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Breakout Session 9-  Occupational Pensions Coverage – Issues & Options 

Chair:    Minister for Social Protection – Leo Varadkar T.D. 

Rapporteur:   Ms Jane Williams 

 

Potential Issues/Questions for Discussion 

1. If you believe increased pensions coverage and adequacy is required, what is 

the form and scope of public policy response that you believe would be the 

most appropriate? 

 

2. To what extent do you believe it is the role of government to compel its 

citizens to provide for their retirement through a supplementary earnings 

related system? 

 

3. For the target population, any supplementary earnings related system would 

be either:-1 

 a mandatory system which enrols workers without a private pension in a 

scheme with no opt out; 

 a system which automatically enrols workers but allows them to opt out 
should they so choose.  

 
Which model would you consider more suitable in the Irish context and why? 
 

4. What would you identify as 4 key policy areas that could act as a basis for 

framing a policy debate to explore development of a universal earnings related 

system? 

 
Examples of Key Policy/Design Considerations: 

 mandatory or quasi-mandatory (opt out) model 

 timing of system introduction and implementation 

 policy for small/micro employers and the self employed 

 respective roles of the State and the private sector in establishing and operating  

 identifying the target population & coverage rates 

                                                           
1 See Background note below for further details 
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 financial incentives and tax treatment – tax relief or SSIA style contributions from the 

State and/or seed money (e.g. New Zealand)   

 rules around member opt out/re-enrolment or contribution holidays 

 default (minimum) contribution rates 

 policy regarding member charges   

 policy regarding any limited member early access to funds 

 design to allow a ‘pot follows member’ structure 

 administration and structure of investment options and ‘default funds’  

 contract and/or trust based structure 

 education, awareness and communication 

 design of pay-out phase 

 role of the regulator 

 

5. Who do you think should be included/exempt in any system?  Please give 

any views on what you believe the parameters of membership should be (for 

example income and age thresholds, occupational status2 or any other 

parameters)? 

 

6. What do you think would be an appropriate and achievable default 

contribution rate and how would you structure it and phase it in over time? 

(e.g. between employee/employer/State)  

 

7. Should any members be able to access part of their funds and if so, in what 

circumstances and to what extent – education, marriage, buying a new home, 

hardship? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 Refers to the need for policy consideration for specific groups e.g. full/part time employment, gender 
pensions issues, the self-employed, contractors, carers, etc. 
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Breakout Session 9-  Occupational Pensions Coverage – Issues & Options 

Chair:    Minister for Social Protection – Leo Varadkar T.D. 

Rapporteur:   Ms Jane Williams 
 

Background:  Occupational Pensions Coverage  
 

Ireland is one of only two3 OECD countries that does not have an earnings related 

mandatory/quasi mandatory supplementary pensions for workers.  The introduction of such 

a system was the key recommendation emerging from the OECD’s ‘Review of the Irish Pension 

System’ published in 2013. 

 

The development of a system to progressively achieve universal supplementary pension 

coverage has been a stated goal of Irish pensions policy for a number of years.  This is with 

reference to the need to provide for the sustainability and adequacy of pension provision and 

with regard to the fact that projected life expectancy will have risen to 84.1 for males and 

87.4 for females by 2030 (from 73 and 78.5 in the 90s).  Accordingly, individuals will have to 

make a greater provision to fund their retirement if they are to enjoy a standard of living in 

retirement similar to the standard of living they had pre-retirement. 

 

The current rate of supplementary pension coverage in Ireland is approximately 46.7% of 

those in employment4.  This coverage figure would reduce significantly further to 

approximately 40% when the private sector is considered in isolation.   

 

In a period where the policy intent was to increase pensions coverage, the level of private 

pensions has remained broadly consistent over the past 20 years ranging from 46% in 1995 

to a high of 55% in 2005, 51% in 2009 and thereafter reducing its current rate which has 

reverted to 1995 levels.  Clearly, and despite the considerable efforts to promote and 

incentivise voluntary participation in supplementary pensions, the marginal changes in 

coverage over the last 20 years indicates that the voluntary approach to pensions 

participation is not achieving the desired goal in terms of increasing coverage to an 

appropriate level.   

 

 

It is apparent that without changes the current pension system will not deliver significant 

improvements in coverage.  With improvements in in life expectancy and an increasing time 

                                                           
3 The other being New Zealand which has a national system ‘Kiwisaver’ which is optional to join. 
4 CSO QNHS Pension Provision Q4 2015 

http://www.welfare.ie/en/downloads/OECD-Review-of-the-Irish-Pensions-System.pdf
http://www.welfare.ie/en/downloads/OECD-Review-of-the-Irish-Pensions-System.pdf
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spent in retirement, many will not accumulate sufficient savings to adequately replace their 

pre-retirement income level and as a consequence may increasingly rely on State supports 

and face major changes in consumption in later years. 

 

It is for these reasons that the Minister has indicated a system of supplementary saving needs 

to be introduced to support those currently not saving to improve their provision for 

retirement.  There are essentially two options when considering a universal supplementary 

pensions system targeted at those in employment and without pensions coverage.   

 

 A mandatory system in which all workers within a target population (usually by 

reference to prescribed age and income thresholds) are enrolled in a pension scheme, 

must contribute and cannot opt out. 

 A soft-mandatory auto-enrolment (A/E) system where these same workers are 

enrolled but can make the decision to opt-out within established parameters.  

 

Any decision regarding the appropriate model for a universal system should be made 

primarily with reference to a predefined and clear overall policy objective.  For example, if 

the policy objective of a universal system is uniformly high pension coverage rates offering 

reasonably adequate levels of income in retirement, within a defined target population across 

specific age and income thresholds and occupational sectors within a specific time-frame, 

then evidence indicates a mandatory system would be the most appropriate solution.   

 

If however, the policy objective is to provide a universal system to gradually increase pensions 

coverage amongst a defined target population by overcoming the immediate economic 

deterrents and decision making inertia that often prevents individuals making decisions to 

start a pension, whilst simultaneously preserving freedom of choice regarding continued 

participation, then an automatic enrolment (A/E) may be a more appropriate system.  A/E 

allows the member to opt out after they have been enrolled in to the system (usually within 

pre-defined timeframes).   

 

International experience clearly demonstrates that in order to achieve the goal of increasing 

pension coverage and adequacy levels, it is crucial that the planning and design of any 

universal pension system is appropriate and suited to the national environment.  This 

necessitates consideration of the constituent factors involved in constructing an efficient and 

effective system and would include identifying cost estimates, key features such as target 

population, contribution rates, public and private sector involvement, design characteristics 

and potential phase-in timeframes.   
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Also crucial in the development of any universal pension system will be the need to closely 

consider the impact of the introduction of any such system on the wider pension system in 

Ireland.  This includes interaction with the ‘first pillar’ State pension system, the pre-existing 

‘second pillar’ occupational pensions systems and the ‘third pillar’ personal pensions.   

 

Evidence from international experience also identifies a priority need to establish a broad 

consensus of support for a universal system if it is to be successfully introduced.  This is 

because any reform introducing a universal supplementary retirement savings system would 

have a long-term horizon and as such would benefit from achieving broad support that could 

be sustained over a long period.  Consultation with international experts has reinforced this 

need to build consensus and indicates that the achievement of a wider consensus, which 

would not be unduly compromised by the political cycle, is the single greatest factor in 

successfully introducing retirement savings systems and reform of this nature.   

 


