
What is the pension crisis? Why should you care? What can you do?
Kentucky is drowning in a financial crisis. The state’s  

public pension systems – retirement plans for our teachers,  

fire fighters, state police and other public employees –  

experienced a shortfall of more than $36 billion in 2015  

alone. That’s more than 3.5 times the total General Fund  

tax revenue the state collected that entire year.  

In plain terms, it would take $8,268 from every man, woman 

and child in the Commonwealth if all 4.3 million Kentuckians 

were asked to pitch in to fix the problem and honor the  

promise made to Kentucky’s public servants. 

The history of how we got here is complex, and there is no 

agreement at this point about how to get Kentucky out of this 

situation. Regardless, this is the number one threat to our 

state’s financial stability. 

Because, even though this financial crisis directly threatens the security 

of retired teachers and government employees, it also poses grave risks 

for all Kentucky taxpayers. Here’s how:

 

•   The bigger the problem becomes, the more tax money will be 

needed to fix it. That means taxpayers could feel the squeeze 

– whether by being asked to pay more or by seeing fewer of their 

tax dollars being spent for schools and other areas of need. 

•   Our children will inherit the burden. Kentucky is a poor state, 

so getting our financial house in order is critical if we want to build 

a brighter future for our children and grandchildren.

•   This huge pension liability will mean higher interest rates on the 

bonds Kentucky sells to build roads, schools and other important 

projects that serve the public. That means we’ll have to spend 

more on those projects.

•   Many public projects will be put on hold as we fight to reduce 

this deficit over the long term. 

•   The pension squeeze makes it harder to attract new businesses 

and jobs, as prospects see a state in financial crisis. 

•   We will lose talent. Teachers and other public servants may  

look for careers elsewhere as Kentucky struggles to meet its 

obligations.

It’s a complicated problem, but unless our policymakers act, 

and act soon, Kentucky’s pension system will be completely 

under water.

Some progress has been made in reforming Kentucky’s  

pension systems, particularly for pension promises made to 

new hires in some, but not all, systems. And most recently, 

Gov. Matt Bevin, along with Kentucky’s legislative leadership, 

have called for an audit of those systems. 

Still, given the current financial condition and critical level of 

unfunded liabilities, the Kentucky Chamber believes a number 

of additional steps must be taken to improve the systems’  

operation, transparency and funding levels. 
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ILLINOIS IS THE ONLY STATE RANKED LOWER 

THAN KENTUCKY ON PENSION FUNDING.

A downgrade of Illinois’ credit 

rating due to pension liabilities 

increased the cost of a  

$1.3 billion bond issue for  

construction projects in that 

state by $95 million over 

the term of the bonds. This 

increased cost was enough 

to fund the construction of at 

least four high schools or 12 

elementary schools. 

KENTUCKY TAX REVENUE VS. 

UNFUNDED PENSION LIABILITY, 2015
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taking on water

If all 4.3 million Kentuckians  

were asked to pitch in to fix the 

$36 billion pension deficit, 

it would take $8,268 from 

every man, woman and child 

in the Commonwealth.

How can you help? 

1.    CONTACT YOUR LEGISLATOR 

Demand the problem be addressed during this  

legislative session at 1-800-372-7181

2.    STUDY UP AND SPEAK UP 

For a detailed report on Kentucky’s Pension  

crisis, see kychamber.com/pensioncrisis

3.    STAY INFORMED 

For updates on pending legislation and other  

pension news, visit the Kentucky Chamber’s  

news site, kychamberbottomline.com 

If you are not a member, but would like to be, contact our membership  

department at 502-695-4700 or visit kychamber.com/join-now.


