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From the Chair

Gerold “Jerry” Weldon
As we open up the pages of this first issue of The
Retiree Guardian for 2017, you will see that a lot of
issues have popped up for our attention. Who would
have guessed that our company would announce yet
another acquisition? The intention of CenturyLink to
purchase Level 3 this year was a complete surprise to
me. What will that mean to the pension plan? Speaking
of surprises, the election of 2016 was a real surprise to
most of us. Regardless of your political persuasion, you
must admit that a lot of issues impacting pensions and
benefits will be opened in the new administration. Add
to that the annual enrollment for healthcare coverage
and benefits and you can easily be overwhelmed with
subjects demanding your attention. As always we have
attempted to include articles to help sort out the issues
and point out the changes that affect our retirement
hopes and dreams. Please browse through this issue
and see if you find it helpful.
Just when we think we have a small victory with
retirement regulations, changes in the Supreme Court
may insert new variables, making it vital that we stay
vigilant with both our attorney and the NRLN. The

Retiree Guardian attempts to point out the issues and
help with your questions and concerns.
As your representatives, the Board of Directors is
reviewing and refining our agreement with Curtis
Kennedy to determine the best way to proceed as a
team in 2017. We will be watching for impacts due to
merging pension plans as Level 3 employees join CenturyLink. This and other issues will be included in our
work with Curtis. If you have questions or issues you
would like to see addressed, let me know and we will
do our best to make sure they are covered as we work
through 2017.
As always, enjoy this issue of The Retiree Guardian
and please feel free to share it with nonmember friends.
As you can see from 2016, it appears there will always be
situations that require our attention. The association will be tireless in serving your interests in those
matters as we work through the coming years.

Jerry Weldon
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Our Mission: To preserve and protect the pension and benefits we earned

Another merger: CenturyLink buys
Colorado-based Level 3 Communications

Excerpts from Dow Jones Newswires, The Wall Street Journal, and The Denver Post

CenturyLink Inc. announced in October 2016 that it
reached a cash-and-stock deal to buy Level 3 Communications Inc. for roughly $25 billion, a marriage that
will give the two communications companies more
heft to weather the competitive landscape.

such a combination will put a big fraction of the most
recently built national long-haul conduit and dark fiber
into the hands of one company.

Level 3 runs one of the largest Internet backbones in
the world, but increasingly has turned its focus to small
and midsize businesses in an attempt to reverse slowing sales growth in its core Internet business.

Meanwhile, Level 3’s national metro depth will be
merged with CenturyLink’s incumbent western
territories to potentially great effect. And CenturyLink’s
cloud and data center assets combined with those of
Level 3’s will be similarly interesting.

All the big ‘dot com’-era builders under one roof at last
... will regulators notice?

CenturyLink, traditionally a rural local-phoneservice provider, has sought to upgrade its network
with fiber-optic lines in a bid to compete with AT&T
Inc., Verizon Communications Inc. and rivals in the
cable industry.

This merger will be the granddaddy of network integration projects.
How about the people? Level 3 has 12,500 in its organization, give or take a few. CenturyLink has 43,000. All
deals like this will mean layoffs of course, and plenty of
them. It has to be that way to make enough synergies to
get the numbers to work out.

CenturyLink gets about two-thirds of its revenue from
business customers, while Level 3’s revenues come
entirely from the business segment.
Companies often take on a big risk when they
announce a big acquisition. Shares of an acquirer (in
this case CenturyLink) often sell-off as the shares of the
company being acquired (Level 3) rise.

But there will be added complications of the different cultures of the two companies to be sure. And, of
course, 16,000 of CenturyLink’s are unionized.
About the stock. Under the deal’s terms, CenturyLink
agreed to swap $26.50 in cash and 1.4286 CenturyLink
shares for each share of Level 3. The company said the
deal was worth $34 billion, including debt.

Investors have learned over time that integrations can
take years to accomplish, and in some cases, integrations just never really pan out.
What will the numbers look like in the merger? As
of right now, CenturyLink has a $16.9 billion market
capitalization (total value of outstanding shares) and
net debt of around $20 billion. Its revenues are in the
$17.8 billion range.

Leadership after the merger. CenturyLink Chief
Executive Glen Post, or whoever is the CenturyLink
CEO when the merger is completed — estimated to
be the third quarter of 2017 — will lead the combined
company. Level 3’s chief financial officer, Sunit Patel,
will serve as chief financial chief of the combined firm.
Post, who also chairs the CenturyLink board, will continue to serve as chairman of the combined company.
CenturyLink has agreed to appoint four Level 3 Board
members at the merger closing.

Level 3 has a market capitalization of $18.65 billion and
net debt of about $10 billion. It generates about $8.3
billion in annual revenue.
Combined, the two will have $26 billion or so in
revenue — and an enterprise value of $65 billion. That’s
a big company, but still nowhere near the AT&Ts and
Verizons of the world.

