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Minutes of the Annual Meeting of Members held on 30 October 2020 

 
MINUTES OF THE MEETING  
 
The Minutes comprise a summary of key aspects of presentations, questions and answers. 

1. Welcome and Introduction 

Michael Dundon, Executive for Corporate Development and former CEO of VicSuper, 
acknowledged the Wurundjeri People, the traditional custodians of the land on which 
he was broadcasting from and paid respect to elders of the Kulin nation and other 
indigenous Australians present. 
 
Mr Dundon welcomed the more than 1000 members attending virtually to the first 
Aware Super member meeting. The list of speakers was announced.  
 
Members were advised to submit any questions online via the available form. These 
questions and those received before the meeting would be answered during the Q&A 
session or posted on the website. It was noted that personal advice was unable to be 
provided.   

2. The year that has been – introduction and welcome to members 

The Chair, Neil Cochrane spoke on behalf of all Trustee directors in saying how 
privileged they were to be stewards of the members’ retirement funds.  
 
He remarked on the extraordinary year that 2020 had been due to the challenges 
faced from severe droughts, floods and the Covid-19 pandemic which had taken its toll 
on the health and financial wellbeing of all individuals and the impact on the economy 
and the environment. He thanked all those who had worked tirelessly on the front line 
including the teachers and nurses.  
 
Mr Cochrane stated it was the role of Aware Super to invest to continue to grow and 
protect member savings. The team at Aware Super were proud of its investment 
performance positioning as one of the top 10 performing funds over 1, 3 & 5 year time 
frames ending 30 June 2020.  

3. The year that has been – performance, impact, support, scale. 

The Chief Executive Officer, Deanne Stewart provided an in-depth overview of what 
had been delivered to members during the past year.  
 

• Ms Stewart thanked those on the front line in helping to care, protect and 
educate children and keep the community functioning during the bushfires 
and Covid-19 pandemic. The Aware Super team had adapted its services to 
members as required, to ensure continued support could be provided to all 
members. 

• The four critical areas of focus were: 
 

1. Strong sustainable performance 
 

A positive return of 1.6% had been achieved in the past year. As a 
comparison the average super fund return had been negative at -0.8%.  

The 8.1% return in the flagship default fund over the past ten years 
ending 30 June 2020 had been ahead of the market return of 7.4% and 
significantly ahead of the 5.3% achieved by the worst performing fund 
for the same period. 
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The VicSuper fund had achieved a return of 1.2% in the past year and 
an 8.4% return over the past ten years ending 30 June 2020.  

These returns had been achieved as a result of a strong and disciplined 
investment team, a robust risk managed approach and a diversified 
portfolio. 
 

2. Investing for sustainable and positive impact. 
 

Aware Super’s investment philosophy considers future risk and 
sustainability and where possible attempts to have a positive impact 
on communities. Some of the highlights from the past year were: 

- Climate change. Aware Super is a leader in the transition to lower 
carbon footprint to reduce risk and get ahead of the opportunities 
in renewables and emerging technologies. 

- Housing affordability. Aware Super invested over $250M in 
affordable housing in Sydney, Melbourne and Perth which has 
provided strong member returns and apartments for essential 
workers. 

- Private equity portfolio. Aware has chosen investment types that 
achieve both strong returns and impact for the economy e.g. 
partnering with the Victorian government in creating a growth fund 
for small and medium size companies in Melbourne and regional 
Victoria; over $1 billion in direct lending to corporates during the 
Covid-19 crisis.  

 
3. The right services and products to support, guide and advise members. 

 
The Aware Super team, systems and processes adapted quickly to the 

work from home environment to continue to service members.   

At the peak of the crisis the number of incoming phone calls had 
increased by 70% and emails had increased by over 100%.  

There had been webinars created on 24 different topics with over 1000 
seminars and webinars delivered to over 25,000 members.  

Over 25% of members had downloaded and were accessing services via 
the App. The Explorer tool had been launched for Aware Super 
members as well as the Beeline for VicSuper to provide online tools 
and advice. In-person advice had been adapted to telephone and Zoom 
and Microsoft Teams meetings. 

 
4. Size and scale and providing good value. 

 
There had been significant initiatives to continue to grow and use scale 
to benefit members. This included the integration of Aware Financial 
Service Australia (formerly StatePlus) and the merger with VicSuper on 
1 July 2020. The merger with WA Super will also occur in early 
December, and Aware Super will become the second largest super fund 
in Australia.  
 

 The “Responsible Investing” video was played to demonstrate where members funds 
were invested. 
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4. Investment update 

The Chief Investment Officer, Damian Graham focused on four key areas. These were: 
 

1. Investment beliefs 
 

Aware Super has five beliefs which were updated by the Board in 2020.  
Investment beliefs are the principles used to guide investment choices 
and are important to manage the trade-offs that investment markets 
involve.  

