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Moves to fix plan include a later retirement age, bigger

deduction
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Almost $11 billion is coming out of the pockets of Ohio teachers to
bring their ailing retirement system back to financial health.

The State Teachers Retirement System board voted 7-3 yesterday to
raise teachers' retirement age, increase the amount taken from their
paychecks for pensions and reduce cost-of-living raises they get in
retirement. Teachers would receive 77percent of their final average
salary with 35 years of service.

"Unless some changes were made, there was going to be a time in the
future where we were not going to be able to pay benefits," said Laura
Ecklar, STRS communications director.

The new plan, which now goes to the legislature, is designed to save
$10.9 billion in accrued liabilities without asking for additional taxpayer
money. It also would bring STRS into compliance with Ohio law, which
requires state pension funds to be able to cover their financial
obligations over the next 30 years.

"Our members understand that some changes have to be made
because the priority has to be the solvency of the pension system," said
Sue Taylor, president of the Ohio Federation of Teachers. "We hope to
do itin a way that has the least negative impact on the members."
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Under the plan approved yesterday, teachers, who now can retire after
30 years of service regardless of age, would have to work at least 35
years and be age 60 before getting full benefits. The retirement age
would increase from 56 for teachers retiring by 2017 and climb to 60 by
2023.

Teachers also must fork over 3 percent more of their pay to cover
retirement, growing from the current 10percent to 13 percent by 2014.
Public employees in Ohio do not pay into Social Security.

The current annual cost-of-living adjustment for retirees is 3 percent.
That would drop to 2 percentin 2012. Those retiring after 2012 would
not see that 2percent yearly hike until five years after leaving the job.

The STRS board did not touch retirees' health-care benefits, which are
covered by an annual assessment on employers of 1 percent of the
teacher's salary. Ecklar said teachers pay up to 50 percent of the cost
in premiums. The board will examine those benefits next month
because the fund has enough assets to cover only the next 10 or 11
years of health-care expenses, she said.

The action yesterday brought to a close a painful recalibration of all five
Ohio public-employee pension systems. Each was forced to come up
with a plan to fix financial woes brought on by investment losses from
the Great Recession, changing demographics and increasing health-
care costs.

A bill encompassing plans from the five systems is expected to be
introduced in the House in the next few days, although it is expected to
be just a placeholder.
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