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Summary 

 Expenditure on Vote 35 is demand-driven and non-discretionary, with superannuation benefits for 

former members of the Defence Forces and their dependants currently representing 96% of spending 

from the Vote. 

 

 Over the last two decades, the trajectory of Exchequer spending on military pensions and the proportion 

of military pensions to overall Defence expenditure have both steadily increased. Military pensioner 

numbers are also increasing. All of these trends are forecast to continue in the short to medium term. 

 

 Projections of annual superannuation expenditure are particularly difficult to estimate for the 

Permanent Defence Force due to key differences in the accrual of military pensions when compared to 

other areas of the public service, including earlier retirement and immediate payment of benefits terms, 

and the associated individual choices available to personnel.  

 

 Amounts voted to Vote 35 in the context of the annual estimates process have proved insufficient, with 

Supplementary Estimates averaging c. €10 million required annually between 2006 and 2017 inclusive. 

This trend has been noted by the Comptroller and Auditor General on a number of occasions and, most 

recently, has also been commented on by the Parliamentary Budget Office. 

 

 The analysis undertaken in the context of this Review indicates a scenario of increasing costs in the 

short to medium terms in respect of Vote 35. In order to mitigate the risk of voted monies proving 

insufficient, and in noting the Supplementary Estimates that have been required for Vote 35 in the 

past, it would be recommended that the Vote be allocated resources in line with the cost analysis in 

this report from 2019 onwards, to ensure that the full cost of Defence Forces pensions can be met.    
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1.  Introduction 

 

1.1 Overview 

Exchequer expenditure on Defence is provided for under two Votes – Vote 35 (Army Pensions)1 and Vote 36 

(Defence) – which together are referred to as the Defence Vote Group. The gross 2018 Exchequer allocation for 

the Vote Group is €946 million.  

 

Figure 1.1: Defence Vote Group Gross 2018 Exchequer Allocation (NB: rounded) 

 

Source: Revised Estimates for Public Services 2018 

 

Spending on superannuation and pension benefits   for retired members of the Defence Forces2 through Vote 35 

(Army Pensions) represents a significant and expanding element of overall Exchequer Defence expenditure. 

The 2018 Vote 35 gross allocation of €239.1 million constitutes 25% of total voted Defence expenditure for the 

year and 27.5% of total current expenditure funding for the Defence Vote Group. 

 

Over the last two decades, the trajectory of Exchequer spending on military pensions and the proportion of 

military pensions to overall Defence expenditure have both steadily increased. Military pensioner numbers are 

also increasing. All of these trends are forecast to continue in the short to medium term. 

 

As this expenditure is by its nature demand-driven and non-discretionary, spending cannot readily be arrested 

or reduced. It is also difficult year on year – particularly given the high numbers of early voluntary retirements 

                                                
1 This title is a misnomer: Vote 35 funds pensions and related benefits for retired members of all three services of the 
Defence Forces (i.e. Army, Air Corps and Naval Service).  The original title Army Pensions dates from 1924 when there was 
no Air Corps or Naval Service as currently configured. 
2 Including retired Chaplains and members of the Army Nursing Service. 
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from the Permanent Defence Force – to predict funding requirements.   Amounts voted in the context of the 

annual estimates process have proved insufficient for Vote 35 and the Vote has experienced shortfalls and annual 

requirements for Supplementary Estimates since 2006. 

 

 

1.2 Spending Review Objectives 

The objectives of this Spending Review are threefold – to: 

 

(i) capture the nature of this Exchequer expenditure; 

 

(ii) estimate its future trajectory; and 

 

(iii) offer recommendations.  

 

Sections 2-5 examine the context, trends and drivers of military pensions expenditure, as well as factors 

influencing the preparation of annual Estimates for Vote 35.  

 

Sections 6-7 explore short, medium and long term spending and liability projections for this area. 

 

 

1.3 Methodology and Sources 

This is a collaborative paper co-authored by: 

 

(i) CCA&E and Defence Group Vote Section, Department of Public Expenditure and Reform; and 

 

(ii) Finance Branch, Department of Defence. 

 

The terms of reference, structure and conclusions and recommendations have been agreed between the 

Department of Public Expenditure and Reform (D/PER) and the Department of Defence. The authors engaged 

with the D/PER Spending Review Steering Group3 during the preparation of this paper. 

The principal information / data sources for this paper are: 

 

 Internal Department of Public Expenditure and Reform / Department of Defence records and data; 

                                                
3 Composed of senior officials from the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform.  
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 Historical Revised Estimates; 

 

 Department of Public Expenditure and Reform Infor Databank; 

 

 Department of Public Expenditure and Reform Civil Service HR Databank; 

 

 Department of Public Expenditure and Reform publications, including Actuarial Review of Public Service 

Occupational Pensions in Ireland (2017); 

 

 Department of Defence and Defence Forces publications, including the White Paper on Defence (August 

2015), Department of Defence and Defence Forces Strategy Statement 2017-20 (January 2018) and the 

Department of Defence and Defence Forces Annual Report 2017 (June 2018); 

 

 Comptroller and Auditor General publications, including annual Appropriation Accounts and Public 

Pensions (August 2009);  

 

 World Bank / OECD publications, including Civil-service Pension Schemes Around the World (May 2006); 

 

 Oireachtas debate records. 
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2.  Expenditure Context 

 

2.1 Defence Organisation 

Ireland’s Defence Organisation has two main elements: the Department of Defence and the Defence 

Forces (Figure 2.1). 

 

Figure 2.1: Defence Organisation Structure 

 

 

  

 

 

Department of Defence 

The Department of Defence had a Civil Service full-time equivalent (FTE) complement of 326 staff at 

end-2017. Under the Defence Act, 1954 the Department also has a military element known as Defence 

Forces Headquarters (DFHQ)4.  Superannuation benefits of retired Civil Service staff of the Department 

and retired civilian employees of the Defence Forces are funded through Vote 12 (Superannuation and 

Retired Allowances). 

 

Defence Forces 

At the core of the Defence Forces is the Permanent Defence Force (PDF)5: a regular military force 

divided into land, air and naval elements in the form of the Army, Air Corps and Naval Service. The PDF 

                                                
4 While Figure 2.1 above illustrates the basic civil/military division of the Defence Organisation, it should be 
noted that the Permanent Defence Force personnel based in Defence Forces Headquarters (DFHQ) are a 
component part of the Department of Defence itself (under the Defence Act, 1954) which in legislation has civil 
and military branches. The 326 staff figure above covers civil servants only, and all military pensions are paid 
through Vote 35 (as opposed to the pensions of civil servants, which are paid through Vote 12). 
5 The other element of the Defence Forces is the Reserve Defence Force (RDF). Although no pensions 
expenditure is generated by the RDF, a small number of former reservists are in receipt of service-related injury 
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has an approved strength ceiling of 9,500 personnel, but,  for a number of reasons (e.g. level of exits, 

timing of recruitment campaigns, etc.), its FTE numbers have in recent years been between 9,000 and 

9,500. The military pensions expenditure discussed in this paper relates almost exclusively to the PDF. 

 

2.2 Defence Vote Group 

Exchequer spending on Defence is provided through two annual Votes of expenditure – Vote 35 (Army 

Pensions) and Vote 36 (Defence). Together, these comprise the Defence Vote Group (Figure 2.2). 

 

Figure 2.2: Defence Vote Group Structure 

Vote 35 (Army Pensions) 

Funds military pensions and gratuities for retired members of the Defence Forces and (where applicable) 

certain dependants. 

 

Vote 36 (Defence) 

Funds pay and allowances for serving members of the Defence Forces, civilians employed by the 

Defence Forces and Civil Service staff of the Department of Defence6, as well as all other capital and 

non-pay, non-pension current defence expenditure (including infrastructure, military equipment, 

operational and training costs, etc.). Also incorporates certain annual funding for the Civil Defence 

organisation, the Irish Red Cross, the Organisation of National Ex-Servicemen and Women (ONE) and 

the Irish United Nations Veterans Association (IUNVA).  

 

Vote 36 incorporates both current and capital expenditure and essentially serves to fund all ongoing 

activity of the Defence Organisation. Vote 35, by contrast, is entirely current expenditure based and, by 

the nature of the pensions and post-service benefits expenditure it funds, spending is entirely demand-

driven and non-discretionary. 

 

2.3 Military Pensions Overview 

Public service pension provision and associated costs represent an intrinsic part of the requisite public 

service (e.g. defence, policing, teaching etc.) provision.  By its nature, such expenditure is demand-led 

and non-discretionary. 

 

                                                
compensation payments via Vote 35. See Section 3. 
6 NB: While their pay is funded through Vote 36, superannuation for retired Civil Service staff of the Department 
of Defence and retired civilian employees is funded through Vote 12 (Superannuation and Retired Allowances). 
This expenditure does not fall under the Defence Vote Group. 
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As with all other public service employees, members of the Permanent Defence Force (PDF) have 

sectoral superannuation arrangements in place. The existence of such pension arrangements serve a 

number of functions: they help to attract employees, and in the case of the PDF are a contributor to 

maintaining a required age profile (the PDF has earlier mandatory retirement ages and/or ‘minimum 

pension ages’), while also seeking to retain career personnel. Internationally, it is common practice that 

military personnel have tailored pension arrangements that set them apart from the provisions 

generally applying in the wider public service. This practice is followed in Ireland.  

 

A 2006 study by the OECD / World Bank (Civil-service Pension Schemes Around the World), reviewed 

among other things, key policy issues related to pension schemes covering civil servants as well as other 

public sector workers.  It found (Section 4, pp. 68-75) in relation to military personnel that: 

 

‘ … Perhaps the single most difficult group to integrate into a general pension system is the military. 

Soldiers clearly face special risks and cannot be expected to retire as late as most workers. Not 

surprisingly, most countries make special provisions for them, even if they are somehow covered under 

the main pension program… ‘. 

 

In percentage terms, pensions expenditure on Vote 35 represents approximately 7.6% of the total gross 

Exchequer pensions bill budgeted for 20187  (full table at Appendix 2).  

 

When taken in isolation the costs involved in Vote 35 may appear significant; however such expenditure 

reflects the whole of life cost of maintaining the Defence Forces that serve to protect the security and 

defence of the State. In a functioning society, the State, in order to recruit and retain suitable personnel 

the PDF needs to be seen as an ‘employer of choice’ that provides for its employees at the end of their 

military working life through the provision of appropriate pensions arrangements. 

 

At the same time, military pension arrangements exist within the broader context and framework of 

Ireland’s public service pension policy as determined by Government. The design, structure etc. of 

military pension arrangements have evolved in the overall context of public service pension reforms, 

especially developments over recent decades.  

 

Disability pensions also form part of the pensions arrangements for the PDF. Such pensions are of 

particular importance in an employment such as the PDF where personnel are exposed to serious risk 

                                                
7 Revised Estimates for Public Service 2018, p. 18.  
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of harm by the nature of their duties. In addition, Defence Forces pension schemes also provide financial 

support in the form of lump sums and pensions, where applicable, to dependants in the event of an 

employee's death in service.  

