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Crain’s Chicago Business 
Putting out a pension fire with gasoline 
Crain’s Editorial Board|January 15, 2021 
 
No one reading this needs us to fully recap the many ways Illinois found itself saddled with the 
most underfunded public employee pensions in the nation. We all know the fundamentals: We 
promised more than we were willing to pay for, we let our elected officials make a habit of 
borrowing against these long-term funds in order to enjoy short-term goodies, etc., etc. It's a 
depressing tale of serial mismanagement by pols of both parties, a slow-moving train wreck 
that first started going off the rails as far back as the Thompson administration. 

What's been true all along, though it never seems to get the attention it should, is the thing 
that's been slowly inflating our overall pension costs like an overstretched balloon. It's the built-
in annual elevator in most of these contracts—a guarantee that the pensioner's payout will rise 
by a fixed percentage each year. People commonly refer to these elevators as COLAs—cost-of-
living adjustments—but in a world where inflation has consistently been running in the 1 
percent range for years, a 3 percent guaranteed annual bump-up in pay can't rightly be called a 
COLA. 

Nevertheless, COLAs have caused our pension costs at the city and state level to spiral out of 
control. The state of Illinois' unfunded pension liability, by the way, now stands at more than 
$141 billion and counting. For the city of Chicago's pension funds, that unfunded liability is 
north of $30 billion. And thanks to a bill headed for Gov. J.B. Pritzker's desk, the situation is 
about to get that much worse for Chicagoans. 

Over the strenuous objections of Chicago Mayor Lori Lightfoot, the Illinois Senate voted Jan. 11 
to raise retirement perks for 2,200 Chicago firefighters by ratcheting up their COLAs—a move 
that is expected to burden city taxpayers with an additional $850 million in costs by 2055. The 
bill lifts a restriction that prohibits firefighters born after Jan. 1, 1966, from collecting a 3 
percent annual COLA in retirement. Currently, firefighters born after that date get 1.5 percent. 

The mayor—who, it should be noted, was unable to persuade a single Chicago legislator to vote 
against the measure—calculates that the COLA change will cost her constituents $18 million to 
$30 million per year. 

Given his tendency to behave as public employee unions expect him to, it's more than likely 
Pritzker will sign this bill into law. Never mind that the city, financially strained even before the 
COVID calamity, is now reeling as the pandemic slows the inflow of tax revenue. Chicago will 
pick up the tab, whether it can afford it or not. 

And there you have it—a set piece that summarizes rather neatly our current predicament: A 
Chicago mayor whose clout in the Statehouse is next to zero, union chiefs who want what they 
want and have enough legislators in their sway to get it, and a governor who will do their 
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bidding no matter the cost. We may have a new speaker presiding over our House of 
Representatives, but in all the ways that really matter, nothing much has changed in Springfield. 
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Crain’s Chicago Business 
Why Mayor Lightfoot had a bad time in Springfield 
A.D. Quig|January 15, 2021 
 
Chicago Mayor Lori Lightfoot emerged from the Illinois General Assembly's abbreviated session 
bruised by new legislation that will worsen the city's financial woes and weaken her hand with 
public-sector unions. 

One bill passed in the session sweetens Chicago firefighter pensions, adding hundreds of 
millions of dollars to the city's pension tab. Another gives the Chicago Teachers Union, already 
one of the sharpest thorns in the mayor's side, bargaining powers it lost in 1995. And leaders in 
the Illinois Senate are committed to taking away her power to appoint school board members 
even though the effort is delayed for now. 

City Hall and Springfield insiders cite various factors for the setbacks, including a shortened, 
five-day session that gave Lightfoot little lobbying time, legislators' focus on passing a suite of 
Legislative Black Caucus bills, and the chaos of replacing longtime House Speaker Michael 
Madigan. 

Still, the defeats highlight Lightfoot's lack of the deep political relationships and leverage that 
helped her predecessors get their way in Springfield. For example, Rahm Emanuel staved off 
the broader CTU negotiating power and elected school board bills for years because his friend, 
then-Senate President John Cullerton, didn't call them for votes. Some observers say Lightfoot 
might not have suffered such quick defeats on the firefighter pension and CTU bargaining bills if 
she had more legislators watching out for Chicago's interests. 

