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CHANGING THE 
PENSIONS LANDSCAPE 

The Case for Universal Pension 
Provision 
in Ireland 

Fergus Whelan
Congress  

The Crisis in Irish Pensions 
• The current crisis in Irish Funded Pension 

Provision is deep and prolonged and predates 
the economic crash and the subsequent era of 
austerity. 

• There had been no increase in Defined Benefit 
(DB) coverage since the 1980s. Coverage has 
dropped from 51% in 2009 to 46% today.  

• Defined Contribution (DC) membership tended 
to involve low levels of contributions resulting 
in poor quality pensions.  In any event the 
increase in DC coverage evaporated in the 
economic crisis. 
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The orthodox advice of 
experts

‘The best investments are those that yield high 
returns year on year’ (wrong)

When the assets are greater than liabilities a scheme 
is in surplus (wrong)

Equities out always out perform inflation in the long 
run (in the long run we are all dead)

Blue chip investments such as bank shares are best 
(one can only wonder if the experts followed their 

own advice how they still have a shirt to wear)

HOW DID WE GET HERE?
• Coverage remained stubbornly low amongst the lower

paid younger workers and women.

• Those charged with investing pension assets
(Investment advisors not trustees) concentrated on
fund maximisation thereby over-exposing workers’
assets to equity risk.

• When the crash came, 66% of Irish pension assets
were in equities as against 25% in the United
Kingdom.

Extent of the DB 
Catastrophe 

• From a peak of 1500 healthy DB schemes a few years ago, we
are left with 430 vulnerable schemes today.

• A fall from 300,000 active members down to 100,000 today.

• The surviving schemes will pay benefits well below the original
promise.

• Who knows how many thousands of pensioners and deferred
members have lost out or the extent of those losses?

• Reading the Annual Report of the Pensions Authority one
would think nothing of consequence had occurred.
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How did DC Fare?
• In the words of Paul Brady “there is no use in asking the truth is 

that nobody knows”.

• If one is in a DC scheme one will know how well the industry has 
handled one’s assets on the day one retires.

• If the same experts and advisers, using the same orthodox 
assumptions about risk and return, managed DC and DB, why 
should we assume the outcome might be different?

• If the DB scheme under-performs the Pension Authority becomes 
interested. There is no measure of under-performance in DC.

The Orthodox Advice of Experts

• ‘The best investments are those that yield high returns year on year’
(wrong).

• When the assets are greater than liabilities a scheme is in surplus (wrong).

• Equities out always out perform inflation in the long run (in the long run we
are all dead).

• Blue chip investments such as bank shares are best (one can only wonder
if the experts followed their own advice, how they still have a shirt to wear).
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The Trade Union Vision of a 
Universal Fund

• A national superannuation fund involving contributions from 
employers, workers and government. 

• It should be mandatory for those workers and employers 
who are not already making second pillar contributions. 

• It should be controlled by an arm of the National Treasury 
Management Agency (NTMA).

• NTMA should invite specialist companies to bid for the 
investment work. 

Universal Fund 
(cont’d)

• Investment should operate on Keynesian lines in relation to the
business cycle;

• A board of trustees and an agreed set of investment criteria;

• The collection of contributions and other administration should be
the responsibility of the State;

• Workers and employer who are already covered by second pillar
schemes will be exempt from contributions.
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Universal Fund (cont’d)
• Contributions would be incremental; 

• Some portion of the Universal Social Charge should be used 
an initial employee contribution; 

• Workers who do not wish to be involved should have a right to 
opt out; 

• The fund would consist of individual accounts that follow the 
worker throughout career; 

• The fund must be protected from government sequestration 
in the form of levies etc.

A New Approach to 
Regulation and 

Policy• A new effective regulatory system will be 
required;

• If employers and workers are obliged to 
make contributions to this fund, the current 
practice of excluding and ignoring worker 
and employer representatives in relation to 
pension policy and oversight will not be 
acceptable. 
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DANGERS AND 
PRECAUTIONS 

• A universal system might be used to undermine
decent pension provision where it currently
exists.

• The protection of accrued benefits and the
retention of existing pension entitlement must be
a central priority.

• The fund should provide a supplement and
should never be a replacement for the first pillar
old age pension provision.

The pensions crisis and particularly the refusal of those in 
authority to admit the systemic nature and scale of the 
problem, has led to a major loss of confidence in funded 
pensions amongst workers of all ages. 

Workers need to  be convinced that the industry and the 
regulatory system has learnt from past mistakes.

There will be little enthusiasm for paying contributions into a 
fund that is ineffectively regulated, subject to confiscation by 
levies and squandered in ill-advised investment decisions. 

THE LACK OF CONFIDENCE IN 
FUNDED PENSIONS 
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A Universal System Can 
Work But………….

• It must be run by a non-for profit 
entity.

• Workers must have confidence 
that their fund is secure.

• Regulation must cease to be a 
pretence and should be all about 
the interest of the member.