As with previous mergers such as the
Qwest and CenturyLink merger in April
2011, healthcare benefits extended to
pre-1991 and ERO retirees are protected
under the Phelps settlement.

Just a week after the Level 3 merger was announced,
CenturyLink announced that it is selling its data center
business for $2.15 billion.
How about the assets? In terms of long-haul assets,
Retiree Guardian—Issue 1, 2017
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Are You Up to a Challenge?
By Clyde Just

The Monday Morning Coffee Group
(pictured to the right) meets each
week at a local cafe in Omaha. We
are sure that there are many such
groups of telephone retirees who
also meet somewhere on a periodic
basis. Thanks to Gus LeMaster, who
took this picture, we would like to
challenge all of these groups to take
a picture of their members and send
it to me to be included in a future issue of The Retiree Guardian. We are
always looking for pictures to print
and feel that including pictures of
retiree groups would be a great addition to each issue. So, we have laid
down the gauntlet and challenge
your groups to show off to the other
members of our retiree association.
My email address is:
cjust6365@centurylink.net

Omaha Monday Morning Coffee Group
Back row, from the left: Ron Nemer, Clyde Just, Tom Burns,
Jim Burns, and Gus LeMaster. Front row: Kaye Ramsey,
Don McWhirter, John Novak, Leo Graff and Bud Zender.

Treasurer’s Report
Paul Williams, Treasurer

Financially, 2016 was a good year for our organization. I
don’t have information regarding any last-minute renewals or new members. but have a very good idea of what
our finances will end up for last year. We spent approximately $6,500 more than we took in, but we are ending the
year with enough money in the bank to finance 2017. My
records will be audited in January or February with the
results given to the board of directors. I will be presenting a
final report at our annual membership meeting. There has
been some discussion about changing the format of those
meetings to involve more members. Watch future Retiree
Guardians for information as it becomes available.

we help support. I’m not forecasting gloom and doom, just
talking about the challenges that your board of directors
will face in 2017.
I want to thank those of you who were able to make
contributions in addition to your dues. In 2016 those
contributions amounted to 11.5% of our total revenue.
In case you got hung up on my first two statements and
are concerned about the fact that we spent slightly more
than our annual revenue, I want to remind you that we
are basically providing the same member support that was
provided by the 14-state AUSWR association. The CO/WY
association did help last year and plans to provide some
help this year, but you, as members of this association, are
shouldering the majority of the load. I am proud of you,
our members, and am glad that we will be able to perform
the benefits-watchdog function for another year.

Part of our financial success was due to our friends in the
Colorado/Wyoming organization helping fund our legal
bill. I have been told that they are not in a position to help
as much in 2017, so we will have to be a little tighter with
our funds and with which of Curtis Kennedy’s activities
Retiree Guardian—Issue 1, 2017
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Telephone Pioneers
Here are some excerpts from an article that was submitted to me by John Postovit from Fargo, ND. If you
would like to submit an article telling us about your
Pioneer Chapter please submit it to Clyde Just. I am
sure there are other chapters that are still active and we
would like to hear from them as well. John shared that
whenever he has an audience of Telephone Pioneers
he uses the opportunity to encourage membership in
the retiree association. Likewise, John asks that we use
The Retiree Guardian to share the successes of Pioneer
groups that remain active. There is a natural tie with
common interests between retirees that belong to the
Pioneers and the retirees that belong to the retiree association.

Army.
• Through working several projects and from member contributions we distributed over $3,000 to
nine organizations in the Fargo area.
• Approximately 200 Pioneers attended the spring
luncheon, summer picnic, and holiday social and
brought food items to donate to the Fargo-Moorhead Food Pantry. When gathered, we use the
opportunity to inform those in attendance of any
news from CenturyLink or the NWB/USW Retiree
Association; the schedules, plans and need for volunteers to carry out activities; and respond to any
issues or questions affecting their pension, medical
or other benefits—to the best of our knowledge.

Red River Valley Telephone Pioneer Co.

Holiday Pie Social

We experienced the end of a 105-year history of Bell
System and divesture-company sponsorship of the
Telephone Pioneers. CenturyLink has stated “We
have determined that we do not have the resources to
continue sponsorship of the Telephone Pioneers.”
CenturyLink also informed us to vacate the telephone
exchange building. In compliance, approximately 52
individuals worked about 750 hours to clear the space.
We allowed Pioneers to take furniture pieces and
photo memorabilia plus we gave various items to
Health Equipment Recovery; Sanford and Essentia
Children’s units; Nokomis Child Care; Project Linus
and thrift stores. The historical photos and documents
went to the NDSU Archives and the cookbooks were
donated to the Bonanzaville gift shop. The remaining
furniture was purchased by Weivoda.

