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Introduction 

Established in 1973, The National Women’s Council of Ireland (NWCI) is the leading national women’s organisation in Ireland, representing a diverse membership of over 180 groups and organisations along with a growing and commited individual membership. Our vision is of an Ireland with full equality between women and men
NWCI welcome the invitation to contribute to any discussion of Ireland’s national pension policy and would greatly appreciate the opportunity to meet with the Department or members of  the Universal Retirement Savings Group to discuss these issues further.
NWCI previously produced a comprehensive report on ‘Pensions: What Women Want’, as an important contribution to the debate on pensions at the time of the Green Paper on Pensions in October 2007.  The What Women Want report set out recommendations which would not only support women but also benefit many low income groups who experience cumulative labour market disadvantage and a subsequent high risk of poverty in old age. This report was accompanied by ‘Forgotten Lives’ a book of case studies and testimonials of women in Ireland.
The analysis, proposals and lived experiences in those two publications remain highly relevant in the current context and inform much of this submission.  NWCI would encourage the Department of Social Protection to have serious regard to 'What Women Want' and ‘Forgotten Lives’ as crucial context for any consideration of pension reform in Ireland.
Scope of this Submission

This submission , like previous contributions to the pension debate from the NWCI is underpinned by our vision of Ireland where men and women would enjoy the same power to define their lives and contribute to the shaping of the world around them, sharing both care and employment.  

We believe that vision and indeed any vision of an equitable or effective pension policy cannot be achieved through consideration of a second tier or supplementary scheme in isolation Rather is essential to have a holistic and integrated approach beginning with the essential foundation of a first tier pension provision. Moreover, a supplementary pension should only ever be designed to augment rather than replace a State Pension.
This submission will look briefly at the current context including the gender context around pension policy in Ireland before setting out, as requested in the consultation, some of the central policy goals for consideration.
We will look at the option of universal public pension provision and a number of key issues at first tier level before considering some of the specific issues around second tier proposals including the concern that such a reform could tie the pensions system as a whole more closely to the nexus of employment and earnings, and exacerbate rather than mitigate gender inequalities. 
Short Comment on Background Briefing

The briefing note accompanying the call for submissions on a Universal Retirement Savings Scheme highlights that in the Programme for Government 2011 - 2016, a clear commitment was made to “reform the pension system to progressively achieve universal coverage, with particular focus on lower-paid workers”.   It also refers to the recent ‘Statement of Government Priorities 2014 – 2016’ which stated that as part of a priority to deliver better living and working standards, “the Government will agree a roadmap and timeline for the introduction of a new, universal supplementary pension saving scheme”. 
NWCI believe that focus on a supplementary scheme does not represent adequate, appropriate or effective fulfilment of the reform promised in the original Programme for Government and is not the most effective way to reach lower-paid workers.

The background briefing also refers extensively to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) ‘Review of the Irish Pensions System’ published in April 2013 and suggests that that review had “concluded that the single greatest goal in Irish pension policy should be to increase pensions coverage through the introduction of a mandatory or quasi mandatory earnings related scheme and/or by improving financial incentives”. NWCI would query any ‘single greatest goal’ approach to this complex area.  Moreover, it is important to note that the same OECD report places great emphasis on the central importance of first ensuring an adequate foundation of first-tier pension coverage and specifically identifies a ‘Universal Public Pension’ as ‘option one’ of three approaches to that coverage.   
Fulfilment of “previously stated long term pensions policy” is also referenced in the briefing and in this regard it is important to note that there are a number of specific longstanding agreed policy commitments still waiting to be delivered at first tier level; for example the long promised move to a full Homemakers Credit. 

Context

Current Pension Coverage in Ireland 
The stated policy intent of current pension policy in Ireland has been to actively increase pensions coverage to 70%. However the level of private pensions has remained broadly consistent over the past 20 years.  The rate of occupational supplementary pension coverage in Ireland is approximately 50% of those in employment and even lower for women.This coverage figure reduces further to an estimated 41% of the working population when the private sector is considered in isolation.   
Gender and Pensions
Analysis of the gender dimension of different pension reform options is essential given that women comprise a majority of the older population. Unfortunately, women’s needs and perspectives in relation to pensions have never been adequately acknowledged in public policy.  

Women’s access to pensions in Ireland was historically restricted and reflected that idea of male breadwinner which underpinned so much of Ireland’s social welfare, taxation and employment.  This had many manifestations, one example of which was the Marriage Bar, whose effects are still felt by many older women each week in a severely reduced pension.  

