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Why is changing things so hard?

Reflections on the period since we started UKSA and some radical conclusions — and

challenges
by Martin White
If we look back to 1992, prior to starting UKSA there was no organisation in the UK
set up to represent the interests of private investors. Many other countries had got there
some time before. One of the reasons for this may be that there were less developed,
and less competitive, services for investors in those other countries so that they had a
gap to be filled relative to the UK.

What got UKSA off the ground was disgust at developments in executive pay. The
privatisation of public utilities was a case in point; some of us will remember the
protests at the hike in pay of the chief executive of British Gas. A single letter in the
Investors Chronicle got a number of responses, and then we were off.

From the beginning, probably the strongest focus was representing private investors in general. The motivation
for joining was never really seeking individual investment advantage of any kind; it was to be part of something
set up to make a difference. And it wasn’t just the lot of private investors that we cared about. We recognised
that good company behaviour was a plus for the whole of society, so we had this very much in our sights too.
One of the initial papers that we produced was titled “the rights and responsibilities of shareholders”. Of course,
being part of a network of individuals interested in investment can be helpful to one’s investment performance;
there are lots of contacts, situations and insights I would personally have missed out on but for UKSA.

Over the years, our representational, or policy, work has been moderately effective. That is to say that when
questions of public policy came onto the agenda, usually in the form of Government consultations, very small
UKSA teams worked hard to put in good quality responses and these were certainly listened to. Officials are
generally quite aware that most of the responses they get, on pretty well anything, are from or on behalf of
commercial organisations with an axe to grind. So whilst we were often a single voice representing individual
investors, our efforts were appreciated and taken seriously. And that work continues today; from 1992 to 2018,
we’ve been at it for 26 years now!

The limitations of polite and constructive lobbying

So, 26 years on and what have we achieved? Well, we’ll never know what policy decisions would have been
made by Government had we not been putting in our pennyworth, but let’s face it, the world for the individual
saver in general is probably a bit worse, and as for the behaviour of the corporate world overall, that’s so much
worse as to be a fairly constant scandal. Persimmon, Carillion, Tesco, Sports Direct — the list is never-ending.

Why the bad picture on corporate behaviour? One of the very best accounts of the underlying problems came
out in the early 2000s. Donald Butcher, UKSA Chairman at the time, and | went to a launch meeting on this —
a substantial paper by Robert Monks and Allen Sykes entitled “Capitalism without owners will fail””. You can
find it at http://archives.ragm.com/libraryFiles/100.pdf; 1 suggest taking and saving a copy just in case it
disappears from the public domain.

So: “Ownerless corporations?” Really? Yes — this term was given some publicity by Paul Myners, a City grandee
who did a stint in the last labour government — and a great speaker who has spoken at a number of USKA events.
The point is this: for a variety of reasons (including some that cause us great concern) there are now fewer and
fewer of what we might call “true shareholders” on companies’ share registers, and instead there will be the
name of the nominee company. If you have money in ISAs or SIPPs, then even if you do take the (cost-effective
and intelligent in my opinion) self-select route, picking individual companies and investment trusts yourself,
then you will still be invisible to the companies you invest in. As members will know, we have been campaigning
to change this state of invisibility, and Eric Chalker has worked hard on this, but we have to face the fact that
the current situation suits many financial sector actors quite nicely. For example, without our knowing, the
nominees sometimes enter into “sale and repurchase agreements” commonly known as “stock lending” for a fee
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that we don’t see — a process that oils the wheels of the short-term gambling business that is short selling and
derivatives.

In practice, companies are controlled, or at least influenced, by the main preoccupation of those who do the big
buying and selling, namely the investment management sector. And, for various reasons too complex to go into
here, this sector does not act as if they are owners; instead we have a situation where “short-term share price
performance is everything”.

We all know the extent to which the current focus on short-term results is deeply embedded in our national life.
Encouraged by the mainstream consensus on “necessary incentives”, executives are led to expect that “getting
rich quick” is an appropriate objective and a just reward for presiding over a period when the company’s share
price rises. That leads to the suggestion that you won’t get the best company leaders unless you do offer them
really vast rewards. Well, | simply don’t believe that. It’s a message that it greatly suits the establishment to
keep repeating, as it continually increases the “going rate” for company leaders, but the way I look at it is that
it attracts the wrong kinds of leaders, and may even corrupt the right kinds of leaders. It’s not as if the problem
is not widely recognised; in the UK we had the Kay Review in around 2011, and just before that the EU did a
study into “short-termism and excessive risk-taking”. Out of these came some good ideas, which didn’t really
get anywhere. And the reason they don’t get anywhere is quite simply that they don’t suit those in power, the
“establishment”. And the establishment runs much deeper than you might think. Even various think tanks and
charities get donations from the corporate sector. | have attended plenty of meetings to discuss corporate
governance issues, and | have found absolutely no appetite to address the matter of executive pay. | often manage
to put a very direct question to the panel on this, and almost without exception there is an uncomfortable
shuffling and they all want another member of the panel to answer. I normally get no answer at all.

