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NO MORE ENRONS: PROTECT WORKERS’ PENSION FUNDS 
IN UNTOUCHABLE ACCOUNTS URGE CONGRESSIONAL EXPERT 

ROBERT WEINER AND POLICY ANALYST CAEL PULITZER
(Washington, DC) -- “The Enron plea deal just made -- with their chief accountant in the country’s largest bankruptcy where workers lost all their pension money – mandates a solution to the nation’s pension crisis, and it is not complicated,” former Chief of Staff of the U.S. House Aging Committee, Robert Weiner, said today. “Pensions must be controlled by third parties – in untouchable accounts -- and not by the companies themselves in order to guarantee their workers get their deserved retirement.  The Enron bankruptcy declaration would have cost the workers NONE of their pension money if companies were required to put pension money in protected, untouchable third party accounts.”

Weiner, together with Cael Pulitzer, a Wake Forest University graduate and policy analyst at Robert Weiner Associates, a public affairs issues firm in Washington, wrote an op-ed in today’s Miami Herald, “Pension Reform: Protect Workers from Losing Earned Benefits”.  Weiner and Pulitzer say, “The scope of the retirement crisis is numbing: 101 million Americans of America’s 142.6 million active workers have a private pension plan.  It is the lifeblood for most Americans supplementing the near poverty of pure social security.”

They point to recent examples of companies going bankrupt or claiming financial problems obtaining judges’ approval of worker pension reductions: General Motors, Enron, Polaroid, United Airlines, Verizon, WorldCom, and many more have reduced or ended benefits after workers had placed money in the company pension programs.

“What is going on here?  If companies are protected, why aren’t the workers?” ask Weiner and Pulitzer.

“Workers’ retirement funds have become a bargaining tool to cede for company security.  Judges are supporting these reductions as a means of assuring companies’ financial security,” they argue. 

“When a worker joins a company, he or she is routinely told that the pension fund is secure.  Let’s make sure it is, requiring the company to keep its promise by placing the ongoing retirement funds for each worker into a protected third party not under company control – a bank, an investment fund, a trust, or any other type of savings account or 401K, with no withdrawal permitted by the company,” Weiner and Pulitzer urge as a solution. 

 “Protecting pension deposits in a third party vault is a ‘tough love’ proposal. If the money is already there, locked and protected, these companies or the government won’t have to find any new money for a pension bail-out.”

Weiner and Pulitzer point out that On December 15th, the House passed a pension bill that does improve the current system, but the legislation “is filled with loopholes including years (seven) for companies to pay up what’s owed and partial funding even then (90%).  Those loopholes are huge for any worker the year he or she retires. Companies with huge deficits over a few years can and will still use bankruptcy laws to harm workers—as has been happening. Retirees will continue to lose their own money.”  The Senate has also passed a weak bill, and legislation may emerge from conference next year.

“The real solution is third-party protected pensions: all the worker’s pension money is untouchable from year one. House and Senate conferees need to consider this idea.  Congress and the White House must forge a solution to ensure that companies stop under-funding their workers’ pensions. If nothing is done, retirement solvency will be a thing of the past,” they conclude.
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