 

Particular difficulties, unique to the military superannuation of the Defence Forces, exist with regard to 

predicting retirement and turnover patterns - due, amongst other things, to the benefits provided under 

the various military occupational pension schemes which are a function of the recruitment date of 

personnel, as summarised below. 

 

Pre-April 2004 Recruits 

The ‘pre-April 2004’ pension schemes provide for the early payment of pension benefits immediately 

on retirement after relatively short periods of service, and regardless of age (i.e. there is no minimum 

‘pension age’). Personnel who joined the PDF before April 2004 may qualify for immediate pension and 

gratuity on retirement after 12 years’ service in the case of commissioned officers and after 21 years’ 

service for enlisted ranks (i.e. Privates and NCOs). There is no provision for preserved benefits8. 

Maximum benefits for pre-April 2004 personnel generally accrue after 30/31 years’ service and 

regardless of age, compared to the generality of public service employments which typically accrue over 

a period of 40 years9.  

 

April 2004 – December 2012 Recruits 

All personnel joining the PDF from April 2004 to end-2012 have superannuation arrangements that, 

while more in line with the public service generally, still retain accelerated accrual, earlier mandatory 

retirement ages, upper service limits etc. These ‘post-April 2004’ personnel have a ‘minimum pension 

age’ of 50, with maximum retirement benefits accruing after 30 years’ service. This means that 

retirement pension and gratuity is normally only payable immediately on retirement from the PDF 

where serving to age 50 - if retiring before age 50, retirement benefits are preserved to age 60. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
8 Officers with 5-11 years’ service qualify for a gratuity only. Enlisted personnel with 3-20 years’ service qualify 
for a gratuity only. In either case, where service is lower than the minimum vesting period, no benefits are 
payable. 
9 Age limitations may also apply - e.g. a civil servant aged 57 who has accrued maximum pension benefits with 40 
years’ service cannot retire with immediate payment of full pension. (They can, however, opt to take a reduced 
pension entitlement under the Cost Neutral Early Retirement Scheme.) 
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Post-2012 Recruits 

From 1 January 2013 onwards, all those joining pensionable public service employment for the first 

time – including the PDF – are, in general, members of the Single Public Service Pension Scheme (the 

Single Scheme). The Single Scheme is based on a career-average earnings model, with retirement 

benefits based on pensionable earnings throughout a person’s public service career. For PDF personnel 

who are Single Scheme members, their ‘minimum pension age’ is 50; to reflect operational needs, they 

also have fast accrual retirement benefits as well as earlier mandatory retirement ages / upper service 

limits,  as already applies to their counterparts recruited since April 2004. Where leaving the PDF before 

age 50, Single Scheme benefits are generally preserved to social welfare State Pension Contributory age 

i.e. 66-68 for all public service groups.    

 

2.4 Defence Expenditure Trends 

Between 1997 and 2017, an annual average of 20% of total Defence Vote Group gross expenditure has 

been on the military pensions and associated spending administered via Vote 35 (Figure 2.3). This % 

share has been steadily increasing with Vote 35’s share of gross Vote Group expenditure having grown 

from 17.4% in 1997 to 25% in 2017. 

 

Figure 2.3: Defence Vote Group Gross Expenditure, 1997-2017 (€000)10 

 

While gross expenditure on Vote 36 reduced significantly during the economic crisis, falling from €879.8 

million in 2008 to €657.1 million in 2012, the trajectory of gross expenditure on Vote 35 has, due to the 

demand-driven and non-discretionary nature of spending on the Vote, been almost entirely upwards 

over the last two decades (Figure 2.4). 

                                                
10 Full figures at Appendix 4.  
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Figure 2.4 Department of Defence Gross Expenditure 1997-2017 (€000) 

 

Source: Department of Public Expenditure and Reform Databank 

 

Military pensions expenditure is progressively increasing, both as a proportion of overall Exchequer 

expenditure on defence and in actual financial terms. However, it is to be noted that there is no direct 

co-relation between the two Votes, either in terms of their respective funding requirements / 

projections or allocations from year to year. Votes 35 and 36 have very different needs in that regard.  

 

2.5 Supplementary Estimates 

Amounts voted to Vote 35 in the context of the annual Estimates process have proved insufficient 

since 2006. Vote 35 (previously Vote 37) has required a Supplementary Estimate each year from 2006 

to 2017 inclusive (Figure 2.5). This has averaged €10.2 million annually over the period.  
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Figure 2.5: Army Pensions Vote Supplementary Estimates, 2006-17 

 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

 € m € m € m € m € m € m € m € m € m € m € m € m 

Army Pensions Vote 

REV 

Allocation (Gross) 

174.5 183.7 190.6 209.0 209 208.1 214.4 214.8 221.0 221.0 223.7 229.6 

Supp. Estimate (Gross) 1.6 4.8 13.1 5.9 9.5 15.3 30.0 9.4 

0 

4.8 6.5 11.0 10.7 

Outturn* (Gross) 175.9 188.4 203.6 214.8 218.2 223.3 243.8 223.6 225.6 227.4 234.7 240.0 

Source: Appropriation Accounts and Revised Estimates 

*Note: Final Appropriation Account outturn figures may be slightly lower than the sum of REV allocation and 

Supplementary Estimate. This is due to the total revised Estimate not being fully expended. 

 

These Supplementary Estimates have arisen when the original allocation in the REV for Vote 35 proved 

insufficient to meet all requirements in the years in question. The method of addressing any projected 

overspend on Vote 35  has been met primarily by the transfer (offset) of identified savings from Vote 36 

and also by the offset of minor savings from the non-superannuation subheads of Vote 35, generally 

during the last two months of the year in question. While these Supplementary Estimates have not, to 

date, required net additional Exchequer funding for the Defence Vote Group, all Supplementary 

Estimates require Dáil approval.  

 

It is to be noted that the need for Supplementary Estimates has no impact in terms of the payment of 

pensions and gratuities. All military pensioners during this period have received their appropriate 

entitlements in accordance with relevant pension provisions.  

 

2.6 Comptroller and Auditor General / Parliamentary Budget Office 

This pattern of Supplementary Estimates has been repeatedly noted in annual reports by the 

Comptroller and Auditor General (C&AG). 

 

In 2012, the C&AG observed that – out of six individual Votes that year where expenditure was greater 

than the original vote estimate – Vote 35 had the largest percentage overspend; amounting to a sum of 
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some €30 million11. This observation was repeated in 2013, with that year’s Report on the Accounts of 

the Public Service noting that Vote 35 had once again had the largest proportionate overspend12. 

 

The 2014 Appropriation Account observed that Vote 35 had required a Supplementary Estimate each 

year from 2010 to 2014 inclusive13. This ongoing pattern has been further noted by the C&AG in 201514, 

201615 and 201716. The trend has also been noted by the newly-established Parliamentary Budget 

Office17.    

 

2.7 Estimates Calculation 

Vote 35 short-term spending projections by the Department of Defence are based on known numbers 

and rank disposition of PDF personnel due to retire on age grounds or on reaching upper service limits, 

as well as projected numbers of early voluntary retirements based on recent patterns among the two 

employee streams i.e. officers and enlisted ranks. Also included are estimated associated pension and 

once-off retirement lump sum costs for projected new retirees; existing pensions expenditure adjusted 

for projected deaths annually among pensioners; recurring future annual pension costs of new retirees; 

spending / receipts trends from the seven Vote 35 subheads; impact of relevant pay increases, PSPR etc. 

on retirement benefits, and so on. 

 

This is a complex calculation – containing a significant and unavoidable level of estimation (e.g. 

projected deaths, early voluntary retirements, etc.).  

In the context of the overall Estimates/Budgetary process, all Departmental estimates are subject to 

discussion and review having regard to available resources;  various adjustments may be applied;  the 

Government agree the final allocations which are then subject to  debate/vote within the Dáil.  

  

                                                
11 Comptroller and Auditor General, Report on the Accounts of the Public Service 2012 (August 2013), p. 75. The 
larger than normal Supplementary Estimate required for Vote 35 in 2012 was driven by the exceptionally high 
numbers of PDF personnel who availed of the end-February 2012 FEMPI grace period. See Section 4. 
12 Comptroller and Auditor General, Report on the Accounts of the Public Service 2013 (September 2014), p.38. 
13 Comptroller and Auditor General, Report on the Accounts of the Public Service 2014 (September 2015), p. 64. 
14 Comptroller and Auditor General, Report on the Accounts of the Public Service 2015 (September 2016), pp. 38-
39. 
15 Comptroller and Auditor General, Report on the Accounts of the Public Service 2016 (September 2017), pp. 93-
94. 
16 Comptroller and Auditor General, Report on the Accounts of the Public Service 2017 (September 2018), pp. 54-
55. 
17 Parliamentary Budget Office, Supplementary Estimates 2017 (November 2017), p. 6.  
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3.  Expenditure Composition 

 

Under the performance budgeting format, expenditure and outputs on Vote 35 are provided for under 

a single programme, entitled Provision for Defence Forces Pensions Benefits. 

 

The programme makes provision for retired pay, pensions, allowances and gratuities payable to, or in 

respect of, former members of the Defence Forces. As noted previously, this expenditure is essentially 

demand-led and non-discretionary, driven by factors such as natural turnover of PDF personnel year on 

year and individual decisions on the timing of retirement. Generally speaking, the pensions and 

gratuities paid are statutory entitlements once certain criteria are met. Expenditure under Vote 35 is 

exclusively current spending. 

 

3.1 Overview of Programme Expenditure 

The 2018 published Revised Estimates Volume (REV) for the Vote 35 is shown at Appendix 1. 

 

The primary element of programme expenditure – shown at heading A of Part II of the REV (e.g. see 

page 160 of Revised Estimates for Public Services 2018) – is Provision for Defence Forces Pensions 

Benefits. The gross allocation for 2018 is €239.133 million. Appropriations-in-Aid (Receipts) for Vote 35 

– shown at heading B of Part II of the REV – are projected at €5 million in 2018.  These are composed of 

pension scheme contributions from serving Defence Forces personnel, recoveries of overpayments, 

payments received in respect of transferred service and miscellaneous other receipts.  

 

Part III of the REV, under the heading Financial & Human Resource Inputs, sets out the specific financial 

allocation under which the Subheads of Vote 35 will be accounted for in 2018, along with the associated 

pensioner (or other) numbers provided for in each Subhead. 

 

For 2018, the Estimate provides for 13,224 ‘associated public service pensioners’, i.e., retired Defence 

Forces personnel and their dependants18. A very small element (€0.070 million) is also included in the 

Programme allocation under Administration, to cover relevant ‘pay’ costs, e.g. salary of the Secretary to 

the Army Pensions Board and the fees and expenses of civilian members of the Board – this is covered 

further below under the heading Subhead A1. 

