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critics of defined-benefit pension systems in the public 
sector have labeled them the “golden egg” of retirement plans. 
They say these systems are bankrupting state and local govern-
ments, and that taxpayers cannot afford to pay for such a rich 
benefit. Most workers, they argue, don’t have a defined-benefit 
retirement plan, which provides guaranteed income for life, so 
why should state and local government employees.

Those lawmakers, media outlets and academics who have 
painted public sector defined-benefit retirement systems gold 
are seemingly winning the public debate, despite the facts.

Fact: The average public sector defined-benefit pension pays 
$22,600 annually, according to the National Association of State 
Retirement Administrators (NASRA), a sum that isn’t propelling 
any career government retiree into the top tax bracket.

Fact: Approximately 5 million public employees are not eli-
gible for Social Security because the state and local governments 
that employ them don’t participate in the federal defined-benefit 
program. And for many public employee retirees who are Social 
Security eligible, either through their own employment or that 
of a spouse, the Government Pension Offset and the Windfall 
Elimination Provision reduce their pension checks.

Facts and perceptions

But facts can be muddied by perceptions. Wall Street investment 
losses blew a hole in public sector defined-benefit pension sys-
tems, creating what appears to be eye-popping unfunded liabilities. 
And even before the market tanked, there were some systemic, 
avoidable problems—like the failure of some employers (states and 
localities) to make their contributions into the systems.

This story, however, is not about the causes. It is about mov-
ing forward constructively, which means AFT members and the 

public need to scratch the surface of the “golden egg” and 
challenge proposed “fixes” to public employee retirement 

systems—namely, wholesale conversions from defined-
benefit systems like Social Security to defined-contribu-
tion plans like a 401(k).

Researchers at Boston College conducted a study 
to find out why some states have instituted a defined-

False depictions of public employees’
defined-benefit pensions are often 
accepted at face value—and serve 
as the justification 
for reform

PlansHatching

Continued on page 4



public employee pension plans across 
the nation are now under scrutiny, and 
much of that rests in whether and how they 
are funded. There are two main causes for 
the current funding problems. One is that 
we are still suffering the effects of the worst 
economic downturn since the Great Depres-
sion. But the failure of many states to pay 
their required contributions on time—and in 
good times—has been just as big a problem 
in maintaining the financial health of their 
retirement systems.

That fact is central to the future of our 
pension system. Public workers pay their 
required contributions—the money comes 
straight out of employees’ paychecks. State 
and local governments must do the same. 

Yet just this past October, the Government 
Finance Officers Association—whose mem-
bers oversee these jurisdictions’ financial 
health—warned: “Under no circumstances 
should state and local government plan 
sponsors engage in pension contribution 
holidays or make insufficient contributions.” 
Such actions, the association says, are “a 
leading cause of funding shortfalls.”

Some 14.7 million active employees were 
enrolled in state and local government retire-
ment plans in fiscal 2008, according to U.S. 
Census Bureau data. In addition, 7.7 million 
retirees were receiving benefits under the 

plans, and another 4.4 million inactive or 
former employees will be eligible for ben-
efits upon reaching retirement age. So more 
than 25 million people are directly affected 
by public pension systems across the na-
tion. And this is not a one-way street. Public 
pension benefits and investments also have 
a huge positive economic impact on our na-
tion’s vitality. A recent National Institute on 
Retirement Security study found that spend-
ing by retirees contributes more than $350 
billion annually to local economies, and it 
accounts for 2.5 million jobs.

While the pension systems in some states 
are confronting daunting funding shortfalls, 
the overall health of the nation’s public re-
tirement plans is better than you might think 

given the doomsday rhetoric out there. A 
study of public pension plans released in 
2010 by the Pew Center on the States found 
that the vast majority (84 percent) of future 
liabilities are funded. The trouble is that 
some very high-profile states—California, 
Illinois and New Jersey among them—are 
in serious trouble. It is clearly time for us to 
seek solutions for those systems that are in 
crisis and take steps to ensure the continued 
viability of those that are not.

