A message from Guild President Tim O’Brien
on the proposed pension merger


Members have asked me how to vote on the proposed pension merger. My answer is not a simple yes or no. It is this: Vote with your eyes wide open.


Our pension plan has about $28 million in it. It pays retirees less than $500,000 a year. That may sound like it’s got plenty of money, but federal rules require companies to have enough to be able to pay all that people have accrued. 


To meet these federal requirements, the independent actuary estimates that starting in 2011, the Guild fund may fall about $1.3 million short. That shortfall is projected to recur for seven years. These are projections, and strong market returns or changes in the federal rules could lessen that number. Weak market returns could increase the number.


Now the Company has proposed to merge our fund with another Hearst fund that has millions in surplus cash. That would solve the funding problem.


To merge, however, would require us to give up our four trustees who serve along with four company trustees. We would cease to have any say in what happens to our benefits going forward. (Those you have earned to date cannot be taken away.) The Company would guarantee our benefits for the next two years, a very good thing in the current economic climate, but after two years there would be no guarantee. The likely result, in my view, is the benefits would be frozen sometime after that.


So a yes vote means: A two-year guarantee of benefits, the hope of future benefits afterward with no guarantee and a strong chance of no more accruals in coming years.


Tempted to vote no then? Well, there are risks there too. A no vote would mean our pension benefits would not be guaranteed over the next two years. In fact, the trustees might have to cut them to reduce that funding gap I mentioned. Or since the Company is legally required to come up with the money, it might argue layoffs will have to happen to get the money needed by the pension fund. In other locals, companies have demanded midcontract wage cuts to fund pension shortfalls. (We’d not be required to bargain any until late 2011 due to the imposed conditions, but if we refused the Company could lay people off instead.) Of course, the Company could still lay off people even if we agree to merge our pension fund. There are no guarantees.


So a no vote means: a greater say in what benefits get cut and how quickly, but no guarantee cuts won’t occur soon. It means the possibility of layoffs to fund a pension gap.


I know, neither choice sounds appealing. Our pension fund was not just given to us by the Company. Workers at the Times Union went on strike in 1964 to get pensions.


It saddens me that across America, companies are eliminating pensions. I don’t know what future generations, including my children, will survive on in their old ages. The U.S. savings rate is practically zero. And the fact that people live longer, which is a good thing, means they are paid their pensions longer too, which is a drain on many companies. One might argue to raise the retirement age, but there aren’t many employers, including this one, eager to have a 70-year-old on the payroll.


I’m glad people have told me they trust my judgment and would like to know what I recommend they do. I’m sorry not to give you more direct advice. In the end, I don’t want people to say “You told me to vote for this, and two years later my pension is frozen!” or “You told me to vote no, and now they are laying people off to fund this!”


Those are the realities and the risks, my friends. Vote with your eyes open. 

