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W.Va . bill a im ed a t  pending  ret ir em ent  cr isis

By  TOM BREEN 

Associa ted Pr ess Wr iter

CHARLESTON, W.Va . (AP) -- For  hundreds of thou sands

of West  V ir g in ia  w orkers,  ret irem ent ,  if it  h appen s a t

a ll,  m ean s ner v ou sly  w atch ing  u t ility  and g rocer y  bil ls

r ise w h ile wonder ing  h ow  m uch  longer  Socia l Secu r ity

w ill cov er  those regu la r  expenses.

Near ly  h a lf th e sta te's w orker s,  or  abou t  3 00,000

people,  h av e no r et ir em ent  sav ings plan  th rough  th eir

em ploy er ,  a  situ a t ion  a la rm ing  enough  to br ing

together  liber a ls and conser v a tiv es on  a  plan  to m ake

West  V ir g in ia  th e fir st  sta te in  th e countr y  to h elp those

w orker s sav e for  ret irem ent .

A  bill in  th e sta te Senate wou ld enable th e sta te

tr ea su rer 's office to crea te a  sav ings prog ram  for

w orker s in  sm all bu sinesses wh ich  don 't  offer  ret irem ent

plans.

Par t icipa t ion  w ou ld be v olun ta ry .  Worker s cou ld ch oose

to sav e,  and em ploy er s cou ld choose to m atch  em ploy ee

sav ings.  A  percen tage of each  pay ch eck w ou ld

au tom atica lly  go to an  inv estm ent fund run  by  a  pr iv a te firm , and the sta te wou ld hav e no obliga t ion  to

m ake up for  losses.

The plan  is sim ila r  to th e Au tom atic  IRA  program  proposed by  Pr esiden t Barack Obam a la st  m onth ,  an  idea

dev eloped by  th e Ret irem ent  Secu r ity  Project ,  a  g roup a lso backing  the West  V irg in ia  proposa l.

The Her ita ge Foundat ion 's Dav id John , one of th e dev eloper s of th e Ret ir em ent  Secu r ity  Project ,  w as in

Char leston  last  w eek to test ify  on  beha lf of th e Sena te bill.

"You  cannot ret ire com for tably  on  Socia l Secu r ity  a lone," John  told The A ssocia ted Press.  "People a r e going  to

h av e to sav e fr om  the day  th ey  go to work to th e da y  th ey  r et ir e."

Since th e decline of defined ben efit  pen sions,  m any  Am er icans hav e been  doing  a  poor  job of pr epar ing  for

r etirem ent .  The defined con tr ibu t ion  plans,  like th e 401 (k),  tha t  a r e fa r  m ore comm on  today  in  th e pr iv a te

sector ,  h av e fea tu r es tha t  m ake them  m ore v ola t ile than  the old-sty le pension  plans,  leadin g  to a  situ a t ion

where m illion s of people face steep drops in  incom e once th ey  r et ir e.

Ju st  ov er  h a lf th e hou seh olds in  th e U.S. a r e likely  to see a  decline in  th eir  standa rd of liv ing  a fter

r etirem ent ,  according  to th e Cen ter  for  Ret irem ent  Resea rch  a t Boston  College.  Tha t  figu r e has dr am atica lly

w orsened w ith  th e r ecession , jum ping  from  44  per cen t  in  2 007 .

"People basica lly  w ant  to be good, bu t being  good is a  bit  h a rd," sa id Tony  Webb, a ssocia te dir ector  of r esear ch

a t  th e cen ter .

In  th eor y ,  defined con tr ibu t ion  plans cou ld - and in  m any  cases,  do - prov ide for  a  com for table ret irem ent .

Bu t  too m any  people m ake bad decisions,  eith er  con tr ibu t in g  too litt le or  choosing  in v estm ents tha t  a re

either  too sa fe or  too r isky .

"The problem  is m any  people m ake m istakes a t ev er y  step of th e w ay ," Webb sa id.

For  abou t  7 8  m illion  Am er icans,  th ough , ev en  the defined con tr ibu tion  plan  isn 't  an  opt ion , since th eir

em ploy er s don 't  offer  ret irem ent  sav in gs.

"Ther e ar e big  ba rr ier s for  sm all bu sinesses tha t  w ant to offer  th eir  em ploy ees a  pension  plan ," sa id Stev e

Rober ts,  pr esiden t  of th e sta te Cham ber  of Comm erce,  wh ich  suppor ts th e concept  of th e Senate bill bu t  is still

ana ly zin g  how  it  w ou ld m esh  w ith  cu r ren t  federa l law . "And the sm aller  y ou  a re,  th e harder  it  is to com ply

w ith  th e m ounta ins of feder a l paperw ork th a t  go w ith  hav ing  a  r etirem ent plan ."

For  a ll th e poten t ia l pitfa lls of a  defined con tr ibu t ion  plan , John  a rgues th a t  it 's better  than  the a lternat iv e of

r ely ing  on  Socia l Secu r ity  a lone,  especia lly  for  w orker s in  low -wage jobs,  w ho can  count  on  sim ila r ly  sm all

gov ernm ent  pension  checks.
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"You  cannot ret ire on  3  percen t of y ou r  in com e," h e sa id.  "Sta r t ing  to sa v e la te is bet ter  than  not  sav ing  a t

a ll."

Cr it icism  of su ch  plans - sim ilar  bills a r e pending  in  a t  lea st  sev en  other  sta tes,  including  V ir g in ia  and

Mary land - h as com e from  the left  and the r igh t .  Liber a ls su spect  plans like th is cou ld be a  gov ernm ent

g iv eaw ay  to th e financia l sector ,  wh ile conser v a t iv es a r gue it 's a  ca se of gov ernm en t m eddling  in  th e

m arketplace.

The ta g  team  of a  stau nch  fisca l conserv a t iv e like John  and the liber a l West  V ir g in ia  Cen ter  on  Bu dget  and

Policy ,  th en , is som eth ing  of a  su rpr ise.  Bu t  th e la t ter 's Ted Boettner  sa y s av er t ing  a  cr isis of im pov er ished

r etirees is som eth ing  libera ls and conserv a t iv es shou ld ag ree on .

"If w e can 't  g et  people star ted on  th is r igh t  n ow , th e federa l gov ernm ent  w ill h av e to ba il th em  ou t

som ewhere down  th e r oad, and I th ink  conserv a t iv es under stand tha t," Boettner ,  who helped dr a ft  sim ila r

leg isla t ion  th ree y ears ago, sa id.

Sen . Brooks McCabe, lead sponsor  of th e bill,  poin ts to th e coa lit ion  su ppor tin g  it ,  w h ich  in cludes th e sta te

AARP, as a  sign  tha t  West  V ir g in ia  can  no longer  pu t off decisions abou t ret irem ent .

"We need to star t  sav in g  in  m u lt iple w ay s,  and th is is one w ay ," h e sa id.  "We need to star t  looking  a t

r etirem ent  now , in stead of w a it ing  un t il it  becom es a  m a jor  problem ."

© 2 01 0 The A ssocia ted Pr ess.  A ll r igh ts r eserv ed. Th is m a ter ia l m ay  not  be published,  broadcast ,  r ew r itten

or  r edistr ibu ted. Lea rn  m ore abou t ou r  Pr iv acy  Policy .
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