RECENT MEDIA REPORTS ON PENSION WARS

Illinois Issues “The level of benefits is modest and the cost is less than the private sector”: [T]he subcommittee found the normal costs of the state’s retirement systems — the amount needed each year to cover benefits earned that year — to be less than those of neighboring states and of private sector employers, chiefly because almost 80 percent of the workers covered by the state plans are not eligible for Social Security, so the state does not pay a federal tax on their salaries. … Nor does the typical retiree reap a windfall upon leaving his or her job. Annuities for retired state workers average slightly more than $22,000 a year …. “The level of benefits is modest, comparable to national averages of public employee retirement systems and of our neighboring states,” said Anders Lindall, spokesman for the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees Council 31, which represents more than 40,000 state government employees. “And the cost of benefits is not only in line with other states, it’s less than the private sector. The state doesn’t pay Social Security in most cases, and participants make significant contributions to their own pensions.” [2/10] http://illinoisissues.uis.edu/archives/2010/02/pension.html
Northwest Illinois Times “Public retirement benefits in Illinois are less expensive than those for private workers”: Anders Lindall with AFSCME Council 31, Illinois’ largest public employee union, says the so-called “solution” shows the Policy Institute’s “ideological bent.” Lindall accused the institute of not supporting the “core service of state government, public education, public safety, and caring for the neediest people in Illinois.” AFSCME, and its thousands of members across Illinois, stand to benefit from the current pension system.  But Lindall said his objections with the new report go beyond that. He said the Policy Institute “ignore basic facts” about the state’s pension systems. Namely, Lindall said that public retirement benefits in Illinois are less expensive than those for private workers, and that the biggest reason for Illinois’ unfunded pension liability is that lawmakers have not paid the state’s share of the costs. [1/20/10] http://nwitimes.com/news/local/illinois/article_b8da5648-4f34-5473-b43a-0be117addc28.html
Illinois Statehouse News “State lawmakers have not paid their share into the retirement systems”: The Illinois Policy Institute is proposing a series of “fixes” that officials say could close the 60-to-80-billion dollar pension gap in just 15 years. … But Anders Lindall with AFSCME says it’s an “ideological” plan with no chance of making it through the General Assembly. Lindall says the Policy Institute’s plan ignores the “basic facts.”  He says state lawmakers have not paid their share into the retirement systems, and now they are underfunded. [1/20/10] http://illinoisstatehousenews.com/2010/01/20/criticism-greets-policy-group%E2%80%99s-pension-report/
Southwest News-Herald “Pensions for state workers are guaranteed”: Illinois’ public pension systems are underfunded to the tune of $61 billion. The commission’s report blames past governors and past General Assemblies for shirking their responsibility to pay into the systems. Anders Lindall with the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees said the state will have to pay that $61-billion dollars no matter what. He said lawmakers could do away with retirement benefits for new state workers and would still be stuck with the bill for the unfunded backlog. Pensions for teachers, prison guards, and other state workers are guaranteed by the Illinois Constitution. [12/14/09] http://www.swnewsherald.com/online_content/2009/12/121409ov_ishn_pension.php
Gatehouse News Service “The real crisis is the state’s failure to pay its share”: "We believe the fundamental problem and real crisis is the state's failure to pay its share even as state employees, university employees and teachers make significant contributions in full to their own retirement," said Anders Lindall, spokesman for the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees Council 31. AFSCME represents more than 40,000 state employees. "The (state pension) cost is less than the average cost of retirement benefits in the private sector," Lindall continued. "On that basis, we don't believe there is any policy rationale for reducing benefits." [11/9/09] http://www.pjstar.com/news/regional/x1659497231/Pension-task-force-unlikely-to-recommend-changes
