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We were delighted when Mark Lee agreed to write an independent and 

impartial commentary on auto enrolment alerting professional advisers to 

the volume of work involved in auto enrolment, and the importance of 

being pro-active.  

We hope this white paper will relay the issue from a respected chartered 

accountant’s perspective, and provide valuable insight into the complex 

issues surrounding auto enrolment for small businesses. 

Workplace Pensions Direct is a workplace pension consultancy firm, 

specialising in automatic enrolment advice and support. WPD allows 

accountants and regulated advisers to offer their small business clients a 

comprehensive yet affordable AE service, by outsourcing the specialist 

aspects, as they would with para-planning or mortgage advice.” 
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INTRODUCTION 

If not now, when?  

One of the challenges with preparing for the new pensions regime is that we’ve been 

hearing about it for so long already. The authorities are trying to be helpful. And all 

sorts of people are offering advice and trying to get accountants to pay for, what is 

often, expensive guidance and to tie them into specific solutions. Some of these may 

be convenient but also inappropriate or needlessly costly for most smaller clients. 

Then there’s the tendency to make the same mistake we complain clients make 

when it comes to filing tax returns. That is, focusing on the absolute official deadline; 

rather than an earlier one that enables accountants to process the information, 

provide any related advice and still get the return filed ahead of the absolute 

deadline. 

I feel confident in assuming that you have heard about auto-enrolment (AE). Many of 

your clients will not have to file any related documents until April 2016 – one year 

ahead of when the new regime applies to them. But you may also find that you have 

the odd one or two employer clients who are already in arrears and at risk of 

penalties re AE. 

 

Figures provided by The Pensions Regulator 
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I suggest that you should ensure you are on top of things ASAP so that you know 

what you’re doing before it’s too late. Hence this guide.  

You need to consider the options and make your decisions so that you can be clear, 

in good time, as to the approach you will follow, how you will advise your clients and 

what will be your preferred solution to recommend to clients to ensure they can 

comply with the new regime.  

This independent paper aims to dispel some of the myths, explains what the new 

obligations mean for your smaller clients and sets out the decisions you will need to 

make, the options available to you and the related opportunities for your practice. 

STOP READING NOW! 

If none of your clients are employers you have nothing to worry about (unless you 

have staff whom you, as their employer, will need to enrol into a pension scheme). 

If any of your clients are employers or run their own one-person companies you 

could still ignore all of this if: 

 you have no involvement in your clients’ payroll processes; 

 

 you’re not concerned that they might start to use a new payroll provider who  

could also provide tax and accounting services – replacing you over time; 

 

 you know your clients will not want your advice even when they see related 

promotional literature sent by other accountants and financial advisers; 

 

 you are confident that your clients won’t think to blame you for failing to advise 

them if they get fined in due course for failing to comply with their AE 

obligations; 

 

 you are unconcerned that some of your clients may end up being non-

compliant and liable to substantial penalties (which could impact their ability to 

pay your fees); 
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 you are not bothered that you might give business or tax advice that could 

bring your clients into the AE regime and that the related obligations would 

have affected your client’s choice/decision; 

 

 you feel no obligation to advise your clients about the consequential  

increases in their payroll costs;  

 

 your clients do not rely on you for tax or business advice; and 

 

 you don’t want to take this opportunity to offer any advice.  

If I was still in practice and had any clients running a payroll, I like to think I would 

want to consider the real implications of the new rules. I would then be able to take 

an informed view as to how to handle the implications and opportunities over the 

coming year. 

This paper is intended to enable you to do just that. I have not attempted to 

summarise everything addressed on The Pensions Regulator’s website. That should 

be a primary resource for you if you want further independent information.  
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THE BASIC FACTS 

 

 

 

Before we start, let me just summarise what’s going on here: 

1. The new system is called ‘automatic enrolment’ (AE) because staff will be 

automatically enrolled into a pension scheme.  

 

2. The upcoming changes were announced as far back as 2008 when the new 

Pensions Act introduced new rules for workplace pensions in the UK. The 

intention is to ensure that every employee is encouraged to save for their 

retirement.  

 

3. Most smaller employers will be impacted from early 2016 but a minority could 

already have missed related deadlines. 

