
It’s not all on the web!  

For more information about how you can make the most out of Aries Insight, or discuss the 
benefits of joining the Aries Pensions Club please drop Ian a line here or call 01536 763352 

Pension scheme administration should run on rails.  It’s process-driven; each stage can be specified.  All 
you have to do is set up member records, log all the contributions and pay benefit entitlements on time.  
What could possibly go wrong? 

You might have heard the saying ‘to err is human; to really foul things up requires a computer’.  There’s 
more than a grain of truth in this, because computer errors or failures often stem from mistakes in the 
specification, which are can be rather difficult to  track down.

That was a very straightforward error in the description of the 
circumstances in which the issue of a pension savings 
statement has to be reported. 


On the same subject, working out whether one is liable for an 
annual allowance charge is tricky enough for HMRC to have 
developed an online calculator.  It’s not currently available 
though, having been reported faulty – not for the first time.


Then there are bereaved persons to whom HMRC has been 
sending P6 tax coding notices for death benefit payments 
that are entirely non-taxable, for two years now: a problem 
HMRC has known about for all this time but has still not been 
able to correct.


Meanwhile, HMRC is struggling to provide full guidance on 
the correct application of Scottish Income Tax, which the 
industry was pleading for eighteen months ago.  Scotland has 
five different tax bands.


All this at a time when the fundamental shift to Making Tax 
Digital looms large.


It is almost a certainty that big government IT projects arrive 
years late and massively over-budget – think Universal Credit 
– if indeed they are ever completed.  We’re in the dark as to 
how much this is down to shifting specifications and how 
much to failure to appreciate the sheer complexity of large 
computer programs.


For us in the pensions industry this is not funny: people’s lives 
depend on getting their pensions – not to mention the little 
matter of credibility in the system.  

It’s practically inconceivable today that any pension scheme 
could be administered without a computer program.  By and 
large it works well, especially where staff responsible for 
different functions can talk to one another.  Where data has 
to be transferred from one computer system to another is 
where things can start to go wrong.


Data transfer often requires data entry.  Retaining humans in 
the process means tolerating keyboarding errors, but it’s also 
sensible to assume someone might need to explain what is 
being asked for.  How often do we find a program’s help file 
fails to answer the question?


Reliance on the web for information exchange is risky. The 
fundamental problem for pensions practitioners (it’s also 
what makes our job interesting) is that we are not operating 
in a very small and tightly-bounded artificial domain, in which 
all possible circumstances can be anticipated and defined.  It 
is not entirely clear whether everyone realises this, though; 
especially not those in government and regulatory roles.


This month HMRC is launching a new digital platform with 
the exciting title ‘Manage and Register Pension Schemes’ to 
replace its existing reporting system, Pension Schemes 
Online.  At least, that’s what we’ve been told; though it has 
already been postponed twice.  


Probably better not to rush these things, especially when one 
considers the difficulty HMRC has in correcting errors.  Only 
this month have they managed to correct faulty guidance 
published last year which might have led to non-payment of 
annual allowance charges. 


Total reliance on IT – which is the way things are going at the moment - is not a sustainable strategy.  Nor is 
it acceptable to tell every questioner ‘it’s all on the web; go to gov.uk’.  Especially when it’s about pensions. 

What we need is not only much closer collaboration between HMRC and pensions practitioners, including 
more transparency in managing expectations on both sides; we need a much more responsive attitude 
when errors are reported.  And to be fair, it’s not always HMRC’s fault; human error and situations simply 
not anticipated by anyone give rise to queries.   

Pension scheme administration is not always a smooth ride.


