Building a Stronger IRTAPAC – It Is in Your Self-interest!

In the film Charlie Wilson’s War, Cong. Wilson (Tom Hanks) quips to a wealthy female activist about elections: “Darlin’, the voters don’t determine elections.  Contributors do!”  While that may not always be true, it is a reality we must face.  Political Action Committees (PACs) exist for state and federal elections.  Prior to 2010, corporations and unions could not contribute their own organizational funds to influence votes and elections.  But back in 1943 the CIO came up with a clever solution --- sponsoring an affiliated entity that could accept funds from members to be used to influence the legislative process thereby keeping those funds separate from union funds.  Corporations followed their example and set up PACs that solicited contributions from company executives, shareholders, and employees.

These PACs have raised and spent millions.  For example, total PAC spending at the federal level since 1988:  Goldman Sachs, $29 million; AT&T, $39 million; and the National Association of Realtors, $33 million.  On the employee group side, AFSCME spent $39 million; NEA, $29 million; AFT, $25 million; and the American Medical Association, $25 million.


IRTA has a political action arm, too:  IRTAPAC (the IRTA Political Action Committee).  Our current balance is $14,000.  But we raise and spend less than $1000 a year.  These funds usually pay for tickets or small contributions to legislator fund-raisers like picnics and dinners so that we can show our presence.

That is simply not enough.  We need to raise more.  The first step is informing and educating our members of how we compare with other groups.  The next step is raising funds in ways convenient to members.  The third step is enlisting even more civic-minded members to represent IRTA at legislative events.  And, of course, we can volunteer to help pro-IRTA legislators to put a face on our involvement.


 When you were an active teacher, your contributions to your association or union PAC was through convenient payroll deduction along with your dues.  IEA and IFT both currently ask for $20 a year for political action.  But the great majority of our members pay IRTA dues through TRS deduction;  TRS does not allow for a separate deduction for a PAC.  In a very real sense, retired educators are at disadvantage in conveniently raising funds to support our issues.


The solutions IRTA has devised are creative.  The first is to add a section about IRTAPAC to our website where we can contribute securely by credit card.  It is interesting to note that AARP recently started that approach through direct email to AARP members (similar to our Voter Voice).  Second, for those without email, we will have an article about IRTAPAC in several Action newsletters with a tear-off form for contributions by check.  Third, our 90+ local IRTA units will receive informative articles to publish about IRTAPAC in their local newsletters.

If every member contributed $10 this year, we could raise over $300,000, an amount that will increase our leverage with legislators of both parties.  While the IEA, with 100,000 members at $20 contribution per member, can raise $2 million a year, our target is a significant improvement over our current $1000 a year contributions. With the successful attacks against Illinois retirement systems in the last year, there is no doubt this is serious business.  Please be sure to make your contribution soon.  And thank you!
Gary Elmen, IRTA Vice President
Make donations, payable to IRTAPAC, to IRTA, 620 N. Walnut St., Springfield, IL  62702     or   www.irtaonline.org

