
The Sierra 
Vista Herald 
is absolutely 

correct in calling for 
reform of the state’s 
public safety pension 
system, PSPRS. Still, as 
chairman of the PSPRS 
Board of Trustees, I 
believe it is helpful to 
emphasize how PSPRS 
has led the efforts to 
provide needed reform 
and relief for our system 
and local governments. 

Fifteen years ago, 
pension reform 
wasn’t an issue. 
Investment returns 
were consistently high, 
the public safety trust 
was flush with cash 
while contributions 
levels remained low for 
government employers 
and employees alike. The 
first pushes for reform 
came from PSPRS as a 
result of the “dot.com” 
crash in the early 2000s 
when it became clear 
the system would need 
a change in state law to 
be able to invest in asset 
classes beyond publicly 
traded stocks and other 
domestic options to 
provide stability to the 
fund. 

This change sought 
by PSPRS was signed 
into law in 2008, 
which also marked the 
introduction of the Great 
Recession that produced 

devastating effects that 
are still felt today. The 
public safety pension 
system’s most visible 
recession scar is its low 
funding ratio, as the $8.2 
billion value of our fund 
is able to cover half of 
the pension obligations 
for the state’s retired 
and active public safety 
employees. 

However, recession 
alone did not leave the 
system with a depleted 
funding level. The 
mechanism written in 
state law for providing 
mandatory increases 
to retirees’ pensions 
has had the effect of 
slowing fund recovery 
to a crawl. Fixing this 
well-intentioned but 
defective law known as 
the permanent benefit 
increase was the second-
prong of our reform 
efforts, which were 
ultimately signed into 
law in 2011.

It is important to 
note that these money-
saving changes to the 
public safety pension 
trust did not occur in 
spite of PSPRS. They 
happened because 
PSPRS and the system’s 
beneficiaries, primarily 
public safety employees, 

sought sustainability 
for the fund to provide 
retirement, disability 
and survivor benefits 
for tens of thousands of 
Arizonans for decades to 
come. 

The savings potential 
provided by the law, 
Senate Bill 1609, was 
made evident when 
PSPRS was successfully 
sued to overturn reforms 
that capped increases 
for current retirees. In 
an instant, PSPRS was 
forced to retroactively 
repay hundreds of 
millions of dollars saved 
by the law to existing 
retirees. Today, PSPRS 
is also defending from 
a lawsuit that seeks to 
reverse modest benefit 
increase reforms for 
employees who have yet 
to retire.

In addition to pushing 
for reforms and litigating 
to defend them, PSPRS, 
contrary to popular 
notion, has done an 
exemplary job creating 
a portfolio that provides 
performance and 
stability. 

Within only a handful 
of years after asset 
allocation changes it 
gained in 2008, PSPRS 
has literally risen to 
an elite performing 
investment trust from 
the bottom 25 percent of 

all U.S. pension funds 
valued at greater than 
$1 billion. It’s low-risk 
investment strategy 
— a necessity due to 
low funding levels — is 
even being replicated by 
pensions with far greater 
tolerance for risk.

While this is great 
news on paper, PSPRS 
continues to share 
hardships affecting cities 
and towns like Bisbee. 
Within the past 15 years, 
Bisbee has gone from 
having its public safety 
obligations nearly 100 
percent funded to barely 
being able to cover the 
minimum payments. 
At the same time, 
average annual pension 
payments to Bisbee 
PSPRS retirees have 
doubled. 

Despite the roadblocks 
reform efforts have hit 
in prior years, we aren’t 
simply waiting and 
hoping for the best. 

PSPRS staff is 
actively advising reform 
negotiators, pressing 
upon state lawmakers 
the need for reform 
and seeking secure 
investments to protect 
our member employers 
and employees.

BRIAN TOBIN is Chairman 
of the Arizona Public Safety 
Personnel Retirement System.
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UPTOWN 3 THEATRE

4341 S. HWY 92 • UPTOWN PLAZA
ONLY 3 MINUTES SOUTH OF THE MALL

For Shows and Showtimes call  378-2858.
Or visit our web-site: www.uptown3theatre.com

All tickets available 7 days in advance!
SNEAK PEEKTUESDAY 11/24!!

The Good Dinosaur [PG] 7:00 p.m. 
Victor Frankenstein [PG] 7:15 p.m. 
SUNDAY - MONDAY, 11/22- 11/23

TUESDAY, 11/24
LOVE THE COOPERS Last Week!
Stars: Olivia Wilde, Amanda Seyfried 
& John Goodman

1:00 • 4:00 • 7:00
TRUTH Last Week!
Stars: Cate Blanchett, Robert Redford 
& Dennis Quaid

12:45 • 3:45
OUR BRAND IS CRISIS Last Week!
Stars: Sandra Bullock, Zoe Kazan 
& Billy �orton

12:45
THE LAST WITCH  HUNTER 
Last Week!
Stars: Vin Diesel, Rose Leslie & Elija Wood

3:45
THE GOOD DINOSAUR
Stars: Raymond Ochoa, Jeffrey Wright
& Steve Zahn

7:00 p.m.
VICTOR FRAKENSTEIN
Stars: Daniel Radcliffe, James McAvoy 
& Jessica Brown