Complicating the landscape are the re-
sults of November’s midterm elections. As 
a result of continued economic concerns, 

public employee pension plans will continue 
to be scrutinized. In light of all of this, I have 
appointed an AFT pension task force, which 
will look at all aspects of public systems and 
make recommendations on how we can en-
sure retirement security.

The AFT pension task force will be gather-
ing data that will inform our positions on re-
form proposals that are likely to be advanced 
in many states. Members of the task force 
are looking at potential revenue streams to 
pay for unfunded liabilities, the merits and 
problems of all types of plans (from defined- 
benefit to defined-contribution and hybrid 
systems) and they will be looking at the cur-
rent financial status of plans in place wher-
ever AFT members work.

We are willing to consider changes where 
they are needed to protect the viability of 
retirement systems. But we believe that re-
forms should be evidence-based and sup-
ported by sound financial and actuarial 
research.

Some demagogues claim that state 
budget problems were caused by excessive 
public employee pensions, and that drastic 
changes to those pensions are necessary to 
restore states’ fiscal health. The reality is that 
the average benefit is approximately $23,000 
a year—hardly an exorbitant amount. But for 
many, it is the difference between a secure 
retirement and living in poverty. One of 
the American labor movement’s crowning 
achievements is securing a dignified retire-
ment for workers after a lifetime of work. That 
is a sign of a civilized society and a trust we 
must all fight to preserve.

It is clearly time for us to seek solutions for
those systems that are in crisis and take steps
to ensure the continued viability of those that are not.
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Pension reform calls for informed debate
RANDI WEINGARTEN, AFT President
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with state budget gaps 
expected to crest at $140 bil-
lion in fiscal year 2012, this 
year’s AFT Public Employees 
Budget Crisis Task Force fo-
cused on revenue-generating 
solutions.

The group of more than 
two dozen leaders and staff 
from 11 states zeroed in on a 
commonsense approach to 
funnel billions of dollars of 
additional revenue into state 
coffers: collecting taxes due 
but not paid.

Over the next 16 months, 
the task force will develop 
tools to bolster union lobby-
ing efforts for more progres-
sive tax structures, closing the 
tax gap, and collecting sales 
tax on Internet and catalog 
purchases.

The tax gap is the differ-
ence between taxes owed 
and taxes paid. It’s the result of 
individuals and corporations 
that either don’t pay their 
taxes or pay too little—and it’s a multibillion 
dollar drain on budgets.

For a decade, states have been working 
to streamline their sales tax systems with the 
goal of collecting sales tax on Internet and 
catalog purchases, technically referred to as 
“remote sales.” Twenty-four states are poised 
to collect sales tax on remote sales as signatory 
parties to the Streamlined Sales Tax Initiative 
(www.streamlinedsalestax.org). The hitch: 
Congress needs to pass legislation that would 
require remote sellers to collect sales tax.

The Main Street Fairness Act (H.R. 5660), 

introduced by Rep. William Delahunt (D-
Mass.), would do just that. Passage of the bill 
isn’t just important for states, which conser-
vatively lose an estimated $20 billion annu-
ally in sales tax revenue from remote sales. It’s 
important for community-based businesses, 
too; these retailers are at a competitive disad-
vantage because they collect the tax.

The task force’s work took on greater ur-
gency as experts set the stage for fiscal year 
2012, which will begin July 1, 2011, in many 
states. The Center on Budget and Policy 
Priorities (CBPP) estimates states will have 

a cumulative $140 bil-
lion revenue shortfall in 
2012—and only $6 billion 
of it will be offset by the 
2009 American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act and 
the extension of money for 
Medicaid and education 
that Congress approved 
this year. By comparison, 
the cumulative state bud-
get shortfall in 2010 regis-
tered at $192 billion, but it 
was offset by $68 billion in 
recovery act funds.

