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OBJECTIVE: S. 2455 seeks to remedy this unintended consequence of Education Reform and gross inequity for school nurses and certain other school professionals.  It allows school nurses, school social workers, early childhood teachers, speech, occupational or physical therapists or school business administrators, who are members of the teachers' retirement system or the State-Boston retirement system to appropriately apply all their years employed in a like position, before Ed Reform, towards the membership requirements of RetirementPlus. Upon the member’s request, the Board may allow the member to elect into the RetirementPlus program. Any active member electing into the RetirementPlus program must make contributions to the retirement system as if they had elected into the program as of July 1, 2001. In addition, the bill requires the member to pay interest on the amounts owed the system from the date of their subsequent election back to July 1, 2001.

ADVOCACY: MSNO’s legislative team including Gloria Craven and Stacey Ober, worked closely with MTRS and the MTA to re-write this legislation to ensure the intended benefits would be made available to these professionals.  MSNO members delivered exceptional verbal and written testimony to the Joint Public Service Committee.  With strong support from both Committee Chairmen, the bill was then successfully released to Senate Ways and Means Committee for a fiscal cost analysis.  Although the bill makes positive changes for non-school nurse MTA members, an estimated 300 individuals total, MSNO members were clearly the most vocal and active in pressing for passage.  To our knowledge, other than MTA, no other professional organization was advocating for passage.

A formal cost estimate was then requested of the Pension Reserve Investment Management (PRIM) and a response received in June.  The PRIM’s estimates stated that the legislation, if all 300 members were to apply, would cost the state nearly $16 million.  Your legislative team issued a survey questionnaire to attempt to identify the number of individuals who would pursue this benefit if granted it.  A total of 18 members indicated they would absolutely exercise this option and another 17 were unsure.  Some members indicated that at this late point in their career, having the option was no longer an affordable one.  

Meetings were convened in the Senate Ways and Means Committee and the Senate President’s office to explain the discrimination experienced by these school nurses and to provide the survey results noting that only a handful of members would be exercising this option – not the 300 estimated by MTRS and PRIM.  Concurrently, the PRIM board has been heavily hit by the global economic crisis.  In November, Michael Travaglini, executive director of the fund noted, “when you lost a quarter of your fund’s assets, right, whether you’re an individual or a pension plan, that’s not good.”  The state recently pushed back by two years the deadline by which it must fund its pension system fully, from 2023 to 2025. The system was funded at 79 percent when the fund level was $53.7 billion at the beginning of the year, but the drop in value and the elongated schedule have eaten dramatically into that performance.  Lawmakers also expressed concern that if this bill were to pass it would provide a precedent for other groups looking for retirement benefit improvements.  In addition, passage this long after the changes to Retirement Plus, there would likely be members who retired during this period without the option who would suffer a second abuse and outcry.  At this time, the Senate Ways and Means Chairman, struggling with the state’s budget woes is unwilling to favorably release this legislation.

RECOMMENDATION TO MSNO MEMBERS:

Given MSNO has limited personal and financial resources and a full 2009 legislative agenda that includes at minimum, preserving the essential school health services earmark and ensuring adequate access to the school nurse, MSNO may not be best positioned to re-file and lobby this legislation again in the next session.
MSNO encourages affected members to request that your representative union ensure the legislation is re-filed by January 14, 2009 for reconsideration during next session and for those unions to continue to advocate for passage.  

MSNO will equip members with the following tools to continue their advocacy for passage; copy of written testimony, fact sheets, survey results, etc.  
