The National Insurance Service in St. Vincent and the Grenadines
Introduction
The National Provident Fund is the forerunner of the National Insurance Scheme.  It was designed to provide some form of social security to the people of St. Vincent and the Grenadines.  It was established in 1970 by Act 1 of 1970.  The Benefits provided by National Provident Fund were limited and inadequate.  As a result, in 1982 it was recommended that the NPF be replaced by a comprehensive social insurance scheme to provide protection for all employed persons.  The NPF Act was repealed and replaced by the NIS Act #33 of 1986.  The National Insurance Scheme became operational on 5th January 1987. In 2007 the National Insurance Scheme changed to National Insurance Services. The national Insurance Services is a statutory body enacted by Cap. 296 in the Laws of St. Vincent and the Grenadines. The NIS has a functional structure. It is managed by a Board of Directors as stipulated in the Act. The Minister of Finance is the Minister with responsibility for National Insurance, Reports are sent to him periodically. (Glasgow, 2005).  The culture of the NIS is entrenched through its Mission statement, vision statement, and values. The integration of these pillars undergirds the culture with a strong purpose, engaged and inspiring, making all employees work in sync to achieve common goals. The motto of the NIS is “Serving because we care”. The institution has pledged to become SAFER. SAFER means sustainable, agile, financial, efficacious, and rights based. The NIS is exposed to the vagaries of the political, economic, social, technological, ecological, and legal external environment within which it operates. (Glasgow, 2018)
Critique of the National Insurance Services (NIS)’ strategy for sustainability
In order to critique the existing strategy for sustainability, it is instructive to define sustainability within the context of Social Security (NIS), sustainability generally, place the current strategy within the four key pillars of sustainability and then posit a critique. Sustainability in the context of social security means that the system should be resilient to meet future uncertainties. Any meaningful attempt to achieve this objective must ensure that the NIS can meet its obligations when they fall due. According to the Bruntland Commission (1987), sustainability is defined as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”
The pillars of sustainability as enunciated by Clune et al. (2018)  are as follows: To become a sustainable society, we must eliminate our contributions to the systematic increase of concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth's crust (for example, heavy metals and fossil fuels), the systematic increase of concentrations of substances produced by society (for example, plastics, dioxins, PCBs and DDT), the systematic physical degradation of nature and natural processes (for example, over harvesting forests, destroying habitat and overfishing); and conditions that systematically undermine people’s capacity to meet their basic human needs (for example, unsafe working conditions and not enough pay to live on). 
Interestingly, Social security’s definition of sustainability and the Brundtland’s commission definition of sustainability contain the word “future “and also suggest meeting “future needs and uncertainties. The question that begs an answer is: what really does “future “mean and who determines who will comprise the future generations, and what are the future needs and uncertainties? It is a truism that needs are not constant. Can one really say that all needs are currently met? Let’s look for example, at the Covid-19 pandemic which caused monumental upheavals to economies, labour markets, financial markets, health systems and social sectors and consequently displacing so many workers. Right here in St. Vincent and the Grenadines numerous workers were displaced as is discussed in the challenges to sustainability.
Other criticisms that can be levelled at the pillars of sustainability include but are not limited to who determines the priority order for sustainability, irrespective of one’s desire to decrease substances such as plastics, it is nigh impossible to monitor and keep surveillance on this irrespective of legislative measures, one has to rely on people’s consciences and their understanding of corporate social responsibility. Then, basic needs differ. In affluent societies, basic needs are different from those in poorer societies. Regarding health and safety standards, this should be mandated, but here again the onus is on employers to enforce and for other stakeholders to comply with the requirements. My final critique on the pillars of sustainability is that the framers of the sustainable goals did not consider all circumstances in crafting them. Many are subject to interpretation by the stakeholders including the political directorate, their citizens, and socio-economic conditions.
Challenges to sustainability
The NIS operates in a small, open, resource-challenged, and vulnerable economy with pre-existing socio-economic conditions such as high debts, limited fiscal space, above average unemployment, and acute poverty levels. Consequently, the pandemic had a disproportionate effect on the Vincentian economy and its social sector. The inextricable link between social security and the economy means that social security finances were hard hit by the global covid-19 pandemic.
