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Utah public pension system is 
considered ‘better than most’

Cathy Jensen retired from the 
state of Utah twice — once in 2010 
after 33 years as a teacher and 
principal, and again in 2023 af-
ter about 14 years working for the 
Utah State Offi ce of Education.

“The fi rst several months was 
really, really hard. I didn’t like it 
at all,” she said of retirement. “I 

loved my work and had a hard 
time fi nding fulfi llment.”

Working with Utah Retirement 
Systems, however, has been easy 

— and she said a group of retired 
teachers she now hikes with twice 
weekly feel similarly.

“They think it’s so seamless, 
well-run, they never make mis-
takes,” she said. “It’s been real-
ly good.” 

By BROCK MARCHANT
The Salt Lake Tribune

Please see PENSION, A2

State’s retirement system compares favorably with 
other states and “is not just sustainable but thriving.”

TRENT NELSON  |  The Salt Lake Tribune

After working 
for 47 years 
in Utah’s edu-
cation system, 
Cathy Jensen 
says she’s 
been happy 
with her 
experience 
with the Utah 
Retirement 
Systems.

T R U T H .  E M P O W E R M E N T .  C O M M U N I T Y .

FRANCISCO KJOLSETH  |  The Salt Lake Tribune
Sam Anderson, 13, and his brother Jacob, 11, assess the “big drops” at a new mountain bike park taking shape at Lodestone Regional Park in West Valley City.
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Public system at Lodestone Regional Park gives riders more convenient option in Salt Lake County.

WEST-SIDE MOUNTAIN 
BIKERS BLAZE NEW
HOME TRAILS

West Valley City • Thirteen year-old Sam
Anderson rides his mountain bike over to 
Lodestone Regional Park a few minutes from
his house once or twice a week, often bringing 
along his 11-year-old brother, Jacob.

Without the new collection of paths at the
park, the Anderson kids may have never even

tried out mountain biking or, in Sam’s case, 
joined a team that rides there.

“My mom heard about the team and I came
down here to check it out,” Sam said. “And I 
loved it.”

Sam pedals with the West Granite Compos-
ite mountain bike team. The group includes

west-side students from seventh grade all the
way up to high school seniors.

When coach Rochelle Bartschi started the
team about a decade ago, if she wanted to 
practice on real mountain biking trails, par-
ents and kids had to commute up to an hour 

By JOSE DAVILA IV |  The Salt Lake Tribune

Please see BIKING, A5

Trump’s foreign aid freeze throws 
U.S. assistance program into chaos

President Donald Trump’s executive 
order freezing most U.S. foreign aid for
90 days has thrown into turmoil pro-
grams that fight starvation and dead-
ly diseases, run clinical trials and seek
to provide shelter for millions of dis-
placed people across the globe.

The U.S. Agency for International 
Development, or USAID, is the main 
government organization that pro-
vides humanitarian aid, such as food, 
medical assistance and disaster re-
lief. It has been hit the hardest by the

freeze.
Trump has accused the agency of 

rampant corruption and fraud, with-
out providing evidence. Billionaire 
Elon Musk, who has been given the 
task of cutting federal budgets and pro-
grams, boasted online of “feeding US-
AID into the wood chipper.”

The administration ordered thou-
sands of the agency’s workers to re-
turn from overseas, put them on indef-
inite administrative leave and shifted 
oversight of the agency to the State 

Department.
On Thursday, the administration 

also announced plans to gut the agen-
cy’s staff, reducing USAID’s workforce 
of more than 10,000 to perhaps a few 
hundred. On Friday, a judge temporar-
ily blocked elements of the adminis-
tration’s plan to shut down the agency, 
though the aid freeze remains in effect.

Critics say Trump’s executive order 
will cause a humanitarian catastrophe
and undermine America’s influence, 
reliability and global standing.

HOW MUCH FOREIGN AID
DOES THE U.S. PROVIDE?

