
Lawmakers present pension bill to skeptical audience 
 

By Dan Adkins, Georgetown News-Graphic 

Scott County’s legislative delegation did its best Monday to make the case for Gov. Matt Bevin’s public pension 
system reform proposal, but their audience appeared skeptical throughout a 90-minute town forum. 
 
The gallery filled more than half of Scott County High School’s 500-seat auditorium — along with another over 
10,000 people who followed the event on Facebook Live — heard state Sen. Damon Thayer (R-Georgetown) and 
state Rep. Brian Linder (R-Dry Ridge) outline in broad terms the 505-page bill that Bevin had released to 
legislators Friday. 
 
“I don’t get a lot of sleep sometimes at night. I wake up in the middle of the night… There’s no easy answer,” said 
Linder, who co-chairs the Kentucky General Assembly’s Public Pension Oversight Board. 
 
Linder was referring to Kentucky’s ongoing crisis facing the state’s systems of pensions for state, city, county 
and school employees, in which inadequate funding makes collapse of the pension systems potentially imminent 
in the next few years. 
 
“This is not a problem we’ve created. This is not a problem you’ve created. This is a problem we’ve inherited,” 
Linder said, alluding to actions taken by previous administrations and legislatures that did not allocate sufficient 
funds to support the pension systems. 
 
Among the proposals in Bevin’s bill is a shift to 401(a) individual investments for future state, local and school 
employees, away from the retirement-fund pools established 80 years ago. Thayer and Linder asserted the 
individual investment plans have positive ramifications for teachers and state and local workers. 
 
Among them is that the 401(a) plans would allow the employees’ family members to continue receiving benefits 
after the employees die, Thayer and Linder said. 
 
The plan also allows the employees to pay in more money to support them in their retirement years, something 
not available under the current pension programs, they noted. 
 
The state, local governments and local school districts will continue making contributions, they said. 
 
But attendees at the forum — who were required to submit questions in writing — responded with audible 
groans as the legislators offered their defenses of the proposal. 
 
Several questions focused on the 401(a) investments’ reliance on the performance of the stock market, since 
the investments are based on buying shares in publicly traded companies. 
 
At least one questioner noted the potential fickleness of the stock market, which can suffer massive losses in 
value when investors lose confidence. In the last 30 years, there have been two such losses, in 1987 and 2008. 
 
The proposal also calls for cutting back on the existing limit of unused sick days that employees can include in 
determining the size of their monthly retirement benefit as well as a 3 percent increase in the employees’ 
contributions for health coverage. 
 
“The bottom line is we need more money,” said Thayer. 
 
Referring to the 3 percent increase, he said, “I know that hits a lot of people in the pocketbook hard… People in 
the private sector have been given double-digit increases … for their healthcare coverage for about 10 years 
now.” 
 
The increase would help insure retirees continue to receive healthcare benefits, Thayer said. 
 
It was obvious from the start of the town hall — which was organized and sponsored on short notice by the 
News-Graphic — that Thayer, Linder and state Reps. Mark Hart (R-Falmouth) and Phillip Pratt (R-Georgetown) 
were entering hostile territory. 



 
A number of the attendees had donned red T-shirts emblazoned with the legend “Pension Equals Promise.” 
 
That referred to promises made by government leaders that while those in public service would not be paid 
equal to private sector workers, the public employees would receive comfortable pensions and benefits at 
retirement as a reward. 
 
Some teachers Monday night said privately that they bristle when legislators and Bevin have characterized the 
benefits as “lavish.” The legislators said Monday that the term was limited to some higher-up state and local 
officials whose pensions were inordinately high. 
 
But one of the most tense moments of the town hall came when Linder tried to discount concerns that the 
pension proposal could encourage some eligible public employees to retire early, while discouraging young adults 
from entering public service careers including teaching. 
 
“I think at least most of the teachers I know, they go into it because they have a love for kids,” Linder said. 
 
His remark was greeted by loud catcalls. 
 
“We’re going to give you information, but we’re not going to turn this into a ruckus. Please give us some 
decorum,” moderator John Cooper scolded. 
 
“Just don’t say anything ridiculous,” a man in the crowd responded. 
 
A second expression of the crowd’s doubts came near the end of the town hall, when about a fifth of the 
attendees walked out. 
 
“At the end of the day, it’s not a terrible plan. It’s something most people are working in already,” Linder added. 
 
“It provides an income at retirement. Is it what we have today? No, it’s not,” he acknowledged. 
 
“When they hire a new teacher today, they’re going to outlive what they pay into the [current] system, what the 
employer pays into the system and what the investment returns on their pension is,” Linder said. 
 
The current system “was a system that worked for years” while pension recipients were outnumbered by 
workers paying into the retirement plans, Linder said. 
 
But people are now living longer, plus the number of retirees is now almost equal to the number of active 
workers, he said. 
 
“It’s a system that can’t last, nor is it sustainable,” Linder said. 
 
Dan Adkins can be reached at dadkins@news-graphic.com. 
 


