LATEST NEWS ON THE FIGHT TO SAVE THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT PENSION SCHEME

Articles in this report are:

5/10/04 Update On Proposed Pension Changes To the Local Government Pension Scheme 

22/9/04 Unison warns of action as pension talks stall.

20/9/04 Dave Prentis calls for local government pension shake-up.

ED/25/04 UPDATE ON PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT PENSION SCHEME

Talks with the Government over changes to the Local Government Pension Scheme (England & Wales) have reached stalemate. Despite widespread opposition amongst the members of the Scheme the current time-table to increase retirement ages will stand. Draft regulations will be issued in November 2004 to come into effect from April 2005.

It will mean that after 31 March 2005 a member who attains age 50 will not be able to draw a pension until age 55 even if made redundant and may have to wait until the age of 60 to draw a deferred pension if the employer does not give consent. It means that any member not covered by transitional protection who decides to retire before the age of 65 in the future will have benefits earned after 1 April 2005 reduced by an early retirement factor. Benefits earned before 2005 will be unaffected and would not be reduced if the member qualified for the 85 year rule (ie service plus age equals 85). Members who are 60 before 1 April 2013 will be covered by transitional arrangements and will be able to retire as now with an unreduced pension if they qualify for the 85 year rule by the age 60.

The changes to the LGPS in England & Wales are being pushed through a year before anyone else in the public sector (including LGPS Scotland). The transitional arrangements will be significantly less favourable than other schemes such as the Teachers Pension Scheme. The reason given by Ministers is that although the cost of delaying for one year would only be in the region of about £3.5 million per fund, doing nothing when bad valuation results come in over the next few months is not an option. The Trade Union Side continue to argue that members are being treated unfairly and that the real reason why action is being taken now is because a number of local authority pension funds are in serious deficit.

The reason for the deficit varies between authority but undoubtedly past contribution holidays by the employer has been a significant factor. There is a significant lack of information. No one knows precisely how many members will be affected or the true cost of the changes. The valuation results are not in and although they will almost certainly lead to significant increases in employer contributions there will be variation between funds. Currently employer contributions range from between 8% to over 20% pensionable pay. Not surprisingly the authorities whose funds have performed badly are creating the most pressure to change and reduce benefit.

UNISON will continue to oppose the changes and in view of the strength of feeling, industrial action is now a possibility.

The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) is about to issue a consultation paper on proposals for a new pension scheme to come into force in April 2008. It is likely to include proposals for:

• Lower employee contributions on a first band of pay to encourage the low paid staff to join.

• Consultation on a possible move to a 1/60th scheme which will be a significant improvement

• Greater flexibility to earn more pension and options on flexible retirement

• Unmarried partners pensions but not back-dated before 2008.

• Greater member representation on investment and the running of pension funds, short of trusteeship.

UNISON will continue to work hard during the period of consultation to protect the final salary status of the pension scheme and maximise possible improvements including backdating for partners pensions and removing other past injustices. It is crucial that members engage in the debate and the campaign to protect the LGPS.

Christine McAnea

National Secretary

Education Services
UNISON WARNS OF ACTION AS PENSION TALKS STALL

(22/09/04) UNISON warned today that industrial action is now a real possibility, after talks with the government over changes to the local government pension scheme reached stalemate.

General secretary Dave Prentis attacked government plans to force through increases in the retirement age for thousands of local council and education staff, despite strong union opposition.

"My members in local government are extremely angry and industrial action is now a very real possibility," he stated.

"We are getting nowhere in our talks with the government, who seem intent on pushing through cuts in retirement benefits for local authority workers and making changes a year before anyone else in the public sector.

"I will be raising our objections with Ministers at the Labour Party conference next week and we will take every opportunity to ensure that the issue is raised on the floor of conference.

"This is not a fight our members can afford to give up when the average pension for a local government worker is just £3,800 a year."

Pentis said that the union is willing to talk about changes to the existing pension scheme, but only as part of an overall package that will benefit staff as well as employers, but he added that a proposal by ministers to press ahead with changes, with the promise of talks later in the year on a positive agenda, is just not acceptable.

"The government needs to hold firm, set an example and not be panicked into making decisions that will only store up trouble in the future," Prentis continued.

"Pensions are about the long term and members have paid into their pensions year in, year out.

"It's a pity that some councils didn't do the same, instead choosing to take pensions holidays when the stock market was riding high, and now panicking about shortfalls and expecting UNISON members to pay the price." 

DAVE PRENTIS CALLS FOR LOCAL GOVERNMENT PENSION 

SHAKE-UP

(20/9/04) UNISON general secretary Dave Prentis has written to the works and pensions minister Alan Johnson, urging him to extend to local government plans to increase to 50% the number of member trustees of pension fund boards.

The minister announced the initiative last week, delivering on a commitment given to UNISON and other unions at the Labour Party policy forum in July.

In the letter, Prentis writes: "While we are ... supportive of your reforms, we also wish to see the same commitments extended to pension funds across the public sector and, in particular, to the local government pension scheme.

"Currently, the local government pension scheme (LGPS) has no member trustees at all. Member trustees will only strengthen the ability of the LGPS to meet key aspects of the Myners reforms, due next year."

UNISON is opposing government plans to change the scheme by raising the retirement age for men and women to 65.

And it believes that, had there been member trustees on the pension board, the schemes would not have taken the pension holidays, which have resulted in some funds falling into deficit.

Prentis went on to say: "Pensions are all about the long term, and members have paid into their pensions year in, year out.

"It's a pity that some councils didn't do the same, instead choosing to take pensions holidays when the stock market was riding high, and now panicking about shortfalls and expecting our members to pay the price."

He added that people need "dignity" in retirement and should not be forced onto means-tested handouts just to survive.
"Many local government workers have given a lifetime of public service, putting up with lower pay and conditions in exchange for financial security in their retirement – the government should not be thinking about taking that away from them now."

UNISON believes the proposals will send the local government pension scheme into a spiral of decline. Existing take-up of the pension scheme has already dropped to around 75%, with workers citing little benefit, coupled with low wages, as the main reasons for not joining.

The average age of a local government worker is 47 and the average pension is just £3,800 a year.

If benefits drop, there is a very real danger that fewer workers will join and the pension scheme will become untenable.
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