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New Analysis Finds Chicago Drowning in Municipal Debt 

Mayor Emanuel needs $41,700 from every Chicago taxpayer 

  

CHICAGO — Chicago earned an “F” grade for its overall fiscal health, despite seeing a 

slight improvement in its financial condition as municipal debt fell to $37.4 billion, 

according to an analysis of the city’s most recent comprehensive annual financial report. 

The findings were released today by Truth in Accounting (TIA), a non-profit government 

finance watchdog organization that analyzes annual financial filings at the federal, state 

and local levels to provide the public with more accurate and transparent information on 

government accounting and budgeting. 

  

TIA found the largest contributors to Chicago’s debt are pension and retiree health care 

benefits that have been promised to city employees, but remain unfunded, stuck in a 

budgetary limbo. Unfunded pension obligations amount to a staggering $35.8 billion, 

and retiree healthcare benefits account for another $715.5 million of Chicago’s overall 

debt. 

  

To contextualize numbers as vast as these, TIA calculates how much each Chicago 

taxpayer would have to pitch in for the city to pay off all of its bills, a measure TIA calls a 

“taxpayer burden.” The watchdog group’s analysis of Chicago’s annual financial report 

for fiscal year 2016 reveals that the city’s taxpayer burden stands at $41,700, a sum 

that exceeds many residents’ annual income. 

  

“Chicago’s finances have significantly worsened in recent years and represent a 

looming disaster for city residents,” said Sheila Weinberg, TIA’s founder and CEO. “You 

have large sums of money that have been promised to our teachers, first responders 

and public servants, but the benefits only exist on paper, without cash to back them up.” 

  

Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel and city aldermen are setting the city up for an 

unavoidable public policy dilemma, which is a result of an unacceptable betrayal of the 

public confidence. One option would be an attempt at pension reform that likely would 

run into constitutional hurdles. Alternatively, Mayor Emanuel could extract the needed 

funds from city taxpayers, who would bail out the beleaguered pension funds without 

receiving any goods or services in return. Another option would be to cut the size of the 

city government, while also rooting out waste, fraud and abuse.  
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“For decades, Chicago’s taxpayers have been misled about the true cost of government 

and that has prevented them from being knowledgeable participants in the financial 

decisions made by city officials,” Weinberg said. “City officials essentially have charged 

billions to our credit cards and kicked the can down the road for future taxpayers.” 

  

Chicago’s taxpayer burden is a ticking financial time bomb for both current and future 

taxpayers. More than just a number, it can also be linked to a lower quality of life, poor 

highway systems, and the slow home price recovery. 

  

Data for this report was derived from Chicago’s 2016 comprehensive annual financial 

report and related retirement plans’ actuarial reports. Founded in 2002, Truth in 

Accounting is dedicated to educating and empowering citizens with understandable, 

reliable, and transparent government financial information. Sheila Weinberg is a 

Certified Public Accountant with more than 30 years of experience in the field. 
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