
Like so many other municipalities 
and state governments, the City of 

Seattle faces potentially gigantic financial 
problems with its employee pension 
system. This problem is urgent and it 
must be confronted.

Presently, the unfunded liability of the 
Seattle City Employees’ Retirement 
System, which covers 78 percent of 
the city’s workforce that includes your 
neighborhood librarian and local parks 
department staff, exceeds $1 billion. 
The amount is a financial calculation of 
what the city would have to pay if all the 
pension obligations came due at once.

While such a one-time payout is highly 
unlikely, it is a real liability over time, and 
it reflects a fivefold increase since 2008. It 
simply cannot be sustained.

The Washington Policy Center asked 
me to lead a review of the city’s pension 
system, which is one of only three public 
pension plans in Washington not covered 
by the state’s retirement systems.

Our review is intended to provide 
city leadership with a solid analysis 
and recommendations to tackle the 
problem. We also want to make the issue 
transparent to citizens, who must have 
assurance its city government is meeting 
its financial responsibilities.

Certainly, the City of Seattle is not 
alone. Many state and local government 
retirement systems throughout the 
country have mounting liabilities. It 
was prompted largely by inadequately 

funding pensions because of dwindling 
revenues and lower investment returns 
during recent recessionary times. Those 
governments had to balance those 
obligations against funding for basic 
programs and services.

But failure to fund pensions sufficiently, 
for which governments are legally 
obligated, carries an escalating potential 
impact ranging from significant to 
catastrophic.

As pension obligations rise, so does 
the risk of being unable to afford other 
public services. We have seen the effects, 
contributing to the bankruptcy of 
some municipalities. Exacerbating this 
dilemma was a recent court decision that 
pension funds can be used to fund those 
other liabilities that bail a city out of 
bankruptcy.

Credit goes to Seattle leaders for 
recognizing their problem and taking 
steps to deal with it, seeking to resolve the 
looming liability over 30 years. In 2010, 
City Council members authorized a study 
to develop options that would put the 
pension system on solid financial footing. 
The study should prompt action, not 
become shelf art.

The Washington Policy Center review 
contains a menu of suggestions for the 
council to consider. Among them is 
the prospect of moving from a current 
defined-benefit system to one based on 
employee contributions. It could be a 
system similar to what will be created as 
a result of the Machinists union’s recent 

vote on a revised contract with Boeing. 
Many governments and private pension 
plans are moving to well-designed 
defined-contribution systems.

The decision facing the City Council, the 
new mayor and other city leaders must be 
transformational. We cannot just patch a 
leak in a financial boat. It requires major 
forward thinking, even if that means 
fundamentally changing an outmoded 
system that has been in place since 1927, 
when Calvin Coolidge was president.

The city must meet the obligations and 
trust it made with its dedicated workers, 
and also protect its citizens and provide 
for their needs. That’s what citizens 
expect, demand and deserve.

Brian Sonntag is former state auditor 
for Washington state. He is the author of 
Washington Policy Center’s new study, 
“The City of Seattle Pension System — A 
new approach is needed.”

Guest: Seattle’s pension system is unsustainable
The City of Seattle faces potentially gigantic financial problems with its employee pension system, writes guest 
columnist Brian Sonntag.
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BY JONATHAN MARTIN
Seattle Times staff reporter

One of the Pacific Northwest’s most astonishing
archaeological finds in a generation has languished
for more than a year, lingering on metal shelves in a
Seattle warehouse, unseen by the public and unex-
amined by scientists.

No one questions the discoveries — artifacts from
a 2,700-year-old Native American village excavat-
ed from the Port Angeles waterfront amid great
public interest — should be exhibited, analyzed and
celebrated.

But the 900 boxes of artifacts — such things as
spindle whorls carved from whale vertebrae, along
with animal bones and shell fragments — remain
hung up in a bureaucratic no man’s land. Questions
about who owns and controls access to the collec-
tion are still in dispute. 
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One of Tse-whit-zen’s greatest treasures: an intricately carved bone comb.

An arrowhead created by a Lower 
Elwha Klallam tribal member.

A bone carving shows the artistry 
in everyday objects at Tse-whit-zen.

TSE -WHIT -ZEN  | When a Native American village was unearthed at Port
Angeles, the potential for learning seemed limitless. Years later, thousands
of artifacts still sit in cabinets, out of the public eye.

Please see > HISTORY, A11

WEB EXTRA
Explore Tse-whit-zen
The Seattle
Times’ special
report
“Unearthing
Tse-whit-zen”
details the
ancient
Klallam
Indian
village. You’ll
find stories, an interactive
village, narrated slide show,
study guide and more.
seattletimes.com/tsewhitzen
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BY DOMINIC GATES
Seattle Times aerospace reporter

Someone furtively shoots secret
surveillance photos as a well-con-
nected political lobbyist arrives for
a meeting.

Inside, a mole takes notes and
snaps quickly with a cellphone
camera. 

A third person drops documents
and photos at a newspaper office. 