The true power is with the financial sector (by which 1 mean mainly the investment advice, investment
management, and investment intermediation industries, including some aspects of banking), which is very
profitable on the back of society’s generally limited financial awareness and capability, and whose own pay
levels often mean that they cannot with credibility challenge pay in the corporate non-financial sector. They also
have huge lobbying budgets; what we get in consequence is regulatory capture. It’s not just the Tories; even
Labour MPs sometimes end up with jobs in the financial sector, and there are well known cases of senior
regulators getting senior jobs in the financial sector. I’m not alleging inappropriate behaviour by individuals,
but regulatory capture is an insidious thing and difficult situations can develop without any evil intent.

What is to be done? I am completely convinced that the “normal” ballot box and the normal processes of
democracy are not going to change the system. That’s not to belittle our democratic process in the UK; | believe
that it is quite easy for individuals to feed ideas into government and media and be listened to. But the
fundamental block to getting anywhere is that “limited financial awareness” problem. And | am convinced that
“more financial education”, which is often put forward as the solution to everything, won’t work either. People
need much more support than just financial education — and one of the main themes in my set of radical ideas is
providing just this. We are not going to make much difference until we start changing the behaviour of savers,
and how to do this is 90% of the challenge that | am now going to set out.

A new UKSA project: “Savers Take Control” (STC)
(The website now has a dedicated page at http://www.uksa.org.uk/Savers_Take_Control)

I first wheeled this idea out at an event last September organised by the Transparency Task Force to mark 10
years on from the run on Northern Rock. And you can see my presentation on our website by scrolling down
the news pages. You can even find it easily by just googling “savers take control”; I’m rather pleased about that!
I had just 20 minutes to give the presentation, so | put a lot of detail in the slides so they could provide sufficient
information and context to someone reading them later from scratch.

What’s so radical about STC? Many things, but | would highlight the following:
e Independent of all arms of the establishment;
o Essentially a charitable motivation, the aim being to help the whole of society;
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e Purely dependent on volunteers, including volunteers with very deep knowledge of the operation of
investment, of the financial sector and the world of corporate governance — many of whom will be retired
from the financial sector but with energy and passion to contribute.

Whilst we will build up a wide network of friends and advisers, some of whom will be reluctant to actually join
UKSA, the core UKSA STC team is to be completely independent from financial and corporate sectors. For me
this is completely vital and non-negotiable. We do not want there to be any hesitation in proposing ideas that
will upset the status quo, or will challenge the accepted wisdom in areas such as executive remuneration and
incentives, or even financial education. We will be very happy to work with and talk to anyone, including those
that disagree with us, but I’m not going to compromise on that independence. But people who are now retired
from the financial sector may well fit the “no conflict” test; indeed | often come across such people who feel
that lots of things need to change but who have been unable to speak up whilst still working in the sector, and
we already have some new recruits from this source.

I want to build an element of public awareness of what we are doing, and why, from the outset. As well as any
existing members who want to engage with the project, | am expecting new people to join UKSA who hear
about what we are doing in the media, and share our passions. We don’t need many people to start with, but we
do need a mix of skills and experience to join the core team. Including presentation and media skills; we don’t
just need the technical thought-leadership types. But enjoying collaborative working, including when we don’t
all quite agree with each other and are learning as we go, is really important. Ultimately 1 would expect that
UKSA as a whole will benefit greatly from the new talent that is attracted to us by STC.

In order to work towards the kinds of changes that, as | have explained above, the existing establishment will
simply not support, | have concluded that we need to work concurrently on developing a number of ideas and
resources. We think in terms of two broad areas of need for change. They are: A) improving the lot of the
ordinary saver and investor; and B) influencing the behaviour and culture of the corporate sector. It is essential
to work on both, and to do so publicly, and the initial requirement is for what we might call “collaboratively
minded thinkers” who share our diagnosis and passion for change.

As already mentioned, having no conflicts in relation to the areas where we want to influence is a pre-requisite
for joining the core STC project team. So if you work in the investment management sector, or the financial
advice sector, great, you can join UKSA but not the STC team. But it’s broader than that; existing company
directors and advisers, and senior executives, are also likely to be conflicted. One of the key themes of STC is
that the relationship between company managements and shareholders (including here the true underlying
owners, the individual pension fund members and savers in pooled vehicles) is one of stewardship. And, most
importantly, stewardship involves the steward not helping themselves to the assets that they are there to steward.
Anything that causes a focus on share price is a huge problem. And that includes share options.

So what’s the proposal? No doubt the team will develop better and more snappy terms, but the two concurrent

and extremely challenging work streams are:

1) Investment solutions and financial capability for individuals; and

2) Principles of stewardship and corporate behaviour, including relationships with both shareholders and
employees.

Some PR/media activity will be needed soon, when we have sufficient credible material on our website to
approach the media with. And the key message we want to get out in the first instance is that we are looking for
people to join the core STC project term, so this will need a good story for the media to understand and react to.
We envisage a number of events taking place from time to time, some closed to members only, some much
more outward facing. We will work steadily, taking care not to tackle too much too quickly.

This is an exciting journey into the unknown. | think it’s going to be fun. We are now at the first step in what,
if it does any good and makes some useful changes, will take some years, and the organisation we develop to
achieve it will itself develop, and one can’t predict at the outset just what that development will look like. Ideas
welcome, providing you are in sympathy with the main principles! E-mail stc@uksa.org.uk. | have written a
couple of short pieces on each of these two work streams in this issue of TPI. | hope you enjoy them.
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