Policy makers need to ensure that the pensions system as a whole is not predicated on male lifetime patterns of work and earnings.  NWCI believe it is crucial that women’s continuing experience of lower earnings, fewer years’ employment and greater contribution to unpaid care work should not be compounded by exclusion from an adequate, independent pension in old age.  
There are many specific aspects of pension design that can impact on women’s financial autonomy in old age. These include; the degree to which (and the manner in which) care work is counted in social insurance; the unit of assessment for means-tested pensions, whether individuals or couples; the relative roles of first-tier versus second-tier pensions; the adequacy of first-tier state pensions on which women rely disproportionately; the use of unisex or separate-sex life tables in annuity calculations. 
Currently, far fewer women than men in old age have independent access to pensions and that the level and sources of their income in old age differ significantly from those of men.  These differences arise from both past and current differences between men and women in relation to their roles and remuneration in the economy and in the family. 
Over recent years the gender pay gap in Ireland has widened from 12.6% to 14.4%. Ireland’s gender pension gap is even wider, standing at 35% in 2013. 
  Research from the ESRI in 2014 found that women in couples experience a 14% loss of income compared with men in couples over the course of the recession.
Women still earn less, work fewer hours and withdraw from the labour market to a greater extent than men. This has been further compounded by the worrying rise in precarious work with many of the sectors where women predominate such as retail and hospitality at the very frontline of aggressive casualisation.  The widespread use of non-fixed hours and short term contracts leave many women with inconsistent contributory records and many years on from the Marriage Bar a whole new generation of women are facing a serious gender pension gap. 

The international experience of pension reform shows that women and men may be affected differently by any given reform option and this is why gender sensitive analysis, monitoring and review are crucial to any new policy direction.
Policy Goals of Pension Reform

Any consideration of the potential ‘policy goals of a universal retirement system’ must fundamentally begin with a statement on the overall goals of national pension policy. 
Previous debates have identified five initial considerations for any pension policy.  
· Adequacy – the fundamental role of State pension policy is to prevent poverty for older people in terms of relative income and indeed look further towards supporting a decent standard of living.
· Comprehensiveness – the requirement to have a pension system that is inclusive;

· Simplicity – the need to structure pensions so that older workers and pensioners have clear transparent pensions that allow them to plan work, retirement and savings;

· Redistribution – ensuring a net redistribution from higher to lower income groups in the financing of pensions and the structure of pensions in payment.

· Risk – the economic and financial risks of pension provision should be shared across the state, employers and employees.
Each of these general policy principles has a gender dimension.  However these general policy considerations also need to be augmented by a few critical Gender-Specific Principles;   
· Economic autonomy. Financial autonomy and individual entitlement are core characteristics of a feminist pension model.  The key challenge is to move to a model of pensions where women have direct pension rights.

· Labour Market Equality. Gender inequality in pensions is primarily a function of cumulative labour market inequality.  A woman-friendly pension cannot happen without measures to address gender inequality in working life and without reforms to support and maximise high levels of female labour market participation for considerable periods of their adult lives.

· Facilitating atypical work. Gender equality in pensions requires a pension model that recognises and rewards all labour market participation.

· Ethic of care. No reform can be complete without the development of a care contingency that enables care work to be facilitated, respected and rewarded and that enables women or men to have pension cover and maintain pension contribution records during key stages of care. Care represents a crucial social and economic contribution to intergenerational social reproduction and as such should be a central consideration in pension policy. 
· Equal sharing of care obligations. It is important to recognise that 'Care always costs' and that allowing that cost to be carried by individual women in reduced income and pensions is neither 'cost neutral' nor acceptable. Moreover, any method of facilitating and/or compensating for time spent caring should not disproportionately lock women into long-term patterns of caring.  The State needs to invest in care infrastructure, and develop parallel policies promoting men’s full engagement with care obligations, such as statutory family-friendly leave including paternity leave and promotion of work/life balance in traditionally male sectors.
· Pension equality or pension justice. While working towards greater gender equality in terms of participation in care and employment the pensions system must not reinforce and must indeed be capable of compensating for the disproportionate time women spend in periods of care and the wider gender inequality women experience in the labour market.

· Retrospective pensions justice. The pensions model must be able to compensate for the disproportionate time older Irish women have already spend in periods of care and the significant historical discriminatory practices (until 1973 married Irish women were banned from public employment and women also experienced other discriminatory policies and practices) which led to significant gender inequality in the labour market.
First Tier Pension Policy 

Universal State Pension 
NWCI joins with many other stakeholders and expert groups across Ireland including many key academics and economists in believing that a Universal State Pension 
This was also identified as the first of two preferred first tier options in the OECD 2013 ‘Review of the Irish Pensions System’. In terms of retrospectively addressing past injustice for groups of Irish women at or near pension age and avoiding future pension injustice in the present working generations,  NWCI believe that immediate implementation of a comprehensive minimum income guarantee would meet both women’s needs for adequacy and individual entitlement.   

In ‘Pensions: What Women Want’ NWCI have previously outlined detailed suggestions for Introduction of an adequate universal pension for all over 66 and resident in Ireland for a minimum of ten years with a value of 1/40th pension for each year of residency. In the context of immigration and emigration it would be important to employ a ‘total’ rather than a ‘continuity’ measurement to determine years of residency. It would also be important to recognise other pension arrangements which individuals may have in countries such as the UK or EU states.
While a Universal Pension would require a considerable lead-in time for full implementation, a decision in principle to move in this direction could then guide other more immediate reform options. Social Justice Ireland have also called for introduction of a Universal Pension system while TASC have highlighted that the State PAYG social security pension is the most efficient method to deliver full coverage although that system requires significantly increased contributions.
Gender Equality and Social Contribution: Key Issues at First Tier
Legacy Issues 
The Marriage Bar is often referred to as an example of discrimination from Irish History.  Yet it is still with us and felt by thousands of older women every week in their severely reduced pensions.  NWCI are regularly contacted by older women who reach pension age and discover that they have little or no pension thanks to the marriage bar and other aspects of the ‘male breadwinner’ model in Ireland such as the qualified adult system. It is unacceptable to simply allow those impacted by a recognised societal discrimination to carry the effects till their death.   Ireland cannot credibly deliver pension reform for the future until it deals with the past. 
Erosion of State Contributory Pension for Women
Over the course of the recession we have repeatedly heard the claim that basic social rates have been protected, however in the case of pensions, those rates have in fact been eroded from beneath. While the rate of the full State Contributory Pension remained intact, only 16% of those receiving that full pension are women.

In our 2008 publication ‘Forgotten Women’ NWCI shared the direct testimony of many women surviving on a severely reduced pension. Unfortunately, the situation has worsened considerably since then.  

In 2012 the number of contributions needed for a full pension rose from 260 to 520, leaving far more women in the “reduced” category.   Moreover the number of contributions required at each band of the reduced rate pension have also risen.  Two thirds of those in the bottom two bands of contribution are women and by 2014  had  experienced losses of over €1,100 a year on reduced rate pensions which were already very low, sometimes as little as €60per week.  
By contrast, women make up just one third of those in the second- highest band, who suffered a smaller loss of just under €1,000.  Meanwhile 84% of those who have full contributions and have suffered no income loss are men.  Effectively pensions for men have been protected while women suffer severe reductions.  Until the Government has addressed this situation it is hard to see how women might be expected to engage with or trust supplementary proposals. 
Promised Homemakers Credit Not Delivered
Under the current Homemakers Scheme – while homemakers do receive some credits for part of the first year and part of the final year of a period of care, the years in between are ‘disregarded’ rather than actively credited with contributions when calculating pension entitlement.  This is despite a clear longstanding commitment to move from a disregard of care in the home to an active Homemakers Credit which recognises and reflects that contribution. 
NWCI has consistently advocated that this measure should apply from 1973 – thus making it relevant to the many women currently retiring who are facing a real shock in terms of limited entitlement.  However, the disregard currently only extends back to 1993, meaning that very few women have yet become eligible or had the opportunity to benefit from this measure.  Indeed before many do Ireland may have already moved to the Total Contributions model, due to be implemented by 2020
It has been recognised that the Homemakers Disregard could no longer function under such a model.  The long promised move to Homemakers Credit will therefore need to be completed over the next few years.  
Lack of Re-Entry Supports and Distance from the System
In recent years NWCI have highlighted another potential benefit of the Homemakers Credit.  It could also serve as a ‘re-entry’ credit, a measure which could help prevent women from becoming invisible following a period of care.  A key concern is that women not only become distant from the labour market, they become distant from the social protection system and associated activation in supports.   NWCI has previously called for the waiving of the S.57 SI 312 1996 rule, where a person with no SI record for more than two years must have 26 paid contributions before credits can be awarded. However a ‘Homemakers’ social insurance contribution could also address this issue and by supporting re-entry to the labour market also help address the issue of jobless households and encourage women to build up greater personal pension entitlement in the longer term.

Such a measure could be particularly important for Qualified Adults – the thousands of women in Ireland who are not only distant from the labour market but distant from the social protection system itself. Many only becoming personally known to our pension structures after the death of a spouse.  Moreover, the emphasis on mandatory rather than voluntary engagement within current activation policy means that many of these women are down the list in access to education or training. This is another area which should be addressed.

Obstacles to Voluntary Pension Contributions 
The last three years have seen significant raising of the threshold requirements for making of voluntary social contributions.  In 2013 the number of previous contributions needed before voluntary contributions could be made rose to 364 PRSI contributions (7 years), in April 2014 that rose to 468 PRSI contributions (9 years).  Since April 2015 that threshold has now risen to 520 PRSI contributions (10 years).   These limitations impact on many workers, particularly those who may move back and forth between self-employment of PAYE employment or who have spent a number of periods working overseas or in irregular contract work.   However it has a particular impact on women who may be returning to the workforce in their forties or fifties and keen to build up an adequate pension entitlement.  

It seems contradictory that at a time when there is so much emphasis on encouraging or even requiring second tier contributions, the voluntary making of first tier social insurance contributions should be made so difficult.  An opposite approach which actively encouraged voluntary contribution to our existing system would perhaps be a more appropriate starting point for building a culture of supplementary payment towards income replacement. 
Low Levels of Employer PSRI Contribution
Ireland has one of lowest levels of PRSI contribution in the OECD.  For too long there has been political unwillingness to address this issue, with strong resistance from employers despite the fact that the social protection system is increasingly being relied on to bridge the gaps in an insecure employment landscape. There may be even stronger resistance to the employer contribution element of any second tier scheme. Indeed, it could even be the case that employers would agree to significantly increase their PRSI contributions if that was an alternative to matching payments in a supplementary scheme. 
One positive measure to acknowledge in relation to PRSI is the recent transposition of the European Directive on PRSI payments for spouses or partners in Family Businesses and Farms. Properly promoted, this measure has the potential to contribute to revenue flow and greater income security for many women.
Emigration 
An analysis and comprehensive response to the crisis of emigration should be an integral part of long term planning around pensions.  With a relatively high birth rate, Ireland should not be facing the same level of demographic challenge as many other European countries in terms of intergenerational social security. However over the last six years, we have seen  a 31% drop in the number of  20 to 24 year-olds, and an even starker 34% drop for young women. 

There is need for far stronger official research into the drivers behind emigration. Young women engaging with the NWCI  Y Factor youth initiative have highlighted cuts to jobseekers payments for young people along with a rise in insecure precarious work and internship culture and the associated erosion of entry level jobs as some of the factors that can contribute
Means Testing and Non-Contributory State Pensions
As previously stated NWCI believe that a single Universal State Pension would represent a more effective and equitable option then the current contributory and non-contributory divide. There is also considerable evidence that means testing as currently employed In Ireland does not work for women. 
We know that many older women in Ireland who receive a very reduced pension or are only recognised through a 'Qualified Adult' increase in their husbands' payment do not feel they can apply for the State Non-Contributory because it will involve a test of household assets - assets which they may have no control over or access to - and there is also a fear that it could jepordise their husbands income. Such women therefore remain economically dependent, something which can also impact on their autonomy or independence in other areas of life.
Abolition of a means testing should be seriously considered but if we do maintain this mechanism we need changes to the current household means test formula that improve economic autonomy. A comprehensive reform of means-testing should ensure maximum coverage and maximum level of individual entitlement within a partial household resource test. Means-testing should serve not as 'a test of poverty' but a mechanism to assess income and needs and, crucially, support individualisation of entitlement.
A number of complementary steps to maximise autonomy should also be taken in other areas of the social protection system. These include;
· Abolition of the limitation rule and replacement of the qualified adult allowance with an independent payment,  
· Reform of carers allowance/benefit to recognise that care of older and infirm people are valued on the level of  paid work 
· Information campaigns, administrative changes and resources to ensure consistency in regional application of guidelines, so each adult is exercising their full potential to be a claimant in their own right. 
All of these are recognised policy options which have been considered and costed over a number of years and could in many cases be speedily implemented. 

Second Tier : Supplementary Pension Policy
NWCI have an overall concern that the introduction of a supplementary pension scheme as a mandatory or central plank of pension policy could tie the pensions system as a whole more closely to employment and relative earnings and therefore exacerbate rather than mitigate gender inequalities and the gender pension gap.
The Public Option in Second Tier Supplementary Schemes
One alternative to a private pension focused supplementary scheme could be a public supplementary pension scheme based additional payment  attached to the already widely accepted social insurance contribution system with a goal of improving income replacement levels. These payments could be automatic with an opt out option, which might, for example, be taken by those who may instead wish to invest directly in a private pension at their own cost and without subsidy  

Building on an already established system which reaches nearly all workers and employers could make it easier to reach not only employees but also employers and therefore ensure that those employers deliver their matching contributions.  Directing the supplementary payments through a single state system also makes it easier to incorporate subsidised contributions to recognise care or mitigate precarious work. Moreover, social insurance records are already set up to support ‘the pot following the individual’.  Lastly a public option offers greater accountability and potential for best practice in governance and investment. 

