ADDRESS TO BOR RETIREMENT COMMITTEE

First, let me express my appreciation for allowing me to speak before you on behalf of the American Association of University Professors and the faculty whom we represent.

Faculty and staff are rightly deeply concerned about the discussions surrounding post-employment health benefits. I understand that what we are dealing with at present are additional considerations as opposed to operational plans vis-a-vis retiree health benefits. 
And I have tried to present this factually to faculty and others. But, as has also been made clear, this is what we are discussing today—not what might follow.
I have noted a somewhat enthusiastic response on the part of some to the action at Michigan State to eliminate post-employment health care benefits.  The president of Michigan State posted comments on this action.  I find those comments that the elimination of retiree health care benefits was "necessary" because the continuation of such benefits would "diminish our unrestricted assets and available working capital and impair MSU’s access to bond financing for critical projects" indicative of faulty reasoning.   
President Simon fails to understand that faculty and staff are the capital of higher education.  We cannot expect to hire and retain excellent new faculty and staff if we follow such short-sighted reasoning.  It is the proverbial penny wise and pound foolish.  No business person would fail to take appropriate care of their capital—whether it be to maintain buildings, properly repair machinery, or protect their IT system from compromise.  How can we in higher education be less responsible for the human capital that educates our children, increases our economic competitiveness, enhances our knowledge, and preserves our democratic values?
The principal reason employers promise retirement benefits to employees is to help attract and keep qualified personnel. Like all employment sectors, higher education must offer to employees a combination of salary, benefits, and job satisfaction that will maintain adequate staffing to deliver the services required and at a level of quality expected by the community. To the extent that any diminution of benefits undercuts a university’s competitive ability to hire the best people, its mission is compromised.

I grant you that the world looks very different to those who have achieved great financial success.   And it is here that AAUP's principles regarding faculty rights and obligations also apply to this issue.  AAUP holds that the system of rights and responsibilities that govern faculty is a means to certain ends; specifically: a sufficient degree of economic security to make the profession attractive to men and women of ability. Academic freedom and economic security are indispensable to the success of an institution in fulfilling its obligations to its students and to society.   
Without the promise of modest economic security, including continued health care coverage post-employment, we will lose the best and brightest to Wall Street or the drug companies or even to simple government service.  We have far too much yet to do in Georgia to waste such human capital.  
Finally, I was trained as an economic historian: Every economic decision has a moral dimension--economics being a social science not a natural.   We have a moral obligation here toward faculty and staff who dedicate their lives to the welfare of our children and to the benefit of our state.  In the final analysis we are judged on how we treat the least of these. Many of our faculty in the Optional Retirement Plan already fear that they will not have sufficient funds to live on when they retire given the underperformance of their retirement accounts and the unwillingness of state leadership to allow them to buy time into TRS.
I know that everyone in this room is committed to higher education in our state.  And I trust you understand that I, and the entire AAUP association, share the same goal of educating our students and working to enhance the social, economic, and moral development of our citizens. 
We can only achieve our common goal if we do not forget our managerial and our moral responsibilities.  There are many approaches to dealing with the requirements of GASB Statement No. 45 on Other Post Employment Benefits.  I suggest that taking away post-employment health benefits from new hires is not in the interest of creating a better educated Georgia.  
