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UNDERSTANDING YOUR BENEFITS, PENSION, AND PLANNING 
FOR RETIREMENT

Understanding your benefits, pension, and planning for retirement can be daunting tasks.  This guide offers some tips and topics to consider during your career and as you approach retirement.   Included are hyperlinks to many documents and articles – just press down on the Control Key + mouse click on the highlighted text to open the links and view additional information on each topic.  

The DDAA and its representatives do not provide tax or legal advice on benefits, savings, pension, or retirement matters.  Please consult with SDCERA, your attorney, and your financial advisor in making any decisions regarding your benefits, savings, pension and retirement.
UNDERSTANDING YOUR BENEFITS, PENSION, AND RETIREMENT

1. The District Attorney’s Peer Support Team - your co-workers, friends, and associates who have volunteered to assist you in times of need - is there for you.  List of Peer Support Team telephone numbers. 
2. The County Employee Assistance Program is a useful resource for personal counseling/therapy services, as well as information and referrals for a wide range of other services (legal; money management; family care; education).  Help is just a phone call away - dial 1-866-208-0436 to schedule an appointment or speak with a counselor over the phone.  
3. The confidential State Bar of California’s Lawyer Assistance Program aids attorneys struggling with substance abuse, mental health concerns, stress, burnout and other issues impacting their productivity.  1-877-527-4435.   
4. The Other Bar is a network of recovering lawyers and judges throughout the state, dedicated to assisting others within the profession who are suffering from alcohol and substance abuse problems.  The organization is founded on the principle of anonymity and provides services in strict confidentiality.  1-800-222-0767
5. All members of the DDAA are enrolled in the PORAC Legal Defense Fund.  (Policy # 600-88643)   1-888-556-5631.   LDF coverage includes:  administrative hearings; civil lawsuits; criminal prosecutions; state bar disciplinary proceedings (with DDAA Board approval.) Attorney Richard Castle is an LDF panel attorney and is designated as the DDAA primary LDF provider.  (760)802-4495.  Speak to any DDAA Board member if you need direction and assistance.  
6. The Department of Human Resources Employee Wellness Website has a variety of information to help County of San Diego employees and their families get and stay healthy. 
7. In October 2012, the County will stop issuing you an individual payroll statement, the itemization of your biweekly pay, deductions, vacation, and sick leave hours.  You will be able to view you individual payroll statement online by logging on here: Employee Self Service.     
8. The San Diego County Compensation Ordinance has details concerning compensation and benefits, including vacation, sick leave, and County holidays.  Review Bonding with Your New Family Member to learn about District Attorney and County leave policies, including maternity leave, family leave, sick leave, and leave without pay.   If accrued, up to 120 hours of Professional Time Off (PTO) may be used per fiscal year (July 1st to June 30th).  Telecommuting is an option, under limited circumstance.  
9. During annual Open Enrollment in the fall of each year, you can enroll in medical, dental, and vision plans through the County’s flexible benefit plan.  Enrollment is usually MANDATORY – you must log on and enroll, even if you waive medical coverage and even if you have no changes to your current elections.  Pay attention to the dates for Open Enrollment – there is no grace period.  Although the County provides basic insurance coverage, you may also sign up for Supplemental Life Insurance and Supplemental Accidental Death and Dismemberment Insurance during Open Enrollment.  If you have problems or a qualifying change of circumstances during the year, one source for many answers is the Plan Document and Summary Plan Description.  
10. During annual Open Enrollment, you may also want to consider enrolling in a Flexible Spending Account (FSA).  The Flexible Spending Account is a tax-free account that allows you to pay for essential health care expenses that are not covered, or are partially covered, by your medical, dental and vision insurance plans.  The Dependent Care Flexible Spending Account creates a tax break for dependent care expenses (typically child care or day care expenses) that enable you to work.  Additionally, if you have an older dependent who lives with you at least 8 hours per day and requires someone to come into the house to assist with day-to-day living, you can claim these expenses through your Dependent Care Flexible Spending Account.  By contributing a portion of your payroll dollars into your Flexible Spending Account on a pre-tax basis, you can save from 25% to 40% on the cost of eligible expenses.  Review the Flexible Spending Account Website for more information.
11. During annual Open Enrollment, you may also want to consider enrolling in an either the Kaiser or Anthem PPO plan that have a Health Savings Account (HSA).   A Health Savings Account is a tax-free account will have a lower monthly premium, but with a high annual deductible.   
that allows you to pay for health care expenses that are not covered, or are partially covered, by your medical, dental and vision insurance plans.  The Dependent Care Flexible Spending Account creates a tax break for dependent care expenses (typically child care or day care expenses) that enable you to work.  Additionally, if you have an older dependent who lives with you at least 8 hours per day and requires someone to come into the house to assist with day-to-day living, you can claim these expenses through your Dependent Care Flexible Spending Account.  By contributing a portion of your payroll dollars into your Flexible Spending Account on a pre-tax basis, you can save from 25% to 40% on the cost of eligible expenses.  Review the Flexible Spending Account Website for more information.
12. Consider purchasing Long-Term Care Insurance while you are young.  Long-Term Care is different from the rest of your health care, and it's not typically covered under health insurance policies, HMO plans, Medicare or Medicare supplemental policies. Health care plans are designed to provide coverage when you receive care from a doctor or treatment in a hospital. Some may also cover nursing home care or home care but typically only on a short term or limited basis.  Long-term care can range from simple assistance with activities in your own home or a residential care facility, or it can mean highly skilled care in a nursing facility.    The California Department of Health Care Services' Partnership for Long-Term Care website has numerous tools, calculators and scenarios for individuals and households concerning Long-Term Care Insurance. 
13. If you develop a “work-related” injury, you may be entitled to workers’ compensation benefits under California law.  Information is posted on the DANet’s Workers’ Compensation page and the County’s Workers’ Compensation site. 