Progress Illinois “AFSCME’s Bayer challenges state pension critics”: “We are critical of the current system as well, but we think that the solution to the problem is to fund the pension system,” AFSCME Council 31 executive director Henry Bayer said. “The reason why the state has such a huge unfunded liability is not because the pensions are too rich. The reason is the state hasn’t fulfilled its obligations. [… ] I don’t happen to believe that a $20,000 pension for somebody who has worked 30 years for the state unduly enriches someone. Or in the case of university and school teachers, their average pension is $30,000 a year, but they get no social security. The state makes no social security contribution on their behalf. The only pension they have is their state pension. Now, if Mr. Msall thinks people getting a $20,000 pension are being unduly enriched, he ought to say that. But the critics never talk about the level of pension benefits, they talk about the debt. And it’s an enormous debt! But the reason we have this debt, this enormous debt, is because the state in the past hasn’t made its payments.” [9/29/09] http://www.progressillinois.com/2009/9/29/bayer-challenges-pension-critics 

Chicago Sun-Times “Modest retirement security earned by working people in the public service”: Union members say that government pension plans provide reasonable benefits to retirees. They also note that the nearly 4,000 people getting six-figure, taxpayer-subsidized pensions represent only a fraction of government workers in Illinois. "Those individuals represent just 1 percent of all public pension earners," said Anders Lindall, a spokesman for the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees. "It paints an utterly false picture of the modest retirement security earned by the real working people in the public service." [9/15/09] http://www.suntimes.com/news/politics/1771121,CST-NWS-pension15.article
Daily Herald “Anyone who believes that a $20,000 pension for a retired state employee is breaking the bank is misinformed”: [D]ata shows that the average benefit for a state worker is about $20,000 a year, and about $34,000 a year for a retired teacher. In addition, retired teachers do not receive Social Security payments so their state pension is their only government provided income, Lindall said. "It's disingenuous and it's irresponsible and it's absolutely transparent when right-wing ideologues try to confuse the issue and direct public anger at teachers, at child protection investigators, nurses, social workers, people who have given their working lives to the essential public services that we all depend on," Lindall said. "Anyone who believes that a $20,000 pension for a retired state employee is breaking the bank is misinformed or they have an ulterior motive." [6/22/09] http://www.dailyherald.com/story/?id=301951
Daily Herald “Illinois leaders seek pension, job cuts to balance budget”: Top lawmakers pushed Thursday to cut jobs and pensions from state workers as a way to balance the state budget. … Such pension changes would meet fierce opposition from labor unions. State employees make an average of $18,000 a year from pensions, which costs only 8 percent of payroll, which are relatively low levels, according to Anders Lindall, spokesman for the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees in Illinois, which represents almost two-thirds of the state's 55,000 workers. The [union] instead supports an income tax hike to 5 percent, coupled with a property tax cut. [6/4/09] http://www.dailyherald.com/story/?id=298512
Associated Press “Quinn pension reform more costly?”: Gov. Pat Quinn's plan to overhaul government pension systems to save money would actually cost Illinois taxpayers $95 billion extra over the next three decades, according to documents obtained by The Associated Press. … "If this plan is approved, state taxpayers will be stuck paying far more tomorrow -- when current elected officials are long gone from Springfield -- for a bill that should be responsibly paid today," said Anders Lindall, spokesman for the state's largest public employees union, the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees. [5/20/09] http://www.myfoxchicago.com/dpp/money/PensionProb
Gapers Block “No one’s getting rich on a state pension”: “American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) Council 31 Executive Director Henry Bayer knocks one out of the park in an editorial going after the Civic Federation for their loopy contention that legislators can cut $4bn out of the state budget and should go after public employee pensions. Bayer makes the point that people in labor are constantly trying to communicate to the public: that it serves no one to keep attacking the comparatively minor benefits other working people get through unionization, that the goal should be raising the standard of living for all working people, not trying to snatch hard-earned benefits away. Meanwhile, the Civic Federation types get golden parachutes and have eliminated defined benefit pensions for everybody but themselves.” [5/13/09] http://gapersblock.com/mechanics/2009/05/13/afscme-council-31-director-no/