The 2012 shortfalls 
will continue to pressure 
public services. Since the 
recession began, at least 
31 states have cut back on 
health services; 29 have 
reduced services for the 
elderly and disabled; 43 
have cut funding to colleg-
es and universities; and 43 
have extracted workforce 
savings, Nick Johnson, 
director of the State Fiscal 

Project at CBPP, said.
“We expect bitter medicine for states as 

we go forward,” said Marcia Howard, execu-
tive director of Federal Funds Information for 
States. Howard’s group tracks the fiscal impact 
of federal budget and policy decisions on state 
budgets and programs. Roughly 30 percent of 
each state’s general fund is federal monies.

John White, president of the Alaska Public 
Employees Association’s Supervisory Unit, 
said that federal funds account for 50 percent 
or more of the budgets in at least five state 
departments.

State budget gaps: Generating revenue is a priority
AFT promoting effort to close the tax gap by collecting taxes due but not paid
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Visit the Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities at www.cbpp.org.

the u.s. department of Labor’s Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration is giving the AFT $220,000 as one of the 
45 winners of Susan Harwood Capacity Building Grants.

The grant will help the AFT build stronger health and safety 

committees at the local level; these committees will be equipped 
to work with employers to develop comprehensive and effec-
tive health and safety programs. The grant also will help the AFT 
expand its network of health and safety trainers and get basic 
information to workers on preventing work-related injuries and 
illnesses. Important training topics include indoor air quality, 
ergonomics and workplace violence.

“As a result of grant-supported activities, our members will 
be closer to realizing the guarantee of a safe and healthful 
workplace,” says Darryl Alexander of the AFT health and safety 
program.

Grant to expand health 
and safety training
Emphasis will be on tools to prevent 
work-related injuries and illnesses
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contribution retirement plan for local and 
state government employees. “The most 
important explanation turns out to be po-
litical rather than economic,” according to 
the Center for Retirement Research at Bos-
ton College. A defined-contribution plan 
is consistent with the “political philosophy 
of individual responsibility for retirement 
savings.”

While legislative justifications for moving 
to defined-contribution plans are often tied 
to the government’s bottom line, the Boston 
College researchers note that administra-
tive costs for defined-contribution plans are 
higher; and that the conversion to defined-
contribution plans does not solve funding 
shortages in the existing defined-benefit 
systems.

AFT members “should definitely be on 
high alert, actively engaged not just in the 
protection of their pension benefit but also 
they should be inoculating the decision-
makers against bad information,” says Gerri 
Madrid-Davis, executive director of the 
National Public Pension Coalition (NPPC), 
which is sponsored by a number of public 
employee unions, including the AFT.

“There have been a number of studies this 
year that purport to project or calculate the 
unfunded liabilities of public pension plans,” 
says Keith Brainard, NASRA’s research direc-
tor, noting that these studies are based on 
methods and assumptions that are incon-
sistent with the accounting standards recog-
nized by the public pension community.

In the case of one state, the legislature 
gathered mounds of actuarial data based on 
a number of scenarios to support its dramatic 
action.

Bait and switch?

Utah state Sen. Dan Liljenquist stood be-
fore a packed theater-style auditorium at 
the Louisville convention center earlier this 
year to tell the story about how the Utah Leg-
islature, between summer 2009 and spring 
2010, dismantled the state’s defined-benefit 
retirement systems for public employees 
who work for state and local governments 
and school districts.

It’s a story that every public employee 
with a defined-benefit pension should hear 
because it is a tale of how a state with a pen-
sion funding ratio that was well above 80 
percent, which is widely considered to be 

a healthy level, enacted dramatic pension 
changes for new hires starting July 1, 2011.

The system’s funding ratio, said Liljen-
quist, architect of the measure, dropped 
from 2007 to 2008 from 100.8 percent to 96 
percent. “By all measures, that looks like we 
are not in a crisis,” he said to the audience, 
which was gathered for the National Confer-
ence of State Legislatures Legislative Summit 
in July. But the data, he continued, showed 
that “one year blew a 30 percent hole in our 
budget in our pension system.”

It’s clear from Liljenquist’s remarks that 
the numbers took some maneuvering. The 
system’s actuaries were asked to conduct a 
40-year projection going forward with dif-
ferent assumed rates of return and different 
scenarios, including what would happen if 
the state didn’t put more money in or de-
layed its payments.

