
T
hink your commute is
tough? Spare a thought for
the extreme commuters.
This doesn’t mean sky
diving or rollerskating

down the motorway to work, but it
refers to those staff who travel more
than three hours a day to get to and
from the office.
The long commute has become a

symptomof the lengths towhichwe
will go to secure work in an ailing
economy. The average Irish worker
spends almost an hour a day com-
muting, with one in five travelling
for an hour and half, according to a
survey by office provider Regus.
A smaller but growing proportion

travel more than 90 minutes each
way, often taking cheap flights to
the UK and Europe to do so.
The term “extreme commuting”

was coined in Microtrends: The
Small Forces Behind Tomorrow’s Big
Changes, written by Mark Penn, a
former adviser to Hillary and Bill
Clinton. The Washington Post once
dubbed Penn “the most important
man you’ve never heard of”.
Fergal Brosnan, director of

Berkley Recruitment in Cork, has
seen how senior Irish professionals
have become more willing to
sacrifice daily family life in return
for a well-paid career.
“I recently flew to Belgium on a

Monday with a plane load of Irish
guys and, when I flew back on

Thursday evening, 80% of the same
people were on the plane,” he said.
“We’ve placed a lot of engineers

and life science experts in jobs in
Belgium who commute every week,
because their kids are in schools in
Ireland or they don’t want tomove.
“It’s better than not having a job

and staying at home all day.We also
have people working in oil and gas
in the Middle East for 10 to 12 weeks
at a time and coming home for two
weeks to see partners and kids.”
Ronan Colleran, the managing

director of Accreate, an executive
search firm, is seeking 25 banking
professionals in Ireland to commute
the 40-minute flight to, or live in, the
Isle of Man, where Barclays Wealth
is hiring for its credit operations.
“We are now at the tipping point

where senior banking professionals
have decided that they arewilling to
move further for their career,” he
said. “The negative impact of
increased taxation in Ireland . . . has
been the final nail in coffin.”
The daily grind of commuting

was a feature of the boom, especially
from so-called dormitory towns
such as Celbridge and Naas, Co Kil-
dare, and Gorey, Co Wexford. In
return for leaving for Dublin at
dawn— often putting their children
in creches for up to 12 hours a day—
these commuters could have decent
pay, job security and a comfortable
home they could afford. By the start

of the recession, the residents of
Dublin’s commuter belt were
spending a full week every year in
their cars or on public transport,
research by the Labour party found.
But the reasons for extreme com-

muting are not as positive now. The
affordable home in Longford mar-
keted during the boom as “within
commuting distance from Dublin”
is now in negative equity, curbing
the flexibility of workers to sell up
andmove towhere there is work.
“There is a huge willingness to

travel now because of negative
equity, the career restrictions in the
Irish market, and the amount of
opportunities further afield,” said
Ann O’Mahony, the operations
director at recruitment firmMorgan
McKinley. “A few years ago, people
wouldn’t cross the road for a job.”
The 350 jobseekers who travelled

fromall over Ireland lastweek for an
interview at the five-star Castle-
martyr hotel in Co Cork would have
to be prepared to move there rather
than commute, believes Brosnan.
“Youcan’t afford to commute from

Limerick to Cork for the minimum
wage, or even close to it,” he said.
Rising fuel prices because of polit-

ical upheaval in oil-producing coun-
tries in North Africa and the Middle
East mean the average Irish
motorist spends ¤225 a month on
petrol, based on driving 12,000miles
a year at 30miles a gallon, compared
withamonthly bill of¤142.50 in Jan-
uary 2009, claims AA Roadwatch.
Commuters are increasingly

taking the bus to save money on
travel, says Andrew McLindon, a
spokesman for Bus Eireann.
The annual cost of petrol for trips

between Kells and Dublin, for

example, stands at ¤4,377, excluding
parking and toll charges, servicing,
repairs, and oil and tyre changes.
Commuting by bus on a weekly
ticket costs almost half that, with
further reductions for workers who
sign up to the taxsaver scheme.
Donal Clancy, a lecturer in digital

marketing at Dublin City Univer-
sity, opted for commuting by train
when he and his family moved to
Thurles last year.
“It would now cost ¤60 for a tank

of petrol tomake that journey but on
a commuter train ticket, it’s
reasonable,” said Clancy.
Transport costs should not be the

only consideration for a would-be
commuter, according to research by
economists Bruno S Frey and Alois
Stutzer of the University of Zurich.
They say most extreme commuters
presume that the burden is worth it
because they overestimate the
rewards — whether it be prestige, a
better home, salary or school. But, in
what they dubbed the “the com-
muting paradox”, commuters are,
on average, much less satisfied with
their lives than non-commuters
because they have fewer social con-
nections, hobbies andworse health.
A commuter who travels one

hour, one way, would have to make
40% more than his current salary
to be as fully satisfied with his life
as a non-commuter, according to
the economists.
The Regus report concluded that

commuters were often exhausted
and stressed by the time they
arrived at work, which undermined
productivity, prompting the authors
to call for Irish employers to offer
more flexible working options and
allow employees to work fromhome

in certain instances. Indeed, many
employers found themselves doing
just that in the past 12 months,
when the big freeze of last winter
and the Icelandic volcano eruption
stranded many workers and left
them relying on technology.
As a digital expert, Clancy hopes

that more companies will come to

realise that it is not where their
employees are that matters, but
rather what they do.
“As long as I’m connected to

the internet, I can be productive,”
said Clancy.
“I consider driving to be lost time,

because I can work on the train and
we live in a society where your desk

can be wherever your laptop is.
The expectation of employers for
workers to be physically present
between 9am and 5pm dates back
to the industrial revolution,
when people worked the hours of
natural light.
“I’d argue that employers need to

be a bit more clever than that.”
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