Anne McGuire MP Stirling Observer Column for week beginning 27th June 2011

For ages, insurance companies have been justifying the annual hike in premiums on the rapid increase in claims, particularly those relating to accident and personal injury.  Those of us, who drive cars, know that our motor insurance premiums have rocketed, particularly over the last few years. Insurance companies have been leading us to believe that it is all to do with “ambulance chasing” lawyers and the “no win no fee” approach of the companies that advertise on television and newspapers which,  according to the insurance companies,  have resulted in more claims and a greater number of spurious and marginal ones.  But,  beneath this PR spin, lies a little secret – the insurance companies are in fact selling the personal details of their customers to the very claims management companies they criticise,  and,  I understand,  also getting a fee for it as well!  My colleague, Jack Straw, has confronted the Association of British Insurers, one of whose senior executives admitted that the companies were complicit in doing something against their own interests.  I am all in favour of people getting suitable compensation for injuries and accidents, but the insurance companies are playing two ends off against the middle and pretending that they have nothing to do with it.  You couldn’t make it up!

Stirling has some real hidden gems in its local economy and I was pleased to visit three of them over the past few weeks.  Just out by Causewayhead stands GR Advanced Materials, part of the RICOH group, where some fantastic work is being undertaken by innovative staff in the field of digital duplicator technologies.  And,   over at Forthside I had the opportunity to see what goes on at the Defence Support Group, where around 100 skilled workers are involved in the maintenance and refurbishment of defence equipment used by our service personnel.  Some of the workers are also out in Afghanistan at the moment ensuring that the kit used in the front line is properly looked after.  I was pleased that apprentices were still part of the workforce and to meet their first ever woman apprentice, who had moved from call centre work to repairing army jeeps!  And finally, my interest took me to Caledonia’s Larder, a successful company at Back O’ Hill which specialises,  as the name suggests,  in supplying the best produce to the hotel and restaurant trade;  A small company which has grown gradually over the years and which has built its success of quality and reliability. 

One subject which eventually touches us all is pensions.  The Government has just finished a consultation on the future of pensions and there is some of it with which I agree.  However, the devil is in the detail, not least for the many women caught up in the new faster approach to equalisation of state pension age.  I held a local Listening Panel last week on Pensions and those women born in 1954 are pretty angry at being told that they will have to wait for up to two years longer before they can draw their pension.  The Government has expressed some understanding of their concerns – but it needs to convert that understanding   to action pretty soon and put a stop to this unnecessary and discriminatory change.

Finally, sometimes you think that you know people, but often it is not until they die when you hear stories about them from other people in their lives that you come to realise that you have only known just a little bit about them.  That was certainly the case with my late friend Irene McKean – also known in Stirling as Irene Plank.  Irene died over a year ago just before the last General Election,   after a long brave fight against cancer.  She was a cornerstone of the local Labour Party and it was mainly in that role that I knew her, although I was aware of some of her other activities. However, she did much much more besides.  All those who were part of her shortened life came together a couple of weeks ago to dedicate a new bench, sponsored by the local community council, in her memory at Riverside.  The story of all of her activities should be inspirational to others to get involved in their local community.  I am sure that the bench will offer welcome respite to walkers along the riverside in the way that Irene offered support to others throughout her life.
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