National Pensioners Convention

The Present Position  -  20th March 2007
As we hold our AGM and the first quarterly meeting for 2007 I thought I would produce this memorandum, not for debate at the AGM since the subject is not on the agenda, nor needs to be, but for members present to have copies to read after the meeting. I shall anyway put it on our website.

We affiliated to NPC nine years ago and indeed I have represented BTPF on the NPC National Executive since that time.  We have additionally members on the NPC National Council.

Our initial involvement was because many of our members got more from the State Pension than from our fund.  (Over 60% of Railway pensioners get more from the State than our fund).  We felt we could influence government better to restore the link.  NPC like BTPF is political in that it wishes to influence government, but is not Party Political.

I am often asked what we get from being affiliated to NPC since, for many of us, our pensions are considered secure and reasonable even in these difficult times.  Also our rail travel has been less threatened than many of us feared at the onset of privatisation.  So why bother ?
NPC now have a number of working parties responding to the Executive and arising from the work they do it is possible to point to some of the issues that affect older people today.  Let me start with the topical issue of local Post Offices.  At present there are 14.000 Post Offices in the country.  In 1986 there were 21,000.    Over four million pensioners use the plastic card to draw pensions, the rest are still able to get the cheque.  Any of us can insist on the Cheque, but many have been bullied out of it.   2.8 million Pensioners have no bank account but the Card method will cease in 2012 and by that time anyway another 2,500 Post Offices will have closed.  NPC is the lead organisation fighting the government on this issue.

Health next is perhaps even more worrying.  NPC have responded very positively to the “Future regulation of Health and Social Care” consultation.  Dr Mary Parkinson and Professor Peter Millard as health advisers to NPC are making forceful contributions on a range of subjects.  Alzheimer medication, carers allowances, management of National Health Trusts and other current problems.  For information on the Campaigns write to NPC at 19-23 Ironmonger Row London EC1V 3 QN or Email admin@npcuk.org.   
On pensioner travel we as railway people have something to be concerned about.  The present Bus Concessionary Travel Bill passing through the House of Commons specifically excludes Trams Trains Underground and any other travel but Bus.  This will mitigate against rail (apart from Scotland and Wales where they have devolved powers). The real worry is that the free bus travel in Scotland has caused “a significant switch from Rail to Bus in the free zones” may mean more closures on rural lines, all this, “…we are not carrying air about” stuff will be said again.  NPC Transport Working Party is making amendments to try and broaden the bills effect.

I am in danger of going into too much detail so in summary the restoration of the link between earnings and cost of living would not have been considered but for NPC.  The fight to prevent pensioners being forced to have their pensions paid into a bank account would have been lost without NPC.  The battle to retain 14,000 sub post offices would not have had the debate without the support of NPC.  It is a battle we shall lose of course for the establishment always wins, but that does not make the need to engage with them less important.

Social care is means tested and expensive, council tax is unfair, the free travel restricted to bus only and local.  Even with the link on pensions being restored three million people will have died before 2012.

So these are some of the things NPC is fighting and I regard it as an achievement that we are talking about these things at all.

NPC is not loved by government Tory or Labour, it is refused charity status.  The government whatever its colour prefers to deal with Help the Aged or Age Concern or even Better Government for Older People, and other super annuitant organizations.  Why is this?   Because they are in essence muted in their criticisms.  Having said that, if Help the Aged and Age Concern did not donate heavily to NPC, it would go under.

Some organisations, similar to us in that they are not Trade Union Retired Members Branches, like Civil Servant Pensioners Association (CSPA) or National Association of Retired Police Officers (NARPO)  are considering a direct debit request to members for £1 a year to NPC.  Even such a small amount as that would make a great deal of difference.  As far as BTPF is concerned, as you all know we do not hold our money at National Level and in any case such movement should come from the bottom to the top not be imposed top down.  

I hope all this is of value and helpful in getting an understanding of the position.  I believe if we did get more involved regionally our admin skills would help make it more effective.  Certainly there is political bias all around us but it is a broad church and I have always believed compromise is not a dirty word!

P.G. Rayner
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