14. If you become ill for an extended period of time, and the illness is unrelated to your work, you may be eligible for disability payments totaling 66 2/3 % of your monthly salary with a maximum benefit of $8,000 per month.  These payments would begin 90 days after the onset of the disability and continue to either age 65 or until the disability ends. Deputy District Attorneys are not covered by State Disability, but are covered under a private insurance plan paid for by the County currently with Standard Insurance. (800) 628-8600 / Group Plan # 615407  615408.
15. Save NOW for your retirement years.  Social Security is not guaranteed; the County pension system will continue to change.   Take advantage of the Deferred Compensation 457 and 401 plans to save pre-tax dollars.  You may enroll in the 457 plan at any time, and increase/decrease/stop your contributions as you like.   You may defer a fixed percentage of your salary in the 401a plan, but must enroll within the first 90 days of being hired.  You may stop contributions to the 401a plan by filing a hardship application.   The Roth 457 plan is a further vehicle to save, however the dollars saved are post-tax.   You may contribute additional amounts if you use the Age 50 Catch-Up Provision or the 3-Year Catch-Up Provision.   See the Nationwide Deferred Compensation page.     
16. Stay current on proposed California legislation, initiatives, and County policies affecting public employee pensions.   The San Diego County Employees Retirement Association website has booklets, forms, and pages devoted to numerous topics regarding retirement.   See the SDCERA page.   Use the SDCERA Call Center: (619)515-6800.  Be aware of information regarding the pension rights of public employees. 
17. Your Entry Date into SDCERA is the first day of the first full biweekly payroll period in the month following your appointment to a permanent position and work at least 20 hours weekly.   Your Entry Date into SDCERA is different than your hire date with the County of San Diego. 

18. Your Entry Age is used to determine your member contribution rate (i.e., how much you pay into the retirement system from each paycheck.)  It is your age on your birthday closest to the date you became an SDCERA member.  If you were more than six months past your birthday when you entered membership, SDCERA rounds your actual age up to the next year.  For example, if you entered SDCERA membership at age 30 and 7 months, your official entry age would be 31.   See the Contribution Calculator to estimate your biweekly contribution amount.  
As a result of labor negotiations, the County has agreed to “Offset” or pay part of your biweekly pension contribution toward your retirement.   In 2011 and 2012, the County “Offset” will decrease, meaning your pension contribution will increase.   Your personal pension contribution is a percentage of gross pay, and is deducted from your paycheck on a pre-tax basis.  Further, the “Offset” is subject to negotiation/change in future labor agreements.   
Additionally, SDCERA annually sets the Retirement Contribution Rate for both the County and the employee.  This could result in an additional increase in the amount of your pension contribution. 
For reciprocal members: If you established Reciprocity upon entering SDCERA membership from another California public employer, you will have the benefit of using the Entry Age of the first reciprocal system. This will lower your Entry Age and, as a result, could lower your pension contribution rate.

19. If you leave County service before retirement, you may be able to establish Reciprocity by becoming a member of another public retirement system in California within six months of your termination with San Diego County.  You must be fully separated from one system prior to entering the next.  Your periods of membership may not overlap, even if the overlap is due to vacation, sick leave or a leave of absence.  You cannot take a refund of your contributions from any reciprocal system.  With reciprocity, there is no transfer of your retirement contributions or service credit between retirement systems. You would be a member of both systems and are subject to the membership, benefits, and rights of each system.  See the Reciprocity Fact Sheet. 

