Advocate Summary

Issue:  Government Pension Offset & Windfall Elimination Provisions

Advocate:  Judith Park, Legislative Director and Reesa Motley-McMurtry, Legislative Representative, National Association of Retired Federal Employees

Date of Interview:  Thursday, July 6, 2000
Basic Background

· The Government Pension Offset (GPO) and the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) are interrelated pieces of legislation.  “One of the rules of the Social Security system is that a person cannot received both his/her own earned benefit plus a full spousal benefit…the “dual entitlement” rule…Before 1977 a husband could not get a spousal Social Security benefit unless he could prove his wife was providing one-half his support.  In 1977, the Supreme Court struck the one-half support requirement for men.  This was no real threat for the Social Security program since most men had full work histories and “dual entitlement” would have prevented them from getting a spouse benefit anyway.  But, there were thousands of male government retirees, not covered by Social Security, who could now get a spousal benefit because neither “dual entitlement” nor the one-half support requirement would apply to them…this meant additional costs for the Social Security system.  The legislative objective then…was to prevent this unexpected benefit, or so-called “windfall,” from accruing to non-covered male government retirees.  And, at the same time, Congress decided to do something about applying the “dual entitlement” to all government employees, women included…The GPO, which was enacted as part of the 1977 Social Security amendments, treated government pensions and annuities as though they were Social Security benefits, thus instituting dual entitlement provisions.  Spousal benefits were to be offset, dollar for dollar, beginning December 1982, but women who were eligible for their government annuities before December 1982 would be exempt…Men, however, could only be exempt if they were eligible for their government annuity before December 1982 and the wife had provided one-half of the husband’s support.  The federal sector strongly criticized the dollar for dollar reduction arguing that a Social Security retiree, who also received a pension from private employment, did not have the dual entitlement rule applied to the private pension income…Congress amended the GPO law in 1983 by reducing the dollar for dollar offset to a two-thirds offset.” {see the booklet Government Pension Offset, Windfall Elimination Provision, pages 1 and 2, in the folder}

· “The WEP was part of the 1983 Social Security Amendments which stemmed from recommendations of a bipartisan commission selected to find ways of improving the long range financing of the Social Security system.  The WEP effectively reduces a person’s own Social Security benefit if he/she also becomes eligible for a federal, state or local government pension after 1985…The WEP was enacted because the Social Security computation formula gives an advantage to lower wage workers by replacing a higher percentage of their pre-retirement earnings…Government employees who worked in the private sector before or after their government careers (or moonlighted during) were treated as low wage income workers because the Social Security formula averages earnings over a 35 year period.”  {see the booklet Government Pension Offset, Windfall Elimination Provision, page 3, in the folder}

· The WEP affects considerably more people than the GPO but the GPO has more membership focus than the WEP.  The GPO impact on income is proportionately greater and it mostly affects women.  Women’s loss of Social Security survivors benefits and the smaller retirement income over time has led to a greater outcry with the GPO.

· There’s more visibility in this session of Congress – we’ve built up education and communication on this issue.

· It’s very important to have the background and the numbers because members are going to want to know as much as you can tell them and where costs are.  You want to diffuse arguments before you get them. 

· Politics are the reason anything gets done.  They were saying the Social Security Trust Fund is going broke -- find ways to save money.  This [the GPO] was one way to save money.  Congress made sure when they wrote the provision that no one would be affected for five years.  We saw what would happen but we could not mobilize.  This is because people getting ready to retire wouldn’t be affected and people currently retired were not affected either.  The real point is that a relatively small number of people objected and it took time to build opposition.  But the level of dissent and the political groundswell has grown and so have the number affected.  And those not yet affected have heard and they’re personally angered.  There’s never the same outrage among the affected and the concerned.  The affected always have more impact.

Prior Activity on the Issue 

· Nothing specific mentioned except that this effort goes way back several Congresses.

Advocacy Activities Undertaken

· We started and chair a single issue coalition with about 43 organizations [see Coalition Partners]…We divide up to contact key members since some organizations have close relationships with some members.  For instance, AFSCME have a close relationship with Rob Portman (R-OH)…We show how many in members’ states are affected by this.  We had a report from a Social Security actuary on who was affected and where.

· We’ve taken the time to educate staff and members of Congress, especially staff.  We’re still doing it.   

· Mainly we’re seeking bipartisan support.

· We had a witness [testify at the Ways & Means Social Security Subcommittee hearing at the end of June] from the [subcommittee] chair’s state.  We wanted to put a face on this.

· The real achievement in this session has been to elevate this to higher attention.  

· We provide a pamphlet to members of Congress and our members, and a big report to members of Congress and others who are involved.

Future Advocacy Activities Planned

· There’s not much chance it’ll be dealt with this session.  The challenge to us and to our members is to keep the momentum going into the next Congress.  Don’t let it fall back to the hearing stage – get real attention early.

Key Congressional Contact(s)/Champions

· For the past two or three Congresses, Bill Jefferson (D-LA) has been the primary sponsor.  This had affected a block of his constituents.

Targets of Direct Lobbying

· Rob Portman (R-OH)

· Members of the Social Security Subcommittee of the House Ways & Means Committee

· Members of the Ways and Means Committee

Targets of Grassroots Lobbying

None mentioned.

Coalition Partners: Names/Participants

· Coalition to Assure Retirement Equity (CARE) – note that some of these groups only lend their names to the coalition:

· American Federation of Government Employees

· AFSCME 

· American Federation of Teachers

· American Foreign Service Association

· American Postal Workers Union

· Association of Former Customs Special Agents, Inc.

