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Fire�ghter pension fund short; pension board president claims
problems with unfunded liabilities are mounting

Jan 20, 2010

By EDWARD HUSAR

Herald-Whig Staff Writer

The Quincy City Council engaged in a lengthy discussion Tuesday about problems

facing the city's �re�ghter pension program.

Mark Bigelow, president of the Quincy Fire�ghters Pension Fund Board, claims the

problem stems from the city not paying into the program the full amount speci�ed in

annual state actuarial reports.

He said the city has opted to pay smaller amounts speci�ed in a different actuarial

report commissioned by the city. The difference this past year was $94,544, a small

percentage of what the city had to levy for �re pensions.

The council recently approved a $5.1 million tax levy that includes $2.24 million for

�re pensions and nearly $1.65 million for police pensions. The levy for �re�ghter

pensions is up 25 percent, while the levy for police pensions is up 18.7 percent.

"There is a $1,544,289 unfunded accrued liability primarily due to decades of funding

at a rate less than 'state actuarially determined tax levy,' " Bigelow told aldermen.
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Bigelow said the unfunded liability has little to do with pension bene�ts given to

�re�ghters. He said the liability is a debt that's carried from one year to the next and

wouldn't be erased even if the city started eliminating some �re�ghter positions, as

some aldermen have suggested.

"If they cut two, three, four, �ve more �re�ghters now, it would be 10 years down the

road before you ever start realizing that savings," Bigelow said in an interview. "We're

paying off a debt that's been laid on us."

In response to a question from an alderman, City Comptroller Ann Scott said simply

paying off the unfunded portion each year won't solve the issue completely because

pension bene�ts have been increasing over the years, with �re�ghters receiving

larger pensions.

Not only are �re�ghters receiving larger pensions, they are retiring at a younger age

and receiving those bene�ts longer. Spousal bene�ts also have been strengthened.

"I don't think it's totally 100 percent a funding issue, because we have always funded

according to an actuary and every year, they reevaluate that," she said. "It's done

annually. I do think there are other contributors, including the bene�ts. When the

bene�ts are increased ... part of the bene�t increases could be, and would be, in that

unfunded portion."

She said simply putting more money into the unfunded portion may not effectively

close the gap.

"The more we put in, that gap could still continue to grow," she said.

Alderman Mike Farha, R-4, said the city's costs for �re�ghter pensions has risen

steadily in recent years and shows no signs of letup. He said this is putting a strain

on the city's �nances.
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"This is a very serious problem," Farha said.

Alderman Dan Brink, R-6, said the escalating pension situation is only getting worse.

"We're going to have the same problem next year, the year after and the year after

that," Brink sad. "It's just frustrating, from my standpoint, to sit here as a new

alderman and look at this tax obligation for the residents. What can we do about it?"

Bigelow noted that the fund's investments have increased 11 percent so far this year,

but the fund took a big hit during the stock market turmoil.

Mayor John Spring suggested it will take legislative action by the Illinois General

Assembly to address the growing pension concerns facing municipalities across the

state.

Fire Chief Joe Henning told aldermen, "I think we have a daunting task in front of us

in terms of how we're going to address this particular issue."

Henning said it will take "a cooperative effort" by the �re�ghters union, the city and

the pension board to come up with a long-term solution, but he doesn't believe the

answer is to cut �re�ghters.

"The level of service that the citizens of Quincy get from our �re�ghters would drop

off signi�cantly if we do that," he said.

Bigelow defended the recent decision by Jeff Gilliland to retire from the Quincy Fire

Department one day after being promoted to captain from the rank of lieutenant,

resulting in a $2,000 annual pension increase. Gilliland opted to take advantage of

the city's early retirement incentive offering.

"He had earned the next promotion long before the ERI had been brought up,"

Bigelow said, although the ERI created the possibility of promotion.
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Alderman Paul Havermale, R-3, said the situation could have been avoided had the

city required all employees to retire at the same time. Instead, Deputy Chief Thomas

Darnell retired �rst, which set in motion an automatic series of promotions,

including Gilliland's.

"The timing of his promotion and the ERI just happened to work out in his favor,"

Bigelow said. "This coincidence has never occurred before."
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