Under every scenario, “we were bankrupt 
as a state,” said Liljenquist, a Republican who 
was first elected in 2008. What Liljenquist 
didn’t say is that that conclusion was not 
unanimous. The voting record shows that pas-
sage of his bill was largely along party lines.

Under Utah’s new system, employees 
will choose between a 401(k) plan or a hy-
brid plan that has a pension and a 401(k) 
component. Employers will contribute 10 
percent of an employee’s salary, Liljenquist 
said, noting that most employers participate 
in Social Security.

The NPPC’s Madrid-Davis says there are 
a number of problems with Utah’s approach:
■ Employees aren’t required to contribute 
any of their own money to the 401(k).
■ Under the hybrid plan, if the employer’s 10 
percent contribution does not cover the an-
nual required contribution (ARC) determined 
by the actuaries, then employees will have to 
pay the difference. “You can envision a period 
like the last 10 years,” she says. “Two market 
declines, the ARC increases and those costs 
are entirely picked up by employees.”
■ Because the Legislature closed the existing 
defined-benefit systems, it will have to pay 
down the unfunded liabilities faster, which 
is more costly to the state.

PlansHatching

twenty states enacted significant changes to their pension plans in 2010, according 
to Ron Snell of the National Conference of State Legislatures. “In the 20 years or so that 
I have been tracking these issues, there has never been more than one state a year, and 
in most cases zero states, that increased [employee] contributions on existing employees. 
This is an unprecedented level of action in this particular area,” Snell told a group gath-
ered for the “State Responses to the Pension Crisis” panel at the National Conference of 
State Legislatures Legislative Summit in July in Louisville.

Altogether, seven states enacted employee contribution increases on active employ-
ees, including California, Colorado, Minnesota and Vermont.

Ten states enacted higher age and service requirements for normal retirement, includ-
ing California, Colorado, Illinois, Michigan and 
Missouri.

Eight states lengthened the period for 
calculation of final average salary, including 
Illinois, Iowa, Louisiana and New Jersey.

And nine states imposed greater restric-
tions on return to covered service, also known 
as double-dipping, including Colorado, 
Michigan, New Mexico and Utah.

Continued from page 1

Pension trends in 2010

The number 
of states 
that enacted 
changes to 
their pension 
plans in 2010

defined-benefit pensions provide retirees guaranteed 
income for life, typically based on years of service and final 
average salary. Pension system assets are pooled, invested in 
diversified portfolios and professionally managed.

defined-contribution retirement accounts are similar to 
a 401(k). Retirement income is based on the amount of money 
that has accumulated in the individual’s account. Assets are not 
pooled, and investments are employee-directed.
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How has collective bargaining 
improved your workplace 
and work life? 

It’s your voice
We want to hear from you! 
Visit www.aft.org/voices
today where you can respond 
to this and other questions.

What should every politician, 
pundit and taxpayer know about 
your retirement benefit?

“The retirement benefit is simply deferred 
salary negotiated instead of a salary 
increase at the time and agreed to by my 
employer.”

michael friedman 
New York

“Government retirees spend 85 percent 
of the payouts from the state’s retire-
ment fund in Wisconsin. The spending 
is a significant part of the Wisconsin 
economy and it is virtually recession-
proof. It speaks well of us that so many 
can afford to and choose to retire here 
and thereby continue contributing 
to a sound future for Wisconsin.”

jeff richter 
Wisconsin

“I would like every politician, pundit and 
taxpayer to know what the average retire-
ment check for a public employee and for 
a teacher is a month, here in Alaska. ...The 
average [public employee retirement] 
check is just above $1,700 a month; and 
the average [teacher retirement] check 
is just above $2,700 a month. Teachers 
don’t get Social Security, and many current 
public employee retirees’ Social Security 
checks are substantially reduced by the 
Windfall Elimination Provision/Govern-
ment Pension Offset.”

sam trivette
Alaska

“The pension system is part of an overall 
compensation package. State workers are 
historically paid below market value so 
that funds could be placed in a pension for 
us. The state of Kansas for the last several 
years has failed to set aside those funds 
as they promised. The lawmakers are 
responsible for our shortcomings.”

