MODEL LETTER FOR MP’S AND COUNCILLORS

Dear  MP/Councillor/Editor

Local Government Pension Scheme (LGPS)

You may have heard that on 22 September the local government employers made some proposals for the future of the LGPS. These proposals are far worse than those which led to a very successful ballot for industrial action amongst UNISON – and other unions’ members - in March and are likely to lead to widespread discontent unless dropped. I am writing to you to ask for your support in getting the employers to turn back from an ill-thought out and destructive course of action. Their proposals are:

· Removal of the 85 Rule on 1 April 2006 under the auspices of the Age Discrimination regulations

· NO protection for existing members of the scheme

· A 1% increase in employee contributions from 1 April 2006 and 2007

· An increase in the age at which benefits can be taken from 50 to 55, four years ahead of the requirement under the 2004 Finance Act

They have also imposed an impossible timetable on our negotiators, saying that talks need to be concluded by mid October. They made their proposals without having provided the information the trade unions have asked for in order to have informed talks. This is very different from the way that other public service pension reforms are being dealt with by Alan Johnson, Secretary of state at the DTI, through the Public Services Forum.

Unions covering other schemes in the NHS, civil service and education have been told that negotiations will continue up to March 2006, with further time for unions to adequately consult their members about any changes. There will be no imposed increase in the pension age and there will be protection until 2013 at the earliest. The local government employers’ proposals leave no time for us to consult our members – even if there was time to negotiate changes to a complex scheme over the next three weeks!

Members of the LGPS are not pension fat cats. The average pension is only £3,800 and that includes the majority of members who benefit from the 85 Rule. Those who don’t get less than £3000. The LGPS is the least favourable of all the public sector pension schemes already.

The vast majority of those in the scheme are women, many on low pay, who have worked in local government, further and higher education, the police and probation services and other public services covered by the LGPS, as well as in the private and voluntary sectors. Others work in vital services such as Meat Hygiene, passenger transport and the Environment Agency. All will be affected by these outrageous proposals.

You will appreciate that members of the LGPS are increasingly working alongside health workers, civil servants, teachers and police officers in service delivery partnerships required by Government. These proposals could result in teaching assistants working in the classroom alongside teachers whose pension entitlements have been treated very much more favourably. Social care staff will also be shoulder to shoulder with NHS staff who have had better pension treatment. The same will apply to police support staff working with police officers and other groups who work alongside civil servants.

There can be no justification for the Cinderella treatment our members are being subject to. We believe that there should be parity of esteem and treatment for all public service workers. Members of the LGPS are being penalised because their scheme is ‘funded’, while other schemes receive direct funding from Government.

We would ask you to meet us at the earliest opportunity and to do everything you can to encourage the employers to pull back from their ill-advised course of action. While we hope that a sensible resolution to this situation can be found through negotiation and that we can negotiate within an LGPS fit for the future in a reasonable timescale, UNISON and the other unions are preparing to ballot our members again for industrial action. There is no doubt that the support shown in March for action will be even greater in the face of these proposals.

We look forward to hearing from you.