 

                                                
18 A proportion of these military pensioners (approx. 1,000) are in receipt of both an occupational pension and 
disablement pension and are therefore included twice in the figure of 13,224. 
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3.2 Key Outputs and Public Service Activities 

Given the demand-driven and non-discretionary nature of the Vote, output performance of the 

Programme is not measureable in terms of provision of goods and services to third parties by the 

Department of Defence.  

 

Rather, as published in the Estimates (Part III of the REV), the current measurements of performance 

(i.e. output target numbers) are calculated to show the numbers of pensioners in payment19, plus 

associated new retirement, disability and dependants’ awards granted during the year. Also included 

are other metrics such as: 

 

• the number of leavers;  

• periodic reviews of disability pensions; 

• cases arising from family law provisions; 

• transfer of pensionable service applications; and 

• disablement lump sums awarded. 

 

Figure 3.1 Vote 35 Pensions in Payment, 2006-18 

 

*Note: 2018 estimate only. 

Total pensions in payment have increased by some 12.4% between 2006 and 2017. 

 

                                                
19 Since October 2015, the monthly military pensions payroll has been processed by the National Shared Services 
Office (NSSO); however, for completeness, the number of military pensions paid is included in the metrics shown 
in Part III of the REV.  
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3.3 Structure of Army Pensions Vote 

As structured, Vote 35 has seven Subheads: six relating to expenditure; one relating to receipts. 

 

The composition of each spending Subhead as a percentage of overall gross expenditure for 2017 is as 

set out in Figure 3.2 below. 

 

Figure 3.2: Vote 35 2017 Gross Expenditure Breakdown 

Subhead Purpose 2017 

Outturn (gross) 

Subhead  spend  as 

% of overall gross 

expenditure in 2017 

  €m % 

A.1 Administration 0.071 0.03 

A.2 Superannuation-related benefits 230.644 96.09 

A.3 Disability-related benefits 8.857 3.69 

A.4 Allowances for spouses of deceased Old 

IRA Veterans 

0.335 0.14 

A.5 Compensation 0.074 0.03 

A.6 Miscellaneous items 0.041 0.02 

 Total 240.022 100 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

 

3.4 Reference Period and Subhead Overviews  

In the following sections, 2012-17 has generally been used as the reference period20. Further details on 

each Subhead are set out below. 

 

Subhead A.1 – Administration – Pay 

Subhead A.1 provides for the salary and other costs involved with the day to day running of the Army 

Pensions Board.  

 

                                                
20 This is because Vote 35 expenditure reached an historical peak (€244 million gross) in 2012 due to the 
operation of the FEMPI ‘grace period’ which incentivised voluntary exists and also because the relative 
percentage share of spend among the subheads of the Vote is essentially unchanged over many years.  
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The Board is the statutory body that adjudicates on applications for disability pensions or dependants 

allowances under the Army Pensions Acts by ex-members of the PDF or their dependants. The Board 

consists of three members: a civilian chairman, a civilian doctor and a serving military doctor. The 

Secretary to the Board is a civil servant (one FTE) from the Department of Defence. 

 

Subhead A.1 provides for the salary of the Board’s secretary. The subhead also covers the fees and 

expenses of the civilian members of the Board. The pay of the military member of the Board (a serving 

medical doctor) is borne by Vote 36 (Defence). 

 

Figure 3.3: Expenditure under Subhead A.1 for the years 2012-17 

Subhead Item 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

 €m €m €m €m €m €m 

Administration 0.081 0.080 0.070 0.073 0.069 0.071 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

 

Spending year to year from this subhead is not subject to significant change or fluctuation and 

currently comprises just 0.03% of total spend. 

The 2018 financial allocation to the subhead is €0.070m. 

 

 

Subhead A.2 – Defence Forces (Pensions) Schemes and Payments in Respect of Transferred Service 

Subhead A.2 provides for the payment of all superannuation-type benefits under the Defence Forces 

Pensions Schemes by way of: 

 occupational pension and retirement gratuity (lump sum) payable to former members of the 

PDF; and 

 dependants’ benefits i.e., pensions for qualifying spouses / civil partners and children of 

deceased personnel, including death gratuities where PDF members die in service. 

 

The subhead also provides for payments in respect of superannuation benefits of personnel 

compulsorily retired on medical grounds, pension adjustment orders (where family law provisions apply 

to retirement and/or dependants’ benefits), as well as pensionable service ‘transferred’ across from the 

Defence Forces to other public sector organisations. 
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This subhead accounts for some 96% of all military pensions expenditure. Subhead A.2 is where the 

primary source of funding pressures have arisen over recent years for Vote 35 as a whole. 

 

The occupational pension arrangements of members of the PDF depend primarily on when a person 

joins the public service for the first time – see Section 4.  As noted in Section 2.3 above, for operational 

and HR policy reasons, Defence Forces personnel have ‘fast pension accrual’ arrangements along with 

lower ‘minimum pension ages’ and lower compulsory retirement ages than the norm.  

 

Figure 3.4 PDF Entry Cohort Pension Distinctions 

PDF Cohort Legislation Pension Type Preserved 

Benefits 

Qualification for 

Immediate Benefits 

(pension and gratuity) 

Qualification 

for Maximum 

Benefits 

Pre-April 

2004 

Defence Forces 

(Pensions) Acts 

1932 - 2004 

Defined 

Benefit – final 

salary 

No 12 years of service 

(Officers); 

21 years of service 

(Enlisted Personnel) – 

regardless of age in either 

case 

 

30-31 years of 

service generally 

(depending on 

rank etc.) 

1 April 2004 – 

31 December 

2012 

Defence Forces 

(Pensions) Acts 

1932 - 2004 

Defined 

Benefit – final 

salary 

Yes - to age 
60 

Age 50 (all ranks) 30 years of 
service 

1 January 
2013 - 

Public Service 

Pensions (Single 

Scheme and Other 

Provisions) Act, 

2012 

Defined 

Benefit – 

public sector 

career average 

earnings 

Yes - to 
State 
Pension 
Age 
(66/68) 

Age 50 (all ranks) No pension 

value cap and 

no 40 years of 

service cap  

Source: Department of Defence Data 
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In common with the Irish public service generally, all applicable military pension schemes are defined 

benefit occupational pension schemes. The superannuation arrangements for personnel who joined the 

PDF before January 2013 are provided under the Defence Forces (Pensions) Acts, 1932-2004, while 

those of post-1 January 2013 joiners are as provided under the Public Service Pensions (Single Scheme 

and Other Provisions) Act, 2012. 

 

Almost 100% of expenditure from Subhead A.2 is currently generated by the legacy pension schemes 

applicable to pre-April 2004 military personnel21. As outlined later, this will be the case for the 

foreseeable future.  

 

Realised and newly crystallising liabilities in respect of legacy fast accrual superannuation arrangements 

are among the key drivers of rising military pensions expenditure. This is examined further in Section 4 

of this paper 

 

Spending under Subhead A.2 has been increasing year on year. A breakdown of the composition of 

expenditure (outturn), and related headcount, for the years 2012-17 inclusive is shown in Figures 3.5 

and 3.6 below. 

Figure 3.5: Expenditure under Subhead A.2 for the years 2012-17 

 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
 

 

 €m €m €m €m €m €m 

Retirement pensions 185.774 186.836 188.686 191.236 195.817 199.501 

Retirement gratuities 33.243 12.991 14.206 13.748 15.655 17.578 

Death gratuities 0.428 0.534 0.338 0.419 0.441 0.398 

Dependants pensions 14.069 13.657 13.321 13.022 13.002 13.052 

Transferred service 0.439 0.166 0.166 0.139 0.124 0.114 

Totals 233.953 214.184 216.717 218.563 225.040 230.644 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

                                                
21 A very small number of ‘post-April 2004’ personnel are also in receipt of occupational pensions at present i.e., 
where retired compulsorily on medical grounds with at least 5 years’ service. In general however, preserved 
benefits are the norm for post-April 2004 personnel retiring before age 50. Post-2004 benefits costs €0.162 
million in 2017.   
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Subhead A2 accounts for some 96% of all military pensions expenditure. 

The 2018 financial allocation to the subhead is €229.240 million.  

 

The table above demonstrates that: 

 The highest spend in recent years (and historically) was in 2012. This coincided with the exodus 

of much larger numbers than usual on pension from the PDF to avail of the FEMPI ‘grace period’ 

by end- February 2012, in line with public service trends (see also Section 4.1 below); 

 Between 2013 and 2017, expenditure from Subhead A.2 has increased by 7.7% overall reflecting 

increased numbers of beneficiaries year on year – see Figure 3.6 below. This converts to an 

average increase in spend of about 1.9% year on year since 2013; 

 On average over the past 5 years, retirement pensions and gratuities comprised 87.0% and 6.7% 

respectively of total A.2 spend. 

 

Figure 3.6: Headcount under Subhead A.2 for the years 2012-17 

Subhead A.2 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
 

Number of retirement pensioners 

(incl. dependants) at year-end 

11,370 11,454 11,536 11,671 11,807 11,970 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

 

The table above demonstrates the rising numbers of retirement pensioners which have increased by 

5.3% in the 2012-17 period and this is set to continue – see Section 7. 

 

Subhead A.3 - Wound and Disability Pensions, Allowances and Gratuities to or in Respect of Former 

Members of the Defence Forces 

Subhead A3 provides generally for the payment of disability pensions and allowances (and disablement 

gratuities in certain cases), incorporating: 

 

 disability pensions paid to retired personnel suffering from permanent disablement due to 

injuries or wounds attributable to military service (domestic or overseas service) or to disease 

arising from overseas service with the United Nations; 

 

 allowances granted to dependants (including spouses and children) of deceased personnel 

whose death was attributable to military service. 
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There are currently some 1,020 such individual cases. These benefits are provided under the Army 

Pensions Acts, 1923 - 1980, which essentially constitute a military occupational injuries code. Military 

disability pensions are exempt from income tax under tax law, and are payable in addition to standard 

Defence Forces superannuation benefits. Where a person is eligible for payments under both the Army 

Pensions Acts and the Defence Forces Superannuation Schemes, the combined payment under both 

codes is generally subject to certain limits. 

 
The award of a disability pension or gratuity depends on the findings of the Army Pensions Board, the 

independent statutory body appointed to adjudicate on applications from former PDF members or their 

dependants (see Subhead A.1 above), and on the provisions of the Acts. The Board determines whether 

the wound, injury or disease is attributable to military service; assesses the percentage degree of 

disability22; and reports its findings to the Minister for Defence. Once awarded, certain disability 

pensions may be subject to periodic medical review by the Board within 3 to 5 years. The Board may, 

alternatively, determine that a case is ‘final’. 

 

A breakdown of the composition of Subhead A.3 expenditure (outturn) and related headcount for the 

years 2012-17 inclusive is shown in Figure 3.7 below. 

