UIUC-SUAA Chapter Fall Meeting


The UIUC Chapter of the State Universities Annuitants Association held its fall meeting on Sunday, October 17 at the I-Hotel in Champaign.  Nearly 100 SUAA members attended the session, which featured a presentation by the new SURS Executive Director, William Mabe, along with updates on several current projects or issues actively pursued by our Chapter.  Chapter President Paul Dollins, Program Arrangements chair Ginny Waaler, and Program Speaker chair Steve Rugg all had a hand in making this an informative and successful event.  Below is a summary of the meeting.

Important News on Retiree E-Mail


Consolidation of multiple e-mail systems is one of the cost-cutting measures already under way at the Urbana campus.  The campus currently operates more than 200 separate departmental or college e-mail systems, and economies of scale savings through consolidation are clear.


Thanks to initiatives from two UIUC-SUAA members, our Chapter will be working closely with the consolidation implementation team to ensure that retirees will continue to have the option to retain an “@illinois” e-mail address.  Initial planning by the consolidation group suggested that retirees would be excluded from that service.  Fortunately, Mark Netter from the Chapter executive committee stepped in to raise our concerns.  And equally fortunately Tom Conry from the committee found an opportunity to take the issue directly to Chancellor Easter.  We are grateful to the Chancellor for his recognition that retirees provide much service to offices, departments and colleges across the campus and for his direction to the consolidation group to be sure to include retirees in the new consolidated system.


The overall project director, Mike Corn from CITES, met with a subcommittee from our executive committee and assured us that retiree e-mail is fully on the radar screen.  He has also assigned a senior member of the consolidation group as liaison to our Chapter, which will act on behalf of all retirees on this issue.   Watch this web site for updates on this important issue.

Updates on Other Chapter Activities


Steve Rugg provided brief updates on other activities currently under way.  

Employee Expo.  Chapter members will staff a table at the Employee Expo on October 19 in an effort to spread the word about SUAA and our role in protecting and advancing member benefits.  The Chapter is placing special emphasis on recruiting members who are currently active employees.   Our Communications Committee (Gary Englegau, Carl Larson, Heidi Rockwood) has developed several new information items to complement standard SUAA enrolment packets.

Survivor Assistance Workshops.  As reported in the Annuitant, the very popular and informative Survivor Assistance Workshops will be repeated this year, with one on November 9 and another on December 2.  These sessions are free, but because space is limited, reservations are required.  To reserve a space, please call Walt Tousey (351-6384 or Dennis Viconi (367-7053).

Legislative Relations.  At both the state and local levels SUAA is ramping up its legislative relations efforts in the face of dramatic (and disjointed) changes in retirement benefits already enacted and others now promoted by a variety of groups.  Our Chapter Governmental Affairs Committee (Rick Schoell, Helen Satterthwaite, Paul Dollins and Steve Rugg) has developed new materials for members to use when talking with legislators or legislative staff, agency staff, and others.  Several visits to local legislators have already taken place, and our initiatives will accelerate following the November elections.

UIC United Panel Discussion.  Our sister chapter at the Chicago campus (UIC United) presented an excellent panel discussion on Illinois pension issues on September 14.  The panel included Eden Martin, chair of the Civic Committee of the Commercial Club of Chicago and an outspoken advocate for continued reductions in public employee pension programs; Ralph Matire, executive director of the Center for Budget and Tax Accountability and a strong advocate for improved tax systems in Illinois; Addison Woodward, member of the IBHE and a board member of the statewide SUAA organization; and John McCarron, long-time columnist for the Chicago Tribune.  