· Employees for Full Offset Repeal Today (Denver, CO)

· Federally Employed Women

· Federal Managers Association

· Fraternal Order of Police

· Gray Panthers

· Illinois Retired Teachers Association

· International Association of Fire Fighters

· International Federation of Professional and Technical Engineers

· International Union of Electronic, Salaried, Machine & Furniture Workers

· Louisiana Retired State Employee’s Association

· Maine Association of Retirees

· Mailhandlers Division of Laborers’ International Union of North America

· Massachusetts Pension Not Posies Coalition

· National Air Traffic Controllers Association

· National Association of Air Traffic Specialists

· National Association of Governmental Employees

· National Association of Letter Carriers

· National Association of Police Organizations

· National Association of Postal Supervisors

· National Association of Postmasters of the U.S.

· National Association of Retired Federal Employees

· National Committee to Preserve Social Security and Medicare

· National Council of Senior Citizens

· National Council on Teacher Retirement

· National Education Association

· National Federation of Federal Employees

· National League of Postmasters

· National Rural Letter Carriers Association

· National Treasury Employees Union

· Older Women’s League

· Patent Office Professional Association

· Professional Managers Association

· Retired State, County and Municipal Employees Association of Massachusetts

· School Employee Retirees of Ohio, Inc.

· Senior Executives Association

· Social Security Managers Association

· Women’s Institute For A Secure Retirment

· National Council of State Legislators

Other Participants in the Issue Debate

· Over 20 percent of the cosponsors are Republicans.  

Ubiquitous Argument(s) and Evidence

· We’ve taken the time to educate staff and members of Congress, especially staff.  We’re still doing it.   We talk about the number affected, the type of impact (here it’s economic), how it came about, what we propose to resolve it, and how much it will cost.

· We show how many people in members’ states are affected by this.  We had a report from a Social Security actuary about who was affected and where.

Secondary Argument(s) and Evidence

None mentioned.

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence

None mentioned.

Nature of the Opposition

· Driving home the political effects, this is an impediment…Some members of Congress on the subcommittee and committee would rather not deal with it.  But the politics of it mean it will be dealt with.  We need to bring a higher volume voice to the 305,000 affected.  

· Weighing of the cost factor [I think the cost of altering the GPO and WEP] changes over time.

· Often it’s the luck of the draw.  Someone in the leadership or with power literally sees what’s happening.  

· No one is lobbying against us.  Rather the problem is who is affected.

· There’s not much chance it’ll be dealt with this session.  The challenge to us and to our members is to keep the momentum going into the next Congress.  Don’t let it fall back to the hearing stage – get real attention early.

Ubiquitous Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition 

None mentioned.

Secondary Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition

None mentioned.

Targeted Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition (and Targets)

None mentioned.

Described as a Partisan Issue

· No

Venue(s) of Activity

· House Ways and Means Committee

· House Ways and Means Committee Subcommittee on Social Security

Action Pending or Taken by Relevant Decision Makers

· I believe Representative Jefferson (D-LA) introduced a bill that would remove the offset for lower income retirees and alter the offset formula for others.  Jefferson has introduced this bill in the last several sessions of Congress.

· Last week the Ways & Means subcommittee on Social Security held a hearing on the GPO.

· There have been no bills introduced that would repeal or lessen the WEP.

Policy Objective(s) and Support for/Opposition to the Status Quo

· NARFE opposes the status quo.  They support repeal (ideally) or amendment of the WEP and GPO.

Advocate’s Experience: Tenure in Current Job/Previous Experience

· Judy Park has been at the NARFE for 32 years.  No other information was obtained.

Reliance on Research: In-House/External 

· It’s very important to have the background and the numbers because members are going to want to know as much as you can tell them and where costs are.  

Number of Individuals Involved in Advocacy 

· There are five people in the legislative department in Alexandria.

Units in Organization Involved in Public Affairs/Policy 

· I learned only about the Legislative Department

Type of Membership: None, Institutions, Individuals, Both 

· Individuals.  Members are currently retired federal employees or related to people who worked for the federal government.

Membership Size 

Not obtained.

Organizational Age

Not obtained.


Miscellaneous

· We follow three steps on every issue:  First, formulate policy or issues that need attention (posing these or advocating).  Second, we initiate.  We have them introduced as legislation (sometimes via our membership but usually this is our job).  Third, we educate.  We do this in stages – development of background, gathering data on issues.  First we educate ourselves.  Then we educate the membership and then they in turn communicate with their members of Congress.  Communication is key – us with the Hill, us with our membership, and our membership with members of Congress.

· We testify, we visit with committee and member staff, and we initiate letter writing and personal contact from the field.  We depend a lot on our grassroots.

· We need to convince members of Congress that an issue is important.  Some issues need more education and communication than others.  We also need to figure out how much effort to put forth.  If it doesn’t affect the pocketbook, it doesn’t have universal support [among our members].

· Members of Congress and CBO asked for the actuarial report [see Ubiquitous Arguments].

· Three issues get big/universal attention in this organization:  income security (such as cost of living adjustments), Medicare and the Federal Employees Health Benefit Plan, and taxes.  Each is a direct pocket book issue.

· They suggested that I speak to either David Morgan (tax attorney) or Jean LaPlace (legislative director) who are both on Jefferson’s staff.
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