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Local Government Employee Retiree Benefits Get Task Force 

Governor Rick Snyder on Monday named a 20-person task force, including four legislators, to head 
up "responsible retirement reform" and address problems with pension and health care costs facing 
local governments statewide.

Among the subject matter experts are representatives of labor and management, investment 
managers, insurance and financial professionals and legislators - who together were directed by Mr. 
Snyder to provide recommendations on reforms this spring.

"As we discuss this growing financial problem across the state it is imperative that we also keep 
retirees in mind who rely on these programs," Mr. Snyder said in a statement announcing the task 
force.

Mr. Snyder's office had led a workgroup on the issue at various points in the last 18 months, but in 
December, the governor declared he wanted to assemble a new one with a broader membership. 
Local government workers, especially police officers and firefighters, went ballistic after House 
Republicans unveiled a plan that would have curbed retirement benefits. That plan was quickly 
shelved amid an outcry.

The statement indicated there are 334 local units of government that provide retiree health care, a 
retiree defined benefit pension plan, or both. The total unfunded liability for health care is estimated 
at about $10 billion, the statement indicated, while the total unfunded pension liability is estimated to 
be around $4 billion.

One of several issues the task force will have to consider is developing a solution that gives local 
governments options, Judy Allen, director of legislative affairs for the Michigan Townships 
Association, said in an interview with Gongwer News Service.

"Our goal is to make sure there's that financial solvency for local government, and they're able to 
deliver services to the residents and still provide the benefits they have for their employees," Ms. 
Allen said, adding that the task force will have to determine to what extent the benefits local 
governments have agreed to for their employees or retirees are in jeopardy.
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"We're looking forward to coming up (with a solution) with all the people at the table and finding some 
solution that will allow locals flexibility if they have it," she said. "Things are very different by local unit 
of government. Some have closed their pension systems and might still have some (Other Post-
Employment Benefits) programs open; others have gone the other way and have closed OPEB and 
still have a pension, maybe hybrid benefits.

"Others have said we have funds set aside, just not in this particular program," Ms. Allen said. "Each 
has handled it in a unique manner, and I think that's going to be the task for this task force to look at."

The townships association was supportive in concept of the House package in December that 
eventually crumbled under its own weight of complexity in lame duck.

Nick Ciaramitaro, director of legislator and public policy for the American Federation of State, County 
and Municipal Employees Council 25, said regardless of the outcome, "We have to find the 
mechanism to assure the promises we're making are met."

Municipal employee pensions, like state employee pensions, are constitutionally protected. Health 
care benefits (OPEB) are not as explicitly protected in the state Constitution.

"Some of those problems we might be able to partially deal with," Mr. Ciaramitaro said. "Others are 
looking for ways to most efficiently fund those services, because if those services aren't available, 
that will force people into safety net programs and that's just as expensive."

The task force will likely have to consider alternate funding mechanisms to efficiently fund those 
health care programs, he said.

"The trick is money is always scarce in the public sector, so how to try to find resources to fund those 
things without cutting important public services (is a question)," he said.

Both Mr. Ciaramitaro and Ms. Allen will be serving on the task force. Other members include:

• David Breen, retired managing partner of PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP;

• Ben Carter, executive vice president and interim leader of East Group Operations for Trinity 
Health;

• Mark Cook, vice president of governmental affairs for Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan;

• Steve Currie, executive director of the Michigan Association of Counties;

• Bob Daddow, deputy Oakland County executive;

• Chris DeRose, CEO of the Municipal Employees Retirement System;
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• Mark Docherty, president of the Michigan Professional Firefighters Union;

• Ken Grabowski, legislative director of the Police Officers Association of Michigan;

• Dave Hiller, executive director of the Michigan Fraternal Order of Police;

• Tony Minghine, associate director and COO of the Michigan Municipal League;

• Mike Sauger, president of the Michigan Association of Police Organizations;

• Mary Schulz, associate director for the Michigan State University Extension Center for Local 
Government;

• Michael VanOverbeke, founding partner of VanOverbeke, Michaud and Timmony PC;

• Burton Mayor Paula Zelenko, who served in the House from 2001-06;

• Rep. Thomas Albert (R-Belding);

• Rep. Andy Schor (D-Lansing);

• Sen. Jim Stamas (R-Midland); and

• Sen. Rebekah Warren (D-Ann Arbor).

Mr. Breen and Mr. Carter will serve as co-chairs, and Treasurer Nick Khouri, Insurance and 
Financial Services Director Pat McPharlin and John Walsh, Mr. Snyder's director of strategic policy, 
will serve as ex-officio members.

The Michigan Municipal League, in a statement, said it also stands ready to work with the task force

"Having all sides of the issue at the table is encouraging and can hopefully lead to fruitful and 
thoughtful conversations. Cities want to be able to provide competitive benefits to their retirees, but in 
order to provide modern health care benefits, we need modern health care plan designs," Chris 
Hackbarth, MML director of state and federal affairs, said. "Anthony Minghine ... has been meeting 
across the state with municipal leaders and will be a strong voice for our cities on this important task 
force."

And Mr. Schor, in a statement, said he is excited to be part of the group.

"We need to understand the causes of these costs, and we need to be able to recommend 
appropriate solutions without harming our retirees or employees who have done so much for our 
communities," he said. "I look forward to working with the governor's office, other legislators, 
businesses, workers and our local governments to craft the best possible solutions."
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