Through a series of well-organized presentations, the panel generally agreed that:  Illinois has a severe fiscal problem; that severe under-funding of employee pension programs contributes significantly to those fiscal problems;  and that a broad array of solutions is required to bring the state out of its fiscal malaise, including budget cuts, budget reform, and additional revenue.   Not surprisingly, they differed considerably on the details for implementing each element in that broad array of solutions.  The entire event was video-taped, and can be seen at:  www.uic.edu/orgs/suaa and clicking on the News and Announcements icon.   No matter which positions one agrees or disagrees with, each of these organizations offers a wealth of solid analytical information about pension issues and each merits further attention.  Information can be found at:


Civic Committee:  www.illinoisisbroke.com

Center for Budget and Tax Accountability:  www.cbtaonline.org

Statewide SUAA organization:  www.suaa.org
Main Presentation By SURS Executive Director William Mabe


William Mabe became executive director of SURS on June 21, 2010.  He brings 30 years of private and public sector experience to SURS, including 25 years at Nationwide Insurance, where he served as President/CEO of Nationwide Health Plans,; Senior VP for Operations for Nationwide Provident Insurance Company; and VP for Operations for Nationwide Public Sector Pensions.  In 2005 he assumed leadership of the Ohio Bureau of Workers Compensation, an agency headed toward insolvency prior to his arrival.  In just over 18 months he achieved a $500 million dollar improvement in the agency’s bottom line and generated a surplus of revenue over costs of $2 billion.  (In his presentation Mr. Mabe indicated the predominant factor in achieving these actions was changes in health care arrangements.)


Although he has been on the new job less than four months, Mr. Mabe is already fully immersed in the fiscal and other issues affecting the state in general and SURS in particular.  He and his staff have completed a strategic plan for SURS and have reviewed SURS staffing and program requirements.


Mabe spoke for twenty minutes using a series of charts (appended to this summary) and then took questions for another twenty-five minuets.  In his presentation and in answers to questions, his main were these:

· As everyone understands, the most crucial objective for SURS is to secure adequate payment of the state’s share of funding for employee pension obligations.  At the moment Mr. Mabe is less concerned over what form that payment takes (direct appropriation, bond proceeds, etc.) than that an adequate payment be made so that SURS does not have to consume investment principal to pay current obligations.  He opined that after “several years of adequate payment” further fine-tuning in the form and nature of the payment could be considered in more depth.  More specifically, it is the policy of the SURS Board to continue to support the funding schedule created by the General Assembly and approved by the Governor to end the System’s unfunded liability by 2045.

· SURS supports SB3514 which authorizes a public bond inssue to provide the certified payment required for FY2011.

· Mr. Mabe suggested that continuing to bring the chronic underfunding of SURS to the attention of legislators is one step individual members of SURS, whether currently employed or as annuitants, can take.  

· Mr. Mabe opined that the constitutional protection covering non-impairment of earned retirement benefits is firm and that existing pension benefits are “safe.”  The same protection does not apply to health insurance benefits, nor to the cost-of-living increase currently in place.

· The current annual earnings assumption applied to SURS investments is 8.5%.  While SURS has exceeded this figure over the past 25 years, the 20, 10, 5, and 3 year periods reflect sharply lower earnings.   (The 1 year earnings percentage is 15%.)  Mabe believes SURS needs to revisit the assumption of an 8.5% earnings factor going forward.

· The “default decision” for new employees to join the traditional SURS program is often made in the absence of a thorough analysis.  Mr. Mabe would like to find ways for SURS and higher education institutions to work more closely to provide improved understanding of the multiplicity of issues new employees should consider when making this irrevocable decision.

· Mr. Mabe expressed strong support for higher education in general and for its long-term value to the fiscal health of the State of Illinois.  He opined that a reduced benefit structure, as well as continued long term under-funding of all pension systems would have a detrimental impact on higher education’s ability to maintain current quality.

Concluding Remarks


President Dollins urged all present to express to their legislators the importance of providing adequate state support for the 2011 pension payment. 


Mr. Rugg reminded the audience that we need to build our membership as much as possible, and especially among current employees not yet retired.  He urged everyone to try to recruit at least one new member.  He also asked that all Chapter members provide the executive committee with their e-mail addresses to make communications options more flexible.  

The meeting adjourned at 3:00 P.M.  