Bob bumgardner
Kansas

While Liljenquist told the crowd that the 
overhaul was necessary in order to protect 
the state from bankruptcy and meet its com-
mitments to current retirees and current 
employees, he alluded to the fact that the 
defined-benefit system is 
still at risk. “Three years 
from now if we have anoth-
er crash, we have no tools 
except to go to our current 
employees and work it out 
through the courts.”

Was the Utah overhaul 
necessary? “I would say it 
was not,” says Madrid-Da-
vis. “The market downfall 
created a political environ-
ment to make a political de-
cision. This is a state where 
pension contributions had 
been made by employers in 
full and on time. Had they chosen to have a 
real conversation about how to have shared 
responsibility over the system, I imagine that 
a small contribution by employees and future 
employees would have had the same result 
over a period of time.”

What you need to know

Madrid-Davis says current employees would 
be wise to fight dramatic system changes for 
future employees. In the not so distant future 
when the new employees with the diminished 
benefit are in the majority, then they may ask 
“why are we paying for something we don’t 
have,” says Madrid-Davis. “We all do better 
when people are similarly situated.”

The debate about whether to overhaul de-
fined-benefit plans must be an informed one. 
Madrid-Davis says there are some basic facts 
AFT members need to know to inoculate the 
decision-makers against bad information and 
to advocate for the best result, starting with:
■ The average benefit paid by their system (the 
national average is $22,600);
■ The percentage of salary or dollar amount 
deducted from employee paychecks for their 
pension benefit;
■ The percentage of salary that is being de-
ferred by the employer (also known as the 
employer’s contribution) for retirement;
■ How much of the benefit is derived from in-
come on investments;
■ The cost of operating a defined-benefit sys-
tem versus a defined-contribution system; 
and
■ The ballpark dollar amount of money that 
goes back into the state based on the pension 

income people receive. “Ninety percent of 
people stay in the state they earn that benefit 
from,” says Madrid-Davis.

According to Benefits & Compensation Di-
gest, defined-benefit retirement plans “serve 

a valuable economic pur-
pose, by providing a sig-
nificant source of domestic 
savings for our economy 
and by reducing the burden 
on the government of pro-
viding retirement income 
for seniors.”

And the Pension Re-
search Council at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania’s 
Wharton School offers a 
broader perspective on 
public employee defined-
benefit systems: “Through 
their size, broad diversifi-

cation and focus on long-term investment 
returns, public pension funds stabilize and 
add liquidity to U.S. and foreign financial 
markets.”

Reliable sources

There are a number of highly respected 
sources on the topic of retirement security, 
in general, and defined-benefit systems, in 
particular, including the Center for Retirement 
Research at Boston College (crr.bc.edu) and 
the National Institute on Retirement Security 
(www.nirsonline.org).

“In the coming months as legislatures con-
vene and governors are sworn into office from 
coast to coast, the education process will be all 
the more critical for several reasons,” says Ilana 
Boivie, director of programs at the National 
Institute on Retirement Security. “First, gov-
ernments are under extreme fiscal pressure in 
the wake of the financial crisis. Second, there is 
a large number of newly elected officials who 
may not have experience in the complexities 
of the retirement policy area. Finally, misper-
ception and misinformation continue to exist 
on the costs, benefit levels, funded status, and 
recent modification to governmental retire-
ment plans.”

“Public sector unions are important 
partners in developing solutions to pension 
issues,” says Madrid-Davis. “The real under-
lying problem is that state and local govern-
ments, by and large, don’t have the capacity 
they need to address society’s need for state 
and local services. So let’s not ‘fix’ pensions 
only to discover that we solved the wrong 
problem.”                       — kathy walsh nicholson

“Misperception and 
misinformation 

continue to exist on the 
costs, benefit levels, 
funded status, and 

recent modification 
to governmental 

retirement plans.”

IlANA BOIVIE,
director of programs, 

National Institute on Retirement Security

http://crr.bc.edu
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retired nurse Janet Jordan says she 
doesn’t miss nursing, and it’s because she’s 
still actively involved in the profession.