Brenda Carlson, John Postovit,
Al Olson and Pam Olson

We are still the “Red River Valley Telephone Pioneers”
without CenturyLink support and are now affiliated
with the 14-state “Legacy West Pioneers” organization.		
Here are some highlights of what our group accomplished in 2016:
• Over 1,500 hours were spent on maintenance items
on the Telephone Pioneer Museum.
Elaine Sipe, Donna Peterson,
Allen Cottrell, Donald Gunderson,
Helen Gunderson, and Pat Cottrell

• We handled food distribution for four weeks along
with 150 hours at the Food Pantry and 140 hours
over seven days ringing bells for the Salvation
Retiree Guardian—Issue 1, 2017
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Membership and Retiree Guardian Updates
By Clyde Just

In the last issue of The Retiree Guardian, I estimated
that we would lose 244 members by the end of
November, 2016. I am happy to report that my estimate was too high. Thanks to 97 members sending
in their dues in September/October, we only lost 147
members in 2016. We also gained 10 new members in
the last quarter, which makes our current membership
total 2,364. Thanks to all who sent in their dues as well
as to the new members who have joined.

ceive the 2017 fourth-quarter Retiree Guardian. I have
found that our membership renewal process normally takes from July through October and I wanted to
make sure that during this time everyone receives
the third-quarter Retiree Guardian. One other key bit
of information that you need to be aware of is that
since we use the lowest-cost method of delivering The
Retiree Guardian via the mail, it does not get forwarded to a new address. So if you move during the year,
please notify us by either calling or sending a short
note to the telephone number/address on the Membership Application and Renewal form located on the
last page of each issue.

During 2016 we have established what I believe is an
improved process for when we remove a name from
our membership list due to death. All current members will remain on the membership list until the end
of October 2017. This will allow us to send The Retiree
Guardian to each member in our database even if a
person has passed away. This will allow the family of a
member who died to see their loved one’s listing in the
Milestones. Also, while your current membership dues
for 2017 are only good through June 2017 (our fiscal
year), you will always receive your Retiree Guardian
through the third quarter. Any member who does not
pay their dues for the fiscal year of July 2017 through
June 2018 by October 31, 2017, will then be removed
from our active membership database and will not re-

During 2017 you can again expect to receive four issues of The Retiree Guardian, one to be sent in the first
month of each quarter. This schedule means you will
receive the fourth issue of the newsletter with information from CenturyLink on health options for 2018
before the deadline for those decisions.
As always, any questions or comments regarding The
Retiree Guardian should be sent to me. My email is on
the back page and my mailing address is 420 S. 158th
Ave, Omaha, NE 68118.

Challenge accepted by Sioux Falls Saturday Morning Group

Clyde contacted Ole Johnson in
Sioux Falls, and Ole accepted the
challenge and sent this picture of
a group that meets on Saturday
mornings.
Sioux Falls
Saturday Morning Group
Standing in back: Swede
Svendson and Elmer Peterson.
Seated in front: Ole Johnson,
Jim Mitzel, Gerry Giddings
and Ken Hendrix.
Retiree Guardian—Issue 1, 2017

5

IA/MN/NE/ND/SD Edition

NRLN Prepared to Attack Any Efforts
to Damage Social Security & Medicare
By Bill Kadereit
President, National Retiree Legislative Network
Guard against a Social Security Reform Act

The National Retiree Legislative Network (NRLN) is prepared to attack any efforts by the new 115th Congress and/
or the Administration to damage Social Security and Medicare.

A few days before the 114th Congress adjourned in December for the final time, Representative Sam Johnson (TX-03),
chairman of the House subcommittee on Social Security,
introduce H.R. 6489, the Social Reform Act of 2016. All
bills introduced in 2015 and 2016 Congressional sessions
die with the end of the 114th Congress. It is expected that
Chairman Johnson will reintroduce his bill again in the new
115th session.

Prior to the final adjournment of the 114th Congress, and
members going home for the holidays, there were leaders
in the U.S. House of Representatives who were advocating
“reforms” that the NRLN believes would do irreparable
harm to Social Security and Medicare.

If reintroduced, and passed into law, Johnson’s bill would
reduce Social Security costs by changing the benefits
formula to reduce payments progressively for high earners.
It would gradually raise the full retirement age from 67 to
69 for people who are today 49 or younger. And, it would
change the inflation metric used to calculate benefits to one
that shows lower inflation, essentially slowing the growth
in benefits, and eliminating cost-of-living (COLA) adjustments for high earners.

We are keeping a watchful eye on Congress as it gets
back to work, and as the new President takes the oath of
office. We are prepared to engage our nationwide grassroots
network should some officials in the House and/or the
Administration — after the January 20 inauguration of
President Trump — try to take action harmful to retirees’
Social Security and Medicare benefits.