The NIS is affected by fragile financial and actuarial conditions caused by the local demographic shifts (population ageing), generous pension design (low contribution rate relative to the comprehensive benefit package) and maturing nature of the plan (pensioners growing at a faster rate than contributors), the Covid-19 pandemic accelerated the sustainability challenges of the NIS. However, as a plural organization with dual mandates of enhancing financial sustainability of the Fund and contributing to social and economic development to alleviate poverty and income inequality, means that the NIS even in challenging times has to strike a delicate balance between the extent to which it provided support to our affected members and the public and its actions to minimize the impact of the crisis on NIS’ finances ( contribution income, benefit expenses and administrative expenses). It should be borne in mind that the maturing social security programme accounted for the widening of the financing gap between contribution income ($70.1 million) and benefits ($82 million). (Annual Report)
Also, other headwinds may include challenges from climate changes (Brown et al, 2007), geopolitical tension, and cyber security threats. 2021 was a year of extreme volatility, uncertainty, and ambiguity in terms of crafting a sustainable path for the NIS.
when so many persons in some sectors of society were displaced.
Business case for sustainability
The important financing gap between contribution income and benefit expenditure widened from -$0.15M to -$8.6M. This financing deficit was attributed to the faster growth in benefit relative to the decline in contribution income. Total benefit payouts grew by 11% because of the increase in old age benefits from $54.9M in 2019 to $58.2 in 2020. Also, the introduction of the Temporary Unemployment Benefit Program drove the short-term benefits from $3.4M in 2019 to $6.2M in 2020.The NIS paid out $ 2.3M under the Temporary Unemployment Insurance to protect our members who lost their jobs because of COVID-19. On the other hand, the increase in unemployment coupled with business closures in 2020 adversely impacted the contribution income. In 2020, the NIS data suggested that 547 employers (approximately 23% of our employers’ population) laid off at least one employee. Total temporary and permanent lay offs in the fiscal period amounted to approximately 3,237 employees (or 7.5% of the employee population) (NIS Annual Report, 2021)
Another important financial metric is the gap between total income (contribution income and investment income) and total expenditure (NIS benefits, NPF benefits and administrative expenses). In 2020 this metric stood at negative $5.4M compared to positive $9.7M in 2019. The rapid rise in long term benefits, moving from $69.09M in 2019 to $63.99M in 2020 and the growth in short term benefits from $3.4M in 2019 to $6.2M in 2020 accounted for the material benefit growth. On the other hand, both investment income and contributions declined by $6.9M and $0.8M respectively. If this trend continues, the NIS will be in a precarious position to meet its benefits payments to its contributions when they become due, hence the need to introduce parametric reform to remain sustainable. (Osbourne, 2020)
Analysis of both the external environment challenges and opportunities
The NIS’ operations are affected by political, economic, social, technological, ecological, and legal external environments. Regarding political challenges, the NIS’ Mission statement allows for contributions to social and economic development. As the largest mobiliser of funds in St. Vincent and the Grenadines, the NIS assists the Government with certain projects although the Government of St. Vincent and the Grenadines has never made any unreasonable demands on the NIS. A case in point of this was manifest economically, legally, and socially when the NIS Board made a direct contribution to the Government’s efforts to combat the COVID-19 disease. Legally, the NIS adapted to provide expanded access to income support payments by amending its legislative framework to provide an important unemployment benefit to the people who were directly displaced as a result of the pandemic. Another legal challenge is the evasion of contributions by employers for their employees.
Besides those economic/financial adjustments, The NIS worked with the Government of St. Vincent and the Grenadines to fulfill its social mandate by injecting ECD 750, 000.00 to assist with the construction of a new isolation facility at Argyle. This facility afforded expanded quarantine facility for those persons who were gravely affected by COVId-19 and needed to be quarantined away from their homes. 
Technologically, the NIS is challenged because many of its processes are still manual. Pensioners appear physically at the office tom collect their pension cheques and contributions are still paid manually. These manual processes contribute to the environmental and ecological challenges because the NIS utilises lots of paper in this process, thereby contributing to the destruction of forests.
Notwithstanding the challenges stipulated, the Board through its Investment Committee was cognisant of its role to prudently manage current investments of the National Insurance Services funds as well as continually monitoring existing investments   with the objective of realizing meaningful and sustainable returns, while at the same time maintaining the real value of the assets and providing the liquidity needed to meet the NIS’ future obligations. Given the critical nature of the Investment Fund to the sustainability of the NIS, the Investment Committee reviews its investment policy periodically to keep up to date with economic developments, seize investment opportunities, and maintain international best practices in the management of the NIS pension funds. 
Politically, the NIS considered it moral and ethical to have partnered with the Government of St. Vincent and the Grenadines to alleviate human suffering.
Legally, the NIS promotes a strong compliance culture which enables it to deliver outcomes effectively and achieve high levels of performance. The NIB will continue to promote a strong compliance culture, which will enable the institution to deliver outcomes effectively and achieve high levels of performance in a manner consistent with relevant legal and policy obligations. 