7:15 p.m.
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GAMES: 
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10:45
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THE MARTIAN 
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What are the bene�ts of a four-day school?
This is a question 

that comes up 
periodically 

and so I would like 
to address this to our 
school community 
and educational 
stakeholders. The four-
day school week is not a 
new concept. The history 
of schools operating on 
a four-day week began 
back in the 1930s. The 
basic reason for schools 
deciding to go to a four-
day is the same now 
as it was then; it was 

financially feasible to 
do so. For the most part, 
the type of schools that 
made the move to a four-
day were small, rural 
schools who transported 
students vast distances 
to their school. 
Transportation costs 

tend to be considerably 
higher in rural districts, 
as they often serve a 
student population that 
is scattered over a large 
geographic area, with 
busses traveling long 
distances in order to 
transport students to 
and from school. The 
first four-day school 
week was started 
in 1931 in Madison, 
South Dakota, but did 
not become widely 
implemented until the 
mid-1970s (Hewitt, P. & 

Denny.G (2011). During 
the late 70s and early 
80s, the oil crisis caused 
many rural schools to 
consider and implement 
a four-day school week 
due to the increase in 
fuel expenses and the 
cost of transporting 
students in rural areas. 
Another early factor 
that played into rural 
district reasoning was 
the amount of time some 
students were spending 
on a bus going to and 
from school. According 

to the national 
Conference of State 
Legislatures website, 
21 states have school 
districts that utilize the 
four-day school week as 
of 2013. 

B.U.S.D. No. 2 went 
from the traditional 
five-day school to the 
four-day school week 
in 2009/2010 as a cost 
saving measure at the 
same time the district 
closed the Bisbee 
Middle School, also as 
a cost saving measure. 
There has always been 
speculation about the 
amount of savings that 
took place when these 
changes occurred. 
One thing is clear 
about savings, the 
district saved money 
on transportation costs 
for running one day 
less travel and for the 
savings on substitute 
teachers who are hired 
in the absence of the 
teacher who may be 
out for illness or for 
professional workshops 
or conferences on 
Fridays. 

When I was the Bisbee 
High School principal 
during 2009/2010, I was 
asked by the school 
board to collect data 
comparing how my 
students did on the 
previous five- day school 
week and then the four-
day. 

I was able to determine 
that for the high school 
students, the results 
indicated increased 
academic achievement. 
The honor roll is one 
component to examine 
for achievement and 
the results under the 
four-day week was 
an increase of honor 
roll from 35 percent of 
the student body who 
qualified to 40 percent 
during that first year 
of the four-day school 
week.

Academically by 
subject matter, the 
four-day school showed 
higher pass rates in core 
subject areas in English 
and Math classes, the 
other core subjects 
in Social Studies and 
Science were pretty 
similar for both years.

As the superintendent 
for the Bisbee Schools 
for the past five years, I 
can say that the four-day 
school week has been a 
financial benefit as well 
as a recruiting benefit 
with excellent teachers 
that have joined the 
district. BUSD has been 
able to continue having 
electives such as PE, 
Art, and Technology 
classes at Greenway and 
Lowell Schools. Friday 
School at all three 
schools has been an 

“I  f it’s funded by 
someone else and 

not taxpayer funded, I 
don’t see why not. If it’s 
taxpayer funded after 
that, it depends on what 
it’s used for.” — Ken 
Howard, Sierra Vista

“I  could see how it 
could be useful, 

especially for Border 
Patrol reasons, … but I 
don’t know how much 
it’s going to be needed 
for everyday police 
situations. It’s paid 
for for now, but if he 
decides to stop paying 
for it later, that could be 

problematic, especially if we don’t use it that 
much.” — Tristan Norman, Sierra Vista

“B eing an ex-law 
enforcement 

myself, I think the sheriff 
needs a helicopter. You 
may not need it on a 
daily or weekly basis, 
but in those situations 
when you need it, you 
need it. It’s like a pistol. 
You don’t want to take 
weapons away from 
the sheriff, because when he does need it, he 
needs. That’s what a helicopter is, that’s what a 
squad car is, that’s what communications is.” — 
Patrick Robertson, Sierra Vista

THE COCHISE COUNTY BOARD OF 
SUPERVISORS RECENTLY APPROVED 
A CONTRACT THAT WOULD SEE 
THE SHERIFF’S OFFICE RECEIVE 
A NEW HELICOPTER NEXT YEAR. 
THE CONTRACT COVERS ONE FULL 
YEAR AND IS FULLY FUNDED BY THE 
HOWARD G. BUFFETT FOUNDATION. 
DO YOU THINK THE COCHISE 
COUNTY SHERIFF’S OFFICE NEEDS A 
HELICOPTER?
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COMMENTARY                  
BRIAN TOBIN

Setting it straight

See PHILLIPS, Page A6

COMMENTARY                  
JIM PHILLIPS 
SUPERINTENDENT OF  
BISBEE SCHOOLS

Cartoon provided by Pablo Pencil of Bisbee.
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