 

Figure 3.7: Expenditure and Pensioner Numbers under Subhead A.3, 2012-17 

Subhead item 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

 

 €m €m €m €m €m €m 

Disability pensions 6.298 6.317 6.165 6.457 6.965 7.104 

Disablement 

gratuities 

0.637 0.518 0.434 0.177 0.395 0.202 

Dependants 

pensions 

1.881 1.801 1.682 1.622 1.618 1.552 

Totals  8.816 8.635 8.281 8.256 8.977 8.857 

Number of disability 
pensioners (incl. 
dependants) at year-end 

1,022 1,005 999 1,000 1,015 1,028 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

 

                                                
22 To qualify for disability pension, the minimum level of disablement for wound / injury is 20%, while for disease 
it is 50% to 80%. If the wound / injury is less than 20% disablement, a gratuity is payable.  
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Expenditure under Subhead A.3 accounts for about 3.7% of the total military pensions spend. 

The 2018 financial allocation to the subhead is €9.2 million. 

 

The table above shows that: 

 

 Spending under Subhead A.3 has been generally steady, with an average spend annually for 

these years of €8.6 million; 

 

 The highest spend was in 2016 (€8.977 million) and the lowest in 2014 (€8.281 million); 

 

 On average, expenditure on disability pensions and disablement gratuities comprised about 

76% and 4.5% respectively of total Subhead A.3 spend. 

 

 

Subhead A.4 - Payments to Spouses of Deceased Veterans of the War of Independence 

Subhead A4 provides for allowances payable to the surviving spouses of deceased veterans of the War 

of Independence period. There are no Old IRA veterans in receipt of pensions, the last having died in 

2006.  

 

Due to the passage of time, there are no new recipients coming under this subhead. Outturn over recent 

years has been declining due to the advancing years of beneficiaries, whose average age is currently 92. 

The widows concerned, who currently number about 40, fall into three categories: 

 

 widows of deceased military service pensioners; 

 widows of special allowances holders; and 

 widows of service medal holders (1917-21). 

 

These payments, which are tax-free, are payable in addition to any other applicable benefits such as 

State or Widows’, Widowers’ or Surviving Civil Partners’ Pensions under the Social Welfare Acts.  

 

The level of War of Independence widows’ pensions is specially reviewed by the Department of Defence 

from time to time. A special 50% increase was applied to monthly pensions effective from 1 January 

2016 onwards to mark the 1916 Centenary commemoration.  On average, this has increased annual 

payments from about €4,200 to €6,300 per head. 



 
 

24  

A breakdown of Subhead A.4 expenditure (outturn) for the years 2012-2017 inclusive, and related 

headcount, is shown in Figure 3.8 below.  

 

Figure 3.8: Expenditure and Pensions in Payment under Subhead A.4, 2012-2017 

Subhead A.4 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
 

Allowances payable to widows 
of  deceased Old IRA Veterans 

€0.927 m €0.724 m €0.563 m €0.426 m €0.490 m* €0.335 m 

Numbers of  pensions in 
payment at year-end 

203 152 121 89 66 48 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

 

At end-2017, subhead A4 outturn comprised just 0.14% of total gross spend from the Vote. 

The 2018 financial allocation to the subhead is €0.400 million. 

 

 

Subhead A.5 - Compensation Payments 

There are two distinct elements under Subhead A.5.  

 

1. A contingency provision (€150,000) for the payment of special lump sum compensation by the 

Department of Defence in the event of service-related deaths of members of the PDF while serving 

overseas with United Nations (UN) and certain other missions.  

 

These special lump sums are additional to any standard benefits payable under the Defence Forces 

pensions code. The scheme has been in operation – on an extra-statutory basis – since 1960 arising from 

Irish troops   serving overseas with the UN.  

 

There have been no service-related deaths of PDF members while serving with the UN since 2003.  All 

of these death benefits (pension and lump sums), statutory or otherwise, are paid directly by the 

Department of Defence to beneficiaries. 

 

2. A provision (€75,000) mainly to cover personal injury payments to some 20 former members of the 

Reserve Defence Force. These payments arise under a non-statutory compensation scheme 

administered by the Department of Defence. 
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Serving and former reservists who sustain qualifying injuries in the course of duty can apply, within 

certain time limits, for compensation under the scheme. It includes provision for payment in respect of 

medical disablement by way of monthly ongoing payments and, up to certain limits, for loss of earnings 

and/or certain medical expenses. Eligible applicants are referred by the Department of Defence to the 

Army Pensions Board for medical examination and assessment of their percentage degree of 

disablement due to the qualifying injury. (To qualify for monthly ongoing payment, the minimum level 

of disablement for wound/injury is 20%). 

 

A breakdown of Subhead A.5 expenditure (outturn) in respect of reservists’ personal injury payments 

for the years 2012-17 inclusive, and related headcount, is shown in Figure 3.9 below. 

 

Figure 3.9:  Expenditure and Numbers in Payment under Subhead A.5, 2012-17 

Subhead item 2012* 2013* 2014* 2015 2016 2017 
 

Reservists’ personal injury 
payments 

€0.092 m €0.083 m €0.077 m € 0.073 m €0.073 m €0.074 m 

Numbers in receipt of monthly 
ongoing payments at year end 

23 22 21 21 21 20 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

*Note: Up to 2014, payments under this personal injury scheme were charged to the Vote 36 (Defence), but 

since 2015 they are accounted for directly under the Vote 35 (Army Pensions). 

 

At end-2017, subhead outturn comprised just 0.03% of total gross spend from the Vote. 

The 2018 financial allocation to the subhead is €0.225 million. 

 

Subhead A.6 – Medical Appliances and Travelling Expenses 

Subhead A6 provides for payment of a range of miscellaneous expenses, i.e. non-pay items, related to 

the operation of the Defence Forces pensions code. These miscellaneous expenses include: 

 

 travel for medical examination by applicants for military disability pensions; 

 

 medical reports (e.g. from outside consultants) related to the assessment of disability pension 

applicants by the Army Pensions Board; 

 

 supply and repair of surgical or medical appliances provided by the Department of Defence for 

military disability pensioners in respect of qualifying disablements; and 
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 annual membership fees payable in respect of members of the Defence Forces to the Pensions 

Authority (the statutory regulator of occupational pension schemes). 

 

A breakdown of Subhead A.6 expenditure (outturn) for the years 2012-17 inclusive is shown in Figure 

3.10 below.  

  

Figure 3.10: Expenditure under Subhead A.6, 2012-17 

Subhead item 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
 

 

Medical appliances and 
travelling and incidental 
expenses  

€m 
 

€m €m €m €m €m 

Totals 0.065 0.038 0.039 0.051 0.064 0.041 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

 

At end-2017, subhead outturn comprised just 0.02% of total gross spend from the Vote. 

The 2018 financial allocation to the subhead is €0.100 million. 

 

Subhead B – Appropriations- in-Aid (Receipts) 

Subhead B provides for receipts by way of Appropriations-in-Aid to Vote 35 under the following 

headings: 

(a) Contributions to Spouses’ and Children’s Pensions Schemes by Officers, NCOs and Privates; 

(b) Contributions to Defence Forces Contributory (Main) Pension Scheme; 

(c) Recoveries of overpayments; 

(d) Payments received in respect of transferred service; and 

(e) Miscellaneous other receipts. 

 

Employee contributions to the (pre-2013) Pensions Schemes by serving Permanent Defence Force 

personnel account for the 99% of receipts under this Subhead. Those receipts have been slowly reducing 

year on year for a number of reasons. 
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1. Under the new public service Single Pension Scheme rules, contributions of new entrant military 

personnel who joined the PDF from 1 January 2013 onwards are not paid to the Department of Defence 

as receipts, but instead are transferred to Central Funds. 

 

2. In addition, higher than normal numbers of personnel retired from the PDF in the period up to end- 

February 2012 when the FEMPI ‘grace period’ expired. Those retirees and others who have retired since 

2012 are no longer paying contributions to the Pensions Schemes and their contributions will not be 

‘replaced’ in the longer term by newer recruits. 

 

As noted in recent Appropriation Accounts for Vote 35, the level of receipts from employee pension 

contributions is difficult to predict in any given year. This is because employee pension contributions 

vary according to levels of recruitment, personnel turnover changes, pensionable earnings and career 

progression across the PDF. 

 

A breakdown of Subhead B receipts realised for the years 2012-17 inclusive is shown in Figure 3.11 

below. 

Figure 3.11: Receipts under Subhead B for the years 2012-17 

 

Subhead item 

(Receipts) 

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

 

€m €m €m €m €m €m 

Contributions to 

spouse’s & children’s 

schemes (pre-2013) 

4.406 4.122 3.952 3.809 3.846 3.694 

Contributions to main 

pension schemes (pre- 

2013) 

1.447 1.476 1.514 1.513 1.493 1.525 

Recovery of 

overpayments 

0.055 0.033 0.022 0.043 0.096 0.036 

Transferred service 

receipts 

0.007 0.002 0.012 0.002 0.00 0.008 

Miscellaneous other 

receipts 

0.025 0.024 0.003 0.009 0.002 0.002 

Totals 5.940 5.657 5.503 5.376 5.437 5.265 

Source: Department of Defence Data and Appropriation Accounts 

Projected receipts in 2018 are €5 million. 
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3.6 Summary 

Subhead A.2, which provides for Defence Forces superannuation-related benefits, accounts for some 

96% of all military pensions expenditure. Within Subhead A.2, almost 100% of military pension benefit 

costs emanate from the legacy pension schemes applicable to pre-April 2004 military personnel. This is 

where the primary source of funding pressures have arisen over recent years for Vote 35 as a whole – 

see Figure 3.12 below. All the indications are that this will continue to be the case for the foreseeable 

future. In that regard, spending projections on future military pension costs in the short term (2018-21) 

and medium term are summarised in Section 6 of this report. 

 

There are no identified or significant funding pressures in relation to the other spending subheads within 

the Vote, which together, comprise just 4% of the Vote’s total gross allocation. Receipts under Subhead 

B show a slow downward trend for the reasons outlined above. 

 

The overall composition and subhead ‘share’ of the Vote spend is expected to remain essentially 

unchanged in the short to medium term. 

 

Figure 3.12: Vote 35 – REV allocation and gross outturn, 2012-17 

 
 

Gross figures 

2012 
 

€m 

2013 
 

€m 

2014 
 

€m 

2015 
 

€m 

2016 
 

€m 

2017 
 

€m 

Vote 35 REV allocation  
 

214.4 

 
 

214.8 

 
 

221.0 

 
 

221.0 

 
 

223.7 

 
 

229.6 

 
 

Supplementary Estimate Received (funded from  
Vote 36) 

 
 

30.0 

 
 

9.4 

 
 

4.8 

 
 

6.5 

 
 

11.0 

 
 

10.7 

Vote 35 Outturn*  
 

243.8 

 
 

223.7 

 
 

225.7 

 
 

227.4 

 
 

234.7 

 
 

240.0 

 
 

*Of which Subhead A2 (superannuation) 

 
 

224.0 

 
 

214.2 

 
 

216.7 

 
 

218.6 

 
 

225.0 

 
 

230.6 

 
 

Outturn % increase/decrease year on year 

 
 

9.1% 

 
 

-8. 2% 

 
 

0.9% 

 
 

0.8% 

 
 

3.2% 

 
 

2.3% 

Source: Department of Defence Data and Appropriation Accounts 
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4.  Drivers and Trends 

This section of the paper examines and analyses the main drivers and trends in military superannuation 

expenditure. 