No, it’s not a John le Carré spy
novel. It’s election time at the Ma-
chinists union, representing
25,000 Boeing workers in the Pu-
get Sound area and 2,500 more in
Portland and Wichita, Kan.

This month’s contentious inter-
nal elections precede crucial con-
tract negotiations that open May 9.

The president of the Interna-
tional Association of Machinists
(IAM) District 751, Tom Wroblew-
ski, is the successor to the leader-
ship that in 2005 staged a month-
long Boeing strike.

Ronnie Behnke, a 30-year veter-
an machine-parts inspector in Au-
burn, leads an opposition slate
called the Unity Coalition that
seeks a less acrimonious relation-
ship with Boeing.

Primary-like local lodge elec-
tions begin today and continues
through May 14. Behnke hopes to
challenge Wroblewski in the final
June districtwide election. 

Claims of election-law violations

A spy tale,
intrigue —
and Boeing
machinists
WARRING CANDIDATES  | Leaders of the union for Boeing
machinists say an industry lobbyist is aiding the opposition —
and they have infiltrators and photos they say prove it.

Please see > MACHINISTS, A12

Ronnie Behnke, right, is chal-
lenging Tom Wroblewski for
District 751 president.

amendment to last year’s en-
ergy bill has hit especially close
to home. It requires House
members who lease vehicles
through their office budgets to
drive cars that emit low levels
of greenhouse gases.

Among those affected: Texas

vehicles that are more eco-cor-
rect, such as Toyota’s Prius.

Some are in a high-octane fit
about it.

“A Prius isn’t made in the
United States,” Gallegly said.

Congress has been bearing
down to do more about global
warming, and a little-noticed

lease than many other vehicles.
“It’s not a Cadillac. It’s not a

Lincoln. It’s a Ford,” the Repub-
lican congressman said with
exasperation.

But like it or not, Gallegly
and other lawmakers will have
to give up gas-hungry SUVs
and luxury sedans for leased

BY RICHARD SIMON
Los Angeles Times

WASHINGTON – Rep. Elton
Gallegly of California likes his
taxpayer-funded Ford Expedi-
tion. He isn’t worried that it’s
not the most fuel-efficient car.
It’s reliable, suits his mountain-
ous district and is cheaper to Please see > GREEN, A10

Lawmakers get red over green-car rule
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Fewer starts:
Starbucks
announced it will
slow U.S. store
growth after the
chain’s quarterly
profits fell 28
percent.
> Business C1

Economic hit: Fewer
Latino immigrants in
the U.S. are sending
money back to
families. > A4

Iraq deaths: The
number of U.S.
service members
killed in April
reached a
seven-month high of
50. > A7

Child labor: China
said it broke up a
ring that provided
children from poor
inland areas to work
in booming coastal
cities. > A8

Federation
shootings: The
mother of the
defendant testified
about her son’s
fragile mental state.
> Local B1

Missing offender: A
state official ordered
that victims of sex
crimes must be
notified when those
convicted of the
attacks remove their
tracking devices.
> Local B1

Rate cut: The Fed
cut a key interest
rate a quarter of a
percentage point,
down to 2 percent.
> Business C1

M’s lose, 8-3:
Wladimir Balentien
hit a three-run
homer in his
Mariners debut.
> Sports E1 

Big raise: WSU
basketball coach
Tony Bennett
received a $1 million
per year contract.
> Sports E1

Opinion: When it
comes to energy
policy, we’re in a
political brownout,
writes Thomas
Friedman. > B8

BY EDMUND SANDERS
Los Angeles Times

EL FASHER, Sudan – Amid the
suffering of Darfur, there’s an odd
prosperity bubbling up in this
once-sleepy town.

Paved streets and lamp posts are
replacing sand roads. A fleet of
bright-blue Korean-made taxis,
newer and nicer than those in
Khartoum, create afternoon traffic
jams so bad a police officer must
direct the flow.

A pair of multistory office build-
ings are under construction down-
town and newly built rental homes
can fetch a cool $5,000 a month,

not including utilities, of course,
since most of El Fasher doesn’t
have water or electricity.

In stark contrast to the burned-
out villages and squalid displace-
ment camps that characterize
much of Darfur, this dust-choked
city is booming, thanks largely to
an influx of scores of U.N. agencies
and private charities, including the
newly deployed U.N.-African
Union peacekeeping mission.

Since the Darfur conflict began
in 2003, El Fasher’s population has
nearly doubled to 500,000 as refu-
gees sought safety in camps along
the city’s borders or with family
members in town. 

Along with the displaced, El Fa-
sher has attracted an army of aid
workers who use the city as a hub
for battling western Sudan’s hu-
manitarian crisis.

El Fasher’s growth stands in
stark contrast to the rest of the re-
gion, where hundreds of villages

Surprising pocket
of prosperity amid
suffering in Darfur

EL FASHER

Influx of charities
and U.N. agencies
feeding growth of

population, economy

Please see > DARFUR, A10
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saves the
day—and
the movie

“Iron Man” ★★★
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GOLF
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Two great pleasures,
one great getaway
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Full steam ahead
for Opening Day
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Is a Prius in
their future?


