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Coalition of More than 200 Communities and Business Leaders Call For Statewide Public Safety Pension Reform

Illinois taxpayers and communities need urgent relief from rising public safety pension costs 


SPRINGFIELD, IL. [March 3, 2010] – Members and supporters of the Pension Fairness for Illinois Communities coalition convened Wednesday at the State Capitol to formally announce the launch of the statewide coalition and to support two recently introduced public safety pension reform bills, House Bill 5297 and Senate Bill 2574. Legislative action is needed to control escalating municipal public safety pension costs, which are fixed by state government and have grown exponentially over the past decade. These pension costs threaten the financial viability of communities across the state.  
An example of the unsustainable system is when public safety employees can retire as early as age 50 after 30 years of service, with a pension of 75 percent of their final pay rate despite only contributing one-third of the cost of their pension.  
A recent study of Illinois police and fire pensions conducted by the Commission on Government Forecasting and Accountability (COGFA) showed that taxpayer funded public safety pension fund contributions have increased by at least 50 percent between 2004 and 2008 in all of the Illinois communities analyzed.   
The Pension Fairness for Illinois Communities coalition, which represents more than 200 communities, was established as a statewide effort to develop a lasting solution to the pension crisis that protects Illinois taxpayers and communities, while ensuring sustainable retirement benefits for public safety employees.
“Illinois communities have reached a breaking point. Legislators need to act now to rein in skyrocketing public safety pension costs, which have put an unsustainable burden on nearly every community across the state,” said Mayor Tim Davlin of Springfield. 

The Pension Fairness for Illinois Communities legislative platform proposes several steps that would enable communities to provide its public safety employees with secure and reliable retirements for the long-term, including a proposal to study the consolidation of public safety pension systems into one statewide fund to minimize operational costs and provide opportunities for improved investment returns. Another step calls for the enrollment of all new public safety personnel in a modified pension system, which could produce billions in savings over the coming decades.  The Coalition also proposes recalibrating the contribution level so that taxpayers and public safety employees are contributing equally towards providing pensions.  Right now, taxpayers are shouldering a much larger share of this burden.     

“Legislators have the duty to address the state laws that have left many communities in financial crisis, forcing them to choose pension funding over the delivery of basic services.  To recognize this crisis and ensure that our public safety employees have fair and sustainable pensions, the General Assembly needs to act now,” said Christopher Canning, President of the Village of Wilmette. 
The Pension Fairness for Illinois Communities coalition will work closely with state Representative Karen May (D-58), state Senator Pam Althoff (R-32) and other supporters throughout the spring legislative session to incorporate elements of the coalition’s legislative platform into the recently introduced pension reform bills.  
“In no way do the reforms we propose suggest that we don’t value our police and fire employees and the significant risks that their line of work entails. The reality is simply that we can no longer maintain the current system and the General Assembly must act now to protect our taxpayers and prevent Illinois communities from financial collapse,” said state Senator Pam Althoff. 
“We value our public safety employees and the services they provide,” said state Representative Karen May. “As legislators, we must act now to develop a fair and sustainable public safety pension system in order to restore economic stability to communities across Illinois.”
Although local governments across Illinois have more than doubled their public safety pension contributions over the past 10 years, funding ratios have fallen as major investment losses resulted from the market downturn and as the state legislature passed a series of public safety pension benefit enhancements. These increases are unfunded mandates, meaning that local governments, and ultimately the taxpayers, are fully responsible for funding them. 

 “Property tax increases to help pay for public safety pensions are crippling the local businesses that form the economic backbone of our communities,” said Mark Denzler, Vice President and Chief Operating Officer of the Illinois Manufacturers’ Association. “When the local business community struggles, the entire community feels the impact, especially during these difficult economic times.”
####

For more information, please visit: www.pensionfairness.org
