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A Strawman Public Consultation Process for an 

Automatic Enrolment Retirement Savings System 

for Ireland 
 

PensionBee submission 
 

Introduction 

PensionBee greatly welcomes the opportunity to submit a response to this Strawman 

Consultation. We would also like to state our availability to meet with Robert Nicholson and / or 

others involved with this process to explain more about our model and its applicability within 

the proposed framework.  

 

PensionBee has the capability to bring an international, technology-oriented solution to the 

Irish market, which can help the government achieve its objectives of fostering engagement, 

ownership and cost transparency in the Irish pensions market. 

 

Who are PensionBee? 
 

PensionBee is an online pension manager based in the UK. Established in 2014 we’ve taken 

the UK pensions industry by storm, finally bringing customer experience into the 21st century.  

 

By using new Cloud-based technologies and automating processes we are able to offer a high-

quality and low-cost pension solution for customers from ages 18 - 80 with assets of £5 to £2M.  

 

We are partnered with the world’s largest asset managers - State Street, BlackRock and Legal 

& General, who manage the pension assets and deliver economies of scale to our customer 

base.  

 

Our unique pension transfer solution also automates pension transfer processes that typically 

take months of letter writing and calls to a five-minute process via a smartphone - 24/7. 

 

We are strong believers in customer service and each customer receives their own BeeKeeper 

who is on hand to answer questions when only a human touch will do. Our customer service is 

rated excellent and we enjoy a score of 9.2 on Trustpilot. 

 

At PensionBee we don’t believe in hidden costs – that’s why we only charge one single annual 

management fee, which includes all fund management costs. Fees start at 0.5%, making us 

confident we can deliver an efficient service to the Irish market. 

 

Our customer dashboard, or BeeHive, can be accessed 24/7 on our native or mobile optimised 

app. We offer a real-time pension balance to customers on their smartphone or tablet and are 

completely paperless - REAL innovation in pensions! Our Open APIs also allow this balance to 

be pulled into other banking marketplaces or aggregators, so for the first time ever in the UK 

customers can see their complete financial position in one feed, rather than waiting to get a 

paper statement twelve months later.  
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Our APIs mean customers can see their live pension balance in Starling Bank, Yolt, Money 

Dashboard, Money Hub and Emma apps. And that’s just for now, as will eventually integrate 

with all banking apps and are looking forward to bringing the same technology to the Irish 

market.  

 

As a result of our platform, product and communications, we have a highly-engaged customer 

base – that’s because we’ve actually made their pensions interesting! Not only are our 

customers logging in c.4 times a month to check their balance and recommend friends, 33% 

are making regular contributions averaging c.£300 a month. Their pots are growing, and they 

are really proud of checking them. Our customers are engaging with their savings in a way that 

many people said wasn’t possible – but create the digitally enabled pension product people 

want, that suits their lives, and they will engage. 

 

In fact, technology-led inventiveness defines our whole proposition. Not only were we the first - 

and only provider - to place pensions as part of the Open Banking revolution, we’ve been 

recognised as one of the Fintech50 2018. PensionBee was also awarded Schroders Leading 

Digital Platform of the Year 2018.  

 

Whilst we do not currently market the PensionBee Pension as an Auto-enrolment solution in 

the UK, we do operate our own company’s Auto-enrolment through the PensionBee Pension. 

This includes the onboarding of our employees, opt-outs, processing leavers and delivering 

necessary communications. Our proposition has always been consumer-first and it is this 

aspect of Ireland’s auto-enrolment proposal - the ability for consumers to choose their own 

pensions - that makes Ireland an ideal location for our services.  

 

Key sites 

 

• PensionBee website 

• PensionBee Trustpilot 

• Signature robot 

• How to connect PensionBee to your Starling Bank account 

 

Articles 

 

• Financial Times 

• Forbes 

• Tech Crunch 

• FT Adviser 
 

 

Contact details  

 

Romi Savova, CEO, romi@pensionbee.com +44 7867 316593 

Clare Reilly, Head of Corporate Development, clare@pensionbee.com +44 7977 171110 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.pensionbee.com/
https://uk.trustpilot.com/review/pensionbee.com
https://www.instagram.com/p/BWXBxevlRE1/?taken-by=pensionbee
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vET9eO7rBAo
https://www.ft.com/content/634db858-deb7-11e7-a8a4-0a1e63a52f9c
https://www.forbes.com/sites/alisoncoleman/2017/06/23/how-this-entrepreneur-cracked-the-pension-sector-and-got-the-fintech-world-buzzing/
https://techcrunch.com/2018/02/13/starling-financial-marketplace
https://www.ftadviser.com/pensions/2018/09/04/pensionbee-integrates-with-open-banking/
mailto:romi@pensionbee.com
mailto:clare@pensionbee.com
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Section 4.1 Administrative Arrangements and Organisational Approach  

