OPA Chairman’s Annual Report for the year 2007/8
Following my reluctant acceptance of the invitation by the OPA Council in July 2006 to be nominated as Chair I now find that I have served through nearly two years of turbulent times which frankly have not always helped OPA in deciding and implementing  its Strategy and key objectives successfully. Indeed the overwhelming media coverage on pension issues has swamped any normal initiatives by the Alliance and inevitably some people questioned at times whether we could continue to find a positive role in this climate.
From the Summer of 2007 onwards the wind of change and uncertainty evolved in the private equity and financial services markets and swept across the stock markets and immediately led to the decline, downfall and eventual collapse of high flying companies which had borrowed freely to take over rivals at low interest rates during a hitherto low inflation economy. ‘You have never had it so good’ tributes rang out and take advantage of the new entrepreneurial climate which had created a great deal of misplaced complacency and ignored previous economic rules and history of ‘South Sea Bubbles’. All this seemed to have been forgotten when rolling over packages of debt without ensuring the Collateral was soundly based, cashable at its given value and verifiable. As a result Pension Schemes and Funding were again threatened by different factors whereby closure was likely because of the sudden insolvency of the Sponsoring Employer.
Professor Ros Altmann’s and her supporting pensioners and widowed relatives heroic battle with the Government over the Pensioners who were still not receiving their payments under the Financial Assistance Scheme finally came to a conclusion under Gordon Brown’s new Government at the end of last year. The press coverage was enormous and virtually extinguished comments on the new Pensions Act and its passage through Parliament. However we do now see the emergence of the Personal Account based system from 2012 onwards and which seems to have cross part support.
As reported last year the current organisation structure and resources of the OPA were found wanting in coping with the deluge of consultation documents, reports and reviews, new regulations, new organisations and a huge mound of paper which has been generated over the last three years since the enabling of the 2004 Pensions Act. From July onwards the situation was reviewed in the light of current stresses and strains but also to clarify what can we reasonably be expected to do as a Voluntary organisation in the face of this period of great change and activity especially in 2007. 

We are very fortunate to continue having an excellent Website which is kept up to date by Gordon Williams and supplemented by daily emails with the latest comment on pensions issues through the google pensioner on-line service. 
Bernard Potter our retiring Treasurer has also supplemented the news coverage in his special way and continued to organise the Northern Regional events until September 2007. His untiring and devotion to keeping us informed and managing our Accounts and finances is much appreciated.
As you know our Council meets every three months or so but currently has no subcommittees or task groups to support it. It considers various papers put forward to it arising from the work undertaken by Council members and Roger Turner. The drafting may have been undertaken through email communications or other media.  Community Union generously provide the meetings accommodation and which enables us to meet and abide by our constitution. This is also still necessary in these days of high-speed communications and frenetic activity on occasions.
Roy Causton has co-ordinated the Regional Meetings in the South-East during 2007 when we have enjoyed some excellent presentations from Malcolm Mclean our guest speaker today, The Pensions Regulator and more recently The Pensions Protection Fund in March 2008 which enlightened us about how they operate when the Sponsoring Employer becomes insolvent and cannot be revived by the Regulator. Also we are pleased that Roy is getting over his health problems and back with us.
My thanks to Roger Turner for his support and Caroline as well but also the attention and commitment of Council members in difficult times.
Peter Austin- May 2008
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