PAGE  
2

STATEMENT BY ROBERT WEINER, CONVENER,
PEPPER FOUNDATION NATIONAL PRESS CLUB NEWS FORUM, “DISINTEGRATING PENSIONS NATIONAL CRISIS CALL FOR ACTION” 

1 PM MONDAY, FEBRUARY 27, NATIONAL PRESS CLUB, WASHINGTON, DC


Some here even in this room may not remember, but Claude Pepper was and still is a hero to all America’s seniors and everyone who hopes to grow old.  Here (display) is the cover of Time Magazine, April 25, 1983, “Spokesman for the Elderly—Congressman Claude Pepper”.  I had the amazing privilege to know him and his cherished wife Mildred and to work with him on a daily basis as Chief of Staff of the House Aging Committee which he chaired.  Here’s a prized photo (display).

He was charismatic, persistent, and totally devoted to making life better for seniors.  He succeeded in abolishing mandatory retirement at 65, calling and jawboning President Carter and every congressman and senator until they passed the bill 359-2 and 89-10.   He fought to protect Social Security, piling into cabinet offices and resolutely confronting cabinet members who in the press had threatened proposing benefit cuts until they cried “Uncle” and said they never intended any cuts.  He succeeded in expanding home health care as an alternative to nursing homes, housing opportunities, nutrition, social services, and crime protection for America’s seniors. His “Agenda for the Elderly for the 21st Century” is still the model for action.

Retirement income security was one of the key issues for Chairman Pepper, and when he submitted the committee rules, he created an entire subcommittee of the Aging Committee for the issue. 

Now... retirement income for all American seniors, their families and everyone who hopes to grow old is in crisis.  The pension crisis is numbing.  Out of 142.6 million active American workers, 101 million have a private pension plan. It is the lifeblood for most Americans supplementing the near poverty of Social Security.  However, hundreds of major companies, including United Airlines, GM, AT&T, Verizon, Sears, Hewlett Packard, Alcoa, Polaroid, and of course Enron, have now reduced their guaranteed retirement plans or judges have authorized dissolution of pension funds.  

This critical part of the social and economic fabric that has been woven together over 200 years to protect the standard of living when we’re old is disintegrating with no protection.  The trend threatens the lifeblood of nearly all American seniors and their families.                                                                                                                     (Continued…)
Just since December 29, when Cael Pulitzer and I wrote an op-ed on the pension crisis in the Miami Herald, Alcoa, GM, and United Airlines added their programs to the list of major corporations breaking their pension promises to workers and seniors.


We are so privileged to have many of the country’s leading experts here with us today, and victims who will describe heart-wrenching personal experiences of the impact of pension losses on their lives and their families.  They and the policy experts will propose changes in company processes, judicial rulings, and federal legislation to guarantee that workers are protected from losing earned benefits.  Our speakers have flown or driven in from all over the country to inform the American people of the devastating crisis that is happening to workers and retirees.

 I am convinced that the major under-reported story of the year is the disintegration of private pensions, with judges allowing bankruptcy laws to protect companies while depleting billions of dollars of workers’ retirement incomes.  
What is going on here? If companies are protected from losing money, why aren’t the workers? 

One solution that Cael Pulitzer and I have put forward is placing pensions in third parties, in  accounts  untouchable by the companies themselves in order to guarantee their workers their deserved retirement.   But our experts today will offer many excellent solutions.   This is a crisis with an answer.  
The issue requires prompt action, and it is bipartisan.  While the issue was not included in the State of the Union even though it’s a big part of the real Union for nearly all American families, President Bush has nicely stated earlier, “My message to corporate America is, you need to fulfill your promises. When you say to a worker, ‘This is what they’re going to get when they retire,’ you better put enough money in the account to make sure the worker gets what you said,” the President said.   

With pension bills moving in both the House and Senate and in conference but varied in their strengths and stopped for the moment in any case, today’s forum is timely and relevant. The Pepper Foundation and Center will make sure that the House and Senate see today’s record.

Everyone in America now needs to be on the lookout for their retirement security, and be ready to fight for it – through your company, through your union, through your worker alliance, through your government.  There is a real threat to your pension funds unless we fight.  We’ve learned, as Claude Pepper taught us early on and as we’ve also seen recently, that we can win in protecting social security; now we must engage the battle over private pensions.  

It’s now my pleasure to introduce our first panel.  All speakers are asked to limit their opening remarks to 3-5 minutes since this is a news forum, not a congressional hearing. 