1. Is the rationale for use of a CPA sound? 

 

Yes, the rationale is sound. In fact, the only way that the outlined objectives for data 

standards, administrative simplicity, member choice, pot-follows-member and levels of 

service can be met in a cost-effective way, is through a Government sponsored clearing 

house.  

 

As we have seen in the UK model, where there are no data standards or a clearing house, 

the member will always bear the cost and then suffer detriment when employers and 

providers fail in their duties to pay or collect contributions.  

 

2. What are the potential strengths and weaknesses of a CPA structure? Do you 

believe that the CPA model proposed can be improved? If so, how? 

 

The CPA model can only work if it uses APIs. Otherwise, it will be impossible to stay within 

the set-up budget and there will inevitably be manual input, too many parties, uploading of 

CSV files and user error, creating high ongoing costs and additional work for everyone 

involved.  

 

In the UK, some employers and payroll companies have struggled to manage an interface 

with one provider by manually uploading CSV files. The Pensions Regulator has fined 

prominent AE providers in the UK for administrative errors relating to their failure to report 

employers not paying employee contributions. In addition, they have also failed to tell the 

pension scheme members that their employer was not making the contributions.  

 

A Government backed clearing system, similar to that in Australia, is the only way to 

streamline the inevitable administrative issues that will arise as all these parties struggle to 

meet requirements. It is also the only way to protect members from non-payment of 

contributions by employers and other associated detriment.  

 

Pensionsync, for example, has the technology to connect employers, payroll companies and 

all providers using APIs for AE rollout. Additionally, they have built the functionality to keep 

the system notified of pension scheme changes, opt ins and opt outs, with no need for any 

manual data entry.  

 

What this means, is that any provider bidding to become one of the four AE providers must 

demonstrate they have the technological capability to work with APIs to send and receive 

information to and from the CPA in a standardised data format.  

 

3. If you don’t agree with the CPA model, can you suggest alternatives 

 

No, data standards and a Government sponsored clearing gateway are the only way to 

achieve pot-follows-member, administrative simplicity, member choice and adherence to 

prescribed regulatory and quality standards. 

 

4. Have you suggestions for how the operating costs of the CPA could be covered? 

 

The first suggestion is to ensure that the operating costs remain low by setting up a 

technological infrastructure using APIs that do not require any manual input .  

https://pensionsync.com/
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If all of the clearing house activity (including switching, contributions) is automated through 

two-way APIs, and all providers are working to data standards that have been set in 

legislation, then the operating costs will be substantially reduced.  

 

It’s difficult to give a fair assessment of how these costs should be funded without knowing 

what they are likely to be. Some ideas for consideration may be a levy on regulated firms, or 

a small employer cost per opt out, subsidised by the retained funds mentioned in question 

45. 

 

5. Is the use of commercial providers for the provision of retirement savings options 

the right approach? 

 

Yes, competition is essential to offer the level of technology and innovation that 21st century 

pension savers both expect and deserve.  

 

A basic requirement for entry to the bidding process is that each provider can demonstrate 

their technological abilities in meeting the requirements of the CPA operating model using 

APIs.  

 

Selection should occur not only based on who can meet those requirements, but those 

providers who can demonstrate ongoing commitment to outstanding user experience, 

consistently positive consumer outcomes and use of technology to constantly improve their 

product.  

 

Unfortunately, only the competition we will see amongst commercial providers will provide 

the level of innovation and improvement that savers will demand. 

 

In order for this to happen, the tender process must be transparent, competitive and prope rly 

managed against a set of published criteria. Consideration must also be given to how this 

tender process is run in subsequent years since incumbents will hold significant advantage 

over newcomers to the market.   

 

6. Is it appropriate to limit the number of approved AE Registered Providers, as 

proposed, in order to provide economies of scale and drive down unit costs? 

 

Yes, owing to the size of the market, the only way to make it financially attractive for those 

bidding will be to limit the number of AE Registered Providers to four. Any less than 25% 

market share, particularly in the early years of small contributions, will make the commercial 

model hard to balance and unlikely to attract new entrants, such as ourselves.  

