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Abstract 
A nationwide questionnaire based survey, distributed to 

Irish food and drink manufacturing SMEs highlighted an 

insufficient level of compliance with OHS. This impacts 

negatively on a worker’s right to a safe workplace and 

on the economic performance of enterprise. Furthermore 

it intensifies the instability of small business and the 

wider economy. The provision of OHS is linked with 

enhanced business performance, where ‘commercial 

realities and profitability are closely linked to the people 

working in the industry’ (Griffith and Jackson, 2013). 
 

1. Review 
 

SMEs make up over 99% of businesses in the 

enterprise economy in Ireland and account for almost 

70% of people employed. ‘These figures show just how 

important SMEs are to Irish economic life and to the very 

fabric of our society’ (Department for Jobs Enterprise 

and Innovation, 2014). For the purpose of this study 

SMEs are defined as per European definition (European 

Commission, 2005). 

Food & drink manufacturing SMEs have an added value 

to the economy as this sector is Ireland’s largest 

indigenous industry with the majority of enterprises 

small in scale. Figures show that 95% of enterprises 

employ less than 50 people and of this 95%, 83% of 

employ less than 10 people. Some 50,000 people are 

directly employed with an annual output of over €24 

billion (Forfas Expert Group on Future Skills Needs, 

2013).  

2. Methods 
 

A questionnaire based survey was administered to 600 

companies within the food and drink sector. 27% 

(n=161) responded. Of these respondents, 79 were micro, 

61 were small, 20 were medium and 1 was large (as a 

comparison). The main findings were as follows: 

56% of participating SMEs reported that the general 

level of compliance with OHS regulations in their 

industry was low. This is further exemplified in that only 

26% rank OHS regulations as a priority in their business 

and only 36.48% spend more than 5% of total work hours 

annually on compliance.  

Reasons given by SMEs for this lack of compliance 

are many with the top three issues cited by respondents 

as; 

1. Complexity of regulation – 79.85% find that OHS 

regulation is not easy to understand. 

2. Communication of requirements – 77.36% believe 

that there is insufficient communication of OHS 

regulation by the national authority. 

3. Regulation is not appropriately enforced – 80.50% 

reported that regulations are not appropriately enforced, 

with 73% suggesting enforcement is inconsistent across 

companies and 27% finding enforcement is too rigid. 
 

3. Conclusion 
 

With the burden of regulation on food & drink 

manufacturing SMEs, compliance with food safety 

regulation takes priority over OHS, with almost three 

quarters of participants reporting it as taking priority in 

their business. 92.45% of participants spend more than   

5% of total work hours on food safety compliance 

annually, compared with 36.48% on OHS compliance. 

This is despite considerable evidence confirming a link 

between the provision of OHS and positive firm 

outcomes (Croucher et al., 2013). The ability of SMEs to 

succeed and grow underpins the future potential for jobs, 

growth and an increased gross value to the Irish 

economy. The enhancement of OHS practices within 

Irish food and drink manufacturing SMEs is imperative 

for worker protection and to further enhance 

performance in this sector. The cost of non-compliance 

with regulation, ‘is one that we cannot afford’ (European 

Agency for Health and Safety at Work, 2013). 
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Size No. of Employees Annual Turnover 

Medium <250  ≤ €50 million 

Small <50 ≤ €10 million 

Micro <10 ≤ €2 million 
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