State Journal-Register “Research has shown they are modest retirement benefits”: The idea of reducing benefits for future hires is opposed by the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees, the Illinois Federation of Teachers and other unions. “We believe research has shown they are modest retirement benefits that are at or below national averages,” said AFSCME spokesman Anders Lindall. “Costs (to the state) are significantly below the national average. We believe strongly there is no justification for reducing benefits for future hires.” Quinn said his proposed changes will save the state billions of dollars over several decades. Lindall and others argue that creating a different program for new employees doesn’t deal with the state’s current problem: the fact that the pension systems are short more than $70 billion in funds to cover future retiree costs. [5/7/09] http://www.sj-r.com/news/x1797207318/Quinn-backs-off-pension-contribution-increase-for-teachers
Illinois Issues “Cutting future benefits will not reduce the state’s current debt by a single penny”: Quinn proposes changing benefits for newly hired employees. Among other changes, that would increase the retirement age and require them to pay more into their retirement benefits. At the same time, Quinn proposes shorting the amount the state pays into the pension system … Public employee unions reject the idea in its entirety. According to Anders Lindall, spokesman for the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees Council 31, retiree benefits average about $18,000 a year. He said the state’s debt should have nothing to do with employees who consistently contribute to their benefits. “Cutting future benefits will not reduce the state’s current debt by a single penny, and skipping payments on the basis of such imagined savings will only compound the current crisis.” [3/18/09] http://illinoisissuesblog.blogspot.com/2009/03/legislators-eye-adjustments.html
Illinois Issues “Anybody that would consider current benefits gold-plated is out of touch with reality”: AFSCME Council 31 said the public employee benefit levels are modest and below the national average, and they’re not the problem, according to spokesman Anders Lindall. Rather, he said, the problem is that previous governors and legislatures have chronically failed to adequately pay the state’s contribution into the pension systems, creating a mountain of unfunded liabilities. “Cutting pensions and undermining retirement security for state employees is wrong, period,” Lindall said. “And AFSCME will oppose any unfair two-tiered system that would have employees doing equal work for unequal benefits. It’s important to know that the average benefit for a current retiree is $1,500 a month, about $18,000 a year. I think anybody that would consider that gold-plated is out of touch with reality.” [3/10/09] http://illinoisissuesblog.blogspot.com/2009/03/challenges-for-gov-quinns-first-budget.html
Rockford Register-Star “State retirees not living the high life”: Rockford retiree Nancy Johnson worked 35 years for her state pension. She’s not impressed with the notion that state retirement benefits are far too generous and ought to be curtailed. “I paid in and I expected the government to hold up their part,” Johnson said. “I worked overtime — 50 or 55 hours a week — for several years prior to retiring. I was working my fanny off.” … Pension system managers, the workers and retirees depending on those systems and a union representing those workers insist the pension perks are fair compensation for years of work contributed by teachers and the government’s other employees. “It’s not like our retirees are putting in 20 years and then living high on the hog,” said Tim Blair, director of the State Employees’ Retirement System. Johnson started work with the Illinois Department of Public Aid in 1967 as a clerical worker and eventually moved up to caseworker. At the end of her career, Johnson worked at the state Department of Human Services in child support enforcement. She retired in 2002. Her monthly pension take, after 35 years in state service, is about $2,400, according to her union, the American Federation of State County and Municipal Employees — Council 31. Johnson, 65, relies on her pension for living expenses and “a lot of doctor bills.” “I’m not living the high life or doing a lot of travel but it’s enough to get by,” Johnson said. “After working 30-some years of working, you should have something.  Johnson’s annual $28,000 in retirement pay is not “at all lush” but is “significantly higher than the average state retiree benefit,” said AFSCME spokesman Anders Lindall. “The average retired state employee’s pension is just about $18,000 a year,” he said. “I don’t think any reasonable person would say that’s too rich in return for a working life devoted to the public service.” [5/24/08] http://www.rrstar.com/news/yourtown/x1867431191/State-retirees-not-living-the-high-life