 

Military superannuation gross spend increased by some 30% between 2007 and 2012, rising from 

€188.4 million to a peak of €243.8 million23. Gross spend dropped in 2013 to €223.7 million but since 

then has increased year on year to €240.0 million in 2017. The underlying trend remains upward, with 

the Department of Defence projecting that the outturn in 2018/19 will match or exceed the 2012 peak. 

 

Figure 4.1: Vote 35 Gross Expenditure, 1997-2017 (€000) 

 

Source: Department of Public Expenditure and Reform Databank 

 

As noted already, a range of contributory factors act as drivers of military superannuation expenditure. 

Some of these, such as increased life expectancy, generally apply to the population as a whole.  Others 

are a specific product or characteristic of the Defence sector. The principal underlying drivers within 

Vote 35 include: 

 public pay and numbers policies; 

 sectoral HR policy and operational requirements (e.g. lower mandatory retirement ages than 

the norm); 

 demand-led drivers; 

 the atypical sectoral legacy superannuation scheme terms in place; 

                                                
23 Due primarily to the operation of the FEMPI ‘grace period’ which incentivised voluntary exits.  
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 the varying individual level of retirement benefits paid to new retirees in any given year; and 

 the age profile of existing and new retirees on pension. 

 

These drivers are assessed in more detail below. 

 

4.1 Public Pay and Numbers Policies 

During the recent financial emergency, public policy objectives sought to significantly cut the public pay 

bill e.g. through pay cuts and by reducing public service employee numbers. The Financial Emergency 

Measures in the Public Interest (FEMPI) Acts, 2009 to 2013 reduced public service pay and pension 

rates. However, these Acts also provided that when calculating superannuation entitlements, the pay 

reductions (applied from 1 January 2010) would be disregarded for those who retired from the public 

service by certain dates. These are known as ‘grace periods’, the first of which expired at end-February 

2012. 

 

Understandably, PDF personnel, as was the case with other public servants, opted to avail of this 

mechanism by choosing to retire somewhat earlier to safeguard their accrued pension and lump sum 

entitlements from the full effect of the pay reductions - as illustrated in the table below. 

 

Figure 4.2: PDF Total Leavers*, 2008-17 

 
Year 

Total Leavers (All 
Ranks) 

Nos. (%) from total who retired on pension 

2008 579 276   (48%) 

2009 517 425   (82%) 

2010 534 427   (80%) 

2011 689 498   (72%) 

2012 803 597   (74%) 

2013 470 247   (53%) 

2014 482 253   (52%) 

2015 567 318   (56%) 

2016 649 330   (51%) 

2017 700 327   (47%) 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

*Note: includes deaths in service; and those with no entitlement to pension and/or gratuity because they did 

not have the required minimum service to qualify for benefits. 
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As can be seen from Figure 4.2 above: 

 The level of  annual Defence Forces retirements on pension between 2009 - 2012  increased by 

between   54% - 116% from the level retiring in 2008, reflective of public service trends; 

 

 Between January 2010, when the first pay reductions were applied, and expiry of the end-

February 2012 FEMPI grace period, some 1,500 military personnel retired on pension from the 

Defence Forces. During that period, some 75% of all leavers retired with immediate retirement 

benefits (pension and gratuity); 

 

 While new retirements on military pension reduced to an average of 250 annually for 2013/14, 

between 2015 and 2017 it has averaged 325 a year; 

 

 Of those who exited the PDF over the past 5 years, on average about half (51%) retired with 

immediate retirement benefits (pension and lump sum) (Figure 4.3). 

 

Figure 4.3: PDF Total Leavers (All Ranks) vs Immediate Pension Retirements, 2008-17 

 

 Source: Department of Defence Data 

The rising numbers of military pensioners is in line with public service trends, linked to the overall fiscal 

strategy of reducing employee numbers during the earlier FEMPI years. 

 

4.2 Sectoral HR Policy and Operational Requirements 

As noted previously, for operational and HR policy reasons, certain groups of public service employees, 

such as military, police and fire service personnel, have different occupational pension arrangements to 

most other public service employees. Such groups are required to retire earlier than the norm and may 

qualify for occupational pension entitlements immediately on retirement after shorter periods of 

service than elsewhere. 
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As highlighted in the White Paper on Defence (Section 7.4 – Defence Forces Pensions): 

 

‘It is widely accepted that the Defence Forces have very different personnel policy requirements than all 

other public service groups. One key element is the provision of appropriate superannuation 

arrangements that support and complement ongoing personnel policy objectives… Given the unique and 

demanding nature of military life, there is understandably a very high level of turnover among military 

personnel…” 

 

The requirement for certain groups of public service employees, such as military personnel, to have ‘fast 

accrual’ occupational pension arrangements, together with earlier retirement ages and/or ‘minimum 

pension ages’, is a product of HR policy for the Defence Forces and operational needs. Internationally, it 

is common practice that military personnel have special pension arrangements that set them apart from 

the wider public service’. 

 

Mandatory (maximum) retirement ages in the Defence Forces are generally lower than the norm for 

operational and HR policy reasons, and vary according to factors such as rank, date of recruitment, 

technical category etc. Enlisted personnel who joined before 1994 have a common retirement age of 60 

regardless of rank. For enlisted ranks joining since January 1994 mandatory retirement age is 50 for 

Sergeant and 56 for higher NCO ranks, with upper service limits of 21 years applicable to junior ranks 

below Sergeant, unless they are in receipt of Technician Pay of Grades 3 and above, who may continue 

to serve until 50 years of age. (The terms of the service contracts of post-1994 enlisted personnel are 

currently under review via the Defence Forces Conciliation and Arbitration Scheme). Mandatory 

retirement ages for commissioned officers ranges from age 47 for Lieutenant up to age 63 for the Chief 

of Staff (holding the top rank of Lieutenant-General or Vice-Admiral). 

 

Over the past 5 years, there has also been an appreciable rise in the numbers of personnel retiring on 

age grounds (having reached mandatory retirement age for the rank) - particularly for enlisted ranks. 

This sub-set rose from 15 retirees in 2013 to 70 in 2017 and this trend is set to continue in the short-

term. All of these personnel were qualified for maximum retirement benefits. 

 

A small but growing cohort of enlisted personnel who joined since 1994 on different service contracts 

terms, as outlined above, are starting to impact on pensions expenditure, by virtue of having reached 

their mandatory retirement age (50 for Sergeants) or upper service limit (21 years for junior ranks). The 
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first of these have been retiring on pension since 2015 and they will be a growing sub-set as time 

progresses.  

 

However, as shown below, the vast majority of military personnel leave the Defence Forces well before 

reaching maximum retirement age, many of them with immediate entitlement to pension and 

retirement lump sum. Payment of retirement benefits earlier than the norm to groups such as Defence 

Forces personnel means that the costs involved crystallise earlier. That dynamic also impacts pension 

expenditure in the longer term because of the younger age profile of the pensioners involved. 

 

4.3 Demand-Led Drivers 

As noted previously, expenditure on military pensions has been increasing year on year; it is demand-

driven and non-discretionary, with 96% of Vote 35 expenditure going on superannuation benefits for 

former members of the Defence Forces and their dependants (Subhead A2). This is essentially driven by 

natural turnover of Defence Forces personnel year on year, allied with increased life expectancy 

generally. Generally speaking, the pensions and gratuities paid under Vote 35 are statutory entitlements 

once certain criteria are met. 

 

Early voluntary retirement before reaching mandatory retirement age 

Estimating retirements across the wider public service is assisted to some degree by the fact that the 

majority of employees share a standard mandatory retirement age.  In the wider public service, various 

schemes also permit persons to retire voluntarily and draw down their accrued pension entitlement if 

they have attained a certain age (e.g. 60). However, retirements in the PDF are more difficult to predict 

as the vast majority of ‘pre-April 2004’ military personnel who retire on pension do so voluntarily, i.e., 

before reaching their mandatory retirement age.  

 

Over the past 15 years or so, 84% of enlisted personnel and 66% of commissioned officers were, on 

average, in this category (or 81% across all ranks). In addition, the actual timing of departure in voluntary 

retirement cases is largely one of a person’s own personal choice (the human dimension). Personal 

decisions to retire early (or not) are influenced by a variety of factors. These include the general state 

of the wider economy, job opportunities in the private sector and elsewhere in the public sector, job 

satisfaction, career (e.g. promotion) prospects, family considerations, work-life balance, peer influences 

etc. The actual numbers and rank mix of voluntary retirements on pension are not known in advance, 

and will vary from year to year. The pattern in any one year is not necessarily an indication of the pattern 

for the following year.  
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Understandably, a key consideration with regard to decisions to retire early (but not the only one) is the 

availability under the legacy ‘pre-April 2004’ superannuation arrangements as outlined above, of 

immediate pension benefits, regardless of age. For example, in the run-up to expiry of the end-February 

2012 FEMPI ‘grace period’, for every one NCO or Private who retired with pension on age grounds, 

another 22 left voluntarily with pension benefits. They accounted for 95% of all enlisted ranks who 

retired on pension during that period. That level of turnover was of course exceptional. During 2016 and 

2017, some 76% and 70% respectively of all personnel who retired on pension from the PDF were in this 

voluntary (early retirement) category. 

 

Overall numbers of military pensioners has risen year on year over the past decade – from 11,004 at the 

end of 2008 to 12,370 by end-2017 – mirroring the experience elsewhere in the public service. Much of 

the underlying increase in spend on military pension benefits is due to the ongoing impact of the 

exceptionally high numbers of retirements from the PDF on pension during recent years, in particular 

the ‘grace period’ before end-February 2012. 

 

Figure 4.4 below shows the underlying increase in military pensioner numbers – of all categories – for 

the past 10 years to end-2017. While the figures include disability pensioners and widows of deceased 

Veterans of the War of Independence, the vast majority are Defence Forces retirement pensioners 

(including associated dependants) accounted for under Subhead A.2 of the Vote. 

 

Figure 4.4: Total Military Pensioners (All Categories), 2008-17 

 

Source: Department of Defence Data 
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Figure 4.5 below shows the upward trend specifically in terms of superannuation-related pensioner 

headcount since 2012, who account for some 97% of total Vote 35 numbers as at end-2017.  

Figure 4.5: Subhead A.2 Headcount, 2012-17 

Subhead A.2* 
Superannuation-related 

pensioner headcount 

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

A. Number of retirement pensioners 

(incl. dependants) at year-end 

11,370 11,454 11,536 11,671 11,807 11,973 

B. Number   of   new   retirees   on 

pension (and gratuity) during year 

(as a subset of A) 

597 247 253 318 330 327 

C. Number of new widows (as a subset 
of A) 

56 60 67 64 89 62 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

*Note: some pensioners are in receipt of both an occupational pension and a disablement pension (or 

associated dependants’ pensions) and are therefore included twice, so numbers in Fig 4.4 and Fig 4.5 may differ. 

