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Treasurer Mark Hillman says workers resist
benefit  changes.
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PERA  solution  promises  to  be
elusive
Various  factions  of  the  state's  largest  pension  plan  discover  that
common  ground  is  hard  to  find  at  Monday's  meeting.
By  Aldo  Svaldi  
Denver  Post  Staff  Writer

Finding  a compromise  on  reforms  to
the  Colorado  Public  Employees
Retirement  Association  could  prove  a
tougher  battle  than  he first  imagined,
state  Rep.  Bernie  Buescher,  D-Grand
Junction,  said  Monday.

Buescher  directed  talks  Monday
afternoon  among  various  factions
involved  with  addressing  an  $11  billion
shortfall  in  the  state's  largest  pension
plan,  which  covers  more  than  370,000
members.

"There  were  some  good  discussions  and  some  guarded  discussions,"  he
said.  "Nobody  came  up  with  a magic  solution."

Two  competing  bills,  one  with  the  backing  of  PERA and  the  other  with
the  backing  of  the  governor,  propose  a two - tiered  pension  system  with
reduced  benefits  for  future  hires.

The  bills  take  a different  approach  on  how  PERA is  governed  and  who
can  serve  on  its  board  of  trustees.

But  the  two  bills  aren't  as far  apart  as many  people  think,  Buescher
said.

Where  the  bigger  gap  exists  is  between  those  who  argue  that  PERA is
in  dire  straits  and  employee  groups  that  argue  that  PERA will  be  OK
and  oppose  any  cut  in  benefits.

Employee  groups  voiced  their  opposition  at  the  meeting  to  a two - tiered
system,  a key  component  of  both  bills.

Taxpayer  advocates,  meanwhile,  are  moving  forward  with  a ballot
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proposal  to  convert PERA over  time  to  a defined -contribution  plan.

"There  were  a lot  of  folded  arms  and  a lot  of  quiet  people,"  state
Treasurer  Mark  Hillman  said.  "There  was  a great  deal  of  resistance  to
any  benefit  changes  at  this  point."

Buescher  recommends

Advertisement

taking  the  complex  reforms  in  "baby  steps."

One  of  the  first  steps  would  be  finding  consensus  on  when  an
"actuarial  necessity"  exists  that  requires  more  drastic  actions  to  shore
up  the  plan.

Once  that  is  established,  then  it  would  be  easier  to  lay  down  the  rules
on  how  to  change  benefits  and  contributions.

The  question  of  how  PERA is  governed,  a key  concern  of  Gov.  Bill
Owens,  could  also  be  tackled  separately,  he  said.
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Owens,  could  also  be  tackled  separately,  he  said.

Owens'  spokesman  Dan  Hopkins  said  the  governor  would  oppose  any
piecemeal  solutions.

"The  governor  views  the  overall  problem  as one  that  needs  a
comprehensive  fix.  He would  be  looking  for  a complete  package,"  he
said.

Owens,  who  has  veto  power  over  any  legislation  passed,  declined  to
participate  in  the  talks.  Buescher  said  his  involvement  would  have
made  the  meeting  much  more  productive.

"I  am  not  sure  what  the  next  step  is.  There  will  be  some  individual
meetings,"  he  said.

Staff  writer  Aldo  Svaldi  can  be reached  at  303 -820 -1410  or
asvaldi@denverpost.com .
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