Social Security Fairness?  WEP & GPO = Social IN-$ecurity!

For nearly all Americans Social Security benefits are a secure resource upon which to build retirement.  But for a million and a half current retirees affected by two Social Security pension offsets, the Federal system is better called Social IN-$ecurity.  Under the Federal Government Provision called the Government Pension Offset (GPO) not all spouses, widows or widowers receive the pensions their spouses have earned for them.  Under the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) a punitive government formula takes an extra chunk out of benefits you have earned yourself.  The arbitrary and discriminatory GPO and WEP cause this inequity by penalizing people who for part of their careers have worked for a government entity.  The effect is to reduce or completely eliminate Social Security benefits.  This is hard to understand as these people whose benefits are reduced or denied have paid the same required Social Security taxes that are paid by those receiving full benefits.      
The people penalized by these two arbitrary and unjust provisions are teachers in 15 states, fire fighters, police officers, air traffic controllers, customs agents, many federal government employees, & in 26 states many state, county, city and special district workers.  It is clear to see that these people provide services essential to a thriving culture.  In fact the GPO and WEP are often referred to as  “Heroes’ Penalties.”  Read further and you will see how they can cause undeserved financial hardships.

The Government Pension Offset
For these same people, the Government Pension Offset (GPO) “offsets” Social Security benefits if they also receive a pension from a federal, state or local government entity which is not part of the Social Security system.   The use of the word “offset” is misleading.   The provision should be called Government Pension Reduction because that is what actually happens to your Social Security benefit, although it has been paid for as required.

Spouses of Social Security recipients normally qualify for a benefit equal to 50% of the worker’s benefit, even if they never worked outside the home.   However, if a spouse of a Social Security recipient worked as a public servant as listed above, then their spousal support would be reduced by an amount equal to two-thirds of their pension. For example, for the nonworking spouse a 50% Social Security benefit may be $800/month.   But suppose that the spouse, who has taught for 15 years, receives a partial teacher’s pension, which provides $1200/month.  Then, the $800/month Social Security benefit would be entirely eliminated, since $800 is 2/3 of the teacher pension.  Seventy-five percent of those affected by the GPO are like this example, they lose all of the Social Security due them. This is not an “offset”; it is a penalty for taking a job as a public servant.   In contrast, spouses who have private pensions do not have their Social Security benefits “offset”.

These same GPO “offset” holds true for widows and widowers, too.  An example GPO victim is a widow who committed 37 years to teaching.  Her annual pension is $22,392.  This small pension prevents her from receiving any of the normal survivor benefits that her husband had earned for her. Therefore she must survive on an annual income of $22,392, a difficult task in a high cost state.

The Windfall Elimination Provision- The Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) penalizes many people who have left careers in the private sector to work as public servants. Even retired military can also be negatively affected if they worked at the above indicated public servant positions also.  Even if you contributed for 10 or more years, your Social Security payments will be reduced as long as you receive your public pension.  A modified formula is used to calculate your benefit amount, resulting in a substantially lower Social Security benefit than you otherwise would receive if you had remained working in the private sector.  

Take for example, the situation of a decorated 13 -year veteran of the military (3 Bronze Stars and the Purple Heart).  During his military service, he contributed to Social Security.  Upon retirement from the military, he devoted the next 22 years to teaching.  Because of the WEP, he receives virtually nothing from Social Security.

 We often encourage people to go into public service work as a second career. Now that it is the law that employers must notify new hires that their public pension will harm their Social Security, they will think twice about becoming a “public servant.”   For those of us who have already devoted our careers to public service, the loss of spousal benefits and/or the loss of an equitable share of our own contributions is UNFAIR and DISCRIMINATORY!                                                                                                         Many of us are working to repeal the GPO and the WEP.                      Join us at SSFAIRNESS.COM.