Hold President Trump to campaign promises
During the 2016 presidential campaign, Donald Trump
rejected any kind of benefit cuts to Social Security, and was
against the idea of privatizing Medicare or converting it to a
‘voucher’ system.

In addition, Rep. Kevin Brady (TX-08), Chairman of
the House Ways & Means Committee, met with NRLN
members and me in Conroe, Texas in August 2016. He
said that he supports changes to Social Security that would
gradually raise the retirement age to 70, include means
testing for eligibility to receive Social Security benefits and
create what he calls a true cost-of-living for seniors, which
probably means a chained Consumer Price Index (CPI)
making COLAs smaller or none at all.

Retirees need to hold President Trump to his campaign
promises, and urge him to speak to Congressional leaders
and members of his Cabinet who want to change the programs that are cornerstones for secure retirement.
In June 2016, the trustees for Social Security and Medicare
trust funds released their annual report.

NRLN’s position on Social Security

They noted: “Both Social Security and Medicare face longterm financing shortfalls under currently scheduled benefits
and financing. Lawmakers have a broad continuum of policy
options that would close or reduce the long-term financing
shortfall of both programs. The Trustees recommend that
lawmakers take action sooner rather than later to address
these shortfalls, so that a broader range of solutions can
be considered and more time will be available to phase in
changes while giving the public adequate time to prepare.”

The NRLN’s position is that there is a straight-forward
solution to ensuring Social Security for current and future
retirees.
But from the outset, Congress and the President must be
clear that first and foremost, Social Security is not a welfare
program paid for by the U.S. Government. Social Security has its own revenue stream from payroll deductions and
employer contributions. Social Security has never added
one penny to the debt.

The NRLN recognizes that Congress and the Administration need to take action to shore up the financial status of
Social Security and Medicare. We believe that the NRLN’s
positions make more sense than the damaging measures
being advocated by some Congressional leaders and some
Cabinet nominees.
Retiree Guardian—Issue 1, 2017

The NRLN opposes the chained-CPI as the way to calculate the annual COLA for Social Security beneficiaries. The
chained-CPI would be less accurate because seniors spend
far more on health care than other consumers. Health
care inflation outpaces general inflation by a wide margin.
Health care, particularly the cost of prescription drugs, is
eating away retirement income.
continued on page 7
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NRLN … continued from page 6

Rep. Price, who is a doctor, has long supported privatizing
Medicare — with taxpayer dollars going to insurance companies who make big contributions to members of Congress.

The NRLN opposes raising Social Security’s full retirement
age. In 1983, the full retirement age was increased to 67 by
2022; cutting benefits an average of 13 per cent. A further
age extension, to possibly age 69 or 70, would cut benefits
another 20 per cent or more.

Another concern for seniors is that Donald Trump has
nominated Rep. Mick Mulvaney (SC-05) as Director of the
Office of Management and Budget (OMB). Since his election to Congress in 2010, a number of bills Mulvaney has
introduced reveals a strong appetite for cutting government
spending, especially Medicare and Social Security. He has
repeatedly said the programs must be reformed.

A higher retirement age will require workers to attempt to
remain employed when hiring trends in the private sector
favor younger rather than older workers.
And many jobs are labor intensive to the point that it is not
physically possible to continue that work to age 69 or 70.
It is proven that chronic health conditions inhibit seniors’
productivity.

NRLN’s Position on Medicare
Congress and the President must honor the Medicare
covenant with the American people. The recent effect of
unemployment on payroll tax revenue, the surge in Baby
Boomer eligibility (10,000 reach 65 years old daily), and
rising health care costs can’t be offset by slashing Medicare
benefits without regard for this covenant.

The NRLN believes a reasonable increase in the combination of the payroll tax rate and the employer contribution
known at FICA (possibly between 0.5% and 1.5%), and increasing the maximum earnings now capped at $127,200
for 2017 upwards towards $250,000 would go a long way
to ensure Social Security’s solvency. This proposed tax-rate
increase should be done until the Baby Boomer surge passes and the Social Security Trust Fund is again adequately
funded actuarially. Then, the tax rates and maximum wages
taxed should be set to maintain actuarial funding.

• Attack Medicare fraud with the full force and effect of
the government. Congress and the President must enact
laws that provide stiffer federal penalties including prison
time, for defrauding Medicare.
• Pass legislation that would compel Medicare to do
competitive bidding for prescription drugs; funding to
accelerate generic drug to the market; eliminate noncompetitive practices in the pharmaceutical industry, and
the President to require the HHS Secretary to use existing
authority to import safe and lower-cost medicines from
Canada.

