Good Ideas stay with you

Like catchy tunes, they play over and over in your head.

n August, Canadian Investment Review staged its annual
Risk Management Conference in conjunction with
University of Toronto’s Joseph L. Rotman School of
Management. Discussion at the conference quickly
centred on “risks” in the entire system. Mike Brooks,
head of investment risk for Baillie Gifford in the
United Kingdom, told the conference that, in his view,

“within three years DB plans in the UK. will stop tak-

. ”
ing new members.

Three weeks after the conference, that comment has
stayed with me. It crystallizes the perils faced by the

workplace-based retirement system in Canada today.
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71% of all family units in Canada had some form of
pension assets. For retirees, 29% of income was
dependent on private pensions, up from 18% in
1990. Of all retirees, 55% received pension income,
up from 38% in 1990.

You can argue this is old research (Stats Canada hasn't

updated this survey). And you can argue that only 28%

In the September 2005 issue of Benefits Canada,
CIRs sister publication, in an excellent report on the
future of DB plans in Canada, Keith Ambachtsheer
writes another one of those phrases that stick. Keith
asks the question, “Do we see our workplace-based
pension system as a national asset?”

A national asset? Never before have I heard the pen-
sion system referred to as a national asset. But it’s true.
It is a national asset. It provides Canada a unique advan-
tage when competing with countries that don't have as

well-defined a system. It provides millions of Canadians

of private workers have pension coverage and 3.5 million
family units are without any pension assets at all.

It’s not perfect. And it needs expanding to cover
the millions of Canadians without coverage. But
maybe we need to start referring to it more often as a
national asset—a national asset that needs care and
attention from all levels of government, business and

society. Or we may be faced with a situation similar

to that described by Mike Brooks.
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Is it effective? According to a 2000 study on retire-
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