The repeal of Section 4.5 of the Illinois Educational Labor Relations Act expands CTU's 
bargaining power over class size, staff assignments, charter schools, subcontracting and layoffs. 
It also hands more clout to other public school unions, such as the Service Employees 
International Union and various building trade locals. 

"We don't have to sit at the kids table anymore when it comes to negotiating school policy," 
says CTU Vice President Stacy Davis Gates. Her top long-term priorities are reducing class sizes 
and curbing outsourcing of non-teaching jobs to third-party contractors. Smaller classes mean 
bigger schools and more teachers. Chicago Public Schools contracts with Sodexo and Aramark 
to clean and landscape schools are already set to expire June 30, giving unions the opportunity 
to press CPS to hire more janitors and landscapers in-house. 

Gov. J.B. Pritzker is expected to sign the bill into law in the coming weeks. Davis Gates says she 
expects Lightfoot and CPS leaders to respect the Section 4.5 repeal in the meantime, including 
while they're negotiating further reopening of schools for in-person instruction. "Our hope is 
that CPS and the mayor see the legislative intent—even before (Pritzker) puts his signature on 
the bill—as their responsibility to now negotiate in earnest." 
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James Franczek, who has led city labor negotiations for decades, counts the repeal as a 
significant loss. "There has been much greater stability" for CPS with Section 4.5 in place, he 
says, including fewer strikes and longer-term contracts, giving the school system the ability to 
achieve some major educational goals. 

"The major challenge gets to be, are we inviting a pre-'95 period again or not? The good news 
is, currently we're under a five-year collective bargaining agreement," he says. How it plays out 
in school reopening talks is unclear. "At a minimum, it will certainly confuse things." 

One silver lining for the mayor: Legislators did not cast a final vote on a bill replacing Chicago's 
seven-member school board, appointed by the mayor, with a 21-member elected board in 
2023. But Springfield sources say it could be considered as soon as May, and Illinois Senate 
President Don Harmon says it's a priority in the next session. "He expects the legislation to be 
filed and the discussions to quickly resume," a spokesman for Harmon says. 

Lightfoot's spokesperson points out that she supported the Section 4.5 repeal and an elected 
school board during her mayoral campaign. However, the mayor's team fought hard against the 
bills in the recently ended session. 

In a letter to Harmon, Lightfoot warned the sudden repeal of Section 4.5 hampers efforts to 
reopen schools closed due to COVID-19, and jeopardizes "our fiscal and educational gains." 

She said the current elected school board bill is "fundamentally flawed" and previously blasted 
a 21-member board as "unwieldy." A spokesperson says she plans to work with advocates "to 
build a strong model to propose and introduce soon." 

CPS CEO Janice Jackson has said elected boards are no silver bullet, and risk being controlled by 
interests that can bankroll expensive election contests for board seats. Thorny discussions are 
still to come over whether campaign finance limits will be put in to prevent private and charter 
schools or union interests from dominating, how big the board would be, whether the mayor 
will appoint any members, and the ability of parents in the U.S. without proper documentation 
to participate in board elections. 

The passage of a bill expanding pension benefits for a subset of firefighters dealt the city an 
unexpected blow. If Pritzker signs the bill, it would cost Chicago $867 million through 2055. 
Franczek warns it also would open the door to a similar request from Chicago police officers. "If 
that was extended to the police, (it) would cost $2.6 billion. So essentially three times what the 
firefighters cost us. Now that's not chump change." 

One ray of light, he says, are provisions within the Black Caucus' 764-page criminal justice 
reform bill that give the city more leverage in negotiations with the police union. The police 
contract expired in the summer of 2017, and negotiations have stalled over accountability 
proposals, in part. A major sticking point at the bargaining table—allowing people to file 
complaints against officers without signing an affidavit—is part of the criminal justice bill. The 
mayor's office says it is still reviewing the impact. 
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Crain’s Chicago Business 
All, more or less, that you need to know about Illinois' new speaker 
Steven R. Strahler| January 13, 2021 
 

Rep. Emanuel “Chris” Welch, the new and first African American speaker of the Illinois House, 
has a near-perfect voting record—Illinois-style.  