The Social Security Trust in the future should be insulated
from access by Congress, and its funds should never again
be a piggybank to cover other government spending.

Prevent Privatization of Medicare
For years, the NRLN has opposed the efforts of Speaker of
the U.S House Paul Ryan (WI-01), to replace Medicare with
a voucher plan, known as Premium Support. Seniors would
use a voucher to purchase their Medicare health care coverage from private insurance companies.

• Set fair and equitable rates for determining physician fees,
and make adjustments up or down annually. Examine
costly health-care referrals, redundant visit practices and
disallow flagrant abuses.
• Radically improve Congressional budget and expenditure
decisions to eliminate waste, cut back federal budgets for
projects, non-strategic grants and planned budget expenditures and stop authoring wasteful preferential bills and
amendments.

Changing Medicare to a Premium Support plan would raise
the cost of health care for seniors, and the Ryan plan fails to
account for inflation. Chairman Brady has pledged to support Speaker Ryan’s plan to privatize Medicare.
When the House proposed a similar voucher plan in 2011,
an analysis by the non-partisan Congressional Budget Office
(CBO) concluded that turning Medicare over to private insurance plans would result in seniors paying twice as much
for their care, would raise administrative costs (Medicare
now spends only 3 per cent on administration) and would
fail to keep health care inflation as low as traditional Medicare has done.

Medicare budget problems can never be resolved if Congress makes public policy that simply shifts rapidly growing
health care costs from a line item in the federal budget to the
personal budgets of seniors and all Americans.
Cost-shifting retards purchasing power, GDP and federal tax revenue. Until Congress tackles the reduction of per
capita cost of health care, they can rightfully be judged to
be ‘kicking the can down the road,’ to be playing games and
spinning false claims of success.

After Donald Trump moves into the White House, and if
his nominee for Secretary of Health and Human Services,
Rep. Tom Price (GA-06), is confirmed by the Senate, Speaker Ryan will have a powerful partner in the new Administration.
Retiree Guardian—Issue 1, 2017

The Medicare Premium Support plan, a privatization proposal, is a classic example of cost-shifting —and is not a cost
solution.
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Thank you for providing names and obits of friends and associates
who have passed.
Please continue to provide obit information to me at:
dkelly717@aol.com or call me at 763-560-2840.

Don Kelly, Coordinator of milestones
Minnesota (continued)
Loney, Herbert J
Manijak, Yvonne D
Monahan, Andrea Yvonne
Muller, Evelyn Mae
Paulson, Lorraine Esther
Pearson, Charles T
Ramlet, Shirley A
Shannon, Raymond E “Ray”
Smith, James “Jim”
Sponnick, George Stuart
Storlie, Jean
Stahr, David G
Thompson, Janis M
Victor, Wanda (Hall)
Watkins, Frank

Iowa

Briggs, Mary M
Des Moines
Caligiuri, Arlene
Des Moines
Carson, Craig Eugene
Des Moines
Cropp, James Martin
Bella Vista AK/Des Moines
Davis, Marvel
Emmetsburg
Duffy, Linda Lea
Independence
Fieseler, John Parkin
Melbourne FL/Des Moines
Gibler, Lou Ann
Council Bluffs
Glunz, Dena K
Eldridge
Godbey, Marilyn “Lyn”
Indianola
Jones, Valda Maxine
Des Moines
Kerr, Virgil Allen
Clive
Leach, Doris Mae
Sioux City
Long, Kathryne
Prairie City
McCabe, Merlin
Cedar Falls
McDermott, Patrica
Atlantic/Pompano Beach FL
Miller, Catherine Maureen (McGrath) West Des Moines
Moore, Dolores Mae McDole
Des Moines
Nagle, Julia
Des Moines
Nielsen, Ronald “Ron”
Johnston/Des Moines
Noyes, Richard Orland
Johnston/Des Moines
O’Reilly, Beatrice Ella
Tipton
Petsel, Dona
West Branch
Swanson, Helen J
Quincy IL/Keokuk
Trento Caluzzi, Phyllis “Naai”
Des Moines
Weiss, Lois M
Victor/Cedar Rapids
Wiemer, Wana L
Burlington
Zimmerman, Shirley A
Des Moines

Nebraska

Bichel, Ralph W Jr.
Cogley, Donald
Coufal, Majorie M
Culver, Monita
Deeds, Addie F
Dunaway, Joanne Helene
Harkreader, Jack Dean
Ingalsbe, Daryl Eugene
Johnson, Barbra Ann
Johnson, Gerald C
Marron, Michael
McGruder, Paul Lawrence
Wieck, Alan D