 

Additionally, there are going to be many providers bidding who will have to upgrade all their 

IT systems to meet the tech requirements of the CPA, so sharing with more than four 

providers will only result in consumer detriment as they apply pressure on government to 

push those costs on to savers. 

 

7. If so, is the maximum figure proposed of four providers about right? Or should it be 

more or less, and if so, why? 

 

If the maximum permitted annual administration and investment management charge of no 

more than 0.5%, then four is indeed the correct number to make it commercially viable for 

those who win the tender. 
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Approximately 25% market share is an attractive proposition for those who can use 

technology to scale and win the subsequent tenders as the asset sizes increase over time.  

 

8. Are there alternatives that can achieve the economies of scale required other than 

to select a limited number of providers by open tender?  

 

No.  

 

9. What do you believe is the optimum governance structure for Registered Providers 

and why? (e.g. Master Trust or insurance-based contract providers). 

 

The main consideration is that all four providers must adopt the same governance model.  

 

10. Where a member elects not to choose a provider and fund option, is it appropriate 

to allocate them to the default fund of one of the AE Registered Providers on a 

carousel basis, or is there a better alternative you would suggest?  

 

Allocation on a carousel basis works best for members and providers, provided the level of 

technology, customer service and user experience is consistent across all four providers. It’s 

unfair for one member to be placed with a clunky legacy provider, whilst the next benefits 

from a host of other integrations and product innovations.  

 

With portability members can switch provider later, should they wish to. Service innovation 

can drive up levels of competition and switching as the four providers develop and enhance 

their product offering.  

 

A key advantage of the carousel is that whilst providers can expect 25% market share, they 

can also expect to be the net beneficiaries of member choice if they have the most 

compelling offer in the market.  

 

11. What is an appropriate maximum limit on the level of administration/investment 

management fees? 

 

0.5% fee cap is essential to provide value for money to savers.  

 

Any provider that cannot offer a compelling product at 0.5% total or less will be using 

inefficient legacy administration systems, which should be a warning sign to the CPA that 

customer service will be slow, manual and paper-based on the backend.  

 

12. What is the appropriate timeframe between each tender round (e.g. 5, 7, 10 years) 

and why? 

 

The proposal of a tender every 5 - 10 years is relatively sound. However, in the early years it 

would be sensible to have 10 years between tender 1 - 2, whilst the contributions are small, 

and then move to every 5 years to ensure effective competition.  

 

13. Do you think the proposed timeframe for the roll-out of AE is reasonable and 

achievable? 

 

It is a tight timeframe, but if you find a technology provider to build the CPA and you legislate 

for standard APIs, then it’s realistic.  



 
 
 

 

  
6 

www.pensionbee.com 

 

PensionBee is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority (Ref: 744931) and registered in England and Wales 

(9354862). 

 

However, this could be severely impacted by the final choice of providers, who, if not 

technologically proficient may take some time to adapt their model to fit with the criteria 

required to effectively operate under the proposal. 

 

14. Do you believe that employees should select their preferred provider, or should 

employers be required to select a Registered Provider on their behalf?  

 

Employees should always choose their preferred provider. It is a failing of the UK system 

that only the employer decides; resulting in a very profitable, unregulated indust ry of  

employee benefits consultancies that push employers to pick products that their employees 

bear all the risk for.  

 

An important vehicle for engagement with pensions is allowing employees to choose, it is the 

only way to drive up engagement, competit ion, innovation and technology.  

 

Section 4.2 Target Membership  

15. Should there be a lower/upper earnings threshold triggering automatic enrolment?  

 

A failure of the UK system is that the lowest earners, or those with multiple low paid jobs, do 

not meet the earnings requirement to trigger AE and miss out on a private pension.  

There should be no lower limit to widen participation and remove complexity from the system 

for employers. Those who cannot afford the contributions will opt out.  

 

16. If so, is the proposed earnings threshold of €20,000 p.a. above which members will 

be automatically enrolled into the system appropriate? If not, what would you propose 

as the earnings threshold and why? 

 

There should be no minimum earnings threshold. Otherwise the poorest in society will be 

excluded, and that would be a huge failing of the system architecture.  

 

17. Do you agree with the proposal to review the earnings threshold on a five-yearly 

basis? If not, what adjustment process would you propose?  

 

If there was no minimum, then it wouldn’t need to be reviewed. Any adjustment process 

would be based on data from the last five years that participation of certa in demographic 

groups was failing. 

