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Pension panel eyes firms that help Vt.

Peter Hirschfeld Vermont Press Bureau

MONTPELIER - The state is looking to invest a portion of its multi-billion-dollar pension fund
in businesses that promise to strengthen the Vermont economy. The Vermont Pension Fund
Committee oversees a $3.2 billion retirement fund for teachers and state and municipal
employees. State Treasurer Jeb Spaulding said Tuesday the committee will consider
targeting the fund's considerable resources in investments that offer economic benefits to
local communities.

"We've put in place a process that allows us to consider investments that support
community and economic development, but that doesn't take away our responsibility to
consider good risk-adjusted returns," Spaulding said. "It could be a good new source of
funds that allow (businesses) to pursue some proposals that they don't otherwise have
funding for."

The all-important rate-of-return will remain the benchmark for approving any new pension
fund investments, according to Spaulding. But he said the new policy - instituted at his
behest last year- could help local businesses that might otherwise have trouble finding
capital on the open market. Those investments, Spaulding said, could stimulate anything
from job growth to new industry to energy efficiency initiatives.

"We first of all are trying to address areas where there is a capital gap, where other capital
is not available," Spaulding said. "I'm hoping a creative individual will look at the policies
and submit some innovative proposals.”

The Treasurer's Office has issued a request for proposals for investment opportunities that
meet the program's criteria. Those criteria include a promise of market-rate returns, direct
benefit to economic or community development, and oversight of any pension funds by an
"experienced and capable" manager.

Gov. James Douglas earlier this year looked to bolster the creation of affordable housing in
the state by investing more than $17 million worth of pension funds in the Vermont Housing
Finance Agency. Spaulding, who criticized Douglas’ plan for initiating an investment without
conducting due diligence, said his targeted-investment initiative is unrelated to Douglas'
economic stimulus plan.

"This was something that | personally was interested in working on with the trustees of the
pension funds to adopt a policy on," Spaulding said. "There are other states that have
experience with economically targeted investments, and some have worked out well and
others not so well, so we've tried to learn from the experience of other states."

Last year, the program's first, Spaulding received four responses to his request for
proposals.

The pension fund committee agreed to invest in one, contingent upon certain conditions
being met, Spaulding said. Though the Norwich-based real estate firm that won the
committee's approval has yet to meet those conditions, Spaulding said investment could



ultimately enhance land protection in Vermont while offering a 12 percent to 14 percent
return.

"We intentionally did not put a limit on the amount or on what asset classes we'd invest in,"
Spaulding said. "The benefits could be in any number of different areas."

Annie Noonan, head of the Vermont State Employees Association, said her organization
supports the pension fund committee's efforts. Members of the VSEA sit on the Vermont
Pension Investment Committee.

"VSEA and our elected representatives to the retirement board support socially responsible
investments that help Vermonters," Noonan said. "Having a window of opportunity for the

board to consider these requests ensures that good ideas and programs can be advanced.

We're confident that our members on (the pension-fund committee) will make responsible

fiscal decisions while supporting worthy proposals.”
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