Minnesota		
Andersen, Donald W
Anderson, Janice M
Butzke, Phyllis Josephine
Campbell, Donna S
Condiff, Donald Duane
Cooney, Joan G
Decker, Bernice L “Bernie”
Fisher, Gerald J
Glader, Donna Mae
Grogan, David G
Haik, Richard J
Hayek, Paul Joseph
Heintzman, Daniel Frank
Hillstrom, Dale
Holman, Richard Arther “Dick”
Latvala, Russ
Lempi, Dorthy J
LePage, Richard Victor
Loe, Donald Syver

Brooklyn Park
Spring Park
Fergus Falls
Minneapolis
Park Raptids
Wadena
Cold Spring
Faribault
Sartell/Cloquet
New Brighton
Minneapolis
Minneapolis
Bloomington
Moorhead
Baxter
St. Paul
Duluth
International Falls
Burnsville

Retiree Guardian—Issue 1, 2017

New Prague
Crystal
Duluth
St. Cloud
Windom
Aitkin/Stacy
Naperville IL/Minneapolis
Brooklyn Park
St. Cloud
Duluth
Mora
Minnetonka
Two Harbors/Duluth
St. Cloud
Bloomington
Omaha
Omaha/Hastings
Lexington
Lincoln
Omaha
Plattsmouth /Omaha
North Platte
Blair
North Platte
Omaha/Hastings
Papillion
Omaha
Omaha

North Dakota		
Cole, Warren J
Humphrey, Dean Ronald
Langfitt, Patrica Ann
Nagel, Jim
Nelson, Darlene Marie

South Dakota

Halbritter, Jacqueline
Keena, Viola Anne
Mathers, Gladys
Murray, Anna Marie
Pesek, Aleatha
Stearns, James

Other

Eckard, Jacqueline Margerite
Howell, Bruce
Winders, Ronald Allen “Ron”
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Fargo
Fargo
Fargo
Garrison/Bismarck
Grand Forks
Sioux Falls
Sioux Falls
Sioux Falls
Sioux Falls
Rapid City
Madison
Superior WI
Grand Junction CO
Loveland CO
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Medicare 2017 Cost Increases
Barbara Wilcox, Health Care Specialist AUSWR Colorado/Wyoming
Q. How do these costs impact CenturyLink retirees?

Medicare costs increased effective January 1, 2017. These
increases will impact all retirees who are on Medicare,
but the exact impacts vary, depending on your individual
circumstances, so it can get complicated. An overview of
the 2017 costs is shown in the table below.

A. All Medicare-eligible CenturyLink retirees have both Part A and
Part B. All pay the Part B premium.
• Part A & B deductibles and co-insurance apply to all who
have Original Medicare. If you also have CenturyLink health
insurance or a Medicare Supplement (Medigap) policy, that
insurance helps pay the Medicare deductibles and co-insurance.
• If you have a Medicare Advantage (Part C) plan, then you
do not have Original Medicare, and you do not pay Medicare deductibles and co-insurance. You pay your plan’s costs
instead.

2017 Medicare Costs at a Glance
Part A
Hospital Insurance
Premium

Part A
Hospital
Inpatient Deductible
and Coinsurance

Part B
Medical
Insurance
Premium

Part B
Deductible and
Coinsurance

Most people don’t pay a monthly
premium for Part A. If you or your
spouse paid Medicare taxes during
at least 10 years of work, then you
don’t pay the Part A Premium.

Q. Since all of us retirees on Medicare pay the Part B monthly
premium, is it true that all of us will pay $134/month in 2017.
I only paid $104.90 in 2016.

You pay:
• $1,316 deductible for each
benefit period*
• Days 1-60: $0 coinsurance for
each benefit period*
• Days 61-90: $329 coinsurance
per day of each benefit period
• Days 91 and beyond: $658
coinsurance per each “lifetime
reserve day” after day 90 for
each benefit period (up to 60
days over your lifetime)
• Beyond lifetime reserve days:
all costs

A. No. Most of us are protected from the full increase in the Part B
premium by the “hold harmless” provision of the Social Security
law. This provision applies to people who are drawing Social
Security benefits and are on Medicare and have their Part B premium deducted from their Social Security benefit each month.
The law specifies that the net payment to you, after the Part B
premium is deducted, cannot go down from where it was the
previous year. This year there was a small cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) in the Social Security benefits, but it was only
0.3%. That’s an average of $1-3 for most folks. So for example, if
you were paying $104.90 for Part B in 2016, and your COLA for
2017 was $3, then your Part B premium cannot increase more
than $3.

The standard Part B premium
amount is $134 (or higher depending on your income). However, most
people who get Social Security benefits will pay less than this amoun
($109 on average).

