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DiNapoli get press release pelting: Unions fire back

by Rick Karlin

February 14, 2012

It was kind of like a junior high school spitball fight, but with dueling press releases and of course this was actually about money and peoples’ retirements.

Either way, Comptroller Tom DiNapoli, who has emerged as one of the staunchest opponents of Gov. Andrew Cuomo’s proposed Tier 6 pension reform for public employees going forward, was pelted Monday for his stance by a variety of business groups, prompting unions as well as a sympathetic mayor to fire back.

Here’s how it went, with the first missile, as far as I can tell, landing early Monday morning when state Business Council President Heather Briccetti’s piece in the Buffalo News supporting Tier 6 went on line. “Our current pension system is already unsustainable, and the generational surge in retirees will mean that our younger population will be forced to carry the fiscal burden,” wrote Briccetti.

Then came a release from another business group, the state branch of the National Federation of Independent Businesses which, perhaps getting word of a pile on, went after DiNapoli, saying “The Comptroller’s continuous attack on the proposed Tier VI provision fails the smell test.”

Next up: Unshackle Upstate, representing largely western New York businesses, who said: ““The Comptroller is looking out for his own politics rather than the good of the state.” (DiNapoli has long had heavy support from public sector unions who are the leading opponents of changing the pension system).

Then Binghamton Mayor Matthew Ryan came to DiNapoli’s defense, arguing that “replacing defined benefit pensions with 401(k)’s will put workers’ retirement security in danger.”

The AFL-CIO’s Mario Cilento chimed in, saying: “The Comptroller should be commended for his courage in standing-up for working men and women.”

And DiNapoli himself weighed in, saying “I haven’t seen such a coordinated attack since Francesca was voted off Survivor.”

As of this writing, about 6 pm, the battle rages on with the Public Employees Federation putting out a release with union President Ken Brynien saying: “Tom DiNapoli is talking about the facts, and the facts show our defined benefit-pension system is the best way to provide retirement security.”

Here are the battling op-eds, releases and e-blasts:

From Briccetti:

    Updated: February 13, 2012, 11:04 AM

    We need to enact pension reform, and we need to do it now.

    New York has one of the highest pension burdens in the nation — second only to Alaska — and it’s about to get worse: The state’s (i. e., taxpayers’) required payment will soon skyrocket from its current level at $1.5 billion to $2 billion in 2014.

    The aging baby boomer population is one of the reasons behind this tremendous increase in pension costs — 2011 saw the first wave of these individuals reach retirement age. According to the U.S. Census, the number of Americans age 65 and older is projected to grow by more than 50 percent between 2010 and 2050, while the total U.S. population is projected to grow 42 percent in that same time period.

    What does this mean for New York? Our current pension system is already unsustainable, and the generational surge in retirees will mean that our younger population will be forced to carry the fiscal burden.

    At a time when we are focused on growing our economy and increasing the number of good-paying, private sector jobs in New York, it seems counter-intuitive to maintain a pension system that is hurting taxpayers and businesses and helping to drive away our best and our brightest.

    The commonsense proposal for a Tier VI retirement system put forth by Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo would provide long-overdue relief to business owners, taxpayers, school districts and municipalities across the state by saving a hefty $123 billion over the next 30 years.

    Cuomo’s plan would not affect current employees, and the new tier would still offer a defined benefits system for the future work force — one that eliminates the use of padding tricks like overtime in pension calculations.

    The opportunity to enroll in a 401kstyle retirement account would also be a new option available to new employees, providing them with “portable” benefits if they change careers.

    The Business Council, along with other business, local government and education groups, has advocated for pension reform through the Let NY Work Coalition. In November, the coalition set forth a six-point agenda for real mandate relief that included making the pension system predictable and affordable.

    The enactment of Tier V, which took effect in 2010, was a good first step toward reining in the astronomical cost of New York’s pension system. The Business Council strongly supports Cuomo’s proposal for Tier VI, which will help continue moving New York along the path to financial stability and renewed economic growth.

    Heather Briccetti is president and CEO of the Business Council of New York State.

From the NFIB

    Mike Durant, NY State Director for the National Federation of Independent Business (NFIB), today issued the following statement in response to State Comptroller Tom DiNapoli, who has aggressively criticized efforts to reform the public employee pension system:

    “The Comptroller’s continuous attack on the proposed Tier VI provision fails the smell test.

    “Comptroller DiNapoli is supposed to be to looking out for the fiscal health of the state, and the key to preserving our financial security is reforming our pension system, not kowtowing to special interests for personal political gains.