 

4. Research undertaken by The Pensions Regulator suggests that 74% of the 

smallest employers will probably turn to their accountants, rather than to 

anyone else for advice on the new regime. 
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5. The largest employers were first affected back in 2012. By 2018 the new 

regime will affect almost every employer of UK based staff. New legal 

requirements were also introduced in April 2015 that affect most trustees of 

Defined Contribution pension schemes. 

 

6. Each employer is obliged to have a fully compliant pension scheme in place 

IN ADVANCE of their ‘staging date’. The precise deadline in each case 

depends on the number of employees each employer had in April 2012.  

 

7. Most employers with fewer than 30 staff on 1 April 2012 will have a staging 

date of 1 April 2017. Some however have earlier staging dates (ranging from 

1 June 2015 - 1 March 2017). The precise date is determined by the last two 

characters of the employers’ PAYE reference. 

 

8. The staging date also sets the date of an earlier deadline that affects all such 

employers. This will be 12 months BEFORE your clients’ staging dates. ie: 

Typically 1 April 2016, but earlier than this where the staging date is before 1 

April 2017.  

 

9. Think of this deadline as equivalent to the 31st January deadline for filing tax 

returns. How long before that do you want to be on top of everything to avoid 

last minute panics? That’s the real deadline on which you should focus. For 

the majority of your clients it could be anytime from the end of 2015 to the 

early part of 2016. For a few clients the deadline has already passed and you 

may need to take remedial action. 

 

10. The AE rules contain more onerous penalties for non-compliance than those 

related to stakeholder pensions. The latter only applied to all employers with 

more than 5 employees. Larger employers are already being caught by 

penalties related to non-compliance with the AE regime. The penalties are 

imposed by The Pensions Regulator and not by HMRC. We can expect the 

penalties to be applied automatically like those imposed for late filings by 

Companies House. 
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11. Initially employers will be obliged to contribute at least 1% towards their 

employees’ pension funds – on top of their salary/wages. This will rise to 3% 

by 2018.  

 

12. The rate at which employers are impacted by the new rules is growing all the 

time. In 2015 about 45,000 are expected to set up their auto-enrolment 

systems. This increases to 45,000 a month in 2016! 

 

 

 

Figures provided by The Pensions Regulator  
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FOR THE AVIODANCE OF DOUBT 

1. Employers will have annual compliance obligations even if all employees opt 

out of joining the pension scheme. 

 

2. The obligations will apply even if the only employee is the director’s 

spouse/partner. 

 

3. AE obligations are quite distinct from compliance with the Stakeholder 

Pension scheme and the related certificate in most employers’ offices. 

 

4. The Pensions Regulator is writing to all employers asking them to identify a 

suitable primary contact WITHIN THE BUSINESS. This will typically be the 

business owner of your smaller clients. 

 

5. The employer can also nominate a secondary contact who will carry out the 

day to day tasks of managing AE on behalf of the employer. This may be a 

member of staff, you as their accountant or bookkeeper, a financial adviser, a 

payroll provider or a dedicated AE solution provider.  

 

6. The Pensions Regulator wants to know who will be the secondary contact at 

least 12 months ahead of the staging date. For smaller clients this notification 

date will typically be 1 April 2016 but, in a few cases it will be sooner than this, 

as explained earlier. 

 

7. New employers paying PAYE income for the first time after 1 April 2012 will 

normally have a staging date between 1 May 2017 and 1 February 2018.  

 

8. Employers will need to submit a declaration of compliance online within 5 

months of the staging date.  

 

9. Employers are only obliged to contribute to an AE employee’s pension 

scheme if they earn over £5,824pa (£486pm or £112 pw) 
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10. Research suggests that the majority of employers who have completed the 

AE process regret not allowing more time. Of course they will have had more 

complex payrolls than your smaller clients but I still wouldn’t leave things to 

the last minute. Even the smallest employers may need to spend a good few 

hours, spread over a number of weeks or months to get everything sorted 

 

EXCEPTIONS 

One-person companies 

Most one-person service companies are not affected by AE unless they have other 

employees beyond the owner/director. The only other way such a company could be 

included in AE is if the director has an employment contract. 
 