Q. That makes my head spin. Can you give an example of how
this works?
A. Sure. Suppose your Social Security payment was $1,000 in 2016,
and you were paying $104.90 for the Part B premium. Your net
benefit (not counting taxes or any other deductions would be
$895.10. In 2017, your COLA was $3, which increases your gross
Social Security payment to $1003 and your Part B premium to
$107.90. Your net payment is still $895.10.
Example:
2016
2017
Social Security Benefit
$1,000.00
$1,003.00
Part B Premium
($104.90)
($107.90)
Net Payment
$895.10
$895.10
This is just an example. Your personal numbers will be different.

$183 per year. After your deductible
is met, you typically pay 20% of the
Medicare-approved amount for most
doctor services (including most doctor services while you’re a hospital
inpatient), outpatient therapy, and
durable medical equipment.

Notes: A benefit period begins the day you’re admitted as an
inpatient in a hospital or skilled nursing facility (SNF). The
benefit period ends when you haven’t gotten any inpatient
hospital or SNF care for 60 days in a row.
Source: Medicare.gov
“Increases in Part B premiums and the hold harmless
provision”
medicareinteractive.org, Medicare Rights Center.
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A. No. For example, if you are new to Medicare, you will have to
pay the full $134. The hold harmless provision protects Social
Security recipients from paying higher Part B premium costs so
long as:
1. You were entitled to Social Security benefits for November
and December of the previous year (2016);
2. The Medicare Part B premium will be or was deducted from
continued on page 11
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Don Warsavage’s ‘Person-to-Person’ with Betty Kiniston

A woman who did it all!
Don Warsavage, Phone: 303-776-7782
Email: oldsavage14@gmail.com

the police. Please hurry!” She would push a button at her
position, which would set off a red light mounted high on
a pole on Main Street, and while waiting for a response, she
would collect all the information to pass on to the policeman when he saw the light and called in.

Betty will be 90 in March of this year.
When I first interviewed her back in early November, she
was much too busy – and we had to postpone our conversations until January. She was helping at the polling place in
Lamar, verifying ballots. She heads up the Senior Center in
Lamar, and is a member of the Transportation Board and
several other organizations.

Several circuits ran 17 miles to the East, connecting Lamar
to the Granada War Relocation Center, also known as Camp
Amache, where over 7,000 Japanese-American citizens were
interned. When the war ended, things changed again. The
Japanese were permitted to try and pick up their interrupted
lives.

Her telephone history, and a story of a woman who could
do it all, begins in Lamar, Colorado, in 1944, when Betty
was driving into town, and her boss’s words kept running
through her mind.

Many young men began returning from their battles overseas. One of these young men was Elmer Kiniston. When he
returned to Lamar, he met Betty. They fell in love and were
married for 51 years, until his death in
1997. Betty left the telephone company
after they were married, and set about
starting a family.

“Honey, you’re not going to get anywhere doing this job,” she’d said. “I
hear they’re hiring on down at the
phone company.”

But Betty returned to her telephone
operator job in the 1950s – and was
soon promoted to a Service Assistant.

Betty was a pretty self-confident teenager. After all, she could handle the
tractor and all the major farm chores
for her dad. Waitressing wasn’t that
hard. But it didn’t pay much, and
there were no benefits.

The Arkansas River raged over its
banks in 1965.
The entire Arkansas Valley, from
Pueblo, Colorado, through all the
small farming towns along the river,
was affected. Telephone and power
lines went down, crops were ruined,
and roads were washed out. Lamar was
inundated. Water was several feet high
against the Lamar telephone building. Operators still needed to be on duty to handle any emergency calls that could
get through.

She parked at the building with the
sign that said “Mountain States Telephone and Telegraph Company” and
went in. She was hired that day as a
telephone operator.
Lamar sits on the Eastern Plains of Colorado, nestled against
the Arkansas River along with a string of other small farming towns that follow the river east from Pueblo.
Betty learned to connect any one of the nearly 800 subscribers, (most of them on 8 or 10-partly lines) to their long-distance friends and relatives across the country.

Elmer Kiniston, Betty’s husband, came to the rescue. He
had a truck big enough to drive through the flooded streets
without stalling. The operators, including Betty, were loaded on to the truck bed, and Elmer drove to the telephone
company building. He backed the truck up until it touched
the fire escape on the rear of the building, and the operators
would step from the truck bed to the stairs, never having to
wade, and go up to the second-floor switchboard. Elmer and
his truck were the ‘flood commuter special’ for them until
the water receded.

World War II permeated everything people did in those
days, and could make the long- distance operator’s job very
complicated. As when she tried to route the customer’s call
through certain cities, a voice often would interrupt saying,
“Sorry. PRIORITY ONE. The government needs this circuit
right now.” Betty had to start all over again, and she’d notify
the customer that she’d call back when she had reached the
distant party.

