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NCPERS on Rockefeller Report:  Impractical, Off the Mark 
Following is the statement of Hank Kim, Esq., Executive Director and Counsel of the National 
Conference on Public Employee Retirement Systems (NCPERS), on Strengthening the Security of Public 
Sector Defined Benefit Plans, a report issued today by the Nelson A Rockefeller Institute of Government: 

Washington, DC – “While we appreciate the Rockefeller Institute’s analysis of the state of 
public pensions, we would point out to policymakers, the public and other stakeholders that their 
recommendations were developed by supposed experts who have neither policy nor real world experience 
with public pension plans. As a result, most of their recommendations are off the mark and impractical. 

“For example, their recommendation on how to value liabilities and calculate the costs of benefits 
with a “risk-free” discount rate is the wrong analysis to use to when formulating the best educated 
estimate on future earnings of pension plan assets and investments. Their recommended valuation may be 
appropriate in evaluating whether state or local bond yields are adequate, but it makes no real world sense 
to use a discount rate that is artificially low and unrelated to real investment expectations 

“We also object to the notion that public pension plans are making overly risky investments. 
Public pension trustees and staff take their fiduciary responsibilities very seriously as demonstrated by 
their relentless monitoring and adjusting of actuarial, economic, and investments assumptions. Since the 
Great Recession, this constant evaluation has led public pensions to de-risk, and to look for risk parity in 
their investment strategies.  

“Public Pensions are not static entities; they evolve with changing conditions. In fact, one of the 
distinguishing characteristics of public pensions is that we are constantly evolving. The public pensions of 
today are different that plans of 20 years ago. And those plans 20 years ago were different than the plans 
that were in place 40 years ago.  

“Like all institutional investors, public pension plans were hit hard by the Great Recession. Public 
pension plans responded by adopting numerous systemic and organizational reforms, including increasing 
employee contributions, raising benefit eligibility ages, changing actuarial analyses, revising internal 
accounting procedures and more. So in addition to the plan design changes that virtually every state has 
enacted  since 2010, public pension trustees and staff, in consultation with plan actuaries, asset managers, 

	  

	  



accountants, and other professionals, have been and continue to make adjustments to our plans. As a 
result, the financial strength of public pension plans has rebounded strongly from the Great Recession, 
and plan administrators report growing confidence about dealing with the challenges ahead.  

“By their very nature, and given the decades-long time horizon over which we must provide 
benefits, these changes should not and cannot produce dramatic changes overnight. They need time to 
work. Rather than introducing radical and harmful changes, it is crucial that we give reforms already 
adopted and reforms currently underway time to work.  

“It is true that there are a handful of public pension plans that are in financial distress, and their 
stories have been well publicized in the media. But the fact is the vast majority of public pension plans are 
more than adequately funded, are financially sound, have rebounded strongly from the losses caused by 
the Great Recession and are more than capable of meeting their obligations for the long term. 

“The few public pension plans that are in distress are plans whose employers – state and/or local 
legislatures – failed to adequately fund those plans. Public pensions are always looking for ways to 
improve the system. While we do not advocate federal involvement, we would happily entertain proposals 
designed to ensure that state and local legislatures adequately fund their public pension plans. Public 
employees who participate must always make their contribution to the pension plan. So must states and 
localities which have a fiduciary and contractual obligation to do so. The failure of some legislatures to 
live up to those fiduciary obligations have created pension funding dilemmas in their jurisdictions. 
Because of the omission of a few bad employer actors, public pension plans everywhere – no matter how 
well funded, no matter how financially sound – are under politically-motivated attack and are targets for 
dismantlement. This is a recipe for disaster – for the retirement security of present and future public 
service retirees and for the financial well being and growth of the communities where those retirees 
reside.  

“There are a few plans in trouble, but there is no national public pension crisis. It is crucial that 
policymakers don’t overreach and attempt to fix a problem that does not exist. To do that would create 
even bigger problems in the not so distant future – for the vast majority of pension plans that are working 
well, for the tens of millions of retirees and for local economies and governments that depend on the 
ability of those retirees to be full and active participants in their local marketplace.” 

About NCPERS 

The National Conference on Public Employee Retirement Systems (NCPERS) is the largest trade 
association for public sector pension funds, representing more than 550 funds throughout the United 
States and Canada. It is a unique non-profit network of public trustees, administrators, public officials and 
investment professionals who collectively manage more than $3 trillion in pension assets. Founded in 
1941, NCPERS is the principal trade association working to promote and protect pensions by focusing on 
advocacy, research and education for the benefit of public sector pension stakeholders. 
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