A gender-sensitive pensions model will avoid mandated private pensions in favour of second-tier earningsand contribution related social insurance schemes.  This is the case even if tax supports are reformed to maximise progressive income distribution outcomes
Were a wider second tier supplementary system to be put in place, it is essential that at least one option available to employees should still be a state owned and operated retirement investment fund, ring-fenced and accountable not only to customers but to citizens.  Credit unions, MABS, the financial regulator or An Post could possibly play a role in introducing a state-backed low-charges product for low income earners. 
Recognising Care 

Even advocates of a mandatory private pension scheme such as Hyde, Dixon and Drover (2004), have acknowledged that women are often disadvantaged in any earnings-related scheme.  They argue that while voluntary private schemes offer no compensatory mechanism to offset these disadvantages, state-mandated private schemes have the possibility of ensuring that such schemes protect vulnerable groups or subsidise particular categories, 

However NWCI do not know of any examples in practice where Governments have chosen to subsidise private pensions for those, usually women, who spend a period outside the labour market to contribute to childbearing or caring responsibilities.  Currently the only references to accommodating care in such schemes are those which make provision for women or men to voluntarily affiliate and pay contributions when out of the labour market.  The possibility of social compensation for periods of care, while technically possible, is politically unlikely, particularly in any scheme based on individual provision rather than collective solidarity.  
As outlined previously, a supplementary pension which builds on the current established social insurance system might offer more potential to integrate different forms of contribution
Removal of Current Private Pension Tax Expenditure 
In 2008 NWCI cautioned against tax reliefs for private pensions as an approach to delivering improved pension coverage. These concerns have been vindicated as despite extraordinary cost to the public exchequer such reliefs have failed to deliver results. There has been little change in coverage levels over the last twenty years, particularly for those on lower incomes.  
Moreover thanks to a marginal rate approach the bulk of the tax benefit and associated social transfer has been received by those on already high incomes and more likely to have a private pension regardless of incentive.  Hughes (2007) has demonstrated that tax incentives are utilised more by men, and most of all by male higher earners, and they are, in the context of the present Irish system, very regressive. Costly in terms of revenue forgone, they offer few anti-poverty outcomes.  
Given the already strong equity arguments against tax supported voluntary private pension schemes, there is little rationale for mandatory tax-supported private pension schemes.  Mandatory contributions to private schemes, while logically identical in purpose to mandatory state schemes, carry the opposite disadvantages.  They are defined contributions, the individual usually carries the risk and there is no provision for periods of interruption of paid employment for caring or other reasons. Moreover, following the economic crisis and the massive devaluing of many pension funds – there are serious questions as to the cost/benefit of risk and return in many such funds.  It is notable that many pension companies seem to promote the immediate write off of tax relief as a greater selling point than any projected long term investment returns. 
A number of tax reform options have been mooted to improve the poor income distribution outcomes of the current system. These include a move from a marginal rate of tax relief on private pensions, which disproportionately benefits higher earners, to a standard or standardised rate of tax relief, a change committed to in in Ireland’s Memorandum of Understanding with the Troika but never implemented.  Some topline caps have been placed on the use of reliefs but this did not address the structural inequity.  
One stronger proposal was a move to refundable tax credits which could be accessed by and beneficial to almost all.  NWCI however would support another position – the abolition of all tax relief for private pensions and redirection of the savings towards redress of the gaps in our first tier pension 

Certainly it would not be feasible for the current system of private pension tax relief to continue in tandem with a Universal Supplementary Retirement Savings Scheme.
A gender-sensitive pensions model would avoid mandated tax subsidised private pensions in favour of second-tier mandatory earnings related social insurance schemes.  A non-regressive non-tax-based pension promotion tool similar to an SSIA could, for example, prove progressively more beneficial for lower and non-earners.
Redistribution
From a gender standpoint an enhanced first-tier comprehensive pension guarantee by the state automatically achieves greater redistribution. It reflects, at least to some degree, the social solidarity principle of contribution according to ability and access according to need. 

Any second-tier pension system that is earnings-related will not necessarily be redistributive and may indeed widen gender income differentials.  However it is possible to build more progressive income outcomes into an earnings-related social insurance scheme by, using the guidelines above, paying fine attention to the design details concerning access, eligibility and benefit calculation rules.  While principles informing appropriateness and adequacy of payment rates and levels would need to be assessed on income replacement principles, there is still room for redistributive principles and for building progressive rather than regressive income replacement outcomes into such a scheme.  In other words, it is possible to skew a second tier social insurance pay-related supplementary scheme towards low-paid to the advantage of women.  There is also the advantage of portability of state mandatory schemes and the fact that they can easily accommodate or include self employed and atypical workers, many of whom are women (Nash 2006).
It is essential that any system should learn from the failures of the current tax relief system and ensure that disproportionate benefit or advantage (including the advantage of a wider range of options or subsidisation of more expensive management costs) does not accrue to those on higher incomes.  Rather the collective principles of redistributive progressivity should be incorporated into any scheme.