 

As can be seen from Figure 4.6 below, there has also been an underlying (but modest) increase in new 

disability pension awards. These are funded under Subhead A.3 of the Vote, which accounts for about 

3.7% of the total military pensions spend. Drivers impacting here are the level of a person’s percentage 

disablement as assessed by the Army Pensions Board (which determines the percentage rate of 

disability pension payable), and the numbers and outcome of new disability pension applications which 

will vary from year to year. 

Figure 4.6: Subhead A.3 Headcount, 2012-17 

Subhead A.3 

 
Disability pensions and 

related benefits headcount 

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

A. Number of disability 

pensioners (incl. 

dependants) at year-end 

1,022 1,005 999 1,000 1,015 1,028 

B. Number of new 

disability pensions awarded 

during year (as a subset of A) 

28 13 30 20 39 42 

C. Number of once-off 

disablement lump sums 

awarded during year (as a 

subset of A) 

45 22 18 9 19 12 

Source: Department of Defence Data 
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4.4 Impact of the atypical Defence Forces superannuation schemes on pensions expenditure 

As highlighted in Section 2.3, the Defence Forces has a consistently high personnel turnover rate, much 

of it as indicated previously due to specific HR policies around earlier mandatory retirement ages, lower 

minimum pension age, accelerated pension accrual etc.  

 

The historically high incidence of early, voluntary retirements on pension among military personnel and 

the varying rank mix among them annually – whose actual numbers are not known in advance – makes 

accurate forecasting of Defence Forces pensions expenditure very difficult in any given year.  Also, one 

year’s demographic is not an indicator of the following year’s demographic – see Section 4.3.  This key 

consideration is specifically noted in recent Appropriation Accounts for the Army Pensions Vote24.   

 

4.5 Level of Individual Retirement Benefits 

The level of retirement benefits awarded to former PDF personnel covered by the ‘pre-2013’ 

occupational pension schemes varies from person to person. This depends on a range of factors such 

as: 

 

 retiring rank 

 overall pensionable service 

 pensionable earnings at retirement 

 whether retiring early (voluntarily) or on age or medical grounds. 

 

For example, the average retirement gratuity per person – all ranks – increased by about 11% in 2017 

over 2016. This was largely due to the somewhat longer service of new retirees on pension in 2017 than 

in the previous year, adding to increased spend. In addition, many new retirees from the PDF (age 

grounds and early retirement cases) are qualified for maximum retirement benefits generally speaking 

after 30/31 years’ service, which further adds to expenditure. 

 

4.6 Age profile of Military Pensioners 

Another factor that impacts on military pension expenditure is increased longevity among the 

population generally. However, due to their atypical early retirement pension scheme terms, the age 

profile of military pensioners is generally younger than other public servants, which impacts on pension 

expenditure in the longer term.  

                                                
24 As stated in Note 3 of the Vote 35 Appropriation Accounts for 2014-16 under explanation for ‘Significant 
variations’ of expenditure.  
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For example, in the years 2015 to 2017, the average age of NCOs and Privates who retired early on 

pension was 47, while for commissioned officers who did so it was 41. It follows that many military 

pensions are paid over an extended period than is the norm in the public service – see Figure 4.7 below. 

The average age of military pensioners as a broad grouping is currently 63.   However, of total pensioner 

numbers (2017: 12,350) some 40% are under age 60. The numbers in each age-band can be seen in 

Figure 4.7 below. 

 

Figure 4.7: Military Pensioners (All Categories) Age Profile 

Age Band Pensioner numbers 

within band 

Age Band as a % of 

total 

Under age 40 30025
 2.4 

Aged 40 - 49 977 7.9 

Aged 50 - 59 3,682 29.8 

Aged 60 - 69 4,117 33.3 

Aged 70 - 79 2,215 17.9 

Aged 80 - 89 833 6.7 

Aged 90 or over 234 1.9 

 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

 

Another key underlying contributor to rising expenditure in the Army Pensions Vote is that new retirees 

on military pension have over recent years consistently outnumbered deceased retirees by, on average, 

a ratio of about 5:2 as illustrated in Figure 4.8 below.  The ratio currently is about 2:1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
25 Includes 144 children in receipt of dependants’ pensions, payment of which is subject to certain age limits.  
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Fig. 4.8: Numbers of new retirees on pension vs. deceased pensioners during year, 2008-17 

Year  Total nos. retirees on pension 

all ranks (see Fig. 4.2) 

Total nos. deceased 

pensioners all ranks during 

year 

2008 276 156 

2009 425 158 

2010 427 157 

2011 498 151 

2012 597 146 

2013 247 151 

2014 253 172 

2015 318 156 

2016 330 187 

2017 327 157 

Totals  3,698 1,591 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

 

 

4.7 Summary 

Almost all ongoing spending on military retirement benefits under Subhead A.2 of the Army Pensions 

Vote emanate from the legacy pension schemes applicable to pre-April 2004 military personnel. 

Realised and newly crystallising liabilities in respect of those legacy superannuation arrangements are 

among the key drivers of rising, non-discretionary military pensions expenditure. This will continue to 

be the case for many years to come. This is discussed further in the Section 6 of this paper, summary of 

spending projections on future military pension liabilities in the short to medium term. 
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5.  Formulation of Estimates 

A number of issues specific to the nature of military superannuation, as well as the structure of the 

Defence Vote Group, impact upon the annual formulation of Vote 35 Estimates. 

 

5.1 Two Vote Structure 

The Defence Forces are atypical within the Public Sector in having a dedicated Vote for their 

superannuation expenditure (i.e. Vote 35), separate to their main sectoral Vote (Vote 36). 

Superannuation for all comparable groups is funded either through the general Superannuation Vote 

(Vote 12) or through the relevant sectoral Vote (Figure 5.1). 

 

Figure 5.1: Public Sector Superannuation Provision 

Public Sector Group Superannuation Provision 

Civil Service Vote 12 (Superannuation and Retired Allowances)* 

Health Vote 38 (Health) 

Education Vote 26 (Education and Skills) 

Garda Síochána Vote 20 (Garda Síochána) 

Local Authorities Via Local Authorities 

Prison Service Vote 12 (Superannuation and Retired Allowances) 

Non-Commercial State-
Sponsored 
/Bodies/Agencies  

Relevant Sectoral Vote 

 

*Note: Vote 12 also covers superannuation for retired Defence Forces civilian employees and retired civil 

servants from the Department of Defence 

 

A dedicated Army Pensions Vote has been in existence since the earliest years of the State. However, 

no legislative or statutory requirement for this exists either in the various Acts governing military 

pensions – i.e. the Army Pensions Acts, 1923-80, the Military Service Pensions Acts, 1924-49 or the 

Defence Forces (Pensions) Acts, 1932-2004 – or elsewhere. Its survival to the present day appears to 

be one of historical legacy. 

 

In this regard, while the current Defence expenditure structure is somewhat unusual, it has certain 

similarities with Vote 12 (Superannuation and Retired Allowances) in that they both fund matured and 
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maturing pension liabilities in respect of their sectors, while funding for payroll etc. costs of serving staff 

is met from a different vote.  

 

This ‘dual’ structure gives rise to some administrative overhead, particularly during the annual 

formulation of Estimates. Though overall defence expenditure has in practice in recent years been 

managed within an aggregate ceiling (including as noted previously, through the use of Supplementary 

Estimates to apply savings from Vote 36 to Vote 35), the existence of two separate Votes nonetheless 

means that two separate Estimates settlements are concluded each year with each process element of 

the Estimates being duplicated.  

 

The same is true of ongoing expenditure management during the rest of the year, including the provision 

of two separate monthly expenditure returns to the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform and 

the preparation in duplicate of annual statements like Provisional Outturn, Allied Services, and 

Appropriation Accounts. Both Votes are, separately, subject to Audit by the Comptroller and Auditor 

General.  

 

The above are, however, administrative matters.  Accounting for Vote 35 expenditure under another 

existing Vote will not make the task of projecting annual military pensions expenditure any easier. 

Neither will it help mitigate the risk of monies voted for the purposes of Defence superannuation 

proving insufficient and thereby requiring the allocation of additional resources at end year. 

 

5.2 Prediction of Estimates Requirement 

Accurate prediction of the annual funding allocation required for Vote 35 has been, and will continue to 

be, challenging. 

 

This is, in part, driven by a number of features unique to military superannuation, as set out below and 

also addressed in more detail in Section 2.3 and Section 4: 

 

 Effect of FEMPI legislation and ‘Grace Period’ for pensions (Section 4.1); 

 

 Earlier mandatory retirement ages and faster pension accrual due to sectoral HR policy 

requirements (Section 4.2); 

 

 Demand-led scheme and non-discretionary expenditure (Section 4.3); 
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 Varied retirement ages depending on rank and  atypically high incidence of early, voluntary 

retirement with immediate pension benefits before mandatory retirement age and the inherent 

unpredictability of this factor (Section 4.3 and 4.4); 

 

 Variety of factors influencing final payment (Section 4.5); 

 

 Increasing numbers of new pensioners relative to deceased pensioners (Section 4.6). 

 

 

Variations in some or all of the above factors have contributed to the situation in recent years whereby 

annual Supplementary Estimates have been required, and identified savings from Vote 36 (Defence) 

were utilised to meet shortfalls in the amounts voted for Vote 35 (Army Pensions).  
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6.  Short to Medium Term Expenditure Projections  

 

6.1 Overview 

Section 4 of this review set out the drivers and trends in increased military pensions expenditure. As 

this section will illustrate, the underlying trend remains upward and all the indications – driven 

principally by Defence Forces demographic factors – show that this will continue to be the case for the 

foreseeable future. 

 

Figure 4.1 in Section 4 of this report showed that gross military pensions spend increased by some 30% 

between 2007 and 2012 when it rose from €188.4 million to a peak of €243.8 million. As shown in Figure 

4.8, the number of Defence Forces retirees on pension more than doubled in the 5 years up to 2012. 

This was reflective of public service trends prior to expiry of the first FEMPI grace period at end-February 

2012.  Gross spend dropped in 2013 to €223.7 million but since then has increased year on year to €240 

million in 2017, a 7.3% rise over that period.  

 

As indicated in Section 4: 

 

 Subhead A.2, which historically accounts for 96% of all military pensions expenditure, is where 

the primary source of funding pressures have arisen over recent years for the Army Pensions 

Vote. This expenditure is essentially generated by the legacy occupational pension schemes 

applicable to pre- April 2004 military personnel and associated retirees; 

 

 The overall composition and subhead ‘share’ of the Vote spend is expected to remain essentially 

unchanged in the short to medium term. There are no identified or significant funding pressures 

in relation to the other spending subheads within the Vote, which comprise just 4% of the total 

Army Pensions Vote gross allocation. 

