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Pensions Deal
“A significant achievement” or betrayal of future workers?”

Members will have seen and read the media reports over the past weeks of the back tracking on the pension deal.

The Lib Dems have condemned the deal and say it should be scraped: the Tory Shadow Chancellor has said a Conservative Government will review the deal; the Treasury i.e. Gordon Brown has briefed against the deal and the Chancellor at the CBI has said the pension agreement will have to be looked along side the Turner proposals to increase the state pension age.

Despite all this the Union claims that we have secured lifetime protection of the pensions of all current civil and public servants (see the latest PCS View). It states that the deal is a significant achievement and that Union power has forced New Labour to back down

Faced with such a claim It is incumbent upon socialist and trade union activists to do what the union leaders have not wanted to do - explain what is wrong with the deal.  

Problems with the deal
• The deal introduces a two-tier pensions workforce throughout the public sector; 

• gives new staff the choice between paying higher contributions for the privilege of retiring at 60 or to continue working until they are 65; 

• leaves existing scheme members vulnerable to future attack as more and more of the workforce is made up of staff lacking the “reserved rights”; 

• abandons public sector unity by leaving local government and fire service workers isolated; 

• makes the fight for a working class wide political and industrial response to the pensions crisis much harder. 

The Blairites' retreat from the original plan to change the retirement age of existing public sector workers is a testament to the potential power of the labour movement. 

However, protecting, for the time being, what existing members already have is not a proper trade off for refraining from industrial action and leaves all members vulnerable to future divide and rule tactics. 

What happens to new staff?
Under the agreement, "new entrants…will only be offered pensions in the new schemes…” and the target date for reaching final agreement, with new staff joining the new schemes thereafter is June 2006. 

Therefore all new civil servants recruited before the cut off date will have a pension retirement age of 60. 

In a recent speech the PCS General Secretary, Mark Serwotka said that a 16 year old recruited before the cut off date would be have this “lifetime protection”. 
In fact what we have “secured” is a ministerial commitment – not a legal or contractual guarantee. A ministerial commitment is in essence a word of honour. 
Looked at that way it is clear that we have not in fact won a “secured lifetime protection”. What the union leaders, including the PCS leadership has conceded in exchange for the reserved rights of existing members is the chaos of a two-tier system with definitely worse conditions for new entrants.
Higher contributions to retire at 60

The agreement is clear that “all new scheme members who under the new arrangements would retire on a lower pension than they would under existing rules will be offered the opportunity (!) to increase contributions so [they] can retire on a full pension at age 60.” A “choice“ that will be out of reach for most low paid members.
In a letter to the Guardian, Alan Johnson, the government’s negotiator, has said: “Turnover of staff guarantees that this change quickly works its way through the system and ensures that we deliver in full the £13 billion planned savings…" Johnson's expectation is correct - a mere eight to ten per cent of new staff joining the civil service would result in something like 36,000-50,000 workers without reserved rights in a single year.

Divide and rule
The Union leaderships have taken us into a pension deal tailor-made for a future divide-and-rule attack on the reserved rights of existing members. In a matter of five to 10 years, it is likely that only a minority of Admin grade union members will remain. If this or a future government comes back to attack those reserved rights, how difficult will it be to protect the rights that only a minority of members enjoy? Mobilising members across the public sector in defence of the status quo is infinitely easier than fighting in years to come for the restoration of lost rights. The reality is our leaders have no intention of leading such a fight. 

A pay cut
Unless the scheme-specific negotiations produce some way of improving pensions for new employees the deal will result in an effective pay cut. Occupational pension schemes represent the element of pay put aside each month to enable workers to have an income in retirement. An increase in pension age from 60 to 65 is a cut in pay because members will have to work longer for their deferred pay. In principle it is no different from the employer enforcing an increase in the working day and cutting our hourly rate. 
For working class solidarity
The union leaders are effectively accepting that the public sector pension age should be 65 in the medium to long term, and that the new schemes should be poorer than they otherwise would be in exchange for the “significant achievement” of preserving what existing members already have. 

This is narrow, unambitious, agenda is devoid of any wider conception of working class interests. The pension rights of working class people have been under attack for years now and that attack continues with the imposition of a retirement age of 65 for future public sector trade unionists. It does so despite the huge medical and other evidence that poorer paid, lower status, workers will lead more sickly lives and die younger than the mandarins, ministers and bosses. Nearly 970,000 people (1 in 5 men and 1 in 8 women) will die between 65 and 67.  
A broader labour movement perspective points to the need for a powerful industrial and political campaign that seeks, amongst other things, to: 

• drive up public sector pay (low and unequal pay will always result in low and unequal occupational pensions — most civil servants already work beyond 60 because they cannot afford to do otherwise); 

• increase the pension accrual rate - local government workers have an average occupational pension of just £73 a week and civil servants just £92 a week (MPs are on 1/40th of their substantial salaries for every year worked and the top bosses are on 1/30th — public sector workers are on 1/60th and 1/80th); 

• significantly boost the state pension and reconnect it to wages; 

• reach out to private sector workers in their fight for pension justice. 

Press reaction
According to union leaders the attacks of the Daily Mail and other papers reveal the victory we have won rather than the continued dangers we face — “If the bosses denounce the deal it’s because they realise our success” type of argument. 

However, The Economist was probably closer to the truth when it concluded that the unions had effectively signed up to the government’s £13 billion cut. Commentators added that the government had been “rather clever” in dividing the public sector unions and, with the new entrant rules, each individual union, leaving it far less likely that New Labour would be confronted with mass strike action across the unions.
Alternative strategy
The union leaders argue that they could not mobilise the membership against a reserved rights deal.. Yet the union leaders have in fact positively sold that deal to members and have made no genuine effort to explain the downsides of the deal. One Socialist Party NEC members derided the notion of action to defend the rights of future workers as “airey fairy”

Moreover the unions have steadfastly avoided connecting up the different issues facing public sector workers - low pay, privatisation, job loss, pensions etc - in a way that would have united the broadest number of public sector workers and put us in a better position to reject the two tier deal. 

The task for serious working-class militants and socialists now is to build an alliance across the public sector and demand that principles, words and action have some relationship. When we say we are opposed to the two-tier workforce we mean it
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