
 

 

20th May 2015 

 

Robert Nicholson 

Pensions Policy Unit 

Aras Mac Dhiarmada  

Store Street  

Dublin 1  

 

Dear Robert, 

Re: Universal Retirement Savings System Consultation 

Thank you for the invitation to send a submission to the department on the Universal 

Retirement Savings System (URSS). 

ISME, the Irish Small & Medium Enterprises Association, is the INDEPENDENT body 

representing owner managers of more than 9,500 small & medium businesses in Ireland. 

 What do you believe the broad policy goal/s of a universal retirement system should 

be? 

 

o We believe that the broad policy goal of a URSS should be that all workers, 

employed and self-employed should be included.  

o The cost of URSS must not add to the cost of labour to employers.  

o In order to encourage up-take the State must contribute to the URSS.  

o The State must be the main agency involved both in the collection, recording, 

investing and distribution of benefits. 

We also would advise that much more analysis and consultation must be carried out on 

the issues specific to the self-employed. Whatever system is agreed must be sustainable 

and seen to be so and its relationship with the existing state pension must be worked out 

and explained.  

It will also be important to consider and review the interaction with existing private 

pension arrangements.  

Consideration should be given to including public sector employees in the URS. 

 



 Should the system be mandatory for all workers without supplementary pension 

provision or should people be auto-enrolled with an option to opt out within a certain 

window? 

We believe that the system should be auto-enrolment with opt-out options. 

 Who do you think should be included/exempt? Please give views on what you 

believe the parameters of membership should be (for example income level, age, 

occupational status or other parameters)? 

To achieve the policy goals of high coverage the system should be as broad-based as 

possible, which will also increase the adequacy of benefits.  

In the interests of administrative simplicity and cost-effectiveness, all wage earners 

should be included and exemptions should be kept to a minimum.  

 Do you believe a new system should be phased in over time,and if so, what criteria 

would you consider appropriate for the phase in process?(e.g. employer size, 

occupational sector)  

The system should be introduced for all workers at the same time. It will cause less 

disruption and confusion, and will work as long as employers and software providers are 

given a sufficiently long period to make preparations for implementation.  

 What target % coverage rate should the scheme aim for? 

The target should be eventually 100% of all employees. The rate of pick-up will depend 

on the tax implications and the way the scheme is promoted. 

 What target % of pre-retirement income replacement rate should be aimed for 

(combining the State and universal pension)?  

Many individuals find it difficult to understand the concept of saving for retirement. It 

might be promoted as a savings scheme with certain indicators of how much will be 

accumulated as they save over the years. This gives a more tangible target in shorter 

time –span rather than a date way off in time. The overall target could be set at 35% of 

average earnings. 

 What should be the role of the State in establishing and operating the system? 

The State must ensure that it has sufficient capacity and expertise to run this URSS 

pension scheme and keep a central register of all people in the URSS and those exempt 

from it. 

 If you consider that the system should operate on the basis of auto-enrolment with 

opt out, should there be a requirement for automatic re-enrolment and if so, after 

what period of time? 



An auto-enrolment system with opt-out must a requirement for automatic re-enrolment. 

Three years would seem to be a reasonable time period - any shorter would probably put 

undue administrative pressure on employers and the system while much longer would 

put the adequacy of the scheme at risk. 

 What are your views on who should collect contributions and who should administer 

the system? 

The State should be charged with collecting contributions and administering the system 

as it has considerable experience in the Revenue and Collector General in administering 

deductions from wages. This should reduce costs by integrating it with existing systems. 

Employers and Payroll providers must be involved at an early stage in discussions to 

ensure that there is a streamlined and administratively effective way of incorporating the 

collection system into existing systems and recording contributions and dealing with the 

requirements of the URS. 

 Who should be responsible for record keeping? 

Record keeping should be incorporated into Revenue Returns, to be maintained by State 

in a central register. 

 Who should have responsibility for paying benefits? 

The State will have responsibility for payment of benefits. 

 What do you think the contribution rate should be and how should it be structured 

(between employer/employee/State) and phased in over time? 

Initially the rate should be set at a reasonably low level to allow for buy-in. The level of 

contribution can then increase to a pre-announced level. This method will initially address 

coverage and then allow for the adequacy levels to be achieved.  

 What are your views on State incentives for universal retirement savings (e.g. tax 

relief, direct subsidy etc.)? 

An investment/ contribution from the State into the pension pot must be marketed in a 

similar way to the SSIA of a number of years ago. This needs to be seen as ‘extra’ so 

that if you are contributing 2% that the Government are matching it with their 2%. 

At all times the ISME contention is that the URS will be the responsibility of the employee 

and the State. We cannot impose additional costs on employers, which will be seen as a 

tax on labour. 

For simplicity, transparency and ease of engagement with the individual, a matching 

structure of X% contribution and X% State contribution would seem to be most attractive. 

This would equalise the State subsidy across standard and higher rate tax payers.  



 Should members be able to take ‘contribution holidays’ and if so under what 

circumstances and for how long? 

Contribution holidays will add to systems complexity and employer administration 

workload. Under auto-enrolment, members would be able to opt out at particular times. In 

this event, there should be a maximum period before the member is automatically re-

enrolled (or asked if they want to re-enrol). 

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

circumstances and to what extent?  

To increase the attractiveness of URS to individuals some measures could be introduced 

to allow access to a limited pre-determined percentage amount of the fund for a particular 

purpose (house purchase, illness, etc.). A maximum drawdown amount should be set.  

The costs of administering such a payment and its taxation treatment would need to be 

considered. Full information on the effects of drawdown on the URS would be given 

before drawdown.  

 Do you have other suggestions/comments you would like to add to the 

considerations around universal retirement savings?  

We suggest that an opt-out should not be allowed for a minimum period of one year and 

similarly in respect of any subsequent re-enrolment. If there is an option taken for early 

access to funds then it would be a requirement that contributions continue and no opt-out 

is allowed in those circumstances for a certain period thereafter. 

We recommend that Individuals should be able to take a tax free lump sum, which is a 

strong incentive for retirement saving and should be allowed to choose from a range of 

options (annuity, Approved Retirement Fund, taxable lump sum depending on limits) for 

the remainder of the fund. Options to take benefits in phases should also be made 

available, especially in light of the increases to State pension age. In addition individuals 

may have pensions from varying sources coming into payment at different ages. 

Yours Sincerely, 

 

____________________ 

Mark Fielding 

ISME CEO  


