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UNISON DECIDES TO PROCEED WITH NEGOTIATIONS OVER THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT PENSION SCHEME FOR ENGLAND AND WALES
10 January saw each of the Service Groups covered by the LGPS meeting to take a decision over whether UNISON should proceed with negotiations over the LGPS on the basis of the principles and timetable agreed with the Local Government Association (LGA) on 21 December 2011. Those Service Groups are Local Government, Higher Education, Water, Energy and Transport (WET), Community and Police and Justice.

The day began with a ‘Pensions Summit’ covering all of UNISON’s sectors for Regional Convenors, SGE Chairs and other key activists and UK and Regional staff.  General Secretary Dave Prentis congratulated activists on the day of action on 30 November and the high levels of recruitment that have accompanied the dispute. 

Dave highlighted the fact that UNISON remains in dispute with the Coalition over its attacks on our pensions and that the ballot is still ‘live’. We will not have to re-ballot at the end of negotiations if they fail. Any decision on final proposals in either the NHS or LGPS will be a decision for members, through an all-member ballot. If proposals are rejected, members will be asked whether they want to take further industrial action. Dave also made it clear that there will be lay member involvement in future negotiations.

Glyn Jenkins, Head of Pensions, made a presentation on Career Average (CARE) schemes, which highlighted that CARE schemes can deliver the equivalent of final salary schemes. The important factors in the pension are the accrual rate and the revaluation rate.

Key points on the LGPS principles

The SGE’s met together for a briefing on the LGPS principles and timetable before separating to discuss a common motion agreed through the Service Group Liaison Committee. Those principles were sent out in LGPS Issue no. 9 and can be accessed at http://www.unison.org.uk/acrobat/LGPS_PoP_Campaign9.pdf
Heather Wakefield, Head of UNISON’s Local Government, Police and Justice Service Group made the following key points in the joint briefing:

· The 30 November action had had a major impact on the outcome of the talks with the government on the ‘big ticket’ issues and with the LGA on the principles and timetable for specific LGPS negotiations

· UNISON’s ballot results had led to the government coming forward with the ‘Reference Scheme’ which contained full protection for those within 10 years of retirement, plus a further 3.5 years tapered protection

· This is additional to the protection of pension based on final salary at the date of retirement in existing schemes

· It also confirmed a 1/60 accrual rate – which has since been improved on in negotiations on the NHS, Teachers and Civil Service schemes 

· The 30 November action had created consensus within the LGA that there should be no change in the LGPS until 2014

· It also led to agreement by the government to the LGPS unions and employers negotiating a ‘single solution’ to savings and the new scheme from 2014

· The action also led to an agreement by Eric Pickles, Secretary of State at the Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG), that the formal consultation on the £900 million ‘savings’ the Coalition wants to make will be suspended while negotiations take place

· If this had not been agreed, we would have had changes to the contribution and accrual rate from 1 April 2012 and an imposed framework for the new scheme from 2014


· If this had not happened, we would have entered negotiations on the new scheme going forward from 2014 on the basis of higher contributions and a worse accrual rate, which would have been difficult to reverse 

· The principles are based on an agreement that there should be no contribution increases for all - or the majority of LGPS members

· They include retention of Admitted Body Status. This is crucial since 25% of existing LGPS members are employed in Admitted Bodies and there will be more in future

· There is a further principle which makes it clear that the LGPS should retain its current value and its value relative to other public sector schemes

· Although linked to the State pension Age (SPA), the LGA agrees with UNISON that the early retirement factors should be improved in the new scheme from 2014 to reduce the impact of a later Normal Pension Age (NPA)
SERVICE GROUP EXECUTIVE DECISIONS

Each of the LGPS Service groups met after the briefing and considered the following motion from the Service Group Liaison Committee:

“This SGE applauds the action taken by UNISON members and other public service trade unions on 30 November 2011 to force the government into serious negotiations over public sector pensions. We also note that the results of UNISON’s ballot resulted in the improved Reference scheme/offer from the government.