Low Pay and Precarious Work 

Any supplementary scheme would need to be very realistic about the reality of what we mean by lower paid workers. While some political narrative seems to suggest that those earning between €35,000 and €50,000 are on low to middle incomes, the fact is that they are in the top third.  The vast majority of workers are below the threshold between standard and higher rate tax – one reason that marginal rate tax reliefs benefit so few workers.  In terms of ‘middle incomes’ we know  from the CSO Men and Women in Ireland 2013,  that 50% of women in Ireland are earning €20,000 or less while overall national median earnings stand at €28,500.

Moreover, lower incomes can be very low indeed.  In-work poverty is a serious problem with many families relying on social protection subsidies such as Family income Supplement (FIS) in order to get by on a week to week basis.  It is unclear how FIS payments might relate to any mandatory supplementary pension scheme.

Moreover, recent years have seen a worrying rise in precious work with sectors where women predominate, such as retail and hospitality, subject to particularly aggressive casualisation. Non-fixed hour contracts make it almost impossible to plan regular payments and can limit access to mainstream credit or bank accounts let alone pension schemes. It is essential that penalties, charges or disadvantage does not accrue to those whose contracts mean they have variable contributory capcity or irrgular employment.
Many of those on insecure contracts are aware that they are not building up sufficient contributions to ensure an adequate contributory pension under the current criteria. They may therefore expect to rely on a weekly non-contributory pension. In a context of constantly insecure earnings, security of income in older age becomes a priority. There can be a real concern amongst workers that a small private pension might provide unpredictable returns while also serving to jeopardise their means tested entitlement to a public non-contributory pension.  There is also a real concern that introduction of a supplementary scheme could reduce political commitment to maintaining non-contributory or contributory pension levels.
Risk

A fundamental and primary concern for most people of retirement age is security and predictability of income – being fully assured that you will not fall below the poverty line and further, if we achieve higher levels of income replacement, being able to plan for the future. Many think of a pension as a form of ‘social insurance’ rather than ‘private investment’.  
Private pensions have previously been shown to be deeply unpredictable in their outcomes and returns.  In 2008, the OECD reported a fall of over 33% in the value of Irish pension funds.  For many of those affected, this did not simply represent a loss of ‘investment’ it meant a loss of core financial security.  

A fundamental question to be considered in any new supplementary system is where would risk ultimately lie?  Does it sit with the pension company, with the individual or with the State?  

There are serious concerns about any universal supplementary scheme which would replace social solidarity with individual risk.  There are also concerns about any systematic redirection of public monies into a financial services sector whose irresponsibility we have all been paying for over recent years.  Moreover, in considering a scheme which could channel vast public and personal funds into the pension industry, it is also worth considering the deeply gender imbalanced nature of that industry – despite the fact that female hedge fund managers have been found to deliver better risk assessment and higher returns. It is worth considering if the pension industry as a sector has engaged in a sufficiently robust process of review and reform following the recent economic crisis. 
The highly unpredictable nature of the investment landscape also makes it harder to engage in the kind of cost/benefit analysis which should really underpin public spending.  Does a supplementary pension scheme deliver greater outcomes for older citizens then a similar economic investment in a universal pension or in improved services and supports for older people such as strengthened care and transport?
In terms of strict economic benefit – the returns from supplementary schemes may not be as significant as some would suggest.  TASC have highlighted that in the UK returns from Auto Enrolment have been “low compared with initial projected returns of 7% per annum”.  Moreover, while costs for the UK Auto Enrolment scheme start out low at a minimum charge of 0.75% “investment management transactions” costs are not included in minimum charges (Audit of charges, Dec. 2014, p. 12). Hence overall costs (minimum charge plus investment charges) can exceed returns. “
Governance
A key concern in relation to any supplementary system would be ensuring that there are adequate governance systems which will guide it and hold it to account.  Moreover, if a scheme is publically subsidised then there must be a chain of accountability not just to its customers but to the wider citizenry.
Any public supplementary pension system could and should be ring-fenced and protected from redirection into any other area of public spending. Such a fund should also be subject to ethical, environmental, human rights and equality criteria, both in terms of its operation and its investment policy.  This would be in line with the wider policy, promoted by NWCI and others, of attachment of social criteria and social clauses to all areas of public spending.  
If private pension funds are included within a supplementary system, it becomes more difficult to provide such comprehensive accountability.  Traditionally the governance guidelines of investment funds place maximisation of return as the sole or primary ethical responsibility. While the State may not always be able to change investment policy through regulation, it retains a clear responsibility to set criteria around which kinds of funds it will or will not provide matching funding towards in terms of ethical, environmental, human rights or equality considerations.  For example the State should not direct public monies towards any retirement investment funds which include arms suppliers.  
Individuals could also find themselves, through auto-enrolment, investing in schemes which clash with their principles. How can accountability be provided to the individual pension policy holder? Will the right to a say in your pension fund be something which adds further costs to the individual or state or is limited to those on higher incomes?  Governance and the maintenance of a clear chain of accountability can be particularly difficult given the long term nature of pension investment, the often rapid takeovers or mergers within the financial services industry and the shifting sometimes unstable nature of the investment landscape. 
Lastly, lack of gender analysis in decision-making has often been a significant obstacle to effective or sustainable social security reform.  It is crucial that the Irish women’s movement and organisations like NWCI are recognised as central actors not only in pension debate but in subsequent implementation oversight and governance of any final pension policy.
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Key Recommendations

