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Occupational Pensioners’ Alliance

Chairman’s Report 2005
As expected, this was a busy year for OPA, as the pensions scene continues to change rapidly.  Overall, security for occupational pensioners has significantly improved.  The OPA influence on those improvements has benefited from the ramifications of the COPAS & AoP merger – we are now able to stress the large number of scheme members whose views we focus, and take advantage of the Parliamentary contacts AoP brought with them.  OPA, as the only voice exclusively concerned with occupational pensions, has been more active and more involved with the decision makers than ever before. 

However, these successes have not solved all problems.  They have moved many of the problems from the regulatory agenda to the “front line” of member/trustee/company relations within individual schemes.

Since our last AGM, the Pensions Act 2004 has become law.  There are 365 pages, one to learn for every day of the year.  Much of it is not new to the OPA Council or to you, as it is the outcome of many years of Reviews and Consultations.  Since the Council has been taking almost all the opportunities to provide input over those years, it already knew much of what to expect when the Bill reached Parliament, and deserves some credit for the features in the Bill that it has supported over the years. 

As the Bill progressed through the Commons and the Lords, OPA was able to get a number of amendments proposed and debated.  In the main, scrutiny of the Bill did not result in major alterations, either for the benefit of us or in response to the many amendments from the opposition parties.  However, we were able to promote some significant changes that will benefit scheme members.

The biggest plus for us was in getting regulated recognition that there actually were organisations, like the OPA members, acting in the interests of scheme members.  This is not recognition in the sense that unions are recognised, because unions have a more formal regulated role, but the practical effect of acknowledging the existence of our associations should be seen when it comes to how members get to be made trustees.  It should also add weight to any efforts of yours to get contact details of your association put into whatever your scheme administrators distribute to members.

We were able to correct the situation where the original draft of the Bill made no reference at all to organisations that represented scheme members being involved in the choice of Member Trustees.  However, it was deeply disappointing not to be able to get the words “fair and open” into the legislation about how members are chosen to be trustees.  Despite widespread support, this proposal failed; one of the arguments against was that “fair and open” could not be adequately defined so potential quarrels about what it meant were an undue burden on business.  We are left with a process that can result in the “Member Trustees” actually being the finance director and some of his staff.

Despite its size, much of the Act is only paving the way for the introduction of more legislation (Statutory Instruments) and Codes of Practice (in which the Regulator says what he hopes for but has no power to enforce.)  When the Act was passed there were about a hundred of these bits and pieces to come.  Some of them have been produced already, as they had to be, because the flagship of the Act – the Pension Protection Fund – is now in play.  There remain many more to finalise, and this is against the backdrop of further reviews such as the Morris Review which has criticised the actuarial profession and a Turner report which will recommend whether pensions saving should be made compulsory.

Also during the year there were a number of meetings of MPs in the Commons, with a public audience, under the label “The All-Party Parliamentary Group on Pensioner Incomes”, sponsored by OPA.  These meetings were able to address issues that go wider than occupational pensions but are important to occupational pensioners, such as the State Pension.  

In short, the actual ability of OPA to provide input to the authorities that reflects the views of associations, and through them the views of scheme members, has increased and there is every prospect of it continuing.

Successful influence is difficult to measure, since it depends on what you think the OPA should be able to achieve.  However, we have certainly “kept up the pressure” on behalf of occupational pension scheme members this year, and made some tangible gains. 

The role of OPA in two-way communication with its associations has prospered.  The regional meetings, both North and South-East, have been very successful.  The efforts of the volunteers who run these meetings are much appreciated. 

The OPA website has established itself as an excellent source of information, on the pensions scene in general, as well as OPA facts.  This is almost entirely due to the efforts of our “Webmaster”, Gordon Williams.   

As for the forthcoming year, I can offer our member associations confidence that OPA will continue as an active and influential voice but should also say that an increasing burden will fall on individual associations themselves to monitor their own schemes.  The regulations alone are not sufficient to ensure that all is well with the funding of schemes and that the best Member Trustees are appointed in a fair and open fashion. 

Brian Marks

May, 2005













