OPA Chairman’s Annual Report for the year 2008/9
Since we last met in May 2008 the greatest turbulence ever experienced in recent times was unleashed, culminating last autumn in the near collapse of the world banking system so central to our financial and economic stability. Financial and business journalists like Robert Peston and Evan Davis of the BBC and Gillian Tett of the Financial Times have become the new gurus and soothsayers, perhaps the prophets of our time.
If financial carnage had occurred then all our pension funds and individual savings would have been totally at risk and probably declined in actual value very quickly as in the aftermath of 1929 collapse and other major financial collapses like the South Sea Bubbles episode. The ‘You have never had it so good’ tributes which rang out to take advantage of the new entrepreneurial climate and deregulation of financial services markets have clearly created a great deal of misplaced complacency and ignored previous economic rules and economic history which records such disasters and the ensuing pain. Clearly as Gillian Tett has elucidated in her book, 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 are now seriously threatened by many critical factors whereby closure will be likely because of considerable uncertainty and the possibility of the insolvency of the Sponsoring Employer.
Whereas in 2007/8 we saw Dr 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 we now see the Ombudsman’s recommendations on Equitable Life still being debated and unresolved presumably due to the huge bill for compensation during this period of national financial deficits. However will we now see the emergence of the Personal Account system from 2012 onwards which originally seemed to have cross party support?
Contrary to last year the current organisation structure and resources of the OPA have managed to cope with a diverse range of consultation documents, reports and reviews and new regulations, arising from new legislation or outstanding issues still arising from 2004 Pensions Act. Roger Turner now has additional staff support in John Ward who covers media and PR matters and therefore can address the recent consultation issues more effectively.
We continue to be very fortunate in having an excellent Website which is kept up to date and managed by Gordon Williams and supplemented by daily emails with the latest commentary on pensions issues by the national and pensions media through the Google pensioner on-line service. It is a first class contribution to our knowledge of an increasingly complex and fast changing subject.
Bernard Potter, our retiring Treasurer last year, has continued to facilitate the handover of our accounts to our new Treasurer, Trevor Jones from Chevron Pensioners Association. Trevor will bring considerable experience and expertise on pension matters to our deliberations. Bernard’s untiring and devotion to the OPA cause and helping with the presentation of our 2008 Accounts and finances is much appreciated.
As you know our Council has met every three months or so but currently is trying to meet for up to five times a year. It considers various papers put forward to it arising from the work undertaken by Council members and Roger Turner. Here Alan Ford and Brian Marks have been very helpful in recording our meeting proceedings and ensuring their accuracy. The drafting of responses is often undertaken through email communications or other media.  Community Union continues to generously provide the meetings accommodation which enables us to meet and abide by our constitution but this current venue may change later this year for another location in the London area.
Roy Causton has co-ordinated an exciting and stimulating range of Regional Meetings in the South-East at Lower Sunbury where we have enjoyed some excellent presentations from Margaret Snowdon of Lucida plc and Watson Wyatt Actuaries covering the background and key issues influencing Buy-out situations for mature pension schemes. Catherine Howarth of Fairer Pensions spoke to us recently on the ethical issues of Pension Investment and the comparative survey which has just been published.
Our thanks to Roger Turner as Executive Secretary for all his efforts and support and Caroline, his PA as well, but also for the many contributions and attention to these serious issues which all Council members have continued to make in difficult times.
In conclusion I wish to take the opportunity of welcoming back Malcolm McLean from the Pensions Advisory Service to speak to us on the ‘Dangers and Pitfalls’ of the current situation. He, no doubt, with his staff is witnessing the fall-out from the rising unemployment figures and will be advising on these matters for some time to come.

From the Budget Statement in April we know that the State Pension will be increased next year by a certain amount as a ‘floor’ was introduced in past legislation. However does this apply similarly with Public and Private Sector Occupational Pension Schemes which use indexing mechanisms when the RPI inflation Index registers Zero or a minus figure in September 2009? Also one of the best attended seminars in London currently is to do with ‘assessing the future cost and viability of occupational final salary schemes’. Clearly the Pensions Regulator and the Pension Protection Fund are going to be extremely busy and we trust that they will have the resources and expertise to provide an adequate safety net.
Peter Austin- May 2009
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