OPA Chairman’s Annual Report for the year 2009/10
Since we last met in May 2009 we have continued to experience a series of major changes and turbulence albeit of different kind compared with the global financial and banking crisis during 2008/9. It is now very much about environment issues, political changes and financial deficits and monetary crises on a regional and global basis. Even our Theatre has now engaged the Public with new plays like ‘Enron’ and other drama’s on the Banking crisis like at the National Theatre in London. There are now many new gurus and soothsayers, who, indeed have quickly become the prophets of our time.
I make no apology for alluding to these challenges, significant changes and influences. Especially as I have recently returned from Australia, a young and prosperous commonwealth nation preparing to grow from 23m population now to 50m by 2040 with enormous resources and space. It becomes more evident that the old World order is changing and the implications are considerable for our economic survival in the UK and Europe and thereby our occupational pensions system which has lasted so long and robustly into the early 21st century.
This Occupational Pensions system based on the purportedly gold plated Final Salary Schemes originally forged in the 60’s and 70’s (when we were serious Manufacturing & Industrial Force ) is now in terminal decline even though 3000 individual schemes still exist but with various constraints. Now that our Industrial strength and capacity has been eroded we find ourselves relying on the frothy areas of Financial and Investment Services and those based on personal and consumer demand. No longer can Production and Engineering and other major sectors afford such liabilities and our younger generation can only anticipate money based schemes and The ‘NEST’ proposal probably without reliable indexation.
As previously we continue to be very fortunate in having an excellent Website which is kept up to date and managed by Gordon Williams, the OPA members email network, which is all supplemented by regular 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 and in the last week even recording Steve Webb’s appointment as Pensions Minister. We hope to hear Steve again at Sunbury shortly subject to availability from his ministerial duties in July.
Bernard Potter, our retiring Treasurer last year, tried to facilitate the handover of our accounts to our new Treasurer, Trevor Jones from Chevron Pensioners Association but this did not work out even with Bernard’s untiring and devotion to the OPA cause. Fortunately John Scholey was on hand and took over early in 2010 and will present the Reports today.
As you know our Council has met every three months or so but 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 together with Roger Turner, our Executive Officer. 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 continued to generously provide the meetings accommodation at Swinton House until the end of 2009 but now at Long Acre in Covent Garden area from earlier this year.
Roy Causton had intended to co-ordinate a stimulating range of Regional Meetings in the South-East at Lower Sunbury but owing to his wife’s sudden ill health and then untimely death he was not able to continue. However our back-up team took over and we were able to have considerable presentations from the Pensions Regulator and Pensions Protection Fund at Sunbury and even a briefing to the Council Meeting in December. I am very grateful that Eric Champion of TEPA and also of the Arts Centre was able to help with the accommodation.
Our thanks to Roger Turner as Executive Secretary for all his efforts and support and Caroline, his PA as well, and John Ward in respect of our more frequent Press Releases during 2009. Also our Council members for the many contributions and attention to the serious issues which we have continued to consider in these challenging times. Finally I should also like to thank John Batson who has advised on our recent accommodation changes and the NUJ facilities which we are using for the first time today
From the recent Statements this month we know that the basic State Pension will be increased next year by a certain amount dependent whether prices or average earnings is the higher figure but not less than £2.50p per week However does this change imply that in the future Public and Private Sector Occupational Pension Schemes which use indexing mechanisms with the RPI inflation Index will shortly lose the protection against Inflation. This could so easily reappear and indeed is likely to be with us during 2010 and into 2011 as various cost and tax increases are past onto the consumer. Also with the inevitable merging and takeover of large companies in the UK like Cadbury’s 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 for all Final salary based schemes.
Peter Austin- May 2010
Chair-OPA
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