In total, the United States spent
Please see AID FREEZE, A4

Thousands with vulnerable medical conditions lose care while
doctors face either defying the order or abandoning patients.
By ONETTE JOSEPH, MALIKA KHURANA and ADAM PASICK
The New York Times
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But how does Jensen’s experi-
ence relate to how Utah Retire-
ment Systems is operating now? 
And what kind of experiences can 
Utah’s public employees expect in 
the future?

HOW UTAH’S 
RETIREMENT BENEFITS 
STACK UP NEXT TO 
OTHER STATES

According to Keith Brainard, 
the research director for the Na-
tional Association of State Re-
tirement Administrators, Utah 
Retirement Systems is “better 
funded than most.”

The most common way to 
measure a public pension plan’s 
overall health is what’s called its 
“actuarial funding ratio,” he said.

That ratio is calculated by di-
viding a plan’s assets by its lia-
bilities. Brainard explained that 
most plans use their actuarial 
value in the calculation, which 
takes into account investment 
gains and losses over several 
years.

“The URS funding ratio is well 
above average compared to other 
public pension plans around the 
United States,” he said.

Nationally, he said, those ratios 
usually sit at around 75-76%. In 
Utah, it’s currently about 95%, 
putting the state in the top 10% 
of funding levels for public pen-
sion plans nationwide.

Brian Holland, the commu-
nications manager for Utah Re-
tirement Systems, mentioned 
that while anything under 100% 
could seem problematic, “that’s 
not necessarily the case.”

“Not everyone will retire to-
morrow,” he said. “While URS is 
on an anticipated path to reach 
our goal of 100% funding sta-
tus soon, pension liability is a 
long-term liability, like a mort-
gage. Much of that liability will 
be paid with future investment 
earnings.”

He said Utah Retirement Sys-
tems is on track to achieve its 
100% funding-status goal. Still, 
Brainard said an actuary ratio 
alone doesn’t determine the en-
tire health of a pension plan.

A lot of it comes down to the 
fiscal condition of the plan spon-
sor, he said. In the case of URS, 
that’s the state of Utah and its 
employers — towns, school dis-
tricts, counties and other enti-
ties.

If, he explained, a plan was 
funded at 50% — “which is not 
a good funding level” — but the 
sponsor is financially solid, with 
revenues expected to keep in-
coming, the sponsor could be able 
to pay down the unfunded por-
tion and provide benefits.

On the other side of that coin, 
a pension plan may have a high 
actuarial ratio, but if employ-
ers that need to pay contribu-
tions are in bad financial shape, 
it could become difficult for them 
to face the ongoing costs of the 
plan.

“You’ve got to eliminate the 
unfunded liability, of course, but 
you also have to pay for the cost 
of benefits being accrued each 
year,” Brainard said. “Employ-
ers have to keep up with it, and 
so that is why there’s no clear an-
swer as to what is a funding lev-
el that could be considered sound 
or solid. The answer is it just de-
pends.”

If the cost of the plan causes 
fiscal distress, that’s when Brain-
ard said he starts to see an issue.

But while state and local gov-
ernments throughout the nation 
typically spend just over 5% on 
pension benefits, he said Utah 
spends 3.6%, a cost low enough 
that it likely won’t cause signifi-
cant financial stress.

“You’re able to say, overall, it’s 
a pretty healthy system,” he said. 
“It’s doing pretty well.”

And, according to Holland, 
Utah Retirement Systems op-
erates with a long-term view in 
mind.

In rough economic years, 
he said, some states will take a 
“contribution holiday” — where 

employers aren’t required to pay 
their contributions.

“Utah has never done this,” 
Holland noted. “At URS, our par-
ticipating employers share our 
long-term perspective and value 
careful funding today for the sake 
of a healthy, sustainable pension 
fund tomorrow.”

HOW EMPLOYER 
CONTRIBUTIONS HAVE 
CHANGED

In 2010, state law ma kers 
changed Utah Retirement Sys-
tems to limit the total amount of 
retirement costs that public em-
ployers pay.

Any employees hired during or 
after July 2011 were given a “Tier 
2” retirement program that limits 
employers’ required retirement 
contributions to 10% of employ-
ee salaries, or 12% of firefighter 
or public safety worker salaries.

