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Nearly 500 people are receiving duty disability retirement payments from the City of Milwaukee 
at a cost of almost $22 million a year, officials said Wednesday, following release of an audit that 
found flaws and vulnerabilities in the system.  

Last year, 20 applications were filed, the lowest figure in at least eight years, according to city 
records. The drop came after the Employees' Retirement System toughened up its rules in late 
2013. 

Duty disability is a safety net for Milwaukee police, firefighters and other workers hurt on the 
job. But a Milwaukee Journal Sentinel investigation published in 2013 found that in recent years, 
an increasing number of police officers suspected of wrongdoing have claimed debilitating stress 
— sometimes citing disciplinary investigations or media coverage as the cause of stress. 

One of them was Jason Bleichwehl, who was in a squad car as Derek Williams struggled to 
breathe in the back and later died. An inquest jury recommended that Bleichwehl and two other 
officers be charged with misdemeanors, but no charges were issued. Bleichwehl also was not 
disciplined by the Police Department. 

Bleichwehl's bid for duty disability was denied by an independent medical council. The ERS 
board received that decision at its meeting in January, records show. Bleichwehl can appeal the 
decision to a hearing examiner.  

Because Bleichwehl was hired after 2005, his case was evaluated by the council, which consists 
of independent doctors appointed by the board. Officers hired before 2005 are subject to a 
different set of rules, in which they pick a doctor, and the city, as the employer, picks a doctor. If 
those doctors disagree on the disability, a tiebreaking doctor is chosen. 

Most officers and firefighters approved for duty disability receive 75% of their salaries, tax free, 
which results in about the same take-home pay as when they were working. 

Of the nearly 496 people receiving duty disability payments from the city, about 70 are former 
employees' dependents, according to the ERS office. Former firefighters make up the biggest 
chunk of those on duty disability with just over 200, followed by police officers with about 140. 
Other city employees on the retirement numbered nearly 80. 

The audit was requested by Common Council President Michael Murphy, who told a city 
committee the system needs to be fixed to protect it for the honest police officers and other city 
employees. 

"The most disturbing thing is you talk to police officers and firefighters who put their life on the 
line and then they watch members walk out with a duty disability that is questionable, someone 

mailto:jdiedrich@journalsentinel.com
http://www.jsonline.com/watchdog/watchdogreports/milwaukees-flawed-duty-disability-system-may-be-impossible-to-fix-b99438108z1-290668441.html
http://www.jsonline.com/news/milwaukee/milwaukee-board-tightens-rules-for-police-duty-disability-pay-b99150398z1-233367851.html
http://www.jsonline.com/watchdog/watchdogreports/officer-charged-with-felony-seeks-disability-pay-b99132617z1-230445001.html
http://www.jsonline.com/watchdog/watchdogreports/officer-charged-with-felony-seeks-disability-pay-b99132617z1-230445001.html
http://www.jsonline.com/news/milwaukee/milwaukee-police-inquest-custody-death-derek-williams-o88s909-192306071.html
http://media.jrn.com/documents/ddrreport.pdf


who is arguing the reason he has stress is because he is being investigated for potential criminal 
wrongdoing, and walks out with a million-dollar lottery ticket," Murphy said. 

Ald. Nik Kovac said the city should always spend the money to take care of those legitimately 
injured on the job.  

"That number is always going to stay significant. People do a hard job, take risks, get injured and 
they and their family deserve the certainty that you risked your life and body and mind for the 
city and you will be made whole," he said.  

The audit's recommended changes include: using an independent panel of doctors regardless of 
when employees were hired; doing a separate assessment to see whether they can do a different 
city job; and setting a deadline for applying for duty disability. 

To implement several changes, the city needs a law change or concessions from the Milwaukee 
Police Association, the powerful union that represents officers. 

Last year, a bill reforming duty disability was introduced by then-state Sen. Glenn Grothman. It 
didn't pass. Grothman has since been elected to Congress. Murphy is seeking a new sponsor. 

MPA President Michael Crivello issued a statement saying the union is "appalled by any 
fraudulent DDR allowed by the city program" and is committed to improving the program while 
ensuring those injured are compensated. 

Murphy said it is likely the union would seek concessions from the city for changes to the 
disability system and that would hurt taxpayers. 

"I don't know why the taxpayers have to give up something, potentially money, to do the right 
thing," he said.  

Gina Barton of the Journal Sentinel staff contributed to this report 
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