REPORT BY MICHAEL KENNEDY PUBLICITY OFFICER,

THE COMBINED ARMED FORCES FEDERATION UK (CAFF UK)
ON A MEETING OF VETERANS PLENARY FORUM
Held at the Victory Services Club London on 22 MARCH 2006
I arrived early for the meeting, so was able to make myself known to the main organisers of  the meeting and also the Secretary of the Confederation of British Service and Ex-Service Organisations (COBSEO) and representative Major Rosemary Warne. I conversed with several delegates and explained  the aspirations of CAFF UK, which I am sorry to say that the ones who had even heard of the pre 1975 pension injustice were in the minority. Having had a discussion with Major General Mike Shellard the present Chairman of COBSEO, whom I later learned was to retire this year, I must add, that I am grateful to Mike for allowing me an opportunity to speak at the open forum. More of that later.  
I was able also able to talk with Cdr Graham Jardine and RAdm Peter Wilkinson briefing them on the article in the Guardian newspaper about Angry soldiers demand ‘trade’ federation, and referring them to Lord Balniel in 1971, his House of Commons statement ( Hansard 11nov71,p825) a flat NO.  Also to Fred Mulley’s statement ‘I have no objection in principle to the armed forces if they were so minded seeking that kind of representation’ (Hansard 8Nov77 p466) . I went on,  in Sqn Ldr Strickland thesis, Exercise Brook-Popham, he writes that, ‘no one ever asked them’  and he also says ‘other military unions have won such benefits as improved pay and pensions. I then challenged  both of them, that, if a federation, say similar to today’s police federation had been in existence, then today’s injustice to pre 1975 leavers could have been averted. I felt  and discussed with them ‘that this injustice could be a question of Human Rights being denied’ if such a thing existed in those days and both agreed that this was questionable. We commented on how Gen Sir Michael Walker the Chief of the Defence staff  was reported some weeks ago in the Daily Telegraph ‘the creation of an armed forces federation would weaken the chain of command and military effectiveness’ . So we  agreed this issue  of a ‘federation’ may have a long way to go.
The meeting commenced with RAdm Wilkinson Defence Services Secretary briefing us on 05, and what a memorable year of events it was. He mentioned  the Armed Forces Memorial to be unveiled in October 2007, which has the approval of Prince Charles, but another £6million is required. £2.7 mil already spent. Also of ‘Project Compass’ support with the DWP, and providing employment advice on a 1;1 basis for difficult cases, the pension review improvements,  and new provision for war widows, the new AFPS now introduced and the assistance they gave, were put forward as work by them in the current year.

Next was Captain Jonathan Handley RN Deputy Assistant Chief of Staff J3 Permanent Joint Headquarters (PJH). He commenced with ‘that everyone looked the same in combat clothing’ and informed us of PJHQ worldwide activity giving us a figure of some 16000 servicemen deployed in duty, some active, throughout the world. He announced how Afghan officers were being trained at Sandhurst.  The theatre of work was presented with an excellent slide presentation showing all aspects of the environment and tasking. 

Air Cdre Phillip Miles Director Resettlement, presented the Resettlement Programme. Explaining to us that 13600 leavers are eligible for Career Transition Support (CTP). Where the CTP give resettlement advice, guidance on Jobs and accommodation. However this only applies to the 42% who actually apply to the CTP for help, and register with the DWP Job centres. Requests about the other 58%, is thwarted by the Data Protection act. He was followed by David Martin from BGOP. You may ask who?. It is, ‘Better Government for Older People’. However, I waned at his presentation, except that some mirth was caused when he showed the elderly peoples crossing sign, suggesting it should be renamed ‘Beware Pickpockets’. Look at this next time you see one. His department has yet to convince me of its substance, but maybe they are a good source of general information for us, and assistance for lobbying.
It was now the turn of the principle guest, Don Touhig MP, Minister for Veterans. I waited with bated breath,  ‘VETS come in all shapes and sizes’, he said. The Veterans Agency advertising programme was advising to build on awareness of matters. WHAT!!  He went on, ‘Receptive to new ideas’!. We will value servicemen and woman and war widows with commemoration events etc . We will pass on the baton of Remembrance ‘he said’.  He requested us to go along with how he seeks to influence the media to report the good things. How the MOD with the SHADES unit, helps to resettle veterans suffering from combat stress. He said veterans were to seek assistance from the VETS Challenge Fund when organising commerative events planned for VETS day. He did not want a big bash as we did well last year, and if it does not go down too well this year. Well I told you so!  Did not all this sound a little too political? Still that’s what MPs do, isn’t it?? 
Next the open forum where I get the chance to ask a question, My thanks to Major General Mike Shellard for seeing my raised hand among many. 

Here I stood up, and presented the Guardian cutting to Mr Touhig, and asked “did he think that this was then bad reporting”, and going on about how Lord Balneil refused federation representation to the services, and how Fred Mulley said he had no objection. Were his views  now the same as Fred Mulleys were then. How I asked, that the similar Police Federation formed after the General Strike has gained substantial benefits for members such as improved Pay and Pensions. Surely denial for a service federation was an issue of Human Rights, and that this denial has caused the 1975 pension injustice, by not allowing those who were demobbed before 1975 to have pro rata pensions. Now, his reply shook us all, as he strongly said that, ‘he did not agree with a service federation’ on very much the same lines as that voiced by Gen Sir Michael Walker.  Fighting talk.!! He then called on Jonathan Iremonger Director Veterans Unit in the MOD to reply about the 1975 pension issue.
Jonathan took the floor, and virtually said the points that Alyson Rees Service Personnel Policy (Pensions) put in her letter to me on the 1st April 2004. ‘That whilst I can understand the concerns of those affected by this, there is no realistic prospect that this, or any other Government, could afford the many millions of pounds that would need to be found to address this. I appreciate that this reply will be unwelcome to you, but I hope that you will recognise the intractable large scale of the problem. So that was it, off Mr Touhig went to support his colleague Mr Brown delivering possibly his last Chancellor’s speech. No chance to go to town on his views for me. However I did get a word with Jonathan. He said, there is just too many of us for them to consider such a move. So there you are, I say why not half of you all die off, and then, the other half can get their just rewards.  Not quite, from the mouth of the MOD! 
Professor Simon Wessely finished proceedings, by presenting his study and research on Veterans Health matters in relation to the Gulf War syndrome. Lots of figures and analysis and ended  it all with Wessely’s Law quoting “Research is easy, it’s people that are difficult” .A quotation I could easily apply to Mr Touhig.
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COMMENTARY:

Once again, we hear that the reason for refusing consideration of a pre 1975 pro rata pension is to do with the cost of setting the wrong to rights. The legality of the issue of refusal is not questioned. As far as I am aware legal judgements are not based upon the cost of restitution.
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