Universal State Pension 
· Introduce an adequate universal pension for all over 66 and resident in Ireland for a minimum of ten years with a value of 1/40th pension for each year of residency (‘total’ rather than  ‘continuous) with due consideration of other pension arrangements abroad.

· This system could be built on the current state social security system with additional measures to both increase overall social contributions and recognise care as contribution.

· Consider more detailed proposals towards a a universal pension as outlined in NWCI publication ‘Pensions: What Women Want’
· While a Universal Pension would require a considerable lead-in time for full implementation, a decision in principle to move in this direction would guide more immediate reform options. 
First Tier 

· Conduct a gender impact asessment of changes to contributory pension contribution requirements and bands.

· Reverse cuts to payment levels for those on reduced rate contributory pension.

· Comprehensive measures to address ongoing impact of the Marriage Bar

· Waive the S.57 SI 312 1996 rule
· Transition from ‘homemakers disregard to the long promised ‘Homemakers’ credit, this should be backdated from the current start year of 1993 to 1973..
· Ensure ‘Homemakers Credit’ recognised in move to total contributions approach in 2020.

· This ‘Homemakers’ cedit should also serve as a ‘Re-entry credit’ encouraging individual  voluntary engagement with the system and access to employment and training supports.
· Review of policy in relation to’voluntary contributions’ with particular attention to gender analysis. Reduce previous PRSI contributions threshold to 2013 levels of 364 credits.
· Measures to actively encorage ‘voluntary contributions’  into existing social insurance system, particularly for those returning to work or moving in and out of self-employment.
· System would perhaps be a more appropriate starting point for building a culture of supplementary payment towards income replacement. 
· Increase levels of employer PRSI payment
· information campaign to highlight new EU directive on PRSI payments for spouses in Family Businesses and Farms and links with Revenue to track changes in that area.
· Comprehensive research into  drivers of the decision to emigrate for 20-24 year olds 
· Reform Means Testing ensure maximum coverage and maximum level of individual entitlement within a partial household resource test. 

· Abolish limitation rule and replace qualified adult allowance with an independent payment and associated social contribution e.g Homemakers Credit.

· Reform of carers allowance/benefit to recognise that care of older and infirm people are valued on the level of  paid work 
· Information campaigns and administrative resources to support individualisation  of claim

Second Tier

· Introduce a public supplementary pension scheme based additional payment  attached to the already widely accepted social insurance contribution system with a goal of improving income replacement levels 

· A public option offers greater accountability in governance and investment. 

· Directing supplementary payments through a single state system also offers flexibility to incorporate subsidised contributions to recognise care or mitigate precarious work 

· Any supplementary system would have to incorporate , usually women, who spend a period outside the labour market to contribute to childbearing or caring responsibilities   Without a clear mechanism to recognise care there is unacceptable risk that a supplementary pension scheme could deepen the gender pension gender divide 

· If wider second tier supplementary system put in place, ensure at least one option  is  state owned retirement investment fund, ring-fenced and accountable not to customers and citizens. 

·  Credit unions, MABS, the financial regulator or An Post could possibly play a role in introducing a state-backed low-charges product for low income earners. 
· Abolish all tax relief for private pensions and redirection of the savings towards redress of the gaps in our first tier pension 

· Begin by ending marginal rate private pension tax reliefs in Budget 2016.

· A non-regressive non-tax-based pension promotion tool similar to an SSIA couldbe more beneficial for lower and non-earners
· Learn from  failures of current tax relief system and ensure disproportionate benefit or advantage (including the advantage of a wider range of options or subsidisation of more expensive management costs) does not accrue to those on higher incomes.  

· Ensure principles of redistribution are built into the design of any supplementary scheme ensuring more progressive income outcomes.

· In order to ensure progressivity in income related schemes, pay fine attention to the design details concerning access, eligibility and benefit calculation rules.  

