
The new Pension Benefits Act and regulations
Changes to the Pension Benefits Act and regulations would strengthen and update the legislation and would give Manitobans more options for managing their retirement.  These would be the most extensive and significant legislative changes since the act was first passed.

Changes to the act and regulation would focus on several key areas: 
Responding to changes in today’s workforce
The new regulations would:

· provide immediate full vesting and locking-in of a pension to provide workers with a right to pension benefits from the day they join a pension plan;

· allow phased (early) retirement planning, where employees in a pension plan can work reduced hours and receive partial payment of benefits, while continuing to make contributions and earn additional pension benefits;

· prevent excessive reduction of pension on early retirement and provide for increased pension on deferred retirement; 
· specify that pension plans can offer members options to buy flexible pension plan benefits such as enriched early retirement benefits and cost of living adjustments; and

· streamline provisions allowing individuals who are 55 or older a one-time opportunity to unlock up to 50 per cent of their pension benefits or prescribed retirement plan, giving them quicker access to their funds. 
Security for pensions into the future
The new regulations would:

· limit the ability of employers to take “contribution holidays” when the plan has a surplus of less than five per cent of the plan’s liabilities, providing a cushion that can be relied upon in financial downturns;

· update provisions for portability and transfer of pension benefits before retirement including identification of options available to members who leave their pension plan; 
· retain mandatory participation in pension plans, where there is one in place; 
· req
uire employer contributions to be made monthly instead of quarterly, improving the financial position of plans; and
· on termination of a plan, require that all plan members will earn interest on their pension at a rate equal to that earned by the plan, from the point the plan is terminated to when they receive their pension funds, to ensure all members’ benefits are treated equally.
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Greater accountability
The new regulations would:

· require certain pension plans to be administered by a pension committee that includes at least two representatives selected by plan members; 
· permit members, beneficiaries and employers to agree on a distribution of surplus plan assets;

· require defined contribution plans, in which members can self-direct the investment of their pension accounts, to offer sufficient investment options to encourage members to make informed and prudent investment decisions; and
· clarify the duties and responsibilities of pension administrators when investing pension assets.
Improved family provisions
The new regulations would:

· permit spouses or common-law partners of deceased pension-plan members to waive entitlements to payments, allowing others such as children to receive the funds;
· clarify the requirements to divide pensions on relationship breakdown, providing for greater fairness and more consistent treatment of members and spouses and common-law partners;
· ensure all separated common-law partners, who have cohabited for one year or more,  can apply for a court order to divide a pension; and

· recognize court orders from other Canadian jurisdictions for the division of a pension between separated spouses and partners. 

Looking Ahead
In the coming months, Manitoba will be continuing discussions with federal, provincial and territorial governments on a number of pension-related issues including ways to enhance Canada’s overall retirement income system.  The minister of finance is asking Manitobans to share their ideas on a range of pension-related issues including:

· expansion of the existing Canada Pension Plan (CPP); 

· creation of a voluntary, defined-contribution supplement to the CPP; 

· modernization of pension standards to improve flexibility in pension plan design; 

· tax reform – changes to the Income Tax Act (Canada); and 

· a blend of measures , combining some or all of the above.
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The public can share ideas by email or mail.
Information on pension reform is available on the Manitoba Finance website or by calling 
204-945-3757.
Manitoba has called on the federal government to permit pension plans to increase their surplus threshold to 25 per cent from 10 per cent so plans can save for difficult economic times.

The Manitoba Pension Commission will also review options to further improve requirements on the funding and solvency of pension plans as well as transferability of pensions (the transfer of pensions between employers when workers change jobs).
Public consultations will play a key role as these initiatives move forward.  
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