    “The fact of the matter is the Governor’s plan puts taxpayers first while offering the flexibility of a 401K style plan for the future public workforce. Government needs to right-size and adapt when circumstances require, and that is what Tier VI aims to achieve.”

    For more information about NFIB, please visit www.nfib.com/new-york .

And from Unshackle:

    “The Comptroller is looking out for his own politics rather than the good of the state. What he is effectively saying is he’d prefer to subject the taxpayers of New York State to the volatility of the stock market, and our property taxes demonstrate how well that has been working, rather than back a reasonable plan that begins to lessen the risks assumed by the taxpayers.

    The Comptroller fails to acknowledge that roughly 90 percent of the population of New York does not have a guaranteed retirement option. It is time he takes a step back and looks at what is best for all New Yorkers, not just a few. Someone should point that out the next time he runs for reelection.”

And starting the counter-attack, this from Binghamton’s

Ryan, who also links to a piece that ran in the Times Union last week

    “The facts speak for themselves: replacing defined benefit pensions with 401(k)’s will put workers’ retirement security in danger. That would strain not only seniors and their families, but also our economy as a whole—and everyone would pay the consequences. This may not trouble those who stand to profit from these problems, but it contradicts fiscal responsibility, common sense and our core values as New Yorkers. We deserve better. We deserve the security that defined benefit pensions provide and nothing less.”

    Click here for Mayor Ryan’s Op-Ed in the Albany Times Union last Thursday, 401(k)’s aren’t a retirement plan to bank on.

The AFL-CIO

    Today, New York State Comptroller Tom DiNapoli came under attack for his defense of middle class retirement security.  As sole trustee of one of the largest pension systems in the country, the Comptroller has more credibility on the issue of defined-benefit pensions than anyone in our state.  Moreover, he has a duty to protect the economic well-being of the members, retirees, and beneficiaries of the pension system.  As such, he has presented a reasoned case based on the facts.  Unfortunately, he is being castigated for doing the job he was elected to do.

    401(k)s simply do not provide workers with the predictability and reliability of a defined-benefit pension, and on their own are not a viable option to allow workers to retire with dignity.  The Comptroller should be commended for his courage in standing-up for working men and women, rather than criticized by those who simply want to accelerate the race to the bottom.

And from PEF

    Albany – The New York State Public Employees Federation (PEF) today commended State Comptroller Tom

    DiNapoli for his stand in favor of a secure pension fund for public workers.

    “Tom DiNapoli is talking about the facts, and the facts show our defined benefit-pension system is the best

    way to provide retirement security,” said PEF President Ken Brynien.

    “Meanwhile, the highly paid lobbyists for millionaires in the Business Council and other right-wing groups are

    trying to take money out of the pockets of nurses, firefighters and other workers, so Wall Street can further

    enrich itself at the expense of the middle class.

    “I understand why the supporters of Tier 6 are afraid of the truth, because the truth is their plan will hurt the

    average worker and make retirement with dignity an impossibility.

    “They are attacking Comptroller DiNapoli because he simply set out the real facts, as he is obligated to do as a

    fiduciary:

    • The average pension in the State Retirement System is $19,151 per year;

    • 76 percent of these pensions are less than $30,000;

    • When Tier 6 was adopted two years ago, the governor ’s Division of Budget projected it would reduce

    pension costs for state and local government by more than $35 billion over 30 years; and

    • We don’t need a Tier 6 to cut pension costs, we just need to let Tier 5 work.

    “The millionaires and lobbyists who want to take away the hope of a secure retirement from hard-working

    nurses, firefighters, teachers and other workers should be ashamed,” said Brynien.

    “Tom DiNapoli has been recognized nationally for having one of the best-managed state pension funds. We

    are proud New York has a comptroller who tells the truth and stands up for the rights of people who work for

    a living.”

    PEF is the state’s second-largest state-employee union, representing 54,000 professional, scientific and

    technical employees, and other public and private employees.

And here is the response from DiNapoli:

    I haven’t seen such a coordinated attack since Francesca was voted off Survivor.

    I stand firmly behind my position that defined contribution plans are not adequate for retirement security for public or private workers. Study after study has shown that defined benefit plans cost less in the long run than 401k style plans and perform better. It is unconscionable that so many New Yorkers and Americans do not have a secure retirement, often times because corporations have stripped retirement plans for short-term fiscal gains.

    This is a discussion that deserves more than sound bites. Too often in New York we have made policy at the extremes, when costs were usually low or high. The best public policy comes from thoughtful discussions, accurate and realistic presentation of the facts, and a long-term view.
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