Young employees / Low earners 

Staff aged under 22 and those earning less than £10,000 per annum (ie: £833 pm or 

£192 pw) need not be automatically enrolled under the AE rules. But employers are 

still obliged to inform them that they have the right to join and must make 

contributions on their behalf if such employees agree to join. 
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ADVISING CLIENTS 

Most of your employer clients will receive letters from The Pensions Regulator over 

the next few months, if they haven’t done so already.  

In the period leading up to (typically) April 2016 employers will need to prepare their 

initial plans for AE. Then over the ensuing 12 months they will need to: 

 Determine who needs to be enrolled and advise them accordingly 

 

 Choose the software or provider of payroll services who can do all that is  

required (this may involve a change from their current systems) 

 

 Check all relevant records are in place for employees 

 

 Liaise with the Pensions Regulator 

 

 Choose a suitable pension scheme. 

Most of your smaller clients will require advice on all this. And they will want to know 

what it will cost them to comply with the new rules. They will probably perceive all 

this, as nothing more than an additional burden on small employers. But, as their 

accountant you cannot knowingly allow them to be non-compliant. 

The cost of advice from third parties is likely to increase as the deadlines approach. 

The experts all have more time and capacity now than they will have next year. 
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YOUR MAIN OPTIONS, AS AN ACCOUNTANT WITH EMPLOYER CLIENTS 

1 - Opt out 

 

By ‘opt out’ I mean that you decide that clients impacted by AE will need to get their 

advice and help elsewhere. You have no intention of advising on this any more than 

you ever wanted to advice clients on tax credits. 

You will make clear to existing clients that they should not expect any advice on AE 

and you will include a suitable exclusion in your letters of engagement. 

Failure to make clear that have opted out may leave you liable to allegations of 

negligence if your client suffers fines or penalties and blames you. This might be 

because you have previously advised them on payroll or related matters. If they have 

good reason for believing that you should have helped them they would then need to 

show that you had NOT done all that could be expected of a reasonably competent 

accountant. I suspect that most such accountants will choose one of the options 

below rather than opting out.  

I have included in Appendix two a draft letter you can send to clients if you plan to 

opt-out. I think it would be a missed opportunity myself.  
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2 - Provide advice and help up front 

If you decide to provide help and advice you could do this for free, but why would 

you?  

Alternatively you could charge appropriate fees for this advisory work. In most cases 

this will fall outside of your normal fees and advisory arrangements.  

How much to charge will depend on how involved you are going to be and how much 

you feel is the value of your advice. This is a good time to consider value billing or 

offering a fixed fee option, if you don’t already do so, rather than requiring clients to 

pay you for the time you spend on each case. You will probably do things faster as 

you get to grip with the rules. Why should those who seek your advice early on pay 

more for being ahead of the game? 

You can also then agree fees for ongoing support and advice. Or you can decide to 

outsource this, which, in most cases, will probably be more cost-effective for your 

clients. 

Your choice of approach will depend on a number of factors including whether you 

currently provide payroll services and how worthwhile and profitable you feel you can 

make the additional AE related work.  

Some of your clients may need to take advice from employment lawyers or from 

financial advisers. You will want to ensure that you do not advise on legal or financial 

issues that go beyond what a reasonably competent accountant would do. This is 

especially important if you are not registered to give financial advice. 

NB: The good news here is that the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) has 

confirmed that pointing a client in the direction of a specific pension provider is NOT 

regarded as a regulated activity. 
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3 – Enhance your payroll services 

The additional burdens and obligations imposed by AE may mean that your smaller 

employer clients will need to select a new payroll provider. This will typically be the 

case where they have been running the payroll themselves or using a simple and 

basic solution. 

There is also an opportunity here for you to expand your services to include that of 

payroll provision, if you don’t already do this. If this is new to you, do ensure you 

choose a software package or bureau solution that is AE compliant and that will 

provide the necessary pension output files for the pension providers.  

I mention this for completeness but further consideration of the options re payroll 

provision is outside the scope of this paper. 

 

TYPES OF AE SOLUTION 

There are 3 principal approaches: 

1 – Appoint an external adviser 

This would involve encouraging each of your employer clients to engage a pensions 

adviser or company to do all that is required. I have seen estimates ranging from £7-

10,000 just to cover the set-up costs for each employer (regardless of how small the 

workforce). 