 

The impact of ever-increasing demands on funding of military superannuation-related benefits is that 

Vote 35 has necessitated supplementary estimates over the past decade or more (see Section 2). Figure 

6.1 below shows the expenditure position during 2012-17. 
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Figure 6.1: Army Pensions Vote – REV Allocation and Gross Outturn, 2012-17 

 2012 
 

€m 

2013 
 

€m 

2014 
 

€m 

2015 
 

€m 

2016 
 

€m 

2017 
 

€m 

REV allocation 214.4 214.8 221.0 221.0 223.7 229.6 

Supplementary Estimate 

Received 

 
 

30.0 

 
 

9.4 

 
 

4.8 

 
 

6.5 

 
 

11.0 

 
 

10.7 

Vote Outturn* 243.8 223.7 225.7 227.4 234.7 240.0 

*Of   which   Subhead   A2 

(superannuation) 

 
 

224.0 

 
 

214.2 

 
 

216.7 

 
 

218.6 

 
 

225.0 

 
 

230.6 

Outturn % 

increase/decrease year on 

year 

 
 

9.1% 

 
 

-8.2% 

 
 

0.9% 

 
 

0.8% 

 
 

3.2% 

 
 

2.3% 

Source: Department of Defence Data and Appropriation Accounts 

 

Figure 6.2: Vote 35 2017 Gross Expenditure and 2018 Gross Allocations 

Subhead Purpose 2017 

Outturn (gross) 

2018 REV 

  €m €m 

A.1 Administration 0.071 0.070 

A.2 Superannuation-

related benefits 

   230.644 229.240 

A.3 Disability-

related benefits 

8.857 9.200 

A.4 Allowances for 

spouses of deceased 

Old IRA Veterans 

0.335 0.300 

A.5 Compensation 0.074 0.223 

A.6 Miscellaneous items 0.041 0.100 

 Total 240.022 239.133 

Source: Department of Defence Data 
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The 2018 gross allocation of €239.1 million for Army Pensions reflects a net increase of €9.5 million on 

the 2017 original allocation of €229.6 million. This builds on a funding increase of €6 million in the 2017 

Estimates. However, the 2017 (provisional) outturn of €240 million is slightly higher than the REV 

allocation of €239.1 million in the 2018 Estimates. 

 

The August 2018 Returns for Vote 35 show an ‘on profile’ position for the Vote for the year to date (i.e. 

0% variance). It cannot be inferred, however, that expenditure will necessarily be on target at end-2018.  

Over the past few years, the number of new retirees paid retirement benefits has tended to be higher 

in the latter part of the year. For example, in 2016 nearly half of new retirees who exited the PDF with 

pension and retirement gratuity did so in the final four months of that year, while in 2017 it was almost 

40%. The Department of Defence is currently projecting an ‘overrun’ of some €5.7 million in 2018 – see 

Figure 6.5 below.  

 

 

6.2 Outlook for 2018-21 

The number of military pensioners paid from Vote 35 now stands at some 12,400 at the end of August 

2018. In 2017, almost 330 Defence Forces members retired on pension, with a similar number (310 – 

see Figure 6.4) anticipated in 2018. By end-August 2018 c.190 new retirees had joined the pensions 

payroll but, month to month, numbers can vary over the year.  New retirees on military pension have 

consistently outnumbered deceased retirees, by a ratio of about 5: 2 on average over the last decade 

or so (see Figure 4.6).  The ratio is currently 2:1. 

  

Based on recent trends and other available data, current predictions are that some 1,400 military 

personnel of all ranks are projected to retire on pension over the years 2018-2021 inclusive. 

 

This figure reflects projected turnover arising from voluntary retirements on pension (i.e. before 

mandatory retirement age) among Defence Forces personnel generally. It also reflects the growing 

number of scheduled retirements on age grounds or on reaching the upper service limit, particularly 

among enlisted ranks – see Figure 6.3 below. It should be noted that planned age retirements do not 

always materialise. For example, some personnel due to go on age grounds within a few years may be 

promoted to a rank with a higher retirement age, while some who are scheduled to retire on age 

grounds opt to retire early. 

 

 



 
 

45  

Figure 6.3: Projected Mandatory Retirements on Age etc. Grounds (All Ranks), 2018-21 

Year 2018 2019 2020 2021 

Numbers 78 112 130 127 

Source: Department of Defence Data  

 

As shown in Figure 4.4, from end-2012 to end-2017, overall military pensioner numbers have risen by 

396 net (from 11,974 to 12,370), an increase of 3.3%. Over that period, this translates to an average 

increase in numbers of about 0.66% year on year. 

 

If this trend continues, and assuming the existing ratio of new retirees versus deceased retirees remains 

static, projected numbers are estimated to be some 12,700 by end-2021, a net increase of about 330 

over end-2017 – see Figure 6.4 below. 

Figure 6.4: Projected Numbers of Military Pensioners 2018-21 

Actual nos. at 

end-2017 

2018 2019 2020 End-2021 

12,370 12,452 12,534 12,617 12,700 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

 

Based on this general outlook, spending projections prepared by the Department of Defence for 2018-

21 are summarised below in Figure 6.5. 

Figure 6.5: Department of Defence Vote 35 Spending Projections 2018-21 

Vote 35 
2018 

€m 

2019 

€m 

2020 

€m 

2021 

€m 

Baseline allocation (REV 2018) on a no-change basis 239.1 239.1 239.1 239.1 

Projected* gross requirement 244.8 249.9 253.9 256.0 

Vote 35 
2018 

 

2019 

 

2020 

 

2021 

 
Projected* numbers of Defence Forces retirements 

on pension – age, voluntary etc. 

310 350 370 370 

Projected % rise in gross spend on previous year 2.0%** 1.8% 1.6% 0.8% 

Source: Department of Defence Data  

*Department of Defence projections 

**Note: % increase on the 2017 gross outturn of €240m. 
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In framing the above 2018-21 spending projections, the Department of Defence considered the 

following factors: 

 

 The estimated additional expenditure in the Vote of every extra 50 personnel, all ranks, who 

retire voluntarily with immediate pension and lump sum is €2.5 million in the year of retirement, 

with a recurring pension cost of €1 million in each subsequent year; 

 

 For practical purposes, the spending projections in Figure 6.5 above only take account of the 

estimated impact of applying the benefit of relevant pay increases over the period of the Public 

Service Stability Agreement (PSSA) 2018-20 to the retirement benefits of qualified post-

February 2012 retirees from the Defence Forces. On foot of ongoing implementation of current 

public service pension increase policy as adopted by Government for the period of the PSSA, a 

guiding principle is the need to take an equitable approach whereby the pensions of post-

February 2012 retirees first ‘catch up’   with their counterparts who retired before them on 

higher pension rates. Therefore, it is not possible to determine at this point when those PSSA 

increases will start to apply to qualifying pre-March 2012 public service pensioners. For further 

background see Appendix 3; 

 

The bulk of the cost of the ongoing reversal of the FEMPI Public Service Pensions Reduction (PSPR) for 

military pensioners has already been absorbed by existing allocations to Vote 3526. Currently, about 95% 

of military pensioners do not have their pension reduced by the PSPR.6.3 Outlook in the Medium Term 

(2022-28) 

As summarised in Section 4, the bulk of spend (96%) emanates from the atypical, fast accrual legacy 

pension schemes applicable to military personnel who joined the PDF before April 2004. Given existing 

average annual turnover levels on pension among pre-April 2004 serving personnel – who currently 

comprise about 50% of PDF numbers – it is projected that it could potentially take another 20 years (c. 

2038) before the last of this cohort exits the Permanent Defence Force. 

This will continue to be the case in the medium to long-term because, even after all those pre-April 2004 

personnel have retired from the PDF (c. 2038), the recurring annual cost of their pensions and associated 

dependants’ pensions will have to be met well into the distant future. 

                                                
26 The gradual removal of the Public Service Pension Reduction (PSPR) under FEMPI legislation from pensions in 
payment began on a phased basis over the period 2016 to 2018. As of 1 January 2018, this means that most 
public service pensioners do not have their pension reduced by the PSPR. For existing public service pensioners 
still affected by the PSPR (i.e. those on higher pensions), the PSPR is to be incrementally reduced over the period 
2018-2020, with a view to a date for its final elimination being set by Ministerial Order by end-2020. 
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Assuming the same level of projected increase in numbers (by 0.66% per year) as for 2018-2021 shown 

in Figure 6.4 above, the overall number of military pensioners of all categories is estimated to rise to 

some 13,300 by end-2028. 

 

Figure 6.6: Projected numbers of military pensioners, 2021-28 

End-2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 End-2028 

12,700 12,784 12,868 12,953 13,038 13,125 13,217 13,304 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

 

As a consequence of the increase in projected numbers of military pensioners illustrated in Figure 6.6 

above, projected expenditure is estimated to increase by an average of 1.4% per year between 2018 

and 2021 as shown in Figure 6.5.  The impact of a projected conservative 1% increase in gross 

expenditure year on year from 2022 out to 2028 can be seen in the next table.  (As also illustrated in 

Figure 6.5, the projected % rise in gross spend in 2021 over the previous year is estimated at 0.8%). 

 

Figure 6.7: Vote 35 Spending Projections, 2022-28 

 
 

Vote 35 

2022 
 

€m 

2023 
 

€m 

2024 
 

€m 

2025 
 

€m 

2026 
 

€m 

2027 
 

€m 

2028 
 

€m 

Projected gross 

requirement 

258.6 261.2 263.8 266.4 269.0 271.7 274.4 

Source: Department of Defence Data 

 

For the Defence Forces, the public service pension reforms of 2004 and 2013 (referred to in Section 4) 

involved a shift away from the legacy arrangements where retirement benefits are payable immediately 

on retirement after relatively short periods of service and regardless of age, to a more conventional 

system under which preserved benefits is the norm if retiring before age 50. 

 

Looking beyond 2028, the first retirees on pension under the ‘post-April 2004’ Defence Forces 

superannuation arrangements will be starting to come on stream around 2036-38. This is when 

personnel who serve to the minimum pension age of 50 will have begun to exit on pension, assuming 

they joined at age 18 to 20. This will result in a continued upward trajectory in expenditure on Vote 35 
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from that point, even though the overall spend related to the legacy pre-April 2004 schemes would be 

expected to plateau circa 2038. 

 

Further increases in spend will start to crystallise around 2046-48 when for the generality of post-April 

2004 personnel who have left the PDF before age 50, their preserved benefits will be due to commence 

payment from age 60. 

 

 

6.3 Summary 

In the period 2018-2021, some 1,400 military personnel are projected to retire from the Defence Forces 

on pension. By end-2021, projected military pensioner numbers are conservatively estimated to rise 

from 12,330 in 2017 to 12,700 - a net increase of about 330. This continues the underlying trend of 

recent years. 

 

By end-2021, projected gross spend from Vote 35 is conservatively estimated to be some €256 million, 

an increase of €16 million (on end-2017 provisional outturn).   This takes account of the estimated 

impact of applying the benefit of relevant pay increases, over the period of the Public Service Stability 

Agreement (PSSA) 2018-2020, to the retirement benefits of qualified post-February 2012 retirees from 

the Defence Forces. 