Socially, the NIS implemented a prudent and responsible framework to determine the degree to which it provided protection to its vulnerable members from the severe impact of COVID- 19. Ecologically, the NIS reduced the use of paper by printing cheques on a monthly instead of a fortnightly basis during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Positioning the organisations through its strengths and weaknesses to meet these challenges.
In its effort to position the NIS to meet its challenges through its strengths and weaknesses, the NIS is committed to conducting its external audit in accordance with the standards and requirements established in the legislative framework. This initiative is hinged on the fact that the board’s roles include among other things, approving and adopting strategic plans and annual budgets, setting objectives, and reviewing key risks and performance areas., determining overall policies and processes to ensure integrity ot the NIS’management of risk and internal contracts; and review Management’s performance against approved budget at regular meetings.
 A Procurement Committee is established to ensure that proper accountability measures exist to support any major procurement that is undertaken. Due process is followed before any transaction is undertaken. Last but not least, fashioning appropriate policies to ensure operational efficiency- Management Information: The current IT system is limited in the amount of management information to support operational activities. To mitigate this risk, the NIB will implement a new IT System. The NIS needs a sophisticated Management Information System that can generate robust, automated management information.  There is still too much of a manual system in place for collating information and dealing with simple financial transactions. This has the effect of reducing the effectiveness of some of the controls in place. The Board is working assiduously to correct this by undertaking further system development. The time has come for the NIS to launch a Business Intelligence Reporting Tool and to strategically monitor its operations with top-of-the-line technological business intelligence systems. Steps will be taken to upgrade all other policies to ensure that they are current and in keeping with best international practices.
Propositions for value creation
Whilst the NIS competently addresses today’s challenges, it is also positioning itself to thrive in tomorrow’s volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous environment with a clear vision, agility, and the will to boldly act. Accordingly, several priorities are identified to close the financing and coverage gaps, enhance benefit adequacy and comprehensiveness, make the human right to social security a reality for all working Vincentians and enhancing sustainable. The strategic priorities include but are not limited to the broadening of the NIS’ contribution basis through heightening efforts in contribution collections and bridging the coverage gaps among the self-employed and informal sector workers. In this regard, the NIS would redouble its efforts to ensure that employers comply with the NIS Act and pay-in their contributions, especially when they deduct the monies from our hardworking employees. The strategies would involve moral suasion activities by the Compliance Officers complemented by the strong legal remedies of garnishing bank accounts, placing liens on real properties of delinquent employers and taking other legal actions at both Magistrate and High Court levels. In the case of the self-employed and informal sector workers, the NIS would intensify its direct marketing strategies which includes hosting symposiums, branding of some self-employed activities, and forging strategic linkages self-employed interest groups. 
Of critical importance will be the commencement of the second phase of its digital transformation journey, to strengthen its operational backbone through further digitization of its processes. (Magnani, 2021) 
Then, in keeping with the International Labour Organisation’s dictum in its World Social protection Report 2020-2022where it urged Governments and social security administrators “to take decisive action now about the future of social protection and pursue a high-road policy approach with vigour. Doing so will empower societies to deal with future crises and the challenges posed by demographic change, the evolving world of work, migration, environmental challenges, and the existential threat of climate change”, the NIS will consider a series of parametric reform measures to strengthen the financial sustainability of the social protection system. (El-Houjjaji, H. & Echaoui, A., 2015)
Human capital strengthening is also part of the value creation proposition, As Toffler (2020) cited in Nick Burnett posited “The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn”, so employees will be exposed to training in customer service, communication, risk management, investments, and digital transformation. For value creation, the uncertain, volatile, and ambiguous operating environment will propel the need for the NIS to build adaptive leaders. That is leaders who are critical thinkers, proactive and not reactive, embrace uncertainty, welcome diversity in viewpoints, compassionate and take decisive actions. 
Stakeholder consideration for the plan.
The NIS motto is “serving because we care”. To make this a reality, the NIS will forge strategic partnerships with the International Social Security Association (ISSA). In addition, the NIS will network with other social security organizations for sharing of best practices and experiences. The institution will also partner with the World Bank through its Reserve Advisory & Management Partnership (RAMP) to strengthen institutional capabilities within the NIS relating to investments, risk management, finance, actuarial, and governance matters. The NIS will collaborate with the International Labour Organization through its Decent Work Team and Office for the Caribbean to assist with building technical capabilities within the regional social security systems. 
The longstanding relationships with ECCB, OECS and other regional social security systems would be maintained to assist the NIS. In addition, the institution will continue to collaborate with you our local stakeholders (Filho & Brandli,2016). This includes Government, Government Agencies, Non-Government Organizations, financial institutions, and the Civil Society so that you can afford us the opportunity to efficiently provide social security services and benefits to our members.
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