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	As government officials throughout California grapple with the ballooning costs of public employee pensions and health care, two conservative politicians want voters to pop the bubble. 
The two are seeking to qualify a ballot initiative that would dramatically shrink retirement benefits for new state and local workers. 
"Something has to be done," said initiative proponent and Orange County Supervisor John Moorlach. 
Public employee groups blasted the proposed initiative as unfair and too severe, saying some workers could see benefits slashed 60 percent. 
"It's an amazingly draconian initiative," said Dave Low, chairman of Californians for Health Care and Retirement Security, a coalition working to protect public employees' retirement benefits. "It's taking a 30-year employee and saying, `You've got to retire in poverty.' " 
The proposed initiative would amend the state constitution to place limits on pensions and retiree health benefits for state and local government employees hired on or after July 1, 2009. The measure would not affect benefits of state and local government employees and retirees hired before then. 
To qualify the initiative for either the June or November 2008 ballots, proponents must collect more than 694,000 signatures by Jan. 10 - a daunting challenge that would require significant funding. The proposed amendment would require a simple majority to pass. 
San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed, who has blamed soaring public employee benefit costs in part for the city's recurring budget deficits, said he is unsure whether the proposed initiative is something he could support. 
"We have to look at it and see if it makes sense to us," Reed said. "The devil's in the details." 
The average cost of a San Jose employee rose 45 percent since 2000, driven largely by a 96 percent rise in pension costs. 
San Jose also faces as much as $1.65 billion in future health care costs promised to retirees. New accounting rules require governments to acknowledge such costs and to say how they intend to cover them. That's prompted San Jose officials to consider reducing retiree health coverage. 
State officials are wrestling with the same rules. Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger in December convened a 12-member commission to propose ways to address what its chairman, Gerald Parsky, called "one of the most significant budget issues that California will face in the coming years." That commission meets in San Jose later this month. 
Moorlach and the proposal's other main champion, former state Assemblyman Keith Richman, were behind a similar initiative effort last year. That proposal sank under criticism it would yank survivor benefits from the widows of slain police officers. 
Union officials are sure to come out in force if the new measure makes it to the ballot. Moorlach noted that politically powerful unions have been a key to the run-up in pension and benefits costs, putting elected officials in a squeeze. "Voters have to realize that if we're going to have any semblance of pension plan reform, it will have to be done by the electorate," he said. 
According to the state Legislative Analyst's Office, their latest proposal would: 
Set higher minimum ages for workers to qualify for full retirement benefits. Currently, public employees can qualify for retirement benefits as early as age 50. In the California Public Employees' Retirement System, the average retirement age is 55 for public safety workers and 60 for other employees. 
Reduce pensions. Currently, government workers typically receive pensions equal to 2 percent of their salary for every year of service once they are old enough to qualify. For police and firefighters, it's 3 percent. The proposed initiative would lower those percentages. 
Retirement health care. The proposal would not only raise the age of eligibility for such benefits, but it would also prohibit health care for retired part-time workers. In addition, the proposal would go further than the new accounting rules by requiring governments to fully fund the cost of providing those benefits - an expense that would run in the billions of dollars. 
According to the state legislative analyst, the cost savings of the proposal to local governments are difficult to calculate. Governments could still offer workers higher salaries to make up for reduced retirement benefits. But, the analyst estimated, the current $10 billion annual costs of pension systems throughout the state could be reduced by half several decades from now. 
"It will take a generation to implement," said Moorlach, the Orange County supervisor. "We still have a pig going through the python. But at least it starts the solution." 
San Diego County Sheriff's Lt. Ron Cottingham, president of the Peace Officers Research Association of California and a member of the state task force studying retirement health care costs, said the measure goes too far. He said many law enforcement agencies are struggling to fill vacancies and that reducing benefits will make things worse. 
"It just makes it more difficult to attract new employees," he said