“I am just able to do it at my own pace 
now,” says Jordan, a psychiatric nurse and 
retired member of the New York State Public 
Employees Federation from Binghamton, N.Y.

Jordan, who retired nearly five years ago, 
spent all of five days in retired splendor when 
she decided to become a volunteer for the 

American Red Cross disaster relief team. Her 
first assignment was in Biloxi, Miss., a month 
after Hurricane Katrina hit in August 2005.

“I came home realizing how fortunate I 
was,” says Jordan. “It was a reality check.”

Over the years, Jordan has provided nurs-
ing care as well as mental health support to 
victims of natural disasters in  Beaumont, Tex-
as; San Diego, Calif.; and Memphis, Tenn. Her 
Red Cross work has taken her “to places in this 
country that I would not have seen otherwise.”

Closer to home, the AFT retiree has worked 
as a member of her county’s Medical Reserve 
Corps, and she helps out at a local community 
health clinic once a week.

Although her work can be emotionally 
draining, it is personally satisfying. “I tried to 
work as a substitute nurse for a while, but I 

found I lost my love for it. 
It is much more reward-
ing to do the volunteer 
work,” she says. “I would 
be lost without it.”C
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Psychiatric nurse uses her skills 
to provide relief to those in need

Janet Jordan spent 
all of five days in 
retired splendor 
when she decided 
to become a Red 
Cross volunteer.

moving forward from the November 
midterm elections, the labor movement is 
certain to face a challenging landscape, says 
AFT president Randi Weingarten. “We’ll have 
to confront attacks on pensions, on senior-
ity, on tenure, on collective bargaining. And 
we’ll also have to be prepared to fight against 
other policies that will strain the social fab-
ric—and undermine the programs that have 
helped to provide security and stability for 
our communities.

“Nothing that happened changes this 
essential fact: The AFT is a strong union 
(stronger in many ways today); we focus on 
the work and on doing what’s right for our 
members, the people for whom we work and 
our communities. That’s what we did the day 
before [the election], and it’s what we will 
continue to do in the days, weeks and months 
ahead.”

If there is one mandate from the results 
of the Nov. 2 midterm elections, it’s support 
for fixing the economy and creating jobs. The 
results are not, AFL-CIO president Richard 
Trumka says, an endorsement of the poli-
cies that most Republicans campaigned on, 

including tax cuts for the wealthy, undermin-
ing Social Security or cutting the minimum 
wage.

An election night survey of voters in 100 
swing congressional districts bears that out. 
The survey by Peter Hart Research Associ-
ates found little support for the “Pledge to 
America” that Republicans outlined before 
the election. Just 34 percent of all voters and 
49 percent of Republicans, for example, sup-
port extending tax cuts for the wealthy.

On Social Security, only 29 percent of all 
voters and 35 percent of Republicans back 
raising the retirement age, while only 28 per-
cent of all voters and 45 percent of Repub-
licans back privatizing Social Security. The 
survey showed that reducing or eliminating 
the minimum wage draws the support of 
just 18 percent of all voters and 25 percent 
of Republicans.

The election “was about jobs, plain and 
simple,” Trumka told reporters in a confer-
ence call. He said voters were angry, and 
rightfully so, because, “They’ve felt the pain of 
economic collapse, and paid for it with their 
jobs, their homes and often their hope.”

The survey showed that voters strongly 
support many of the economic proposals 
the AFL-CIO and its allies in Congress have 
called for to create jobs and help the unem-
ployed. Voters say they want:

■ A major job-creation tax credit for busi-
ness to create jobs in the United States—89 
percent of all voters and 87 percent of 
Republicans.

■ Job creation by rebuilding the nation’s 
infrastructure of roads, bridges, schools and 
energy systems—77 percent of all voters and 
63 percent of Republicans.

■ Federal unemployment insurance ben-
efits extended for those who have lost their 
jobs and are unable to find new ones—65 
percent of all voters and 47 percent of 
Republicans.

