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A new report says that even if Mis-
sissippi’s public employee pension sys-
tem was meeting investment assump-
tions, governments still aren’t putting
away enough money to whittle down
debt from previous pension underfund-
ing.

The study, released last week by the

Pew Charitable Trusts,
raises questions about
the long-term course of
the Public Employees
Retirement System,
though the system has
enough money to pay
years’ worth of benefits
even if governments and employees
didn’t put in another penny.

“You’ve heard me say, and I still
believe, we’re not in a crisis,” said out-
going PERS Executive Director Pat
Robertson. “Are there concerns? Yes.”

PERS covers state employees, public
school teachers, city and county em-
ployees, and those who work for public
universities and community colleges.

The Pew report tries to measure
whether contributions from employers

and employees are enough to reduce
the gap between assets and benefits
owed if investment expectations are
met. While 32 states did reduce that
debt in 2015, the year the Pew report
covers, Mississippi fell short, putting in
only 97 percent of what’s needed.

“Overall, states are still contributing
less than they should be toward pen-
sions,” David Draine, a senior research-
er at Pew, told reporters on a confer-
ence call last week.

That gap between assets and all
benefits owed — the Mississippi plan’s
unfunded liability — increased to $16
billion in 2015, in part because the plan
lowered its assumed rate of return on
investments to 7.75 percent a year,
meaning the plan’s actuaries assume it
will need larger contributions to make

up the gap. The unfunded liability in-
creased again to $16.8 billion in 2016,
meaning PERS only has 60 percent of
the money it needs to pay current and
future benefits.

Some observers of public pension
systems find the emphasis on paying
down accumulated debt in pension
systems misplaced, saying it’s an artifi-
cial crisis created by accounting rules.

“Ultimately the best argument
against the current rules is that follow-
ing these rules is not necessary to keep
the checks from bouncing,” wrote Tom
Sgouros in a report for the Haas In-
stitute at the University of California,
Berkeley.
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Report: Miss. pension funding too low

Robert Graham is almost giddy
running through his lines as he waits
at his northwest Jackson home for
the cameramen to arrive. He wrote
the commercial script himself, and it
stars his Yorkshire terrier, Yoshi.

“I will not embarrass you,” he says
defiantly to no one.

The 63-year-old county politician
and former Jackson Police Depart-
ment spokesman smells like menthol
— he’s been popping cough drops to
stave off an irritated sinus — and he’s
wearing a yellow-and-orange-striped
polo.

He’s obviously happy to be in front
of the lens and speaks in a stern voice
about what he wants to accomplish as
mayor.

At the March 28 mayor’s forum at
the Jackson Convention Complex,
Graham, who’s been campaigning
for almost a year, chose to rise from a
low-black leather chair to deliver an
answer about the city’s current mis-
management of resources. His at-
tempt to emphasize his point by
standing during the informal meet-
ing created an awkward moment for
the audience.

He’s been absent at two question-
and-answer style forums since then,
citing scheduling conflicts.

But what Graham may lack in con-
nectivity, he makes up for by know-
ing the game that is Jackson politics.
He spent 35 years at the Jackson Po-
lice Department, nearly half that as
its public information officer.

When Graham — who worked his
way up from a janitorial job and fin-
ished his bachelor’s degree within
the last year — first ran for Hinds
County supervisor, folks said he
couldn’t win in the predominately
white District 1.

In 2007, he was the first African-
American elected to the seat, but he
doesn’t linger on that fact. He’s now
serving in his third term.

As a supervisor, Graham is recep-
tive to his constituents and has been
instrumental in pushing for partner-
ships between the city and county to
pave roads in northeast Jackson. His
recent efforts were not without self-
promotion.

He took the opportunity to public-
ly criticize Jackson officials for
slowing down the work, brushing
aside the city’s explanation that the
roads require sidewalk construction
to become compliant with the Amer-
icans with Disabilities Act and can-
not be paved without doing so.

He’s proven to be a highly political
board member, fostering a well-
known feud with his colleague, Dis-
trict 3 Supervisor Peggy Hobson Cal-
houn, and participating in shifting al-
legiances among the five officials.

While his resume on the county’s
website emphasizes his work on the
Hinds County emergency alert sys-
tem, it was a maintenance contract
for the county’s emergency radios
that seemed to cloud the politician’s
reputation.

In 2008, Graham championed the
expensive contract with AirWave
LLC, a company that employed just
one man named Stacey Stowers. Air-
Wave received a $4 million, six-year
contract and “they didn’t do any-
thing,” former District 4 Supervisor
Tony Greer said in 2015.