 

18. Should there be a lower/upper age threshold for automatic enrolment?  

 

No - it is never too early or too late to save into a pension. 

 

19. If so, are the proposed age thresholds appropriate? If not, what would you propose 

as the age thresholds and why? 

 

They are too narrow. Unless there is a proposal to extend them at a later point, then they are 

not appropriate. In the UK there has been outcry from unions and bodies representing the 

UK’s lowest earning that the current system is flawed by design and excludes society’s most 

needy.  
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20. Should employees outside of the age/earnings criteria triggering automatic 

enrolment be able to opt-in? 

 

If 23 - 60 is the age threshold, then those younger and older should be allowed to opt in 

regardless of their earnings. However, we do not agree there should be age / earnings 

criteria. Those who do not want to contribute can opt out.  

 

21. How should those with more than one source of employment be treated?  

 

Since it’s pot-follow-member, and there’s only one pot, then they should be allowed to 

contribute from as many sources of employment as they have.  

 

Since there will be no additional burden to employers and payroll companies, then it’s very 

different to the UK system where a member would end up with numerous tiny parallel pots 

that are costly to administer, maintain and keep track of.  

 

22. Do you agree with the approach proposed for self-employed people? If not, what 

modifications would you propose? 

 

Opt-in is great, but there needs to be further discussion on how to supplement the missing 

employer contributions. 

 

23. Should people outside of the workforce (e.g. carers, homemakers) be eligible to 

opt-in? If so, suggest how that might work in terms of contributions, etc.  

 

Yes, they should be eligible. 

 

24. Should all eligible members be enrolled immediately on commencing employment?  

 

Yes. 

 

25. Should members of existing pension schemes be allowed to transfer into the AE 

system? 

 

Yes, this is an essential feature of the system, in order to avoid proliferation of pots and loss 

of ownership. Transfers in also offer an attractive commercial proposition to providers, who 

can increase their AUM as a result.  

 

The two questions are whether these transfers in are allowed to happen through the CPA 

and what is the relationship between the new AE system and the existing pension Irish 

pension system.  

 

In any case, PensionBee would be able to provide efficient transfer technology to help 

people keep their savings in one place. 

 

Section 4.3 Employer and Employee Contribution Rates 

26. Do you agree with the approach to starting with a low level of contributions 

increasing on a phased basis to a higher level over a period of six years? If not, what 

approach would you propose and why? 
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Yes. This is the best way to stimulate interest and build familiarity with the system, whilst still 

only committing a small % of monthly income. We have seen that auto-escalation in other 

systems works very effectively, and in the UK opt out rates have been low as a result.  

 

27. Do you agree with the proposed contribution levels? If not, what contribution levels 

would you propose and why? 

 

The contribution levels are appropriate.  

 

28. Should there be an upper threshold on qualifying earnings along the lines 

described in the Strawman or should qualifying earnings be uncapped?  

 

Yes, an upper threshold is appropriate to ensure the wealthiest don’t benefit 

disproportionately from Government tax relief and employer  contributions. 

 

29. Should the Irish AE system incorporate a ‘disregard’ such as used in the UK’s AE 

system whereby earnings between £0 and £6,032 are not subject to a contribution 

requirement? If so, why do you believe a ‘disregard’ should apply and at what level? 

 

No, the system architecture should strive for simplicity. A ‘disregard’ introduces unnecessary 

complexity.  

 

30. Should employer matching contributions be required for those outside the 

automatic enrolment age/earnings trigger criteria, who choose to opt-in? 

 

Yes.   

 

Section 4.4 Financial Incentives provided by the State  

31. Do you agree with the Strawman approach to State incentives – i.e. a potential 

State bonus top-up based on matching member contributions with a payment of €1 for 

every €3 they save? 

 

Yes. A flat rate of top-up is fair and appropriate, provided there is an upper threshold on 

qualifying earnings. 

 

32. What level of top-up or State incentive would you propose?  

 

€1 for every €3 saved.  

 

33. If you don’t agree with the ‘top-up bonus’ approach what type of incentive would you 

propose?  

 

N/a  

 

34. Is it appropriate to cap State incentives? If so, what should be the value of this 

cap? 

 

Yes. They can be capped by introducing an upper threshold on qualifying earnings, like in 

the UK. In the UK the upper earnings limit is £46,350.00. 
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Section 4.5 Investment Options  

35. Do you agree with the suggested approach to limiting the AE Registered Providers 

to offering three ‘standard choice’ DC savings options with one fund acting as the 

default? 