Over the years, as technology advanced, and long distance
calls could be dialed from home, the Lamar Operator Office

In 1944, she also was a version of 9-1-1 for the community.
When she would hear a subscriber say, “Operator, we need
Retiree Guardian—Issue 1, 2017
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Kiniston … continued from page 10

was closed. This was a difficult time for the operators. Not
only would many lose their jobs, they had formed life-long
friendships sharing personal stories, recipes, and socializing with each other. They were given the chance to transfer
to Outside Plant (Network) operations, but the transition
wouldn’t be easy. They had to learn new skills and work in a
new location. Betty, still confident in her own abilities, decided to give it a try.

the Creede Hotel for the duration of the project. There were
eight other men staying at the hotel — a crew brought in to
clean up one of the silver mines. They filled up the rooms
of the little hotel, which had only one bathroom and one
shower to be shared by all. Betty was the only woman. Her
room was right above the restaurant and bar. She couldn’t
get to sleep for all the noise, so she decided to join in. That’s
where she says she learned to drink beer and play poker with
the guys.

In 1976, she was sent to Denver to attend line school. She
had to learn to climb poles. Betty was more than a little startled and dismayed when she looked down and saw the tiny
little hooks attached to her boots were all that kept her from
falling off the pole. Her method was to climb the pole by
looping the safety belt around the pole, then climb up a step,
scooting the belt along as she took each step.

Toward the end of the project, Betty jumped across the ditch
where the cable was being buried and landed on a dirt clod,
resulting in a broken ankle. That injury, along with some
damaged back vertebrae, ended Betty’s climbing career. She
was transferred to the Greeley, Colorado, plant department,
and retired from there on Labor Day in 1980 with 28 years
of service.
Betty loves to bake and her son’s favorite is chocolate buttermilk cake taken from one of the many recipes she has that
are all filed on the backs of long distance toll tickets where
she first recorded them, jotting them down as she heard
them from her companion operators on the switchboard in
Lamar.
Do you have a story to share?
Contact Don Warsavage
303-776-7782
oldsavage14@gmail.com

The pole climbing instructor was adamant, “You don’t do
it that way! You could slip and slide down the pole and do
real damage to … well, up front … you know. And anyway,
what on earth is a grandmother like you doing out here in
the first place? You’re in your fifties. You should be at home
with your family!”

Medicare 2017 … continued from page 9
your Social Security benefits in November 2016 through
January 2017;
You don’t already pay higher Part B premiums because of
Income-Related Monthly Adjustment Amount (IRMAA)
eligibility (income over $85,000 for an individual); and
You do not receive a Cost of Living Adjustment (COLA) large
enough to cover the increased premium. **

In spite of it all, Betty passed line school, and was assigned
to Monte Vista, Colorado, on the Western Slope in the San
Luis Valley.

Q. I’m a pre-91 retiree, and CenturyLink reimburses me for
my Part B premium each month. Will they reimburse me
for the higher Part B premium that I’m paying in 2017?
A. Yes, they will. But, you have to inform them of the change so
that they know how much to reimburse you this year. You
need to make a copy of the letter that Social Security sent you
in December giving your benefit amount for 2017 and what
they are deducting for your new Part B premium amount. If
you have a spouse, then there would be a separate letter for
your spouse. Send a copy of this letter or these letters to:
CenturyLink Service Center
P.O. Box 563905
Charlotte, NC 28256-3905.
You have until March 31, 2017 to get this done.
This applies only to Pre-1991 and ERO 1992 retirees.

She got so she didn’t have to slide her belt up the pole as she
climbed, and her new boss was surprised at how neat she
was in cutting in new cable terminals.
One of the most exciting jobs that Betty worked on was when
she and a younger man (she wishes that she could remember his name) laid the buried cable that ran from Creede,
Colorado to Lake City over Slumgullion Pass (11,000 feet
above sea level), replacing the open wire circuits. A distance
of some 49 miles.
Creede was far from their homes, so they were lodged at
Retiree Guardian—Issue 1, 2017
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Membership Application and Renewal
NWB - U S WEST - Qwest Retiree Association, Inc.

(Please print)

New Member ____ Renewal ____ Change ____ Extra ____ Date_________

Name__________________________________________________________________
Address ________________________________________________________________
City __________________________________ State _ _ Zip Code _ _ _ _ _ - _ _ _ _
Phone_________________________
E-mail__________________________________________(please enter if you have one)
Retired from (Company)________________________________ State _ _ Year _ _ _ _
Save us print and postage; get your Retiree Guardian electronically? YES ___ or NO ___
Pledge to be an active NRLN Grassroots Network volunteer and correspond with my
Senators and Representative on issues important to retirees. YES ___ or NO ___
_____ 1 year $25.00 per person

$ _________ Extra Contribution

Please send your check to: NWB - U S WEST - Qwest Retiree Association
12800 Industrial Park Boulevard, Suite 100
Plymouth, MN 55441-3928
Phone: 763-432-2860

