Cinvil Service

LEADER

=

THE CIVIL EMPLOYEES’ WEEKLY

Vets’ Buy-Back Bill
Headed to Governor
But Fate’s Up in Air
By SARAH DORSEY

Military veterans working
in state and city government
last week cheered the over-
whelming passage of the Vet-
erans Equality Act, which
would allow them to buy
back up to three years of
their time spent in the serv-
ice for state pension credit.

Currently, that right is giv-
en only to those who served in
specific locations and times
believed to indicate that they
saw combat. But critics note
that the rules exclude those
who served in many overseas
conflicts, including Afghanis-
tan, Bosnia and Kosovo. Wom-
en are also mostly excluded,
because for years they were
officially restricted from com-
bat duties, although in prac-
tice, they have long served in
that capacity.

Will Cuemo Veto Again?

The bill easily passed both
houses of the State Legisla-
ture, but the challenge will
come when it reaches Gover-
nor Cuomo’s desk. He vetoed
an almost identical bill last
year, a few days before Veter-
ans’ Day, calling its antici-
pated cost “oppressive” to
taxpayers.

Kevin Harrington, a Trans-
port Workers Union Local
100 vice president and chair
of its veterans’ committee
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who has been pushing hard
for the bill, said last week
that he was hopeful that a

ing change would make
the difference.

This year, the bill comes
with an appropriation of $24.8
million, based on an estimate
by the Governor's Budget Di-
vision of its first-year cost to
the state. Last year, there was
no specific funding set aside,

Mr. Harrington said that
research done this year
showed that the estimate ci-
ted by Mr. Cuomo in 2014—
he predicted it would cost
57 million in near-term ob-
ligations alone—was far too
high. The bill’s primary spon-
sors, ReEL lican Sen. Wil-
liam Larkin and Democratic [
| Assemblywoman Amy Paulin,
agreed, and Ms. Paulin said
In a statement that New
York has one of the most-re-
strictive rules on pension
buy-backs in the nation.

‘Small Price to Pay’

“Allowing veterans to im-
prove their retirement to as-
sure a greater financial secu-
rity is a small price to Spay for
all they have done,” Senator
Larkin said in a statement, “T
believe it is an absolute shame
that our Afghanistan veterans
and those who-have fought in
other recent conflicts are not
eligible for this military serv-
ice credit in New York State
due to the current law.”

But Mr. Harrington said
he was concerned that May-
or de Blasio, who opposed the
bill last year as too expen- |
sive, would again help sway
the decision.

His legislative affairs di-
rector, Sherif Soliman, wrote
I a memo that buy-backs
should be restricted to those
who “risked their lives dur-
ing periods of war,” and that
workers should pay both the
employer and employee con-
tributions. (Under the bill,
Tier 6 members would pay 6
percent of their current
year’s salary for up to three
years of service to cover the
employee portion, and mem-
bers of other tiers would pay
3 percent.)
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WILLIAM LARKIN: Current

situation ‘a shame.’

Mr. Soli.:_nan called the bill
too expensive, citing the City

Actuary’s estimate that it
would cost $15.7 million per
year. He added that “every
dollar spent to fund benefit
enhancements means one
less dollar for the city’s discre-
tionary budget which is used
to fund essential services.”

The Mayor also predicted
that too many senior officials
might retire if the bill passed,
particularly law-enforce-
ment officers.

Andrew Buder, Deputy
Counsel to Ms. Paulin, said
last week that he has no in-
dication of whether the Gov-
ernor would sign the bill.