20. You may have Reciprocity as a former employee of the City of San Diego. City employees are covered by the San Diego City Employees’ Retirement System (SDCERS).  The vesting and retirement eligibility requirements for City employees under SDCERS may differ from those for County employees under SDCERA.  
21. You may have Reciprocity with another California public employer covered by CALPERS - see the CALPERS Retirement Benefits website.   The CALPERS website also has information regarding the Judges’ and Legislators’ Retirement Systems.

22. You vest in the SDCERA retirement system after 5 years of SDCERA/reciprocal retirement service credit.   If you terminate as a vested member, you have the following four options based on eligibility:

a. Collect a retirement benefit

b. Become a deferred member

c. Establish reciprocity

d. Request a refund

     If you terminate prior to 5 years of service credit with SDCERA, you may leave your member contributions on deposit as a non-vested member in order to maintain your service credit so that it can be applied to future service credit earned if you re-enter SDCERA membership or become a member of a reciprocal system.  You may also request a refund.  Review the SDCERA Considerations After Termination page. 
23. Check your Annual Member Statement from SDCERA for the date you are first eligible to retire.  There is a difference between being vested and actually being eligible to retire.  In addition to being vested, members must meet minimum age and service credit requirements to be eligible for retirement.  Review the SDCERA Retirement Eligibility page.
a. Tier A and 1: Age 50 with 10 years of service

b. Tier B:  Age 55 with 10 years of service

c. Any age with 30 years of service credit

d. Active members age 70 / older with any service credit 
24. Estimate your benefits. See how age, Service Credit, and final average compensation affect your retirement benefit.   There is a calculator on the SDCERA Calculator page.   Service Credit is earned by the hour (80 hours per pay period; 2080 per year.)  You do not earn service credit if you are off without pay for any reason (e.g., sick leave; family medical leave; miscellaneous leave without pay; etc.)  
25. You may be eligible to purchase Service Credits under a number of situations, including: (1) County service prior to entering SDCERA membership (such as working as a law clerk / GLC); (2) sick leave or family medical leave without pay; (3) eligible service from work in a prior public agency.  Review the SCDERA Service Credit page.   There are a number of options for paying for the Service Credits.   You may be able to use monies from your Deferred Compensation account to complete the purchase.  Review the Rollover/Transfer Fact Sheet  and Request for Purchase of Service Credit form.  Service Credit purchases always include interest so the sooner you purchase any eligible Service Credit, the less it will cost you because you pay less interest.  The first step in the process of purchasing Service Credit is to complete and submit the Request for Costs to Purchase Service Credit form. 
26. Attend a SDCERA Mid-Career or Late Career Seminar.  Attend the Late-Career Seminar approximately 6 to 12 months before retirement, which presents information about the various benefit choices and the documents required at retirement.  By attending a few months in advance of your retirement date, you will have time to determine the best retirement date and benefit option.  
The Late-Career Seminar features a presentation from the Social Security Administration, as well as the County's Employee Benefits and Deferred Compensation Departments.  Employee Benefits will discuss the COBRA and CalCOBRA health plans, and life insurance conversion.  Deferred Compensation will provide information on what to do with your 401(a) and 457 defined contribution plans, and discuss the Terminal Pay Plan.  Review the SDCERA Seminars page for upcoming dates.

27. Meet with a Retirement Specialist, free of charge through Nationwide, who can provide useful advice on what to do with your Deferred Compensation 401(a), 457, and Roth 457 accounts upon retirement.  You can leave your Deferred Compensation account in place with no extra costs or penalties.  For the 401a plan, you may make withdrawals without penalty if you retire at age 55 or older.  For the 457 plan, the earliest you may make withdrawals without penalty is age 59½; you must begin withdrawals by age 70 1/2.   The payout options include: (1) “Stay Put Option”; (2) Systematic Withdrawal; (3) Lump Sum; (4) Partial Lump Sum; (5) Combined Income Option.  Seek and obtain professional advice for your situation. 
28. A retirement date on or before March 31st will make you eligible for that year’s cost-of-living adjustment (COLA), if SDCERA votes to approve one.  The COLA is based on the change in CPI for the San Diego area, up to a maximum of 3 % for Tier A members and 2% for Tier B members.  (In 2012, a COLA of 3% was approved.)  Any increase in the CPI beyond the maximum is placed in your COLA bank, and can be applied in future years.  Your COLA Bank could affect the COLA amount you receive in future years.   For more information, review the SDCERA COLA page. 

29. Gather documentation necessary for the retirement process, including your birth certificate and spouse's birth certificate.   Also, you will need to submit a copy of your certificate of marriage/registered domestic partnership.   When naming beneficiaries, you will need the full name, mailing address, Social Security number and birth date of each person. 

