voice to be heard in how funding is prioritised and spent – 

and the construction industry already has a clear vehicle, via CITB, for doing this 

 The potential impact of different training arrangements developing across the UK and how this 

affects companies and employees who work across jurisdictions – and who therefore have to 

meet the requirements to work within those jurisdictions  

 The need for Northern Ireland to maintain and, indeed, build on the positive reforms to 

apprenticeships and training in recent years – including the high-quality output achieved with 

this and the importance of the employer-led model 



 An enhanced recognition of the importance of construction to Northern Ireland’s economic 

needs and, thus, the necessity for it to be further prioritised in the training support packages the 

Department develops 

Question C 

Will the Levy have an impact on your recruitment of apprenticeships? In what way? 

From the construction industry’s perspective, in its totality, this is obviously an issue which has many 

negative connotations – both in the short and medium to long term. From the potential impact on CITB, 

to the difficulties that many companies would face in having the adequate resource available to hire and 

train new staff as well as provide continuous development to existing employees, to the potential 

ramifications for companies who are unable to meet the demands of the Executive in respect of its 

revised BuySocial requirements. Indeed, when you add the CITB Levy, Apprenticeship Levy and the 

BuySocial requirements it is clear that a large element of the construction industry would be liable for 

effectively three levies as of April if a solution is not achieved.  

This consultation should therefore be wider than apprenticeships. As we’ve already said, it must be 

recognised and understood by the Executive that the majority of companies liable to pay the new Levy 

will take the amount due, all of or part, from their existing training and development budget. We are 

therefore facing an issue which could cause substantial damage to an existing training and support 

model, which industry supports, if a solution is not achieved.  

The Department must also remember that, not just for the construction industry, the Executive’s 

existing apprenticeship and training programmes rely on the capacity of companies to take on 

apprentices and other forms of trainees. Notably, under the employer-led model, this reliance falls on 

larger employers – the very same employers caught under the remit of the new Levy. Therefore, not 

only will the Levy impact on the margins and sustainability of companies, there must also be doubt cast 

on the capacity of employers to continue to provide apprenticeships and training to the level that they 

already do. This could have significant negative connotations for Northern Ireland’s competitiveness as 

well as existing productivity levels within the local economy thus damaging the Executive’s skills agenda.   

Again, this strongly lends itself therefore to a much greater need for the employer voice to be heard in 

how funding is prioritised and spent so that it appropriately meets business and economic need. This is 

why we have proposed the solution that we have under Question A with particular regard to the 

construction industry.  

Question D 

As a result of the Levy would you be more likely to use the programmes described in Annex B? In what 

way? 

Given the difficult situation facing the construction industry as a result of a double Levy taking effect 

from April 2017, it is not as much an issue of greater likelihood but, rather, whether the financial 

capacity is there to do so. Ultimately, this will again therefore lend itself to a much greater need for the 

employer voice to be heard in how funding is prioritised and spent so that it appropriately meets 

business and economic need. This is why we have proposed the solution that we have under Question A. 

 



Question E 

Do you have any further comments on the introduction of the UK-wide Apprenticeship Levy? 

Given that skills policy is devolved to the Northern Ireland Executive, the approach of the UK 

Government towards the introduction and subsequent financial and policy implications of the Levy is 

hugely regrettable.  

The financial settlement, as detailed by the Finance and Economy Ministers on 14 November 2016, will 

leave the Northern Irish construction companies due to pay the Levy at direct competitive disadvantage 

to equivalent sized firms in Great Britain if a solution is not achieved. While this is primarily because of 

the alternative grant arrangements that CITB GB are putting in place, it is far from helped by the 

settlement being handed down by the Treasury. The cessation of UK Government funding for 

apprenticeships in England is not an appropriate way to calculate what Northern Ireland should get in 

return for what its Levy payers pay in and we remain of the view that the UK Government should alter 

its approach.  

That being said, however, the financial settlement as detailed in November does indicate that, were 

public sector costs to be taken out of the calculation, this would equate to a £24m net gain in 2017/18, 

this increasing slightly in the two years thereafter. Obviously, by the time the Executive receives the 

Block Grant, the £29m reduction in Resource DEL has already been made by the Treasury thus leaving 

the Block with a -£5m outcome. There is though an argument that the Executive should acknowledge 

the £24m figure and seek to cover their own £29m loss elsewhere in their budget. While this is not an 

easy decision in the context of declining Resource expenditure after inflation over the coming four 

years, accompanied by the multitude of other pressures on the Executive budget, it would be one that 

would be welcomed by industry as it would add to the Executive’s skills budget. In addition, were the 

Executive to take this budgetary decision, in addition to the other solution we have proposed under 

Question A, the proportion of that funding that comes from construction companies should be 

reallocated to CITB’s budget to allow contractors direct access to the funds they pay in – akin to the 

position in Great Britain – as they are ideally placed to meet the training needs, in its widest sense, of 

the industry and their position should be respected. 

Under the new system being established by the UK Government, it is also vital that the Northern Ireland 

Executive, via the Department for the Economy, is included on the new Institute for Apprenticeships. 

Given the English proposals to drop National Occupational Standards from apprenticeships, this could 

cause significant difficulties with aligning and also comparing training standards across the UK. Further, 

this could also negatively affect apprentices who are trained in one part of the UK and then seek to work 

in another. Northern Ireland’s voice and concerns must be heard at the table and we must also retain 

our existing focus on high quality apprenticeships and training. 

In addition, a Northern Ireland specific employer guide is now urgently required. Although the UK 

Government has published several iterations of its employer guide it, obviously, is heavily caveated by 

the fact that large elements of it relate to the new English-specific arrangements as of April. A similar 

guide must be published by the Department for the Economy long before the start of April. The minutiae 

of the new Levy is, at times, virtually indecipherable. For instance, for those Northern Irish contractors 

that have bases in England and employ English staff in those offices, we understand that they will be 



able to access the new English voucher system for apprenticeships. At this stage, it is completely beyond 

us how this will work. Urgent clarity is needed.  

Building on feedback from our members, we also believe there are several additional areas for the 

Department and wider Executive to consider as a result of the introduction of the new Levy. 

Firstly, we need a much clearer understanding of how the Executive’s entire suite of interventions 

detailed in Annex B are going to address, at least in part, Northern Ireland’s systemic productivity 

challenge. This should also include regularly published data on the economic and financial value of an 

apprenticeship to both the individual and wider society.  

Secondly, although the focus for apprenticeships is rightly around 16-24 year olds, there should be 

consideration given towards widening the scope of this, especially in the context of the construction 

industry facing a very clear skills shortage in many areas both now and into the medium term. 

Obviously, the construction industry must itself continue to challenge the perception which often is 

naively attached to what a career in construction would look like, but that challenge must be 

accompanied by overarching policies which encourage people of all ages to consider a career in the 

industry.  

Finally, notwithstanding the proposed solution we have detailed under Question A, there must be 

further steps to better align training with employers needs right across all sectors of the economy. 

Enhancing the role of the Department’s Strategic Advisory Forum as well as the various sectoral 

partnerships is one clear way to achieve this and it is one that we would fully support.  

 

 