Since then, lawmakers have 
raised firefighter and public safe-
ty employers’ caps to 14% and au-
thorized employers to pay more.

Each year, Utah Retirement 
Systems’ pension contribution 
rate also changes based on sever-
al factors, including projected re-
turns and cost assumptions. If it 
is less than 10% — or 14% for fire-
fighters and public safety workers 
— employers pay the difference as 
a 401(k) contribution to “Tier 2”  
employees.

If the determined contribution 
rate rises above the 10% or 14% 
employer cap, employees must 
pay the rest themselves.

For several years, the contri-
bution rate has been above 14% 
for firefighters and public safety 
workers, and in 2024-25, it rose 
above 10% for other public em-
ployees.

The 2011 change also increased 
the number of years public em-
ployees must work to reach their 
full benefits and lessened the 
amount of potential cost of living 
allowances, among other chang-
es.

Even with the change, how-
ever, one thing remained con-
sistent: 65-year-old employees 

with at least four years of ser-
vice don’t face any allowance re-
ductions when retiring.

“Tier 2” employees also have 
the option to forgo a state pen-
sion plan and have their employ-
ers contribute the 10% or 14% to 
a 401(k).

“ Elig ibilit y requirements 
didn’t change, but the benefits 
did. Tier 2 benefits are not quite 
as rich as Tier 1 benefits,” Hol-
land said.

He explained that the chang-
es helped Utah Retirement Sys-
tems secure a solid footing among 
successful public pension plans 
in the country and that, even 
though it doesn’t match what the 
“Tier 1” plan offered, “[i]t’s still 
an outstanding benefit, especial-
ly compared to other state pen-
sion systems across the country.”

Brainard said Utah’s “Tier 2” 
system pension plan is pretty 
unique. He said it’s normal for 
other states’ public pension plans 
to require employees to contrib-
ute 4-8%.

HOW STATE PENSIONS 
HELP FUEL UTAH’S 
ECONOMY

Holland pointed out that pen-
sion payouts don’t only impact 
the retired employees they go to, 
but also “keep Utah’s economy 
buzzing, supporting thousands 
of jobs and significantly boost-
ing the tax base.”

In 2021, for instance, when 
URS paid out over $1.8 billion to 
almost 68,000 Utahns, the Kem 
C. Gardner Policy Institute found 
that people spending those pen-
sion benefits “supported an esti-
mated 9,400 jobs and over $450 
million in 2021 job earnings.”

“Spending of a portion of Utah 
pension benefits on goods and 
services in the state in 2021 cre-
ated positive impacts on the state 
and local economies,” the study 
states.

The study also found that pay-
ments to Utah retirees made up 
over 1.1% of the state’s total per-
sonal income.

In 2024, Holland said, URS 

paid out more than $2.15 billion 
to more than 70,000 Utahns.

“For perspective,” Holland 
said, “this is larger than the earn-
ings paid by many entire indus-
tries in Utah, including motor 
vehicle and parts dealers, truck 
transportation, and repair and 
maintenance.”

WHAT THE FUTURE 
HOLDS

Since the 2020 COVID-19 pan-
demic, Holland said Utah’s pub-
lic employees are receiving “rap-
id salary growth.”

“We’re happy to see public em-
ployees in Utah, such as teachers, 
firefighters and police officers, get 
the higher salaries that most peo-
ple agree they deserve,” he said. 
“However, because salary is a key 
component in calculating the size 
of pension benefits, these unex-
pectedly large salary increases 
mean URS needs more money to 
pay future benefits.”

Projected salary, he said, is one 
of many variables Utah Retire-
ment Systems monitors. If need-
ed, he said the system can “ad-
just our projected assumptions 
and costs accordingly.”

And, though Utah continues 
to rapidly grow, Brainard said 
“growth is a good thing.”

“If you’ve got a state that is 
growing, like Utah is, then you 
have a strong tax base,” he said. 
“It is that tax base which is acces-
sible to eliminate your unfunded 
liability. We’re not really worried 
about the benefits being accrued 
each year. We can manage that 
cost.”

He said the potential challeng-
es that URS does face — challeng-
es he said any pension plan could 
face — will be the long-term state 
of the U.S. economy and market 
performance.