This SGE notes that the action has given rise to the potential for detailed LGPS negotiations directly between the unions and the Local Government Association (LGA) which recognise the unique features of the LGPS and its membership.

We also note that those negotiations would take place on the basis of no change until 2014 and suspension of the formal DCLG consultation over employee contribution increases and accrual rates, the outcome of which will otherwise be implemented on 1 April 2012.

This SGE recognises that UNISON is still in dispute with the government and employers and that our ballot results are still ‘live’. 

This SGE agrees:

1. To enter into detailed negotiations with the LGA to further pursue our campaign objectives


2. To reserve our position on the detail of the LGPS principles and timetable until firm proposals emerge from the negotiations


3. To ensure lay member involvement directly in those negotiations

4. To establish a cross-Service Group lay member liaison group to support the negotiations comprised of Chairs and Vice Chairs or their nominees


5. To ensure that regular consultation and communication take place throughout the negotiations with this SGE, other SGEs covered by the LGPS, Regions, branches and members

6. To continue and intensify our campaigning activity to strengthen our hand in the negotiations, including informed and widespread lobbying of MPs and councillors and activities to highlight the impact of any changes to the LGPS on the standard of living of our members


7. To hold an all-member ballot of our members on any final package of proposals on the ‘Big Ticket’ items that would make up the design of the new scheme

8. That industrial action remains an option if negotiations fail”
SGE’s vote ‘yes’

Each of the LGPS Service Groups overwhelmingly agreed the proposed motion. The Higher Education SGE made two amendments relating to the State Pension Age and CARE which will be reflected in the negotiations.

What happens next?

Negotiations now start in earnest! There will be weekly talks with the LGA until April. Chris Tansley, Chair of the Local Government SGE will be involved in the negotiations and there will be a lay member group comprised of representatives of each of the LGPS Service Groups to support and advise the negotiators.

There is ample time built into the timetable for negotiations to consult members on progress. There will be regular communication with members and pension contacts through SGE’s and sector committees, this newsletter, the web site and regional forums and committees. It is important that activists and pension contacts talk to members – and non-members – about the negotiations and continue to recruit to UNISON.

Information on the framework for negotiations

The negotiations will follow an agreed plan and timetable. The documents outlining this framework will be public documents and will be posted on the LGA’s LGPS website and on UNISON’s websites in the near future.

Carry on organising!

Although we have a positive framework for the negotiations, they are just beginning and we need to show the government and the LGA that we are still angry, are still in dispute and expect a positive outcome for our members. We will be asking sympathetic MP’s and councillors to keep up the pressure in Parliament and within the LGA.

We will be producing model letters to make our position clear to councillors and MP’s, who tell us that they have received very little correspondence on the LGPS during the dispute. We will be asking Regions, branches and activists to organise letter-writing sessions to get as many members as possible to make UNISON’s position clear during the negotiations.

We will also be making links between our pay and cuts campaigns and the LGPS. Less pay means less ability to pay for pensions and fewer jobs means reduced costs for employers, so there is a clear link.

There is still a massive opportunity to organise and recruit members and stewards to UNISON. We need more and more members to show the employers that we have got the industrial strength to resist attacks on pensions, pay, jobs and conditions. So carry on organising!

Getting the views of members not in the LGPS

We are soon intending to carry out a short, on-line survey of members not in the LGPS to see why they haven’t joined and what would make them join. Keeping membership high will be crucial to our ability to retain the scheme and keep members’ contributions as low as possible in the long-term. We will let you know when the survey is ready. Please encourage non-LGPS members to complete it.

Want to be a pensions contact or steward?

If you would like to be a UNISON pension contact or steward, please let Indira Patel, i.patel@unison.co.uk have your name and details, including membership no. so that we can add you to our mailing list

Pass this newsletter far and wide!

Finally, please share this newsletter with as many members as possible to let them know how UNISON is still fighting and negotiating to protect the LGPS.....
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