Aware Super’s five investment beliefs are: 

- Good governance and transparency, in addition to good investment 
practices. 

- Responsible investing. To be a responsible owner with the 
opportunity to deliver strong long term returns and have a positive 
impact on communities and the broader society.    

- Long term mindset. Invest well in the short term and for the many 
decades that funds are invested for the purpose of retirement.  

- The different ways to invest. To be able to access the range of 
investments to take opportunities to deliver strong long-term 
returns. 

- Scale benefits to accrue to members. Investing in more 
opportunities and drive down fees and costs.  

 
2. The focus on delivering strong and sustainable long-term returns. 

 
Climate change is a significant future financial risk. The Aware Super 
Board had updated its planning and longer-term targets for climate 
change and the share portfolio would be adjusted accordingly. The 
climate change portfolio transition plan targets are: 

- A net zero carbon emissions position by 2050. 

- Align to the Paris agreement with a 45% reduction of carbon 
emissions by 2030.  

- To reduce the carbon emissions of the listed share portfolio by 30% 
by 2023. This target had already been met and exceeded.  

A decision had been made to divest the carbon coal exposure primarily 
due to the risks of a reduction in the value of thermal coal in the 
medium to longer term. 

There was a commitment to invest at least $150M per annum into 
renewables and associated technologies such as battery storage. There 
had already been an investment in the Snowtown 2 wind farm. This 
was expected to drive longer term returns. 

There had been investments in affordable housing. Another area of 
investment was productivity growth with investments in early stage 
businesses which had the ability to grow quickly e.g. Canva. 

The screens for socially responsible investment continued to evolve. 
There had been adjustments to the investment criteria for fossil fuels, 
the ethical issues around gaming and tobacco and controversial 
weapons. These screens were across the entire portfolio. 
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3. The approach to investing for retirees. 
 

A primary focus is to deliver a strong return for retirement. The scale of 
funds available made it possible to invest for the different risk profiles of 
those ready to retire vs a younger person who had time for their portfolio 
to recover following a correction in the market. The product set was being 
evolved. 

 
4. Market Outlook. 

 
Economic growth and employment levels were lower than pre Covid-19. 
The low interest rate environment was expected to remain for some time 
and as a result, investors were looking for other assets to generate yields 
and growth including the share market, property, and infrastructure.  
 
Portfolios were being structured with a bias to significant exposure to 
growth assets including shares, property, and infrastructure. A diversified 
portfolio would be maintained to reduce risk. The focus for investing would 
be the long-term mindset. 

5. The year ahead 

The Chief Executive, Deanne Stewart provided an overview of plans for the year 
ahead. These were: 

• There would be continued focus on the four focus areas mentioned 
previously. 

• A national brand for Aware Super was being implemented. The name Aware 
Super had been chosen as it reflected the values of members and the 
organisation, as well as denoting members’ awareness of the importance of 
super and the role that they play in the communities they serve. 

• The webinars would continue in 2021 in addition to face-to-face seminars. 
The seminar details were listed on the website. 

• The digital portal and member App would continue to be improved.  

• There would be an upgrade and integration of the technology systems of 
the three businesses that had merged to achieve the benefits of a single 
system across Aware Super. 

6. Q&A panel session 

Michael Dundon presented a series of member questions to the panel. 

Q   You have recently gone through a rebrand and merging and you said you are 
looking at a new administration platform. What is the fund strategy to lower the fees 
to remain competitive? 

A from CEO.  Good value for members is paramount. The merger, the rebrand and the 
administration platform are all examples of what is being done to use scale to drive 
down costs and reduce member fees.   
 
Q. Getting bigger can take sometimes away the personal feel and you start to get 
treated as a number rather than a person. How can you guarantee this won’t happen 
as the company gets larger? 
 
A from Chair.  Growth, diversity, and scale is important to deliver a better investment 
return at a lower cost. Equally important is our commitment to putting members first. 
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Member service was a big part of merger discussions and the commitment to care for 
members as individuals is unwavering.  
 
Q. What action is being taken to make the cost of financial advice more affordable 
both for whole of life and single-issue advice? 
 
A from CEO. Advice is paramount. It helps members have better confidence and 
financial wellbeing for retirement.  Aware Super’s ongoing focus is to provide advice 
to members and to make it more affordable.  
 
The digital service, which is the Explorer tool for Aware Super members and Beeline 
for VicSuper section members, is free. Also, there is a free advice service for all 
members who want general fund information. Complex personalised advice is available 
at a fee. 
 
Q. I used VicSuper due to low annual fees. How will this be changing and is it still 
lower than other super funds. 
 
A from CEO. The VicSuper administration fees have been reduced in the last year. The 
aim is not to be the lowest, as some of the investments are critical to provide a 
diversified portfolio with a better long-term return which has an associated cost. 
There is a focus on to continue to drive down fees as the technology systems are 
merged in the coming years.  
 