· Ensure a realistic asessment of what constitutes low paid workers in the design of any scheme – e.g the 50% of women on €20,00 or less or the overall 50% below €28,500

· Ensure that penalties, charges or disadvantage does not accrue to those whose contracts mean they have variable contributory capcity or irrgular employment.
· Clarify how in-work social protection supports such as Family income Supplement (FIS) might relate to any mandatory supplementary pension scheme.
· Offer assurance that a supplementary scheme will not jepordise entitlement to sate pension or reduce political commitment to maintaining non-contributory or contributory pension levels.

· - Offer clarification as to where risk would be located in any new supplementary scheme.  What proportion will sit with the the pension company, with the individual or with the State?  
· -Ensure the pension industry as a sector engages in a robust, transparent and consultative process of review and reform to address issues like gender inequality, sustainability and risk. 
· Deliver a cost/benefit analysis on wether asupplementary pension scheme delivers better outcomes for all older citizens then  investment in a universal pension or public services. 
· Ensure any analysis of potential returns from supplementary schemes includes consideration of the full range of potential management costs
· Any public supplementary pension system could and should be ring-fenced and protected from redirection into any other area of public spending. 
· Such a fund should also be subject to ethical, environmental, human rights and equality criteria, both in terms of its operation and its investment policy.  
· If private pension funds are included within a supplementary system, the State retains a clear responsibility to set criteria around which kinds of funds it  can support in terms of ethical, environmental, human rights or equality considerations. 
Overall 
· Ensure  gender proofing  of any scheme with ongoing testing re impact on gender pension gap 

· Recognise NWCI as central actors not only in pension debate but in subsequent implementation oversight and governance of any final pension policy.
· Wider scope of further Public Consultation to address both First and Second Tier policies
Further Comments on some of the specific consultation questions 

· 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?

While NWCI do not favour a mandatory private pension, any scheme with a mandatory component must be mandatory for employers as well as employees.  It is vital that if workers are asked to make a contribution, those they work for should be expected to make a meaningful contribution also.  

However, were an opt-out option to be favoured this should be available only to the employee and active measures should be taken to ensure that employees are not subject to pressure from employers in regard to take up or not of any opt-out clause.  With a growing number of workers on insecure contracts there may be a danger that fear of repercussions could lead employees to opt out.  
· 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)?
For this scheme to be meaningful it would have to prioritise measures that support and engage with the two thirds of workers who are below the threshold for the higher rate of tax.  It is important that any scheme would accommodate short or inconsistent work periods with easy re-entry after periods of disruption and accommodation of periods without employment.  Access to the scheme must encompass part-time workers rather than impose thresholds in terms of hours or indeed minimum income thresholds.  However, care should be taken there is no economic advantage for employers in favouring shorter contracts. Indeed there may be scope for measures to encourage employee retention. 

It is essential that any system should learn from the failures of the current tax relief system and ensure that disproportionate benefit or advantage (including the advantage of a wider range of options or subsidisation of more expensive management costs) does not accrue to those on higher incomes. Principles of redistributive progressivity must be incorporated into any scheme.
A mechanism would need to be developed to ensure that those, usually women, who contribute socially and economically through the provision of care, are not disadvantaged. Awarding credits of equal value to paid contributions is the most effective way to equalise periods spent caring with periods of paid employment, and the strongest acknowledgement and compensation for care work.  While this has not yet been achieved in the first tier, any Government subsidised supplementary scheme could not risk deepening the gender pension gap by allowing further omission of care.
· 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) 
A fundamental test of this scheme must be its impact on the gender pension gap and that impact must be tested not only in terms of theoretical outcomes but in terms of concrete measurable difference for women, particularly those on lower incomes and those working in female predominant sectors such as retail.   Introduction should be slow and review and consultation should be built in to monitor impacts.  Particular indicators should be identified as triggering an immediate review – an increase in the gender pension gap or a rise in in-work poverty, deprivation or debt levels.
· What target % coverage rate should the scheme aim for?
· What target % of pre-retirement income replacement rate should be aimed for (combining the State and universal pension)?

In addition to targets around pre-retirement income replacement levels there should also be targets linking pension levels to a set percentage of average industrial wage or median income. This should be cross referenced against clear income adequacy indicators such as those developed by the Vincentian Partnership in their Minimum Essential Standard of Living research.
· What should be the role of the State in establishing and operating the system?

As previously stated, NWCI prefer a universal state system.  Were a second tier supplementary system to be put in place, one option available to employees should be a state owned and operated retirement investment fund, accountable not only to customers but to citizens.  This fund should be ring-fenced and protected and could also be subject to ethical, environmental or social criteria as deemed appropriate.
Were private pension funds to be included within the system, the state should ensure that they meet and abide by appropriate ethical, environmental, human rights and equality criteria.  

There would be a role for the state in ensuring employers are legally required to contribute to any employees supplementary pension retirement scheme 







