
 

Mark Glennon’s September 1 article, “The Path to Illinois Pension Reform,” is a sincere but flawed effort 

to dissect and recommend remedies for the challenges facing Illinois’ pension funds. 

Glennon begins with a glaring error: Moody’s has estimated Illinois’ total unfunded pension liabilities at 

$240 billion, not $420 billion as he states. But more significant than this transposition error is the fact that 

Glennon leans on a faulty comparison for much of his argument. He compares this 30-year liability with a 

single year of state and local revenues to come up with the outrageous assertion that pension liabilities 

could devour the budget tenfold. 

No. That’s plainly ridiculous. 

The impact of unfunded liabilities that are to be paid off over 30 years should be compared to 30 years’ 

worth of revenue. When examined through the correct lens, Illinois pensions would absorb 8 percent of 

the state and local revenues—assuming nothing changed. 

But change is an option. Minor adjustments to the revenue system in Illinois could make an appreciable 

impact, stabilizing pension funding for the long haul. Illinois’ revenue structure falls short of ideal in four 

key areas: elasticity, volatility, progressivity, and adequacy. 

What does this mean? Compared to its neighboring states and to the U.S. as a whole, Illinois has a poorly 

designed revenue system that is out of step with the state’s actual economic growth. The problem is that 

Illinois is only capturing taxes on 80 cents out of every dollar of economic growth. In a well-designed 

revenue system, these variables would remain in sync, or elastic, as economists put it. Small, steady lags 

between economic and revenue growth have piled up year after year, and this inelastic relationship has 

created serious financial problems for Illinois. 

That isn’t all. Over the past 40 years, the Illinois revenue system has been more volatile than the U.S. as a 

whole. And taxation in Illinois is highly regressive, placing an outsized burden on lower-income people. 

The poorest 20% in Illinois pay $14.40 for every $100 of their income in state and local taxes, versus a 

nationwide average of $11.40.  

Illinois is the fifth largest economy in the U.S. Yet its tax system is designed in such a way that it is 

fortieth in the nation when measuring the ratio of revenue to gross domestic product. 

Pension funds can be stabilized. Joint research from the Federal Reserve Board, Bank of England, and the 

Brookings Institution shows that as long as the ratio between pension liability and GDP is stable, pensions 

are sustainable. Rather than pre-emptorily dismissing revenue as a tool for strengthening pensions, Illinois 

should be taking a hard look at how to structure state and local revenues to better support all public 

services, including pension obligations.  

And to use Glennon’s word, if anyone has been “tricked” into providing more funding for public 

pensions, it is not the government or ordinary taxpayers. It is the half-million public sector workers in 

Illinois who steadily contributed to their public pension funds even when states and localities reneged on 

their obligations. Tricks like that never work; the government that skipped out on its payments needs to 

take responsibility for filling the financial gap it created. It can do so by tweaking revenues to make the 

tax system more elastic and more progressive, just for starters. 

https://www.chicagotribune.com/opinion/commentary/ct-opinion-commentary-illinois-pension-crisis-wirepoint-20200901-uyefp4ugs5awti4rfhnhcrffhm-story.html
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