 

The trend on Vote 35 over the last two decades has been a steady increase in both expenditure and 

pensioner numbers. For the next two decades or so (up to 2038), the bulk of Vote 35 spend will continue 

to be generated by the legacy fast accrual pension schemes applicable to military personnel who joined 

the PDF before April 2004. From then on, while the spend resulting from those legacy schemes is 

expected to plateau, further new expenditure in respect of retirees benefitting from the post-April 2004 

pension schemes will have started to crystallise. 

 

An actuarial cash flow analysis27 carried out by D/PER Public Service Pay and Pensions Division similarly 

projects an increase in retirement benefit expenditure in Defence over the medium term. 

 

  

                                                
27 Public Service Pay and Pensions Division Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, Public Service 
Occupational Pensions in Ireland – Cash Flow Analysis (July 2018). 



 
 

49  

7.  Long Term Expenditure Projections 

 

7.1 Long Term Liability Estimate  

The Department of Public Expenditure and Reform completed an actuarial review of the State’s public 

service occupational pension liability in late 2017, as required by EU Regulation 549/201328. The 

purpose of the review was to quantify the Accrued-to-Date Liability (ADL) in respect of current and 

former public service employees’ occupational pension schemes as of 31 December 2015. 

 

Irish Public Service Accrued-to-Date Liability (ADL), 31 December 2015 

Data covering (i) 228,563 serving employees and (ii) 153,486 pensions in payment across the public 

service was assessed to reach an estimated total State liability of €114.5 billion.  The ADL was calculated 

by performing projections on an individual line by line basis, capturing the idiosyncrasies in the rules 

and entitlements across sector and by pension scheme cohort. See Actuarial Review of Public Service 

Pension Liabilities29 for further detail. 

Figure 7.1 below summarises the high level breakdown of this calculation. 

Figure 7.1: Irish Public Service Accrued-to-Date Liability (ADL), 31 December 2015 

 Serving Staff Pensioners Deferred 

Members 

Total Liability 

 €bn €bn €bn €bn 

Civil Service 8.8 7.3 0.7 16.8 

Health 12.2 11.9 0.9 25.0 

Education 17.3 20.3 1.9 39.5 

Defence Forces 3.4 4.5 0.0 * 7.9 

Gardaí 4.1 5.6 0.0 9.7 

Non-Commercial State-Sponsored 
Bodies 

3.4 2.7 0.2 6.3 

Local Authorities 4.7 4.2 0.4 9.3 

Total Public Service 53.9 56.5 4.1 114.5 

*Note: No significant deferred pension liability exists in relation to the Defence Forces (and also to 
Gardaí), due, for example, to the lower minimum retirement age in these sectors. See also Section 4. 
Source: Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, Actuarial Review of Public Service Occupational Pensions 
in Ireland as Required by EU Regulation 549 / 2013 (November 2017) 

                                                
28 Regulation (EU) No 549/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 21 May 2013 on the European 
System of National and Regional Accounts in European Union (May 2013). 
29 http://www.per.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/Accrued-Liability-Report.pdf 

http://www.per.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/Accrued-Liability-Report.pdf
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At €7.9 billion, the liability pertaining to military superannuation represents c. 6.8% of the State’s total 

liability in respect of public service pension’s liability. This ADL figure for the Defence Forces represents 

the present value of expected future superannuation payments to current personnel in respect of their 

service to date, plus the liability for all future payments to current military pensioners and their spouses. 

The review suggests a long term payment period for this liability of approximately 70 years. 

 

Note: The projected liability figure of €7.9 billion in respect of the Defence Forces may be somewhat 

understated due to the following reasons, namely: 

 

 The ADL includes pension rights accrued by current employees and pension entitlements of 

existing pensioners as at the valuation date of 31 December 2015. As such, consideration is not 

given to rights accrued to current or future employees after the valuation date; 

 No allowance was made for benefits accrued by any deferred members of the Defence Forces. 

Deferred benefits only became a feature of the military occupational pension schemes following 

public service pension reforms in 2004, as outlined in Section 2.3 above. The relatively small 

number of personnel who joined, and since left, the PDF (c. 800 at end-2017) with accrued 

pension entitlements have therefore not been included in the actuarial valuation.  

 

 

A number of significant steps have been introduced in recent times to improve the long-term 

sustainability of public service pensions – for example: 

 

 the Single Public Service Pension Scheme introduced from 2013 will, in time, reduce public 

service liabilities by around 35% from what would otherwise have been the case; 

 

 under the Public Service Pay and Pensions Act, 2017, provision is made for the introduction of 

an Additional Superannuation Contribution by public servants. 
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8.  Conclusions and Recommendation 

 

8.1  Conclusions 

1. Defence Forces pensions expenditure has been progressively increasing – both in financial terms and 

as a proportion of overall defence expenditure. This trend is forecast to continue in the short to medium 

terms. 

 

2. Defence Forces pensioner numbers have also been rising. This trend is also forecast to continue in 

the short to medium terms.  

 

3. Defence Forces pensions expenditure, in common with the public service generally, is demand-driven, 

non-discretionary and cannot be arrested or reversed in the same way as may be possible with other 

aspects of Exchequer expenditure.  

 

4. Defence Forces superannuation arrangements differ in a number of key respects to wider public 

service superannuation. These distinctions include earlier and more unpredictable retirement turnover 

with entitlement to immediate pension benefit and atypical faster rates of benefit accrual. These factors 

make it more difficult to accurately predict annual funding requirements in any given year.  

 

5. Amounts voted in the context of the annual Estimates process have proven insufficient for Vote 35 in 

recent years. This has led to an annual requirement for a Supplementary Estimate, largely met through 

identified savings from the Defence Vote (Vote 36). This trend has been the source of comment by the 

Comptroller and Auditor General on a number of occasions and, most recently, by the Parliamentary 

Budget Office. As recognised in the White Paper on Defence (August 2015), this is not a sustainable 

approach and adequate provision needs to be made to meet the cost of military pensions.  

 

6. Overall, the projected rise in Vote 35 spend in the short to medium terms is conservatively estimated 

at between 1% and 1.4% per year. 
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8.2 Recommendation 

In order to mitigate the risk of voted allocations proving to be insufficient, and having regard to the 

comments of both the Comptroller and Auditor General and the Parliamentary Budget Office, and as 

identified in the White Paper on Defence, it is recommended that Vote 35 is allocated resources in 

line with the cost analysis in this report from 2019 onwards, to ensure that the full costs of Defence 

Forces’ pensions can be met.  

 

 

Vote 35 

2018 

€m 

2019 

€m 

2020 

€m 

2021 

€m 

Projected gross requirement 244.8 249.9 253.9 256.0 

Baseline gross allocation (REV 

2018) on a no-change basis 

239.1 239.1 239.1 239.1 

Department of Defence Estimated 

funding gap 

5.7 10.8 14.8 16.9 
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Appendix 1 – Vote 35 2018 Revised Estimates 
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55  

Appendix 2 – Exchequer Pensions Bill30 

 

 

                                                
30 Certain pension administration costs, such as those specific to Vote 35 like the salary of the Army Pension 
Board secretary and the cost of medical equipment, are excluded from this total.  
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Appendix 3 – Current Policy on Public Service Pension Increases 

Until recently, the last occasion that public service pensions were increased, including Defence Forces 

pensions, was on 1 September 2008. Up until then, all public service pensions were generally adjusted 

in line with, and from the same operative date as, relevant pay increases applied to their serving 

counterparts. In the intervening years since end-2008, the Financial Emergency Measures in the Public 

Interest (FEMPI) Acts 2009-13 reduced public service pay and pension rates.   

  

The pre-existing non-statutory linkage of pension adjustments to movements in the pay of serving 

public servants – sometimes referred to as "pay parity" – lapsed in 2010.  Due to the 2010 salary 

reductions and the ‘grace period’ associated with those reductions, public servants who retired in the 

period up to end-February 2012 had their pensions based on higher ‘pre-cut’ salary levels.  This has led 

to the current situation whereby those who retired after February 2012, on a like-for-like basis, 

generally receive lower pensions than their counterparts who retired before them.   

 

The new Public Service Stability Agreement (PSSA) 2018-20 sets out the policy on pension increases as 

now adopted by Government for the duration of that agreement, that is, to end-2020.  The Public 

Service Pay and Pensions Act 2017 gives effect to the provisions of the PSSA, including a 1% pay 

increase from 1 January 2018 for serving public servants.  This is one of a series of pay increases 

scheduled over the period 2018-2020. The cumulative effect of those PSSA increases range from 7.4% 

for lower-paid public servants to 6.2% for the higher paid over the three years of that agreement.  A 

guiding principle under the PSSA is the need to adopt an equitable approach whereby the pensions of 

post-February 2012 retirees first ‘catch up’ with their counterparts who retired before them on higher 

pension rates. 

 

The policy out to end-2020 also provides that the benefit of the PSSA pay increases will be passed on 

to qualifying pre-March 2012 pensioners, but only where the pensions of their post-February 2012 

retired counterparts (with analogous rank, pensionable service etc.) have moved ahead of those pre-

March 2012 retirees. There is an ongoing exercise over the course of the PSSA to review public service 

pension rates. It is not possible to determine at this point when those PSSA increases will start to apply 

to pre-March 2012 military pensions and, on that basis, the potential impact of the PSSA on those 

pensions is not reflected in Figure 6.5 above. 
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The full details of the practical application of these pay increases are set out in D/PER Circular 02/2018 

Pension increase policy in the public service until end-2020 and D/PER Circular 20 of 2017 Increases in 

certain public service pensions with effect from 1 September 2017. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://circulars.gov.ie/pdf/circular/per/2018/02.pdf
https://circulars.gov.ie/pdf/circular/per/2017/20.pdf
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Appendix 4 – Defence Vote Group Gross Expenditure Outturn, 1997-2017 

 

Year  Vote 36 (Defence)  Vote 35 (Army Pensions)  

1997 532,782 112,737 

1998  556,513 105,835 

1999 598,767 102,996 

2000 645,358 113,538 

2001 730,813 127,549 

2002 724,537 136,715 

2003 711,407 144,230 

2004 732,543 154,425 

2005 758,689 161,770 

2006 772,178 175,907 

2007 816,831 188,400 

2008 879,836 203,676 

2009 804,301 214,805 

2010 743,880 218,202 

2011 703,451 223,379 

2012 657,141 243,849 

2013 666,963 223,667 

2014 672,960 225,674 

2015 670,359 227,442 

2016 670,725 234,713 

2017 680,046 240,022 
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Quality Assurance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quality assurance process 
 
To ensure accuracy and methodological rigour, the author engaged in the 
following quality assurance process. 
  

Internal/Departmental 
Line management  
Spending Review Steering group 
Other divisions/sections  

 
External  

Other Government Department  
 
 
 

 
 