2 – DIY 

This requires the employer, or you on their behalf, to identify and contact a pension 

provider. Ongoing reviews, advice and liaison will also be required and there will be 

no expert involved to ensure the client is doing all they should when they should. 

The default pensions provider for many smaller employers will be the National 

Employment Savings Trust (NEST). This is an independently run Defined 

Contribution (DC) pension scheme specifically designed for low to moderate earners.  
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For most people the fixed charges levied by NEST will be lower than those of 

existing DC schemes. NEST investment choices will also be more limited than 

conventional pensions schemes. Whether NEST is a good (enough) solution for any 

of your smaller clients is something a qualified financial adviser is best placed to 

advise.  

I would stress that pointing clients at NEST only addresses one of the key issues for 

employers. They will also need someone capable of providing the related and 

inevitable ongoing reviews, advice and liaison. This is not a service available from 

NEST. 

3 – Employer uses a managed service 

A number of providers of such services have sprung up over the last 2 or 3 years. 

They typically offer an end-to-end service, ongoing help and guidance for relatively 

modest fees which are paid by the employer. 

A number of these providers recognise that they should work closely with 

accountants and so they provide portals, reporting options and other facilities to 

make your life easier.   

Once you are upto speed you can then approach your clients and give them the 3 

options above. You can also then explain why you have chosen to work with your 

preferred solution provider (or provide them with a choice if you don’t plan to be 

exclusive). 

Some solutions limit the choice of pension provider. I’m not a financial adviser but I 

am tempted to suggest that the differences are unlikely to be sufficiently material for 

most small employers to want to spend time comparing and contrasting the options.  
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MORE INFORMATION 

The Pensions Regulator has published a number of useful, plain English, guides for 

accountants and their clients: 

 Help clients prepare for auto enrolment 

 Automatic Enrolment guide for business advisers 

 Automatic enrolment and what Accountants need to know 

 An Essential Guide to Automatic Enrolment 

Mark Lee FCA works with accountants who want to build more successful practices 

and careers. He has authored almost 200 practice focused articles for 

AccountingWeb and 7 books to help accountants stand out from their peers. He can 

be contacted via his website: www.BookMarkLee.co.uk 

Appendix one 

Areas of advice that clients might require 

 Finding out their staging date 

 Understanding how the legislation applies 

 What the employer can and can’t do to limit the impact of the legislation 

 How best to define pensionable earnings to avoid unnecessary additional 

expense 

 Maintaining adequate employee records and AE activities 

 Choosing AE record keeping software 

 Assessing the impact on current payroll provision: 

o determining adequacy of existing processes 

o configuring the changes and integration or arranging for this to be done 

 Planning to meet the timetable ahead of, typically, April 2016 and then April 

2017 

 Working out and planning for the costs and the related cashflow implications 

of: 

o Employer contributions 

o Implementation  

http://www.thepensionsregulator.gov.uk/index.aspx
http://www.thepensionsregulator.gov.uk/automatic-enrolment-guide-for-business-advisers.aspx
http://www.ifa.org.uk/files/ae_and_what_accountants_need_to_know_tpr-1.pdf
http://www.bookmarklee.co.uk/
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o Annual compliance 

 Identifying eligible workers and assisting with communications to them 

 Reviewing appropriateness of pensions scheme and advising on alternatives 

 Registration  

 

Appendix Two 

Draft opt-out letter 

Dear [client] 

Important note re my inability to advise you re auto-enrolment 

Over the coming months you will be hearing more and more about the new auto-
enrolment workplace pension regime. 

Although the rules have been in place for some time they initially only applied to the 
largest employers. Smaller employers like [business name] will shortly be obliged to 
comply too. This will almost inevitably require a fair amount of time and money to 
ensure that you are compliant and not liable to fines and penalties.  

As your accountant I wanted to make sure you are aware that this is not something 
with which I am able to help you. Auto-enrolment is a pensions related issue and 
thus outside of my areas of responsibility and expertise.   

All I can do is to recommend that you talk with your normal pension adviser to 
ascertain how you will be affected by auto-enrolment. Alternatively, if you don’t have 
a pension adviser or would value a second opinion, I would be happy to recommend 
someone who should be able to help you.  

