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Questions and Answers about the Battle 
to save IEA Member Pensions 

 
Friends, 
 
As you all know, the legislature adjourned without taking action on Senate Bill 
512, a pension-cutting proposal strongly opposed by IEA.  Though lawmakers 
will briefly return to work later this month, the proponents of SB 512 have 
announced they will not seek a vote until the 2012 spring legislative session. 
 
Since the adjournment, we’ve received many comments and questions from IEA 
members regarding the pension issue.  
 
Here are the key questions and our responses: 
 
What are the guidelines IEA has set for any pension proposals to be 
considered? 

Any proposal that would change state pension policy must be 
constitutional, fair to the participants in the systems, and must 
maintain the stability of the retirement systems. 

 
Why does IEA OPPOSE SB 512? 

The Illinois Constitution bars the reduction of benefits for 
participants in the state pension systems.  SB 512 would cut the 
benefits of current pension system participants.  Moreover, it would 
undermine the systems by creating a situation that would cause an 
increasing number of participants to exit for other, lesser, benefit 
plans.  IEA will oppose any unconstitutional proposals as well as 
proposals that would damage the fiscal health of the pension 
systems. 

 
Would SB 512 have impacted the pensions of those already retired from 
TRS, SURS, and the other state systems? 

Not directly.  Even the proponents of SB 512 acknowledge that the 
Illinois Constitution does not allow any reduction in the earned 
benefits of retirees.  
 
However, it is believed that SB 512 would, over time, cause many 
participants in the systems to exit the systems for 401K-type plans.  
If that were to happen, many years down the road, it would have a 
detrimental effect on the ability of the systems to pay benefits. 
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Does IEA agree there is a pension problem? 

Yes.  The pension systems are underfunded by $85 billion and that 
underfunding, if it is allowed to continue, poses a danger to the 
long-term health of the systems.  It’s important to understand that 
the main cause of the pension problem is the failure of the Illinois 
General Assembly, over the last three decades, to make its 
required payments to the pension systems.  Lawmakers and past 
governors diverted the money from the systems and used it to pay 
for other state programs. 

 
Did IEA testify against SB 512 in the legislative committee hearings in 
November? 

IEA submitted a “witness slip,” putting the organization officially on 
the record as opposed to SB 512.  Speaking for the We Are One 
Illinois labor coalition, of which IEA is a member, was Henry Bayer 
of AFSCME.  Bayer laid out the reasons for the union opposition to 
SB 512, and offered some ideas about things that could be 
discussed to address the pension problem.  
 
IEA has opposed SB 512 since the bill was introduced early this 
year, something all the members of the General Assembly know 
very well.  

 
Why are pensions on the table? 

The Illinois economy has helped make pensions the focus of 
legislation and the subject of misleading advertising and 
commentaries by organizations like the Civic Committee and the 
Chicago Tribune. 
 
The pension plan participants had no part in causing the pension 
crisis.  We believe it is grossly unfair to try to solve the crisis 
entirely on the backs of the participants.  We reject the notion that 
SB 512, an unfair and unconstitutional proposal, is the only way or 
the best way to deal with the pension problem. 
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Some legislative leaders, particularly Republican House Leader Tom Cross, 
claim IEA refuses to meet to discuss ideas for solving the pension 
problem.  Is that true? 

No.  After IEA and the other unions stopped SB 512 last spring, it 
was announced that the bill’s proponents wanted to meet with the 
unions and legislators to discuss solutions.  IEA and the other 
unions agreed to meet, and several meetings took place over the 
summer and fall months. 
 
Unfortunately, the meetings seemed mostly to be for the sake of 
appearances.  The pro-SB 512 participants were not interested in 
reviewing facts that showed their proposal was unconstitutional, 
unfair, and expensive.  They were focused only on reducing 
benefits, nothing else.  That was not a basis for a reasonable 
discussion about how a problem should be addressed. 
 
As for Rep. Cross (sponsor of SB 512), IEA leaders and staff met 
with him during the fall session.  
 
The refusal of some “pension reform” proponents to consider any 
ideas that did not call for an unconstitutional reduction in benefits 
ensured the meetings held over the last few months would not lead 
to a solution of the pension problem. 

 
Since IEA opposes any unconstitutional proposals, does that mean the 
unions are unwilling to discuss ideas about how to address the issue? 

No.  There is nothing more important than making sure the pension 
system participants receive the benefits they have been promised. 
For that to happen, the pension systems must be shored up; we all 
agree on that, and we’re willing to have that discussion.  
 
The refusal to accept unconstitutional or unfair solutions, or 
solutions that would harm the pension systems, does not preclude 
a serious discussion.  However, it does mean that those who have 
focused solely on reducing benefits will need to expand their vision. 
 
This will not be easy.  However, we are confident that a fair, 
constitutional plan that is thoroughly thought through can be 
developed.  We also know, though, that the sentiment in the 
legislature is that if we do not propose a meaningful solution, 
SB 512 will become law.  That would be devastating to our 
members.  That cannot be allowed to happen. 