When officials began to complain
that AirWave wasn’t performing,
Graham fought for them to keep the
contract, eliciting suspicion from
colleagues and onlookers.

Supervisors eventually terminat-
ed the contract. Stowers and his part-
ner, Nathan Hargrove, owner of
Northstar Wireless, ended up suing

the county, which countersued. The
trial is set to begin in June, and Gra-
ham has been absent from the board
meetings in which the board discuss-
ed the litigation.

Graham would not answer ques-
tions about the contract because it is
in litigation, but says, “while they
were here, I will say I thought they
did a magnificent job.”

The last time Graham filed a cam-
paign finance report with the county
was in July 2015, after which point
there are four required reports, in-
cluding two annual reports for 2015
and 2016, missing from Graham’s file
at the Hinds County Courthouse.
Graham said he filed the reports,
though he did not maintain copies. He
suggested a rival in the election may
have taken the reports in a “political
dirty trick.” 

In February after the Jan. 31 dead-
line, Graham filed an annual cam-
paign finance report with the city
clerk’s office showing he raised
$14,500 in 2016 and didn’t spend any
of it. His top contributors, with the
exception of himself and his wife,
were personal injury lawyer Richard
B.Schwartz and Robert S. Jacobs, do-
nating $2,000 each. The next deadline
for mayoral candidates to file a cam-
paign finance report is Tuesday.

Contract fuss isn’t isolated to the
county. If elected, Graham would
likely inherit the recently filed sexu-
al harassment lawsuit that makes se-
rious contract-steering allegations 
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Mayoral candidate Robert Graham speaks to residents at the Lefluer Haven Nursing Home on Wednesday. 

Veteran of city, county government touts plan
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About this series
This is the first in a series of profiles on the
front-runners in Jackson’s mayoral race
leading up to the May 2 Democratic
primary.

If you were in the market for a ring
that would ordinarily cost $1,000, but
only had to pay $50 for it, you might
consider that a good deal. Owners of
some websites are betting you would
and have made millions doing it.

Brands such as DealDash, Qbids and
Beezid are called “penny auctions” and
are part of a fast-growing online indus-
try. They work quite differently from
traditional auction sites such as ebay.
With traditional sites, a seller places an
item for bid, and potential buyers place
their bids. As time runs out, whoever
bid the highest amount is the winner
and then must purchase the item.

But on penny auction sites, bidders
pay regardless of whether they win.
Participants pay for every bid and of-
ten buy bids in “packs,” sometimes
costing hundreds of dollars. With each
bid, the cost rises by a penny or more.
With many auction sites, you’re not
necessarily buying the item; you’re
buying the right to buy it at the final
price. If you win, you must claim the
item within a specified amount of time
or lose not only the item, but your bid
money as well.

Consumer watchdogs and govern-
ment regulators have warned the pub-
lic for years about penny auctions. Last
week in a Minnesota district court, a
man filed a class-action suit against
DealDash, one of the larger online pen-
ny auction sites, complaining that the
company was advertising top-name
brands, but was actually selling generic
items sold by companies with a connec-
tion to DealDash’s founder. In addition
(among a host of other allegations), the
plaintiff alleges the deals advertised
don’t really reflect the true cost paid by
winners — or losers.

The plaintiff called DealDash auc-
tions “perverse lotteries in which U.S.
consumers have lost tens of millions of
dollars in their fraud-induced pursuit of
sham merchandise.” One concern, the
suit contends, is that participants must
register up front, and enter a credit or
debit card number. The customer then
is required to purchase a certain num-
ber of bids in a bid package (between
60 and 2,400), with costs varying. (The
lawsuit contends the bids cost between
12 and 15 cents per bid). Thus, the con-
sumer ends up paying a lot, sometimes
exceeding the amount it would have
taken to purchase the item at full price.

If you’re considering entering a
penny auction, you should be aware of a
few things. In a blog post about penny
auctions, the Federal Trade Commis-
sion notes there are several potential
problems with penny auction sites,
including:

» Time lags. Many auction sites are
slow to deliver merchandise, and some-
times the quality of merchandise isn’t
as advertised.

» Misleading terms. Terms like
“bonus bids” might trick you into think-
ing the bid is free, when it isn’t.

» Hidden cost. Some sites make you
pay membership or subscription fees.
Check the fine print.

» Complaint problems. Many dis-
satisfied customers find that they get
no response or are told they have no
recourse. 

And finally, you’re betting against
the house. If you participate, remember
the old gambling adage: The house
always wins.

Contact Bill Moak at moakconsumer
@gmail.com.
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