Overall, 64 percent of union members 
voted for the union-endorsed candidate in 
the midterm elections. The labor movement’s 
mobilization included 200,000 union volun-
teers who distributed 19.4 million fliers while 
talking with workers one on one at the work-
place. They knocked on 8.5 million doors and 
made millions of phone calls.

Election outcomes show support for creating jobs
Survey shows voters support labor’s economic proposals

March 31–April 2, 2011

2011 AFT Healthcare/ 
AFT Public Employees 

Joint Conference

Harrah’s Las Vegas Hotel
Las Vegas, Nevada

Hold the date!

JtConfAd2.indd   1 11/24/10   2:31 PM
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BY DON KUEHN

one of the first articles I ever wrote for 
the AFT dealt with the “sandwich generation.” 
That cohort of Americans—some estimates 
are as high as 20 percent—raising their own 
children and caring for their parents. Nearly 10 
million baby boomers are in the “sandwich,” 
according to the Pew Research Center.

The combination of caring for children and 
parents has caused 3 percent of these caregiv-
ers to take early retirement, 6 percent to quit 
their jobs, and 10 percent to cut their hours to 
answer the needs of family members.

One of the things that bothers me is that 
even without the extra financial burden of kids 
who return home after college, teens who just 
have to have the latest in electronic devices or 
parents who need your help, most of us are 
falling way short of saving enough for our own 
retirement.

Many experts advise against having a par-
ent move into your house. Unless you have 

dedicated space that is engineered to accom-
modate the specific needs of the elderly (grab 
bars, no stairs, etc.) your parent may be better 
served in an assisted living facility or, if health 
conditions warrant, a long-term care facility.

Today’s nursing homes or long-term care, 
skilled care or assisted living facilities can be 
a boon to the stressed adult who accepts the 
responsibility for parent care. Not only is there 
peace of mind knowing the resident is cared 
for 24-7-365, but there also are social, religious 
and physical activities, as well as food services, 
that are hard to duplicate in your own home.

You may think that kind of care is expen-
sive. It is. Costs can range from $150 to more 
than $200 per day ($50,000 to well over $73,000 
a year). One way to cover all or part of the cost 
is to investigate long-term care insurance.

While premiums are high, in many states 
they are at least partially tax deductible and 
premiums apply toward the “floor” in de-
termining qualified medical expenses at the 
federal level.

If the generation gap has closed because 
everyone lives at your house, remember, 
adult children up to age 26 can now remain 

covered on their parents’ health insurance, 
and Medicare or Medicaid may help care for 
your elderly parents. Long-term care insur-
ance might be another piece in the puzzle to 
protect your assets.

After all, it is your money, and the life you 
envisioned in retirement could be jeopardized 
by that knock on the door when either your 
parents or your children show up looking for 
your help. Be ready.
________
Don Kuehn is a retired AFT senior national 
representative. For specific advice relative to 
your personal situation, consult competent legal, 
tax or financial counsel. Comments and ques-
tions can be sent to dkuehn60@yahoo.com.

YOUR MONEY
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No generation gap ... they’re all at home

For an expanded version of this article, go to:
www.aft.org/publications/your_money.

ApplicAtions for the 2011
robert G. porter scholars program 
are now available. Aft members and 
their children are eligible to participate 
in the program, which awards four $8,000 
scholarships to graduating high school 
seniors and $1,000 grants to Aft members 
who are continuing their education.

to Apply:
• Download the application from
  the Aft website at www.aft.org/
   aftplus/scholarships.
• E-mail an application request to:
   porterscholars@aft.org.

ApplicAtion deAdline 
is MArch 31, 2011.

AFT offers 
scholarships 
and grants

PorterAD.indd   1 11/29/10   10:39 AM

new figures from the U.S. Department 
of Labor show that public employees have 
higher rates of occupational injuries and 
illnesses that required time away from work 
than their counterparts in private industry.

The report released in November found 
180 cases of nonfatal injuries and 185 non-
fatal illnesses per 10,000 full-time workers 
among state and local government employ-
ees. In private industry, the rate was 106 cases 
per 10,000 workers.

