Rep. Jefferson Advocate Summary

Issue: Windfall Elimination Program/Government Pension Offset

Advocate #: 2802

Interviewee: Mr. Jean La Place, Communications Director

Organization:  Office of Rep. William Jefferson

Date of Interview: July 12, 2002 by Tim La Pira
NOTE: Tim conducted this interview for Marie, who identified the issue in July 2000.

Basic Background: 
· Can you give me some background on this issue and how your boss became involved? “The government pension offset is a compromise.  It started in the late ‘80s, but Jefferson has been the lead author since ’92.  The goal of the offset is to prevent double-dipping by retired government employees, mostly by low-income surviving wives.  The Social Security survivors’ benefit is $600.  If they combine this with the government pension spousal benefit, which depends on how much time their spouse worked for the government and what grade they retired at, then they get what is called a windfall from the government.  Here I can give you some press releases and speeches on GPO. (see hard file)
· “The bill sets a $1200 combined benefit threshold…” What do you mean by combined threshold? “OK, if you get $1500 combined from Social Security and your government pension, then only the first $1200 is combined or offset.  The remaining $300 is untouched.

· So what exactly is the offset? “Well to prevent double-dipping the $600 social security benefit is reduced by 2/3rd, or $200.  Now it only really applies to a small percentage of employees.  In theory it’s a good idea because under the old civil service pension system—the government pension system changed in the 1980s…the current system that is more like a 401(k) in the private sector—most retirees would actually be double-dipping.  The problem is that low-income, usually widows, get punished because their spouse worked in the civil service.  They don’t get the same social security benefit as everyone else even though they paid in.”
· Where is the issue now? “It’s headed up by the Coalition to Assure Retirement Equity, which includes AFSCME, NARF, etc.  I can get a list for you.”  

· “The bill is HR 664.  We have 294 co-sponsors, including 60-70 Republicans.  It was 263 in the 106th Congress.  Ways and Means held hearings in the 106th when Clay Shaw was chair of the subcommittee.  Shaw’s own bill would reduce the offset by 1/3.”

· “We will do a discharge petition.” What will that do? “Well the Republicans changed it a little.  You don’t discharge the bill, but rather the rule.  The rule must be in Rules for seven legislative days.  Once we reach 218, the rule must be the next order of business.”

· “Our rule has one hour of debate, allows one amendment by Jefferson, and a motion to recommit.”

· Who else has been active on this issue?  “Buck McKeon has a bill HR 2648 that would be a complete repeal of WEP/GPO. Nancy Johnson and Maloney, and George Gekas and Tim Holden.  In the Senate Barbara Mikulski.”

· “This is the farthest we’ve ever gotten with co-sponsors.”
Prior Activity on the Issue:

· “The bill is HR 664.  We have 294 co-sponsors, including 60-70 Republicans.  It was 263 in the 106th Congress.  Ways and Means held hearings in the 106th when Clay Shaw was chair of the subcommittee.  Shaw’s own bill would reduce the offset by 1/3.”

· “We held a news conference in March ’02 to bring some attention to it.  You have to understand this is a perennial issue, so we try to raise awareness as much as possible.”

Advocacy Activities Undertaken:

· Jefferson is primary sponsor of HR 664.

· Speak on House floor

· Hosted press conference

· Gathered co-sponsors

· “We will do a discharge petition.” What will that do? “Well the Republicans changed it a little.  You don’t discharge the bill, but rather the rule.  The rule must be in Rules for seven legislative days.  Once we reach 218, the rule must be the next order of business.”

· “Our rule has one hour of debate, allows one amendment by Jefferson, and a motion to recommit.”

Future Advocacy Activities Planned: 
· File a discharge petition and get co-sponsors to sign on.

Key Congressional Contacts/Champions:

· Who else has been active on this issue?  “Buck McKeon has a bill HR 2648 that would be a complete repeal of WEP/GPO. Nancy Johnson and Maloney, and George Gekas and Tim Holden.  In the Senate Barbara Mikulski.”
· Representative Connie Morella is lead Republican co-sponsor of HR 664.
Targets of Direct Lobbying: not applicable to congressional office
Targets of Grassroots Lobbying: not applicable to congressional office
Coalition Partners (Names/participants): “It’s headed up by the Coalition to Assure Retirement Equity, which includes AFSCME, NARF, etc.  I can get a list for you.”  

· American Federation of Government Employees

· American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees

· 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, Electrical, Salaried, Machine & Furniture Workers

· Louisiana Retired State Employee's Association

· Maine Association of Retirees, Inc.

· Mailhandlers Div. 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 Retirement

Other Participants in the Issue Debate: 
· House Republican Leadership
Ubiquitous Arguments and Evidence:

· “Livable income. This bill would only help the lowest-paid public servants.”

· “It’s punitive and unfair.” 
· From 9/7/01 press release: “We can not afford to allow our seniors to be victimized by this punitive and unfair policy any longer.”

· “If retirees on private pensions do not have Social Security benefits subject to offset, why should retirees who worked in the public service?”
Secondary Arguments and Evidence: none
Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence: none
Nature of the Opposition: 
· “Well the Republicans, the leadership, are preventing anything from happening.”
Ubiquitous Arguments and Evidence of the Opposition:

· “First it costs too much.  However, the SSA at the hearing said the cost would be negligible…0.005%, now it’s 0.01%.

· “Second their response has been Shaw offered to reduce it.

Secondary Arguments and Evidence of the Opposition: none
Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence of the Opposition: none
Described as a Partisan Issue: ‘Yes’ because the largest impediment is the Republican Leadership, but ‘no’ because there are many Republican co-sponsors and WEP/GPO reform advocates.
Venues of Activity: 
· House Ways and Means Committee

· House Rules Committee

· Senate Finance Committee
Action Pending or Taken by Relevant Decision Makers: “We will do a discharge petition.” What will that do? “Well the Republicans changed it a little.  You don’t discharge the bill, but rather the rule.  The rule must be in Rules for seven legislative days.  Once we reach 218, the rule must be the next order of business.”

Policy Objectives and Support for/Opposition to the Status Quo: Jefferson and the Coalition to Assure Retirement Equity want to change the status quo policy of offsetting monthly Social Security survivor benefits for civil service retirees/survivors by 2/3rd ($400).  The legislation, HR 664, would change the law to make the first $1200/month not subject to offset.  But, any more combined income greater than $1200 would subject to offset, as it is now.
Advocate’s Experience: Tenure in Current Job/Previous Experience: not obtained
Reliance on Research: In-house/External: not applicable to congressional office
Number of Individuals Involved in Advocacy: not applicable to congressional office
Units in Organization Involved in Public Affairs/Policy: not applicable to congressional office
Advocate’s Outstanding Skills/Assets: not obtained
Type of Membership (None, Institution, Individuals, Both): not applicable to congressional office
Membership Size: not applicable to congressional office
Organizational Age: not applicable to congressional office
Miscellaneous:

