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OUR VIEW

 TO THE POINT
A few moments of your time can help Waterloo Elementary School  
— the smallest elementary in Monroe Public Schools that serves 
the largest percentage of children in need — get a new playground.

 LETTER TO THE EDITOR

 OTHER VIEWPOINTS

Commentaries from other newspapers do not necessarily  
reflect the views of The Monroe News’ editorial board.

 GUEST EDITORIAL

Waterloo Elementary 
School is trying to win a 
$25,000 grant for a new 
playground.

The school was one of 12 
organizations selected for 
the Bridgestone Rethink 
Green contest. Anyone can 
vote online once a day at 
http://tinyurl.com/Water-
looPlayground. 

On Wednesday morning, 
the school was in second 
place with a little more 
than 30,000 votes. The 
contest ends April 30, and 
the project with the most 
votes wins. 

Projects were selected 
from an essay identify-
ing why the organization 
should receive a “green” 
transformation. Teacher 
Kim Pearch submitted 
the essay on behalf of the 
school. 

At this point, Waterloo is 
in a two-man race with a 
Nashville middle school, 
the only schools selected.  
The two have been flip-
ping back and forth for the 
No. 1 spot. 

Waterloo and its stu-
dents are certainly deserv-
ing of the grant. 

Nearly 80 percent of 
Waterloo students partici-
pate in the free or reduced 
lunch program based on 
federal poverty guidelines. 

Waterloo, the smallest 
of Monroe Public Schools’ 
five elementary schools, 
has one of the highest pov-
erty ratings in the county. 

The school had two 
playground structures, but 
last fall a repair company 
determined it was too 
costly to repair the equip-
ment, which was about 25 
years old. The structures 
were removed for safety 
concerns. 

During recess, students 
now have access to an 
empty green space, black-
top with cracks and a small 
swing set. 

Teachers say the lack of 
equipment causes stu-
dents to stand around in-
stead of engaging in active 
play, which studies have 
indicated is an important 
part of a child’s day. 

The Parent Teacher 
Organization has hosted 
fundraisers for a new 
playground, but the funds 
raised do not match what 
the grant could provide. 

Students have been 
working to promote the 
contest. They distributed 
fliers at the Earth Day Expo 
Saturday to entice more 
votes and attended a Mon-
roe City Council meeting 
to promote the cause. 

Since Waterloo is the 
only school in the area 
that is in the contest, other 
Monroe County schools 
have encouraged votes 
through social media and 
other sources. 

School officials say the 
project will benefit not 
only the kids attending 
Waterloo, but also those in 
the surrounding neigh-
borhood who can use the 
equipment, too. 

A playground for 
children will benefit this 
group of students who are 
working toward a common 
goal, as well as hundreds 
of students in the future. 

One’s reason to vote 
could be as simple as help-
ing out a child, or more 
complex such as decreas-
ing childhood obesity. No 
matter the reason, taking 
a few minutes to vote each 
day in the next two weeks 
could bring joy to deserv-
ing children. 

Waterloo deserves 
a new playground

I am a seventh-grade student at 
Bedford Junior High School, and I 
would like to voice my opinion on 
Bedford Schools’ bond proposal on 
the May ballot.

Most people who oppose the idea 
of the bond, such as Howard Swan, 
do not like the plan due to the fact 
that it is expensive. Yet, the people 
who disagree with the bond refuse 
to see why improvements such as 
air conditioning, bigger lockers, 
wider hallways, new rooftops and 
new buses are needed.

I know from personal experience 
at both the junior high and Jackman 
Road Elementary School that air 
conditioning is needed. It has been 
proven that student concentration 
decreases after a classroom reaches 
77-78 degrees Fahrenheit. The sec-
ond floor of the junior high reaches 
well above those degrees on most 
days in May and June. 

Mr. Swan had mentioned in his 
article that he believes the bond 
proposal will not help the students 
of Bedford, but it does if the schools 

get air conditioning. According to 
research, students taking standard-
ized tests, such as the MEAP and the 
ACT, perform significantly better 
in classrooms that are properly 
ventilated.

The next major issues are the 
size of our lockers, the width of our 
hallways and the conditions of our 
buses. 

Our hallways are not wide enough 
for 1,150 students to travel through 
between classes. Students are 
shoulder to shoulder as they make 
their way down the hall. 

Our lockers are about 1½ feet 

wide and 2 feet deep, and they have 
to hold our backpacks, books, bind-
ers, notebooks and lunches. The 
locks are old and frequently jam, 
making students late to class. 

Our buses are in horrible shape. 
The seats are torn and only repaired 
with duct tape. Graffiti covers the 
seats. Whenever it rains, water leaks 
through the fire escape onto the 
seats or the head of an unfortunate 
student. Sadly, the graffiti is not just 
narrowed down to seats on the bus, 
it also is on most of the desks and 
tables in the classrooms, which are 
about 45 years old.

That is why the new Bedford bond 
proposal should be passed. Most of 
the schools in Bedford are 50 years 
old, maybe older. We students need 
better, safer schools. If the board of 
education could decide, it already 
would have the proposal in motion, 
but the citizens of Bedford must de-
cide. Make sure to vote “yes” May 6.
Lauren Goforth 
Temperance

Take it from a Bedford student, the school bond proposal is sorely needed

BY JAMES M. HOHMAN
Mackinac Center

Detroit’s pension woes may be 
in the news, but municipal 
employees around Michigan 

should not presume that their pen-
sion systems are secure. Indeed, in 
most Michigan cities, the under-
funding problems are worse than 
those in Detroit.

On paper, the unfunded liabilities 
for Detroit’s police and fire system 
are $147 million, and its general 
employee pension system under-
funding comes to $838 million. 
That translates into 96 percent and 
77 percent funded, respectively. 
That is, for every dollar in pension 
benefits earned by an employee, 
the city has an average of 87 cents 
saved.

That’s not good, but the 2012 fi-
nancial statements of Michigan’s 35 
largest cities found that 90 percent 
of municipal pension plans were 
underfunded, with total underfund-
ing stated at $2.1 billion.

It may be even worse. Pension 
funding policies can mask the 
magnitude of underfunding. For 
example, to prevent a single very 
good or very bad year in the stock 
market from skewing the value of 
their investments, pension systems 
typically use a “smoothing” method 
to average out the values over a 
period of several years.

Detroit uses an eight-year 
smoothing window. This lengthy 
period means that its pension 
fund valuations do not yet fully 
incorporate the effects of the great 
recession. At current market prices, 

the system’s assets are $1.35 billion 
below their “smoothed” values.

Moreover, Michigan’s cities also 
tend to offer retiree health care ben-
efits to employees, even though few 
private-sector employers provide 
such coverage. Unlike pensions, 
these benefits are not protected by 
the state constitution; they amount 
to gratuities that can be revoked at 
any time. Importantly, these “other 
post-employment benefits” are 
rarely prefunded.

With prefunding, employees know 
there’s some money set aside to pay 
for what they were promised. Just 
as important, the cost of each year’s 
service is largely paid for during the 
same year. When benefits go with-
out prefunding, the certainty that 
benefits will be provided as adver-
tised is diminished. This is espe-
cially the case in the Michigan cities 
that have lost residents and jobs. 
Without prefunding, the costs of 
long-gone government employees’ 
service must be paid by a shrinking 
tax base.

Underfunding is not the only 
reason Detroit is seeking to trim 

the pensions of retirees. The city 
also is insolvent. That is, it lacks the 
cash to pay its bills when they come 
due — including constitutionally 
mandated pension prefunding 
contributions. Insolvency coupled 
with underfunding risks pensions, 
and the increasing costs of catching 
up on unfunded liabilities can drive 
some governments to insolvency.

It wasn’t supposed to be like 
this. Delegates to Michigan’s 1962 
constitutional convention wanted 
cities to pay for pensions as they 
are earned and not defer the costs 
of current employees to future 
taxpayers. The provision they wrote 
into our current state constitution  
amounts to an instruction to city 
managers to make good, reasonable 
assumptions about the future value 
of investments made today and de-
posit enough each year to cover the 
future costs of another year’s worth 
of benefits earned. The reality of 
underfunding shows that they have 
not made good assumptions and 
still are assuming excessively rosy 
scenarios. As a first step, this should 
change.

Beyond that, the only sure way to 
avoid digging even deeper holes in 
the future is to follow the lead of a 
handful of municipalities that have 
closed their conventional defined-
benefit pension systems to new 
members and offer defined-contri-
bution retirement instead.

James Hohman is assistant director 
for fiscal policy at the Mackinac Cen-
ter for Public Policy, a research and 
educational institute headquartered 
in Midland. 

It’s not just a Detroit problem

Letters are welcome

Letters on matters of public 
interest are welcome. Full name, 
address and telephone number 
are required. Letters are limited 
to 400 words and may be edited. 
The e-mail address is letters@
monroenews.com. 

FROM DAILY PRESS  
(ESCANABA)

Gov. Rick Snyder has de-
clared April 6-12 as Severe 
Weather Awareness Week 
in Michigan.

While the entire state ex-
perienced a below-average 
year for thunderstorm-
related severe weather 
in 2013, there were two 
deaths and two injuries 
attributed to severe sum-
mertime weather across 
the state. Flooding, severe 
thunderstorms and tor-
nadoes were responsible 
for about $277 million in 
damages across the state 
in 2013, compared to $210 
million in damages in 
2012.

Flooding in 2013 resulted 
in statewide damages in 
excess of $140 million, 
nearly half of the weather 
related damages in 2013. 

During Severe Weather 
Awareness Week in Michi-
gan, the National Weather 
Service is encouraging 
residents to review severe 
weather safety procedures, 
especially since they prob-
ably have not been put 
into action in some time. 
Be sure everyone in your 
household knows where 
to go and what to do when 
severe weather threatens. 

The best time to pre-
pare for severe weather is 
before it happens. 

Make preparations for severe weather

“ ... The 2012 financial 
statements of Michigan’s 
35 largest cities found that 
90 percent of municipal 
pension plans were 
underfunded ...” 

Many cities have underfunded pensions and need to stem red ink 
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