According to Holland, URS has 
had a 7.58% annual rate of return 
over the past 20 years, which ex-
ceeded its assumed rate of re-
turn.

“The URS pension system is 
not just sustainable but thriv-
ing,” he said.

TRENT NELSON  |  The Salt Lake Tribune

Utah lawmakers in 2010 made changes to limit the amount of retirement costs that public employers pay. Employees hired during or after July 2011 were given a “Tier 2” retirement program 
that limits employers’ required contributions.

Utah public retirement ‘a pretty healthy 
system,’ says national research director
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Pension
 ≥ Continued from A1

The URS funding ratio is well 
above average compared to 
other public pension plans 
around the United States ... 
You’re able to say, overall,  
it’s a pretty healthy system. 
It’s doing pretty well.  

Keith Brainard
National Association of State 
Retirement Administrators (NASRA)





Pension Fund in 2024
Tentative figures (subject to change)

Funding Level as of Dec. 31, 2024
Market Value (fair value)

7. 4%

94.0%

95.0%

»
»

»

Overall growth in 2024

Funding Level as of Dec. 31, 2024
Actuarial Value (smoothed basis)



Pension Funded Ratio
104.2%

70.1%

72.9%

76.8%

79.3%

74.0%

86.0%

88.5%

85.7% 86.0%

90.3%

85.2%

91.7%

96.6%

105.3%

94.0% 94.2% 94.0%*

100.8%

84.1%

85.7%

82.2%

78.3%

76.5%

80.2%

84.8%

87.1% 87.1%

87.5%

87.8%

88.5%
90.8%

94.0%
95.6%

95.2% 95.2%*

* 2024 data is preliminary  
and subject to change



Pension Funded Ratio
How URS 
compares  
to national  
average  
(market  
value)

2024 data  
Preliminary and 
subject to change

2023 data  
Source: NASRA 
Summary of Findings 
for FY 2023 

94.0%

76.4%



URS Pension Payouts: 2024

66.5%
AVERAGE PORTION OF 
BENEFITS PAID THROUGH 
INVESTMENT RETURNS 
OVER THE PAST 10 YEARS

72,400
EQUIVALENT  
PORTION OF  
THE STATE’S TOTAL 
PERSONAL INCOME

0.9%

{ {
U TA H N S 

R E C E I V E D
P E N S I O N 

B E N E F I T S

IN PENSION BENEFITS
PAID IN UTAH

BILLION

$2.1 =



UTAH JOBS7,200
UTAH WAGES

$377.4 Million

$828.8

Economic Impact on Utah
In 2024, URS pension payouts supported...

Source: University of Utah’s Kem C. Gardner Policy Institute.

Million
YEARLY ECONOMIC 
IMPACT IN UTAH

Economic Impacts from 

Utah Retirement Systems 

2024 Pension Payments

March 2025

Nate Christensen 

Research Economist

John Downen 

Senior Research Fellow

Utah Retirement Systems distributed $2.1 billion in defined 

benefit pension payments to 72,400 Utah residents in 2024, 

generating 7,200 jobs with $377.4 million in earnings and 

$828.8 million in state GDP.

411 East South Temple Street 

Salt Lake City, Utah 84111 
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 Spending on Public Pensions
State and local 
government contributions 
to pensions as a 
percentage of all direct 
general spending

All other state  
and local 
government 
spending

State 
and local 
government 
spending on 
pensions

94.9%

5.1%

March 2025    |                 NASRA ISSUE BRIEF: Spending on Public Employee Retirement Systems              |     Page 1 

 

NASRA Issue Brief:  

State and Local Government Spending on  

Public Employee Retirement Systems 

Percentage of spending remains stable 

 
Updated March 2025 

 Overview 
State and local government pension benefits are paid not from 

general operating revenues, but from trust funds to which state and 

local government retirees and their employers contribute during 

employees’ working years. These trusts pay nearly $400 billion 

annually to retirees and their beneficiaries, benefits that reach 

virtually every city and town in the nation.i On a nationwide basis, 

contributions made by state and local governments to pension trust 

funds account for 5.11 percent of direct general spending (see Figure 

1).ii Pension spending levels, however, vary widely among states, 

depending on various factors, and are actuarially sufficient for some 

pension plans and insufficient for others.  