He won his first state election—the 2012 Democratic primary for a House seat—with just under 
40 percent of the vote. Since then, with one exception, he has prevailed in each primary and 
general election unopposed, taking 100 percent of the ballots. 

The Hillside lawyer, 49, was a beneficiary of the recruiting, vote-getting and gerrymandering 
machine run statewide by former House Speaker Michael Madigan for nearly four decades 
before Welch helped decapitate it this week. The House’s Black Caucus, which includes Welch, 
was behind Madigan’s campaign for a record 19th term as speaker—that is, until it wasn’t. 

As chair of a special Illinois House panel investigating Madigan’s role in the Commonwealth 
Edison bribery scandal, Welch late last year drew flak for declining to subpoena witnesses. 
Madigan has admitted no wrongdoing and hasn’t been charged, and the panel assigned no 
blame. 

The proceedings nevertheless sufficed to trigger Madigan’s downfall and Welch’s succession.  

“My impression is, that committee served its purposes for the Republicans,” says veteran 
Springfield observer Charles N. Wheeler III. Welch "did his best to stall and muddy the waters, 
but (Minority Leader Jim) Durkin got what he was looking for: the publicity going forward.” 

Now, though, Republican legislators have lost the foil they had in Madigan for so many years. 

Welch isn’t likely to retain the same tightfisted control of the chamber as Madigan did over the 
last 15 years, with the ability to single-handedly derail bills and enrage Republicans. No one 
would. Wheeler, a former newspaper reporter and retired chief of the public affairs reporting 
program at the University of Illinois-Springfield, points to yesterday’s passage of a police reform 
bill that includes the eventual elimination of cash bail as a harbinger of a changed reality under 
Welch’s reign. 

Welch mostly recently made news beyond his district, which stretches into west suburban River 
Forest and Forest Park, for opposition to the unexpected closing in 2019 of Westlake Hospital in 
Melrose Park. He was on the hospital's board and accused its new owner, Pipeline Health, of 
deceiving the village and state during the acquisition process. (The hospital was reopened last 
year to treat COVID patients.) 
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Welch has chaired the executive and higher education committees in the House and pushed to 
diversify boards of publicly held corporations, sponsoring legislation to require Illinois firms to 
disclose board composition. 

He has pushed for more racial diversity at financial institutions, Medicaid providers and 
university vendors. When the Big Ten flip-flopped last summer and approved a truncated 
football season amid the pandemic, Welch deemed the decision “unconscionable.” 

The Proviso West grad served 12 years on the board, 10 as chairman, of Proviso Township High 
Schools—just the kind of grooming for higher office that the Madigan team looks for. He's a 
graduate of Northwestern University and John Marshall Law School. 

Welch has represented municipal and school clients, first at Sanchez Daniels and currently at 
Ancel Glink. On its website, he cites successful defenses for the city of Chicago, the town of 
Cicero and the city of Blue Island against allegations including excessive use of force, wrongful 
death and civil rights violations. 

Welch’s wife, ShawnTe Raines, also is a partner at Ancel Glink, specializing in municipal law 
after handling personal injury cases.  

The Chicago Tribune reported that police were called to Welch’s home in 2002 by an ex-
girlfriend who alleged he repeatedly slammed her head into a kitchen countertop. She did not 
press charges, the newspaper reported, quoting him saying, “People mature, they look back 
and would do things differently, handle situations differently.” 

Welch in a statement blamed Republicans for the matter now coming to light, the Tribune said: 
“At no other occasion have these events been brought up and I firmly believe my Republican 
colleagues are threatened by the potential growth of my profile.” 

Welch’s office did not respond to inquiries from Crain’s. 
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The Chicago Tribune 
Goodbye, Speaker Madigan. Now what, Democrats? 
The Editorial Board| January 13, 2021 
 

House Democrats made history Wednesday afternoon in Illinois’ capital city, just as an 
impeachment vote was unfolding in the nation’s capital. Democrats ousted Michael Madigan as 
speaker, a post he held for 36 years, and installed the state’s first Black speaker, Emanuel 
“Chris” Welch, a lawyer from Hillside. 

Speaker Welch replaces Speaker Madigan. Speaker Madigan becomes simply Rep. Madigan. 
The longest-serving House speaker in the nation accustomed to a stately dais sat at a fold-up 
table among his rank-and-file colleagues and milled about the room with a cup of coffee, 
without the entourage that normally flits about him. 

