All Party Parliamentary Group on Pensioner Incomes.

Report on the Meeting held 10th February 2004.

What is a ‘decent’ pension? How much is ‘enough’?  These were two of the questions raised during a groundbreaking meeting of more than thirty parliamentarians and pensions experts at the House of Commons last month.

The group had been brought together by the Federation’s General Secretary, Roger Turner and MP Lynne Jones, to spearhead a new approach to what many see as an impending pensions crisis.

Among the audience were eleven MPs and Peers from the three main political parties. A panel comprised Pensions Minister Malcolm Wicks, his Conservative Shadow Nigel Waterson and the Lib Dems spokesman on Pensions Steve Webb.

Joining the politicians were representatives from the pensions industry, Whitehall think tanks, trades unions and from every major pressure group involved in pensions and age issues.

For Lynne Jones and Roger Turner - who only set up the All Party Parliamentary Group on Pensioner Incomes at the end of last year - the high-powered turnout was proof of the desire for a new approach on funding retirement.  But, as the General Secretary admitted ruefully after the meeting, finding common ground on an issue as politically sensitive as pensions is not going to be easy.  Party differences emerged quickly.  Pensions Minister Malcolm Wicks confirmed that the Government is committed to a policy of targeting benefits towards those most in need, currently through its new Pension Credit scheme.

His Conservative Shadow Nigel Waterson was adamant that the best way forward was to restore the earnings link with pensions which Margaret Thatcher broke in the 1980s.

The Liberal Democrat spokesman Steve Webb was hostile to Labour’s policy of means testing but also doubted if the Tories pledge to restore the link would significantly improve pensioner incomes.  Without a substantial increase in the basic State pension to start with it, re-establishing the link with earnings would fail to give pensioners enough.

‘How much is enough?’ countered the Minister.  No one could say.

Most reasonable people would probably agree that a reasonable pension would be one that provided them with a reasonable, decent standard of living.  But as the Minister implied, who decides what is reasonable?  What is a decent standard of living?  Could anyone think of a figure that would satisfy everyone?

Steve Webb thought it was futile to fantasise about what constituted a good pension.  What was needed were realistic benchmarks for people to aim for.  Nigel Waterson was convinced that one solution to low State pensions was to ‘reinvigorate’ the savings culture. Enhanced occupational pensions would ease the burden on State provision.

To do that, the system had to be simplified.  Employers needed to be encouraged to provide good occupational pensions.  And pensioners needed to be lifted out of the complex tangle of means tested benefits.

If the politicians could not agree on the best way to improve retirement incomes, they did all agree on one thing: that the biggest losers in the pensions lottery were women.  Malcolm Wicks said the desperate plight of many elderly women pensioners today can be traced back to attitudes towards work and pensions prevalent a century ago. Rectifying historic discrimination was one of the motivations behind Pension Credit.

Yet have those attitudes changed much?  Most lobbying about pensions is carried out by men, often trades unionists, he said.  Women were notable by their absence. 

At the end of the discussion Mervyn Kholer, head of public affairs at Help the Aged, summed up.  What had emerged, he said, was evidence of a broad consensus in favour of people saving more; in the need to create better jobs to enable them to save; the need to provide more information on how and what to save; and improved security in the pension industry to protect investor’s savings.

However, there seemed to be no agreement on how all that could be achieved.  After the meeting Roger Turner said: 

‘Reaching a consensus on something as complex and politically sensitive as pensions is not going to be easy.

‘However, I believe it is important that we keep up the pressure on politicians to put aside party politics and reach decision for the common good.

‘The alternative is a spiralling pensions crisis and the prospect of more people facing poverty in their old age.’

The All Party Parliamentary Group on Pensioner Incomes is the first of its kind to focus attention on the broader issues of pensioner poverty.  It was inaugurated in November last year at the instigation of Roger Turner, the Federation’s General Secretary, and the MP for Birmingham Selly Oak Dr Lynne Jones.  Dr Jones has been elected the Group’s chairman.  Further meetings will be held during 2004.