Yours sincerely 

 

Appendix three 

Decisions you need to make if you are going to advise on AE 

 Review client base and identify: 

 How many clients do you provide payroll services for 

 How many other employer clients you have 

 Whether any will have staging dates ahead of April 2017 

 Employee numbers per client as at 1 April 2012 



16 
 

 Those clients with whom you have discussed AE and agreed how they will 

comply with their obligations 

Consider how to address the issue with new employer clients 

 Some will have planned or prepared for AE 

 Others will not and may consider AE a relevant factor to consider when 

choosing their new accountants/payroll provider 

Consider the potential for added-value services such as advice around the structure 

of salary/wage packages to manage the level of contributions that need to be paid 

following AE. 

Determine AE advisory packages to offer clients and the pricing thereof. Time based 

fees are unlikely to be an attractive option for clients here. 

Your preferred partner(s) to provide the day to day AE compliance service to your 

clients. 

 

    

Workplace Pensions Direct is a workplace pensions consultancy specialising in auto 

enrolment. WPD advises accountants, payroll specialists and financial advisers and 

offers a bespoke auto enrolment solution tailored specifically to the needs of small 

and micro businesses. 

WPD produces an individual project plan for financial advisers and accountants, 

allowing them to maintain the trust of their clients and provide them with a 

professional and complete auto enrolment solution. 
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WPD handles all specialist decision making and all administration involved in setting 

up a workplace pension scheme and enrolling employees. Their team of pension 

experts consider the needs of each individual business before selecting an 

appropriate pension scheme based on those needs. 

 

WHAT MAKES WPD UNIQUE: 

The difference between WPD and pension scheme providers is the service that they 

provide. 

This table highlights some of the additional services provided by Workplace 

Pensions Direct as part of their all-inclusive fee structure: 

 

For the professional adviser: 

 Project plan auto enrolment 

 Give expert advice and guidance 

 Make all key decisions for the employer 

 Assist with payroll integration 
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For the employer: 

� Communicate with The Pensions Regulator 

� Carry out an initial employee assessment 

� Provide template letters with key communications to employees 

� Assist with payroll integration 

� Provide a full auto enrolment report 

� Choose an appropriate workplace pension scheme based on the employers 

needs and preferences 

� Ongoing support and maintenance of the pension scheme when set up 

WPD offer a full and complete auto enrolment service for businesses who do not 

have the time, or don’t want to take the risks involved in setting up and running a 

qualifying workplace pension scheme. Their service assures employers of 

compliance with AE legislation and gives them peace of mind.  

The same logic applies to accountants and financial advisers. They take the 

workload and stress of auto enrolment away from them, while allowing them to 

service their clients professionally and still make money from auto enrolment. 

 

 

 

Our fees: 

 

 Number of Employees Initial Fee Employer Monthly Fee

1 - 2 £390 £19

3 - 10 £525 £19

11 - 25 £750 £29

26 - 49 £925 £39

50+ Contact WPD Contact WPD

All prices are exclusive of VAT. Minimum 24 month contract, monthly payments start 
at staging date. 
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WPD charge an initial, plus monthly fee designed to cover the large amount of 

administrative and assessment work that goes with auto enrolment and to provide 

clients with ongoing technical support and consultation. Technical support is also 

available to employees at no extra cost. 

WPD can share 30% of the above fees with the accountant or adviser whose clients 

register with them. This fee is an acknowledgment of the important role that the 

professional adviser plays in the relationship between WPD and their clients. 

For more information on how Workplace Pensions Direct can help you and your 

clients with auto enrolment please contact us directly on 

T: 0113 457 4574 

E: info@wpd.email  

W: www.workplacepensionsdirect.co.uk 

 
“Before Partnering with Workplace Pensions Direct auto-
enrolment seemed an overcomplicated process which was 
dif�icult for advisers let alone businesses to understand.  WPD 
have simpli�ied the process to make sure businesses get the 
correct advice to ensure they’re compliant in a way that is easy to 
understand.  Not only that; the product itself is fantastic and I 
have full con�idence recommending it to colleagues and clients.” 
 

       

Matt Cairns 
 
 
Financial Advisor  
 
 
PFP Wealth Ltd  

mailto:info@workplacepensionsdirect.co.uk
www.workplacepensionsdirect.co.uk