 

Yes, this is an entirely sensible approach and very similar to the model PensionBee currently 

operate under. The vast majority of retail customers do not want to be overwhelmed with 

fund choice and much prefer a consolidated list to pick from. In fact, our own customer 

research has found that while offering four investment options, 98% of all customers choose 

one of the three prominently displayed choices (i.e the fourth fund only attracts 2% of 

customers). 

 

But as more than 90% of people automatically enrolled into a pension scheme stay in the 

default fund (Source: NEST), its essential that the default meets their needs regardless of 

their age. This means that members should not be defaulted into the lowest risk fund at age 

20, when in reality these early accumulation years should be focused on returns to 

compound as they age.  

 

In practice that means that the default needs to be a target date fund appropriate to the age 

of the member, whether 18 or 55. If the member wishes to move to a lower risk plan, this is 

available, but we need to ensure the best outcome for the 90% of members who will stay in 

the default their whole life.  

 

36. If not, what retirement savings options do you consider should be provided? 

 

N/a 

 

37. An alternative to conventional DC is the target benefit approach – do you believe 

that a target benefit approach merits consideration as one of the ‘standard choice’ 

options for the AE Registered Providers? 

 

No - this is too complex to administer and the legislation around it is highly unchartered 

territory. 

 

38. Do you agree with the approach to provide for maximum annual management and 

investment charges at 0.5% of assets under management?  

 

Yes, entirely agree. We have sufficient experience of operating a pension plan at 0.5% to 

know that this is viable. It’s a fair management charge for customers and sufficiently low to 

exclude inefficient paper-based legacy providers who do not have the technology to deliver 

at scale. 

 

39. If not, what approach to management and investment fees would you propose?  

 

N/a 

 

40. Do you agree with the proposal to allow members switch between funds?  
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Members should be allowed to switch between funds, but an appropriate and well designed  

default fund for their age should always offer the best retirement outcome. This should be 

communicated as part of the information on different fund options. 

 

Section 4.6 Policy for Opt-out and Re-enrolment  

41. Do you agree with the concept of a minimum compulsory membership period and 

that six months is an appropriate minimum period? 

 

Yes, this is appropriate. 

 

42. What is your view on an opt-out window of two months in months seven and eight 

of membership? 

 

As long as this is effectively communicated to members, then it’s appropriate. 

 

43. Do you agree that people who opt-out should be automatically re-enrolled after a 

defined period (e.g. three years)? 

 

Yes, but they should also but be allowed to opt in again at any point, to reflect changes in 

the status. 

 

44. Do you agree with the concept of allowing members to take a period of Saving 

Suspension? If so, are there specific conditions that should attach to such 

suspensions? 

 

Yes, agree in theory, but it’s an additional feature that should be added once the system is 

up and running. The focus should be on getting the CPA up and running with all of the basic 

functionality, with features like this added later. 

 

45. Do you agree with the approach which sees employer and State contributions 

retained/credited to the CPA to contribute to its costs, in the case of member opt -out? 

 

Yes, we agree with this approach, but it should not replace more sources of certain funding 

of the CPA.  

 

Section 4.7 Arrangements for Benefits and the Pay-out Phase 

46. Do you agree that Registered Providers should provide a standard range of 

investment/ draw-down options? 

 

Yes, they should be required to offer this. 

 

47. Should members be allowed to allocate their accumulated fund across all of these 

post-retirement options? 

 

Yes. It’s essential to offer a range of at-retirement options to members.   

 

48. Should members be required to invest a minimum proportion of their accumulated 

fund in a lifetime annuity (pension)? If so, in what circumstances?  
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No, members should be free to decide what to do with their own money at retirement.  

 

49. Do you agree that the appropriate age to grant access to the retirement draw-down 

products is the State pension age? If not, what age would you suggest?  

 

In the UK, granting access ten years before State Pension age has been very popular. This 

would be another feature to be discussed, voted on and added later once the core system is 

up and running.  

 

50. Do you agree that early access to accumulated retirement savings should be 

provided on the grounds of ill health and enforced workplace retirement? If so, under 

what conditions and from what age? 

 

Following the UK model, you can only access your pension in cases of serious ill health. In 

order to get the system up and running it would be sensible to adopt this approach with a 

view to discussion as the system matures. Savings within the system will be so small in the 

early years that there’s time to discuss this at length.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