These figures show why regulating all 
workplace environments is important, says 
AFT president Randi Weingarten. Only half 
of all state and local government employees 
are covered under the federal Occupational 
Safety and Health Act. The AFT has a long-
standing policy position in support of OSHA 
coverage for all public employees.

“When employers are required to adhere 
to workplace health and safety protections, 
there are fewer long-term illnesses and in-
juries, and there’s less absenteeism and de-
moralization. As state and local governments 

make cuts in staffing and other programs, 
safety problems will no doubt get worse,” 
Weingarten says.

In addition to the personal costs of occu-
pational injuries and illnesses, the budget-
ary cost should be a fiscal concern for state 
and local governments, she adds. The latest 
report on workers’ compensation claims 
by New York state employees shows that 
lost work time due to occupational injuries 
was equivalent to losing 1,034 full-time 
employees.

New York State Public Employees Federa-
tion president and AFT vice president Ken-
neth Brynien said the union’s analysis of the 
report for fiscal 2009 found that work-related 
injuries result in direct and indirect costs to 
the state of at least $113 million a year, and 
perhaps as much as twice that amount.

The annual report on work-related inju-
ries among state workers is required under a 
law that AFT members and their leadership 
in PEF helped push through the New York 
Legislature.

Stats show need for expanded OSHA coverage
Work-related injuries, illnesses prevalent in public sector

http://www.aft.org/benefits/scholarships.cfm
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as an adoption caseworker, Deric Cobb 
is responsible for many things, including 
teaching life skills to youth who have not 
been or don’t want to be adopted.

It’s an important job. Cobb’s ability to 
connect with these kids, to motivate them 
to realize their potential, is as important to 
each child as it is to the well-being of society.

“The people in my department feel that 
we are the last support for these kids,” says 
Cobb, who has worked for Franklin County 
Children Services in Colum-
bus, Ohio, for 18 years.

“When they come over to 
the adoption department that 
means that the parental rights 
have been severed,” says Cobb. 
“They may or may not have 
biological families that they 
are connected to or they may 
or may not be connected to 
their foster families. We are 
it for them. We are their last 
support. If we don’t get it right 
then they are in trouble.”

For Cobb, getting it right includes taking 
an active interest in the kids. At the end of 
the work day or on a weekend, Cobb is just 
as likely to be attending an extracurricular 
activity that one of the kids he is working 
with participates in as he is to be spending 
time with his wife and son.

And for kids who are interested in col-
lege, it’s Cobb’s job to help them achieve 
that goal. Just like a proud parent, Cobb 
notes that three of his kids started college 
in fall 2010—one on full academic scholar-
ship; another on athletic scholarship; and a 
third who has taken out loans.

“I want to see all the kids succeed,” says 
Cobb, a member of the Federation of Frank-
lin County Children Services Employees, 
who says, “seeing kids reach a goal that 

they’ve set for themselves” 
is the most rewarding part 
of his job.

The hardest  thing? 
“Seeing the potential that 
these young people have 
and them not seeing it 
themselves.

“I had two kids who 
turned 18 last year who de-
cided to do their own thing,” 
Cobb laments. “Looking at 
the future for these kids who 
are giving up on themselves 

is hard to see and hard to accept. That’s the 
toughest part of my job.”

But every job has its challenges and re-
wards. Neither stops Cobb from sharing one 
of life’s most important life skills with the 
youth he works with. And that is the ability 
to care about others.

Adoption caseworker shares one of life’s 
most important skills—the ability to care

Actions speak louder than words 
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“I want to see all 
the kids succeed,” 
says Deric Cobb. 
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“We are the last 
support for 

these kids. ... 
If we don’t get 

it right then they 
are in trouble.”

Deric Cobb,
Federation of Franklin County 

Children Services Employees


	Feature Story: Hatching Plans

	Where We Stand

	State budget gaps: Generating revenue is a priority

	Grant to expand health and safety training

	AFT Voices

	Election outcomes show support for creating jobs

	Psychiatric nurse uses her skills to provide relief to those in need

	Your Money

	Stats show need for expanded OSHA coverage

	Real Pro: Actions speak louder than words