Q. Aware Super has advised that it has a bias to carbon emissions free future. How do 
we as members know this strategy produces the best outcome. 
 
A from CIO. As mentioned earlier, we are investing to manage the risks of climate 
change. Therefore, the approach is not from an ethical perspective but rather from an 
investment perspective for the purpose of achieving strong and sustainable long-term 
returns.  
 
Q. VicSuper has performed well. Will Aware Super be as successful in delivering strong 
long-term returns? 
 
A from CIO. Both organisations had been able to deliver strong long-term returns and 
we are confident that the combination of the two funds will give a great opportunity 
to continue to deliver strong and sustainable long-term returns. It’s a good position to 
be in to be merging with a strong fund.  
 
Q. What are your thoughts about investing in solar energy and infrastructure around 
solar? 
 
A from Investment Committee Chair. We have invested overseas in solar however large 
investments in Australia are challenging partly due to government policy and also due 
to the challenges in getting the energy onto the transmission lines and into the 
network. We have looked at solar energy but have not been able to find an investment 
that delivers returns. It had been possible to negotiate a 16 year take off of merchant 
pricing at the Snowtown wind farm which provides certainty into the returns 
generated.  
 
Q. Are you divesting of all fossil fuel investment products and aiming for full 
investment in renewable energy products? 
 
A from Investment Committee Chair. This will take time. A decision was made by the 
Board to divest from thermal coal from 1 October 2020 for companies with more than 
10% of revenue coming from thermal coal. We believe that coal will become a 
stranded asset. Gas and fossil fuels will be a source of energy until there is a transition 
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to renewables. Those that have an ethical objection to these types of organisations 
are able to elect to use the socially responsible options.  
 
Aware Super is also working with gas companies such as AGL to encourage them to 
transition from fossil fuels into renewables.   
 
Q. Has Aware Super taken over VicSuper or are they a partnership? 
 
A from CEO.  The approach to VicSuper was with the mindset of a merger, not a take-
over. Both organisations are very strong funds and bought a lot to the table. The 
approach is to utilise the best of both organisations e.g. VicSuper’s digital advice tool, 
Beeline. 
 
Q. Can Aware Super provide an international equities SRI option? 
 
A from CIO.   There will be a review of investments to ensure we have the best options 
to suite members. I will consider your question and provide a response on the website. 
 
Q.  Does your investment strategy as described apply to both Aware Super and 
VicSuper members?  
 
A from CIO.  It does now. In the last six months the portfolios have been brought 
together and aligned to the investment beliefs. 
 
Q. What effect on the total funds pool has the early access to super had? 
 
A from CEO.  There were approximately 70,000 members that availed the option to 
access their super early which was an amount of approximately $800M. The early 
access option will cease on 31 December 2020. 
 
Q.  Have the Executive and the Board experienced a pay freeze as with many of the 
members, due to Covid-19?  
 
A from Chair.  The salaries of the Board members, executives and most employees 
have been frozen. We will continue to monitor the situation to ensure we get the right 
outcome for our people and members. 
 
Q. As a VicSuper member I appreciate the option to change my investment options.  
How do I know I am investing in the right option given my lack of experience in this 
area? 
 
A from CEO.  You can call us to speak to a financial advisor who will take you through 
the fund options which best suite your circumstances. 
 
Q. How have you changed your investment strategy in relation to Covid-19. 
 
A from CIO.  The market has been very volatile.  However, as the focus is on long-term 
returns, our approach to investing has not changed as a result of Covid-19.  We 
continue to look for opportunities though these may be a little harder to find in the 
near term. 
 
Q. Self-funded retirees have taken a bit of a bashing. How long before we see our 
Super return to normality? 
 
A from CIO.  The expected returns from cash, bonds and fixed interest is expected to 
be low for several years. Investing into growth assets and diversified investments will 
reduce the risk of low returns. 
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Q. What is Aware Super and VicSuper doing to protect members from being hacked? 
 
A from CEO. APRA have advised that there will be a major cyber-attack on a financial 
institution; it is a matter of when and how. The management team and the Board take 
this issue very seriously and are investing in systems and controls as well as 
investigating instances of fraud and working with rest of the industry on this issue. 
 
Q. Can we have the same financial advisor to speak to throughout all our years with 
VicSuper? 
 
A from CEO. Unfortunately, individual financial advisors make choices to either retire 
or leave. We endeavour to ensure our members have consistency in service where 
possible and are able to move forward and have a strong relationship with another 
advisor. 
 
 
Q. Is it likely that the maximum yearly super contribution of $25,000 will increase. 
 
A from CEO. The maximum contribution of $25,000 is unlikely to change however it 
may be possible to increase the non-tax advantaged contributions. 
 