Madigan released a statement acknowledging his defeat: “It is time for new leadership in the 
House. I wish all the best for Speaker-elect Welch as he begins a historic speakership. It is my 
sincere hope today that the caucus I leave to him, and to all who will serve alongside him, is 
stronger than when I began.” 

The Democratic caucus is bigger, bolder. That’s true. The state itself is another story. 

Madigan’s exit 

Rep. Maurice West, D-Rockford, the only member of the House Black Caucus weeks ago to 
reject Madigan for another term as speaker, formally nominated Welch for the job. Another 
new member, Rep. Delia Ramirez of Chicago, seconded the nomination. Around 1:45 p.m., 
Welch officially took the oath of office with his hand on a Bible. 

And then as Welch began his acceptance remarks, Madigan slipped out of the convention 
center down a hallway out of sight. Too painful for him to stomach the transition of power? A 
sign of his intent to stick around — or not — representing the Southwest Side of Chicago? He 
didn’t say. 

But Madigan’s future remains as looming a question as Welch’s, or the future of Illinois for that 
matter. Will Madigan stay through this year’s remapping process? Use whatever leverage 
remains to influence policy? Serve as a top influencer to his ally, Welch? Stay as Democratic 
Party chairman? Or fade away? 

Welch’s entrance 

Welch promised to “work together to move this state forward,” to be “open and accessible” 
and to work with Republicans on issues where they share common ground. He committed to 
term limits for the speaker’s position. He urged the House to work together and focus on unity. 

https://www.chicagotribune.com/politics/ct-michael-madigan-illinois-chris-welch-20210113-emjhtidzpbaptetmpgda4qb2fq-story.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/politics/ct-michael-madigan-illinois-chris-welch-20210113-emjhtidzpbaptetmpgda4qb2fq-story.html
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But Welch can hardly be described as a major agent of change. On corruption and ethics, he 
shut down committee work last fall, repeatedly, to protect Madigan from having to explain his 
involvement in the ComEd bribery scandal. 

The Tribune reported Wednesday questions about Welch’s past, including allegations of 
domestic violence and sexual harassment. This, after four years of Democrats in Springfield and 
nationally pushing a #MeToo agenda and pledging to elevate women into positions of power. 
Yet three women who also sought the role of speaker could not cobble together the 60 votes 
needed. 

Welch could end up as the new boss, same as the old boss. That’s one way to view the gavel-
passing of Wednesday morning. 

No time to lose 

Another way is this: Welch has to lead Illinois toward more stable finances, pension relief, job 
creation, economic recovery and spending cuts, not new taxes. Voters spoke loudly and clearly 
on Nov. 3 when they rejected Gov. J.B. Pritzker’s support for a graduated income tax. They 
knew exactly what message they were sending. 

It’s now up to Welch to enact the change that is so badly needed — and which has been 
blocked for decades by a speaker more concerned with increasing his supermajority than 
enacting sound fiscal policy. 

For a state that has lost roughly 250,000 residents during the last 10 years; for a state that is 
shrinking while every one of its border states grows; for a state whose voters are fed up with 
politics and power constantly superseding needed change, Welch could spring us forward at 
this crucial moment. 

If his overtures for unity are sincere, if he puts the health of the state above self-preservation 
and his party’s power, he could be the leader Illinois desperately needs — and particularly 
during a year that requires COVID-19 recovery. He could be this state’s last, best hope, before 
political and economic atrophy become permanent detriments to growth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.chicagotribune.com/politics/ct-emanuel-chris-welch-illinois-house-speaker-domestic-police-20210113-zhjt76idp5agxnh5wce3kmvnci-story.html

	Crain’s Chicago Business
	Putting out a pension fire with gasoline
	Crain’s Editorial Board|January 15, 2021
	Crain’s Chicago Business
	Why Mayor Lightfoot had a bad time in Springfield
	A.D. Quig|January 15, 2021
	Crain’s Chicago Business
	All, more or less, that you need to know about Illinois' new speaker
	Steven R. Strahler| January 13, 2021
	The Chicago Tribune
	Goodbye, Speaker Madigan. Now what, Democrats?
	The Editorial Board| January 13, 2021

