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PROPOSED MINIMUM REQUIREMENTS OF CONTINUING

PROFESSIONAL TRAINING FOR AUTHORISED FINANCIAL ADVISERS

Due date for submissions: 5pm Friday 12 January 2010  

Thank you for giving Consumer NZ the opportunity to comment on the discussion document.

Consumer NZ is New Zealand’s leading consumer organisation and it has an acknowledged and respected reputation for independence and fairness as a provider of impartial and comprehensive consumer information and advice. Consumer NZ is a not-for-profit organisation that is funded by subscriptions from approximately 70,000 members. Our members may receive the Consumer magazine and/or have access to the consumer.org website.  

Consumer NZ welcomes the discussion around the implementation of the Financial Advisers Act 2008 as an opportunity to address the significant issues that have been found to exist within the financial services industry.
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1. Do you think the key objectives of the proposed CPT requirements are appropriate?

1.1
We agree with the statement that a key purpose of the Continuing Professional Training ("CPT") requirements is to ensure “all AFAs maintain and improve their professional competence”. However, it is important to realise that implied in this objective is the assumption that all AFAs permitted to offer services to the public already meet a minimum standard of professionalism and the CPT is a means by which they update and extend their skills and knowledge. We believe the CPT rules should be developed and assessed on this basis only.  It must be remembered that advisers’ advice in some cases can seriously affect the financial futures of their clients, some of whom will never be able to recover the losses resulting from bad advice.  Requirements for CPT must be set at an appropriate level for the type of advice that financial advisers, as a profession, offer and not just at the lowest common denominator.

1.2
In our view, and we believe the general public’s view, a key feature of a profession is a commonality of knowledge and skill amongst practitioners. If this standard is met we believe the ongoing training needs of practitioners will be similar too (for example, an awareness of new market, legislative and ethical developments). We are therefore pleased to see some attempt in the proposed CPT rules to narrow down the topic areas that must be covered in the CPT.

1.3
While we accept in principle the objective “To allow sufficient flexibility to enable AFAs to select training that is individually appropriate, relevant, valuable and accessible” we believe this has been taken too far in the detailed proposals. As explained above, we see the needs of professionals as being similar (assuming all advisers to which the CPT rules apply are professionally competent) and the only obvious group whose needs may differ widely are those who have not yet reached a professional standard. 

1.4
We do not support having as a key objective  “To recognise achievement by AFAs working towards the Level 5 National Certificate in Financial Services (Financial Advice), or any of its deemed equivalent qualifications set out in the Code...”  We interpret this as allowing those who have not yet met the minimum objective standards of knowledge (as reflected in the NQF papers required) to claim study towards these minimum qualifications as CPT. In our view this is study needed to achieve a professional standard, not extension work. We do not disagree with the latter part of this objective, namely ”To recognise.. any higher level qualification relevant to an AFA’s area of practice.”

1.5
We do not disagree with the remaining key objectives.

2. Do you think that the proposed minimum number of CPT hours (20 per CPT year) is appropriate, if not, what would be an appropriate number of hours? How would you prefer this to be structured, for example 1 calendar year or more?

2.1
We do not disagree with the amount of time required, but we would like advisers’ CPT logs to be publicly disclosed so consumers can see what the (at a minimum) 20 hours per year was spent on.

3. Do you think the split of Unstructured and Structured Learning is appropriate (12 of the 20 CPT hours per year are required to be met by Structured Learning) and if not, what would be appropriate?

3.1
We do not support having a significant component of unstructured learning in the CPT requirements. Any professional operating in a competitive market can be expected to undertake unstructured learning and we see little need to regulate this aspect. We also believe unstructured learning is of lesser potential benefit than structured learning. 

4. Are there any other Structured or Unstructured Learning categories that you would like to see included in the list provided?

4.1
We believe the key focus of the CPT should be the extension of an adviser’s knowledge and skill so that he/she can continue to provide a professional service to clients. Future financial products are likely to be more complex and sophisticated than those offered today, and so all aspects of advisers’ training (including CPT) needs to be at a level that allows them to stay up-to-date with market developments. We therefore have serious reservations about what is being proposed regarding allowable structured and unstructured learning and would like to see some of the categories removed. 

4.2
For example, we fail to see how time spent teaching and presenting to others is going to develop the knowledge of an individual adviser given that all that is being relayed to the audience is his/her current knowledge. Developing presentation skills is something advisers should do on their own if they feel the need. It should not be seen as relevant for the CPT requirements. Similarly we disagree that membership of a technical committee should count towards CPT – this is something that should and will occur in the normal course of business. Another example is the inclusion of time spent attending road shows. These are marketing exercises and in our view of limited (objective) educational value – they have no place in the CPT rules. There are other examples we could make but in the interests of brevity we ask that the permitted categories meet a high and clear standard of extending the adviser’s knowledge and skill.

5. Is the proposed professional development plan and self managed recording system appropriate? If not, what would be a practical alternative?

5.1
The only amendment we would suggest is requiring advisers' CPT logs to be publicly disclosed so consumers can see what the (at a minimum) 20 hours per year was spent on.

6. On what basis do you think financial services industry bodies and professional organisations should be recognised for the purpose of CPT requirements?

6.1
We believe an objective assessment of their training methods, course content and teacher qualifications should be made prior to recognition.

7. The Compulsory Training categories in Part C of the Table on page 9 and 10 are intended to ensure an appropriate spread of training activity in each year. Do you think the compulsory spread proposed is appropriate and if not, what would be appropriate?

7.1
See 1.2. We have no further comment.
