OPA Executive Officer Report 2008/9
The Credit Crunch and the dire state of the financial markets and banking system dominated the last part of 2008. For most of the pension schemes affiliated to the OPA the main issue has been the increasing deficits in their defined benefit schemes and the closure of more and more of them. “Are they safe?” and “Will my pension be paid?” are common questions from members worried about their future pension payments. It is always difficult to answer since none of us know what fate is in store for our respective sponsoring companies. The Pension Protection Fund is there as a back stop and will provide a decent level of compensation albeit capped for the higher earners. But, and there is always a but, the PPF is already struggling and if a large pension scheme were to go into it there could be serious problems. There are provisions in the law to allow the PPF to reduce the compensation payments in difficult circumstances.
All of this leads to the OPA continuing to press for no reduction in the regulation of pension schemes. A DWP Consultation sought views on the disclosure of information to pension scheme members and specifically whether or not there should be an increase in regulation by principles.  The OPA responded strongly no. Pension scheme members do not want any relaxation in the protection they have through regulation. A copy of the response is on the web site.
I am a member of the Actuaries Stakeholder Group, set up by the Financial Reporting Council following the Morris Report.  It meets three times per year and discusses issues concerning the Actuarial Profession and information given to members. There are to be Technical Actuarial Standards (TAS) for all areas of Actuarial work.  The first is an overall standard. The next step is to set out specific TASs including one for pensions. A consultation will be sent out later in 2009. Brian Marks and I have met separately with the person responsible for developing the standards. More information will be put on the OPA web site as it is available.

I also sit on the Pension Regulator’s Advisory Group, which meets three times a year as a representative of the OPA.

The issue of 50% Member Nominated Trustees/Directors has not been addressed by the Government despite an undertaking by Alan Johnson, the then Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, during the passage of the 2004 Pensions Act. There has been no suitable legislation since then to attempt to change the position. The OPA will continue to press for this.

With the demise of many DB schemes over the past years and the increasing importance of Defined Contribution Schemes (DC) the Council will be considering whether and how the OPA can have a voice in the issues facing DC scheme members.

I have been interviewed on Radio 5 Live on two occasions and by BBC Radio Northampton as Executive Officer of the OPA.

I met with Mike O’Brien (the then Pensions Minister) and Lord Mackenzie of Luton concerning Personal Accounts. This was the main issue addressed in the Pensions Bill in 2008, which received Royal Assent at Christmas 2008. The Government saw this as completing the legislative work arising from the Turner Pensions Commission. In all, there would then have been eight pieces of primary pensions legislation since Labour came into office. The Government claim that the continuing problems of governance of occupational schemes did not involve primary legislation and can be addressed in secondary legislation. This is much more difficult to campaign on. No Statutory Instrument has failed to get parliamentary approval in modern times. The OPA will have to remain vigilant.
An OPA response was made to the DWP Select Committee Inquiry into Tackling Pensioner Poverty and a copy is on our web site.
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