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Kevin P O’Kelly 

The ifsProShare Annual Conference was held in London on 8 October 2015. It was attended by about 200 delegates, including representatives from FTSE100 and FTSE250 companies and from innovative start-ups. The AIPF/IAFP (International Association for Financial Participation) was represented by Jean-Michel Content, Secretary-General, and Kevin P O’Kelly, Executive Committee member. 

The conference was opened by Gabbi Stopp, Head of ifsProShare, who set out the current state of the employee share ownership industry in the UK and her plans for the future of ifsProShare.  The conference theme was Making Good Decisions, which was intended to reflect the growing number of choices that employees and employers face when deciding on the most appropriate workplace benefits and the importance employee share ownership can have in linking these benefits together. The various sessions explored the role that employers have in supporting their employees’ decision-making process and what constitutes a good decision for employees.

The opening keynote speaker was Paul Pester, CEO, TSB. He outlined the bank’s approach to employee share ownership. When taking up his post, he and other members of the senior management team decided that each employee should be made a partner in the bank by offering them shares. This was done to align the interests of staff with those of the bank’s customers and, to date, this has been a great success.

Following the opening session, the rest of the conference consisted of some thirty seminars, discussion groups and panel discussions. These sessions covered such key issues as financial education; the challenges of organising global share plans; the global mobility of employees; and taxation and reporting. The most interesting of these were seminars:

· On how BT manages its share schemes in the UK in contrast to the rest of its companies and subsidiaries worldwide.  BT has 72,000 employees in the UK and 15,600 outside the UK.  Its plans in the UK include a range of SIP and SAYE schemes and in 2014/5 67% of staff participated in these plans.    A recent employees’ attitude survey found that:    

· 88% of staff said that owning shares made them more interested in the performance of the company

· 93% were satisfied with the amount of information and help they get to assist them in making informed choices

· 98% rated the maturity process ‘good’ or ‘very good’.


One interesting issue that arose during this seminar was a problem with the 
share plans in Ireland because of the sterling/euro exchange rate.  For Irish 
employees there is a Revenue approved plan, as in the UK, and BT was 
anxious to top up this plan to allow for the 22% differential in the exchange 
rate, but the Irish Revenue Commissioners would not approve this top up.

· On the impact of a British exit from the EU would have on share plans.  This was a presentation by two legal experts from Linklaters. First, they set out the timetable to the referendum and what the scenario would be following a ‘Yes’ vote (i.e. leave the EU).  They estimate that it would take at least two years to deal with the legal and political fall-out and to negotiate an ‘orderly’ withdrawal.  (In fact, Article 50 of the Treaty on European Union (the Lisbon Treaty) requires two years notice from a Member State that decides to exit the EU).  The other twenty-seven Member States would have to agree to the terms of a UK withdrawal and to the necessary legislative changes, including any treaty changes. The presenters listed the various EU Directives relating to share plans that, in their view, would be affected by a UK withdrawal:

· Working time (2003/88/EC)

· Equal rights legislation (2000/78/EC)

· Capital requirements (2012/30/EC)

· Shareholder rights (2007/36/EC)
· Transfer of undertakings (2001/23/EC)

· Information and consultation rights (2002/14/EC)

· Prospectus Directive (2003/71/EC))

· Various legislation relating to e-commerce

· Markets in financial instruments ((MiFID) - 2004/39/EC)
· Financial services (2002/65/EC)

· Also, Regulation 596/2014 on market abuse.  


Much of the employee rights legislation may not be amended, with the 
exception of that on working-time.  Also, the UK legislation resulting from the 
Data 
Protection Directive (2002/58/EC) might be repealed or substantially 
amended.

· On a survey carried out on behalf of Barclay’s bank into financial wellbeing of employees (Financial Well-being: The Last Taboo in the Workplace? 
). The survey was of over 2,000 employees and 109 employers in GB, working in a variety of business sectors and across a range of incomes.  The survey sample was divided into a) ‘Baby Boomers’’, born between 1945 and1960; b) ‘Generation X’, 1961-1980; and c) ‘Generation Y’, 1981-1995.  Some of the key findings were:
· 72% thought their reward packages were ‘good’ or ‘very good’
· 46% worried about their finances and 25% worried about the level of dept they have
· 20% said their financial situation affects their work and 18% said it affects their relationships
· 40% said they have just one month’s savings to tide them over if they became unemployed.

The key message from this presentation was that the financial wellbeing of 
employees should be a concern for employers - the financial health of 
employees cannot be ignored.  There is an opportunity for employers to do 
more to assist employees to be better prepare financially for their future and 
to provide help to those employees in financial difficulties, as this impacts on 
their productivity and the performance of the enterprise.


With regard to share plans, as part of a remuneration package, the survey 
found that there was a demand for such plans (SAYEs and SIPs) across the 
three generation cohorts, with a third of respondents saying that they were 
‘important benefits’.  Indeed, when offered the opportunity to participate in 
three-year plans, 83% of respondents did so.  In GB in 2013 there were more 
than 1.2 million SAYE accounts, with participating employees saving an 
average of £108 per month, while another 1 million save through SIP 
schemes. Example of a couple of successful plans were the 11,000 
Sainsbury staff who shared a payout of £8 million when two SAYE plans 
matured, with some staff getting over £10,000.  Also in 2013, 19,000 ASDA 
staff shared almost £62 million between them.
�  With extracts from the conference report by Eoghan Hughes, ifsProShare Communication 
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�  The survey report is available at - https://wealth.barclays.com/employer-solutions/en