Q. Why has the name of the fund changed and how much did the name change cost?   
 
A from CEO.  As mentioned earlier there were several reasons to change the name. It 
was changed to create a national brand and create a strong identity for all members 
together; there is a higher cost to maintain four different brands; the existing brand 
names were very state based i.e. First State, WA Super, VicSuper, StatePlus and we 
were also confused with other funds e.g. First Super, Colonial First Super. A number of 
focus groups were tasked to identify a name that resonated with members. Aware 
Super resonated with members. 
 
Q.  Why does Aware Super advertise and does the cost reduce my retirement savings? 
 
A from CEO. It is important to advertise for growth.  Scale results in a reduction in the 
cost per member. It also creates awareness for members of all the services that are 
available.  
 
Q.  Aware Super is an industry fund how does it differ to the industry group with the 
cupped hand logo? 
 
A from CEO. Aware Super is an industry fund, but it is not a member of Industry Super 
Australia which is the group with the cupped hands. We like to be independent and 
make sure are representing the members voice and not the broader group. Also, there 
is considerable cost for advertising as a part of that group. 
 
Q. What measures is the fund taking against a massive wall street crash? 
 
A from CIO.  It is something we think about daily to ensure we deliver long term but 
also monitor short term risks. There are a number of different approaches and 
diversification and investing in a number of different ways is part of that. Additionally, 
we invest differently for older and younger members and focus on the risks that 
matter at certain points e.g. for those close to retirement there will be a strong focus 
on reducing and managing the risk of short-term market corrections. 

 
Q.  Are there options for members to increase their level of insurance such as income 
protection insurance? 
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A from CEO.  In the flagship default funds there is default insurance. There is the 
opportunity for members to increase the level of insurance through voluntary 
insurance for death and disability and income protection. The advice service is 
available if you are unsure how much you need.  

 
Q. Blackrock – world’s largest asset manager - has thrown support behind a push for 
AGL to bring forward the closure of its Australian coal fired power. Aware Super did 
not support the motion. Why not?  
 
A from CIO.  We are focused on engaging with the companies we invest in. We are the 
lead investor in a group called Climate Action 100+. That group focuses on the top 100 
carbon emitters. We have been the lead investor engaging and advocating with AGL to 
help drive and support them to transition their business to be successful in the lower 
carbon future. That drove our approach to that issue.  We didn’t support it because 
we felt AGL had been undertaking a large number of actions to better position their 
business for the longer-term carbon reduction position.  
 
Q. Will there be an increase in insurance charges that will be applied in the next year? 
 
A from CEO. There are no insurance increases that I am aware of. There have been a 
lot of government and legislative required changes to insurance in super. These have 
increased insurance premiums in many funds between 30-50%. We have used size and 
scale to manage insurance costs.  
 
Q. When will VicSuper branding change to Aware Super? 
 
A from CEO. The VicSuper brand is known and respected in the Victorian marketplace 
and will be retained over the next few years as we build awareness of the Aware Super 
brand, then VicSuper as a brand will be phased out. 
 
Q. The fees charged for those on Job Keeper are the same as if I was contributing 
payments to my super. I feel the fees should be reduced or frozen for a period of time 
given there are no contributions? 
 
A from CEO.  As the fees relate to looking after your investments it is not possible to 
reduce fees in this circumstance. We need to be fair to all members. There is a 
financial hardship service where we can support you if possible and I would encourage 
you to investigate this option. 
 
Q. How is Aware Super advocating for women’s super and retirement interests? 
 
A from CEO. Aware Super’s membership base is more than two thirds women therefore 
advocating is critical. For existing members, we have dedicated seminars and advice 
for the circumstances that women may find themselves in or options to maximise their 
super contributions. We have been involved in advocacy including an in-depth 
submission to the recent Retirement Income Review.  Aware Super was quoted 
significantly in the review and we hope this will lead to government changes. 

 
Mr Dundon advised that the minutes of the meeting would be uploaded to the website in the 
next thirty days, in addition to those questions that had not been able to be answered. 
 
Chairman’s closing remarks 

 
The Chair announced the winner of the Michael Dwyer scholarship for emerging 
leaders. The scholarship is named after the previous CEO, Michael Dwyer. It provides a 
$25,000 grant to a member of Aware Super to support their leadership development, 
professional education or ongoing vocational training. 
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Aisha Mansfield, an oral health coach at the Royal Dental hospital of Melbourne was 
announced as the winner. 
 
The Chair congratulated Aisha. 
 
The Chair thanked all members who had joined the meeting and provided closing 
remarks. The meeting closed with a video to say thank you to members. 

 
The meeting closed at 7.30pm.  
 
 
 
 
 

 

 