In the wake of the 2008-09 market decline, nearly every state and 

many cities and counties took steps to maintain or improve the 

financial condition of their retirement plans and to reduce costs. States and local governments changed 

their pension plans by adjusting employee and employer contribution levels, reducing benefits, or 

both.iii Recent data shows that while total pension contributions have grown – rising 10 percent from FY 

2021 to FY 2022 – the percentage of spending on pensions has remained steady. This update provides 

figures for public pension contributions as a percentage of all state and local government direct general 

spending for FY 2022, and projects a rate of spending on pensions on an aggregate basis for FY 2023. 

Nationwide Spending on Public Pensions 

Based on the most recent information provided by the U.S. Census Bureau, 

in FY 22, an estimated 5.11 percent of all state and local government 

spending (excluding federal funds) is used to fund pension benefits for 

employees of state and local government. From FY 21 to FY 22, employer 

pension contributions rose by 10 percent, from over $186 billion to over 

$205 billion, a significant increase that was offset by the highest rate of 

increase in aggregate state and local government spending since FY 90. As 

shown in Figure 2, pension costs rose sharply following FY 02 after 

experiencing a sharp decline in the preceding years. This figure declined from 

3.4 percent in FY 94, to a low point of 2.3 percent in FY 02, and broke the 5.0 

percent mark in FY 17, where it has remained mostly stable: since FY 17 the 

aggregate percentage of spending on pensions has remained in a tight range, 

between 5.06 and 5.16 percent, a trend that continued in FY 22.  

State and local governments contributed, in aggregate, approximately $217 

billion to pension funds in FY 23, which represents an increase of over six 

percent from the prior year. Employer pension contributions for the period 

FY 21 through FY 23 include additional funding, above actuarial 

requirements, contributed by several state and local governments (see 

Key Findings 

• Nationally, spending by states and 

local governments on public 

pensions has remained just above 

5.0 percent of total state and local 

expenditures for seven consecutive 

years. 

• Pension spending levels vary 

widely, from as little as two 

percent to more than 10 percent. 

• Many factors influence the amount 

that states and local governments 

spend on public pensions. 

Figure 1. State and local spending on 

public pensions as a percentage of total 

government direct general spending, FY 22 

Compiled by NASRA based on U.S. Census Bureau data 

Source: NASRA Issue Brief: 
State and Local Government Spending  
on Public Employee Retirement Systems 
March 2025

Source: NASRA Issue Brief: 
State and Local Government Spending  
on Public Employee Retirement Systems 
March 2025



Differences in Pension Costs
State and local pension 
contributions and as a 
percentage of state and local 
direct general spending

Source: NASRA Issue 
Brief: State and Local 
Government Spending  
on Public Employee 
Retirement Systems 
March 2025

In 2023 dollars



Government Pension Funding

Utah

U.S.
average

3.88

4.13

3.45

5.11

FY 13% FY 13 to FY 22% FY 22%

State and local government contributions to pensions 
as a percentage of all direct general spending

Source: NASRA Issue Brief:  State and Local Government 
Spending  on Public Employee Retirement Systems 
March 2025



Public Pension  
Revenue  
Sources

28%

61%

11%

NASRA Issue Brief:  

Employee Contributions to Public Pension Plans 

  

Mandatory Participation & Shared Financing  

is established as a percentage of an employee’s salary. 

the fund’s 

NASRA Issue Brief: Employee  
Contributions to Public Pension Plans 
November 2024

Employer 
Contributions
$2.9 Trillion

Employee 
Contributions
$1.2 Trillion

Investment Earnings
$6.4 Trillion



Employee Contribution Trends
Median employee 
contribution rate 
by Social 
Security eligibility,  
FY 02 to FY 23 
(non-public safety)

NASRA Issue Brief: Employee  
Contributions to Public Pension Plans 
November 2024

6.1%

9.0%




