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Migrant workers in the employment permit system deserve the right to change employer 
 
 
 
 

 
 

CAMPAIGN SUMMARY 
Binding a worker to one employer under the current 
employment permits system is a leading factor in the 
exploitation of migrant workers.  Compliant employers 
are being undermined by those who take advantage of 
migrant workers who don’t have the right to freely 
change employer.  Denying the right to change 
employer is also a major cause of workers becoming 
undocumented.  To counter exploitation and to ensure 
a level playing field for compliant employers, the 
employment permits system must change and grant 
employment permit holders the right to change 
employer.    
 
 
 

Background 
There are approximately 25,000 migrant workers in the 
employment permit system in Ireland.   The holder of 
an employment permit is only allowed to work for the 
employer stated on the permit.   A permit holder 
cannot freely change employer.   Currently the system 
requires that a worker must stay a minimum of 12 
months with an employer, pay another permit fee 
(€1,000) and wait several months, during which time 
they are not allowed to work, before an application to 
change employer can be processed.  These restrictions 
completely hinder workers from freely changing 
employers, and discourage most employers from 
considering them for a position.    
 
Worker Exploitation 
Between 2006 and 2009, MRCI assisted migrant 
workers in achieving settlements and awards of €1.3 
million in unpaid wages and other gross violations of 
their employment rights.  Approximately 80% of these 
cases involved migrant workers holding employment 
permits, many employed in low-wage sectors, such as 
agriculture, domestic work, hotels and restaurants.  
One of the most serious cases involved an Indian 
national working in virtual slave-like conditions in a 
private home for five years, who received a Labour 
Court award of over €240,000 in unpaid wages.    
Research published by the MRCI in recent years 
involving domestic workers (Private Homes: A Public  
 
 

 
 

Concern, 2004), agricultural workers (Harvesting Justice, 
2006) and restaurant workers (Exploitation in Ireland’s  
Restaurant Industry, 2008) all identified the restriction 
of movement for work permit holders as a primary 
factor of worker exploitation. 
 
Most migrant workers in the work permit system claim 
that the lack of freedom to change employers is the 
main reason for remaining in exploitative conditions.  
Workers claim the lack of freedom puts them in a 
powerless situation, wholly dependent on the employer 
for their permit and continued legal immigration status.  
Migrant workers commonly speak of how employers 
threaten them with revoking or not renewing their 
permit if they complain.    
 
Redundancy 
Workers in the employment permit system also have 
huge difficulties in securing new jobs when they are 
made redundant.  Most employers are unwilling to go 
through the cost and the long waits involved in a new 
permit application.  Workers in this situation, many who 
have lived and worked in Ireland with their families for 
years, are at a huge disadvantage in finding 
employment.       
 
Becoming Undocumented 
Lack of freedom to change employer is also a major 
factor in workers becoming undocumented in Ireland.  
The MRCI has assisted over 350 workers between 2006 
and 2009 who became undocumented after falling out 
of the employment permit system.  This occurred when 
workers left exploitative employment or through false 
promises from their employer that a permit would be 
renewed.  This phenomenon has been acknowledged by 
the government’s Undocumented Workers Scheme of 
2009, but the primary cause of workers becoming 
undocumented has not been addressed. 
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The permit is like a chain around your neck.  
I couldn’t leave my job. I was told by my 
employer that if I leave I will be illegal here 
and not be able to find another job.   He 
said that I would be sent back home in 
shackles.  
                                 -Migrant domestic worker 
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Benefits 
The benefits of such a change to the employment 
permit system would be to:  
  

 give existing employment permit holders a real 
chance to change jobs and leave exploitive 
employment 
 

 protect compliant employers from being 
undermined by those who take advantage of 
permit holders 

 

 cut down on administration costs and delays by 
reducing the number of new work permit 
applications sent to the DETE for redundancy 
and other changes  

 

 assist permit holders made redundant to get 
back into employment more quickly and reduce 
the total amount claimed in unemployment 
benefit 

 

 help employers to fill specific skills shortages 
more quickly with workers already in the state 
possessing these skills  

 

 reduce the number of individuals who are 
becoming undocumented  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  Working together we can win! 
 

 
 

Action Needed 
 
 

The Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Innovation, Batt 
O’Keeffe, TD, has the power to make the changes 
necessary in the employment permit system to grant 
workers the right to change employer.   We need to tell 
him and other political representatives (TDs) just how 
important the right to change employer is to workers. 
 

1. Write a letter to Minister O’Keeffe.  
Urge him to grant the right to change 
employers.   You can get a sample letter from 
the MRCI website for ideas. 

 

Batt O’Keeffe, TD 
Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Innovation, 
23 Kildare Street 
Dublin 2 
T: (01) 631 2172     
 

2. Visit and write to your local TDs.  
Explain to them first hand the benefits of 
granting employment permit holders the right 
to change employer and ask them to speak with 
Minister O’Keeffe on your behalf.  You can find 
your local TDs at www.kildarestreet.com/tds/  
or contact us at the MRCI for a TD visit pack.  
 

3. Join in MRCI campaign actions.   
Contact the MRCI and join our information and 
action list to keep informed of upcoming 
actions and progress in the campaign.  Email us 
at info@mrci.ie or call 01-8897570 or check our 
website at www.mrci.ie for all the materials 
you need. 

 
4. Organise others.   

Give this leaflet to other potential supporters 
and get others involved.    

Grant Employment Permit Holders the 
Right to Change Employer! 
 

A better and fairer employment permit system would 
be one in which employment permits are granted to 
workers within a designated job category with the 
right to change employer.  If and when workers 
decided to change employer, they would simply 
register the change of employer with the Employment 
Permit Section.   This basic change would provide 
significant benefits and it does not require a complete 
overhaul of the employment permit system.    
 

Migrant Rights Centre Ireland (MRCI) 
 

The MRCI is a national organisation working to 
promote justice, empowerment and equality for 
migrant workers and their families.   
 
55 Parnell Square West, Dublin 1 
 T: (01) 8897570           E: info@mrci.ie 
 F: (01) 889 7579         W: www.mrci.ie  

http://www.kildarestreet.com/tds/
http://www.mrci.ie/

