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Government should mark 100 years of state pension by ending pensioner poverty
1 August 1908 - first ever state pension becomes law
 
Britain’s biggest pensioner organisation, the National Pensioners Convention (NPC), is calling on the government to mark the centenary of the state pension by tackling the growing problem of pensioner poverty.
 

The latest figures contained in the Household Pension Resources study from the Office for National Statistics show that in the last year, 61% of all single pensioners were living on less than £10,000 a year, whilst 45% of all pensioner couples had less than £15,000. 
 

There are now a staggering 2.5m (around 1 in 4 pensioners / 23% of the pensioner population) living below the official poverty line of £151 a week - the same number as when Labour first came to power in 1997.
 

The NPC believes that rising food, fuel and other household bills, coupled with the continued decline in the purchasing power of the basic state pension, which is currently just £90.70 a week, are forcing increasing numbers of older people into financial difficulties. 
 

Since 1 January 2008, the Convention has been leading the campaign to mark the pension centenary, with a series of regional rallies, national demonstrations and commemorative events. Over 120 MPs have also signed the NPC's early day motion 658 calling on the government to immediately raise the state pension above the official poverty level (£151 a week) for all pensioners and restore its link to earnings.
 

Frank Cooper, NPC president said: “It is a shocking indictment that after 100 years of the state pension, we still have millions of older people living in poverty and many more struggling to make ends meet. Unlike in 1908, the gap between the state pension and average earnings is growing bigger - and the UK has one of the least adequate pensions in Europe."
 

"For years ministers have relied on both means-tested benefits and the availability of private pension schemes to provide a decent income in retirement – but the whole basis of this strategy is unravelling. Means-testing remains inefficient and unpopular with around 1.8m older people failing to make a claim and those that do get a private pension receive less than £5000 a year. Today, only one in four company pension schemes are open to new members, which means the pensioners of the future will need a decent state pension more than ever. We need a change of direction in pension policy before it’s too late.”
 

The government has told the NPC that it cannot afford to raise the basic state pension, because it is using the surplus in the National Insurance Fund for other public expenditure. But campaigners challenge this view.
 

Since the 1990s, the National Insurance Fund (made up of 11% of wages from employees and 12.8% from employers) has been growing - with contributions exceeding payments. Hence a huge surplus has accrued - now standing at £46bn and forecast to rise to £114bn by 2012. The government actuary's department states that the balance need only be around 16.7% of expenditure - but £114bn represents around 136%.
 

It is illegal to simply take money out of the fund for purposes other than paying pensions and benefits - so the government uses an accounting technique to get round the issue. The surplus used to be invested in Government Gilts but since December 2006 it has been invested in a Call Notice Deposit Account with the Commissioners for the Reduction of National Debt. The government then uses the surplus money through this mechanism to fund other public expenditure.
 

In a letter dated 20 May 2008, pensions minister Mike O'Brien sated: "The surplus is invested in public services...and if this were not the case, the Chancellor would need to raise the equivalent through other means such as raising taxes."
 

Frank Cooper said: "The government is using the national insurance fund like a stealth tax - workers and employers pay in every month and expect that money to go on pensions - not wars, ID cards and nuclear weapons. Britain's 11m pensioners are effectively subsidising the entire economy because the government has effectively taken money out of pensioners' pockets."
 

“If a society is judged by how it treats its older citizens, then after 100 years of the state pension we are seriously failing. Pensioners don’t want charity – they have earned the right to a decent state pension that is set above the poverty level of £151 a week and rises each year in line with earnings. It is time the government realised that older people deserve better.”
 

ENDS
 

For more information contact Neil Duncan-Jordan on 07940-357-608
 

Notes for editors
The NPC and the trade union movement are staging a national lobby of parliament on 22 October 2008 on the state pension as part of the centenary protests 

A rally in Manchester (outside the town hall) will take place at 12 noon on 1 August 

A special centenary website supporting the campaign can be found at www.pension100.co.uk 

Pension facts & figures - then & now 1908
·  Non-contributory pension 
·  Payable to men and women at 70
·  5 shillings a week: represented between 20-25% of average earnings 
·  Means-tested and based on character 
2008 
·  Contributory pension 
·  Payable to men and women at 65 in 2024 and rising to 68 by 2044
·   £90.70 a week: represents around 15% of average earnings 
·  Pension not means-tested, but means-testing still exists for those who need additional income 
·  One in five of today's 11m pensioners live below the official poverty line, the vast majority of them women. In 1891, 1.3m people were classed as paupers – of which 31% were over 60-years-old         
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