Employers Reference Number

So, what is an ERN?
Every business that registers with HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) as an employer is given an ERN. It’s a unique set of letters and numbers used by the taxman to identify your business. (It’s made up of a three-digit HMRC office number and a reference number unique to you).

You might’ve seen it referred to as an employer PAYE reference on tax forms.

What’s it used for?
There are a number of occasions when you’ll need to have it handy. The big one is for when you’re completing your end-of-year PAYE return. Missing or invalid ERNs are the most common reasons for HMRC rejecting end-of-year returns.

Employees might ask you for it too – they’ll need it if they’re applying for things like tax credits. You might also be required to include it on their payslips, if you don’t already.

And if you’ve recently bought or renewed an employer’s liability (EL) insurance policy through us, it’s likely you’ll have noticed us badgering you for your ERN. This is because impending legislation means you’ll soon have to declare it when buying or renewing your EL insurance. (We’re just making sure we’re prepared for that sooner rather than later).

Why does it have to be declared?
In the event of an Employers Liability claim it’s necessary to identify, quickly and efficiently, the companies at which an employee has worked. EL insurance claims can occur years after the alleged event (in cases of exposure to harmful substances, for example) and trawling through mountains of paperwork to find the relevant company’s insurer is both time-consuming and problematic.

It’s hoped that ERNs will streamline this process and make life a whole lot easier for both claimants and insurers alike.

Searches for employers’ liability insurers will be undertaken by an independent industry body called the Employers’ Liability Tracing Office (ELTO). They’ll use a centralized database combining ERNs and information on EL policies to track down and match-up relevant insurers to those companies on the receiving end of claims.

Although this sounds a bit ‘big brother’, it does benefit you. EL insurance is a legal requirement for most companies with employees; if you’re faced with a claim the ELTO will be able to prove you had the insurance at the time the claimant was employed by you. Which means your insurer foots the bill and you don’t.

It’s fair to say that the insurance industry isn’t exactly renowned for thinking ahead, but this does represent a positive, proactive move and a genuine commitment to helping claimants who’ve suffered from injury or illness in the workplace.

Not sure that you have an ERN? Or think that you’ve lost it?
If you employ someone (or are thinking of doing so) you should be registered with HMRC as an employer.

If you don’t think you have an ERN, it could mean that you’re not registered. Make sure you double-check with HMRC that you are.

And if you can’t find it? Don’t worry – any correspondence you’ve had from HMRC relating to PAYE will have your ERN on it. Likewise, it’ll be noted on any P45s and P60s for both previous and current employees (if you have copies).