30. Review your benefit options – how to receive your monthly retirement payment and survivor benefits.  The retirement benefit is paid differently depending on which benefit option you choose.  Understand the details of each option and what percentage you receive and what percentage your surviving spouse/registered domestic partner would receive. Once made, your selection may not be changed.  See the SDCERA Survivor Benefits page. 
BENEFIT OPTIONS:

a. Unmodified Benefit

b. Option 1: Cash Refund Annuity

c. Option 2: 100% Joint and Survivor

d. Option 3: 50% Joint and Survivor

e. Option 4: Multiple Beneficiaries

31. Make sure your Beneficiary Designation is up to date.  Your Beneficiary is the person that SDCERA would pay eligible survivor benefits to in the event you should die prior to retirement. Submit a Beneficiary Designation Form to make any changes. 

32. SDCERA offers an additional retirement benefit option, the Temporary Supplement, which allows members retiring before age 62 to receive an increased SDCERA benefit from retirement age until the age of 62, and  permanently reduced SDCERA pension benefits at and after age 62. You are eligible for the Temporary Supplement if you are eligible for Social Security at age 62.   The Temporary Supplement is not available to members retiring at and after the age of 62.   Review the SDCERA Temporary Supplement page.  Request a Social Security estimate from the Social Security Administration, if you are considering the Temporary Supplement.  Ask SDCERA to use the estimate you get from Social Security when producing your retirement application for accuracy in estimating the Temporary Supplement. 
33. Understand how the SDCERA Health Insurance Program works.  Also understand COBRA and Medicare. SDCERA offers a number of health plans to both non-Medicare eligible and Medicare-eligible members who live in-state and out-of-state, as well as dental plans.  If you do not choose a SDCERA health plan, you may choose a COBRA plan or an outside health plan.  Your health insurance as an active employee through the County's Options program will continue through the end of the month in which you terminate.   If you terminate June 1, you will be covered through June 30; if you terminate June 29, your coverage will also end on June 30.   If you elect an SDCERA-sponsored health plan, the cost of coverage is deducted directly from your monthly retirement benefit.  In the fall of each year during Retired Members Open Enrollment, packets are mailed to retirees to allow them to make changes to their SDCERA-sponsored medical and dental plans.   
34. After your termination or retirement, COBRA is a federal law that requires you employer to continue to offer you access to your current health coverage for up to 18 months.   You must live in California to choose a COBRA plan.  If you elect COBRA, you are responsible for paying the premium of the health plan you had while employed.   The rates for COBRA plans are generally less than those offered by SDCERA.  The County Employee Benefits page has more information about COBRA and CalCOBRA.
35. CalCOBRA is a California program that allows members to extend their health coverage for another 18 months following the 18 months of available COBRA coverage.  When CalCOBRA ends, you must find other health insurance, either with an SDCERA health plan or private health plan. The health plans administer CalCOBRA, and all correspondence will come directly from the providers.  A CalCOBRA enrollment packet will be sent to retired members approximately three months prior to the expiration of their COBRA coverage.  
36. Currently, SDCERA pays a Supplemental Benefit Allowance to Tier A retired members with at least 10 years of service credit, which can be used to offset the cost of retiree health premiums, or however you choose.  However, the SBA will likely be eliminated by 2017, depending on the rate of retirements in the next few years.  While it continues to exist, retired members must apply for the SBA annually.  See the SDCERA Supplemental Benefit Allowance page. 
37. If you earn higher wages, your retirement benefit may be affected by Internal Revenue Code (IRC) limits. The IRC limits both the amount of annual compensation that may be used to calculate your retirement benefit and the amount of retirement benefits you may receive each year. 

Section 401(a)(17) of the IRC limits the amount of compensation that may be used to calculate your benefits. For 2012, the annual compensation limit is $250,000. Section 415(b) of the IRC limits the amount of retirement benefits you can receive from a qualified retirement plan, such as SDCERA. This IRC cap on the annual maximum retirement payment may reduce the annual retirement benefits you receive from SDCERA. However, in order to avoid any impact to its employees, the County Board of Supervisors adopted a supplemental plan (known as the Excess Benefit Plan) that will make up the difference in retirement pay for any retiring County employee who is impacted by the IRC Section 415(b) limitation. For more information and Internal Revenue Code limits, see 2012 Internal Revenue Code Benefit Limits.

38. 60 to 90 days before retirement, request a retirement packet from SDCERA. The retirement packet includes a service retirement application, tax withholding form, and direct deposit form.  See the SDCERA Request for Service Retirement Application.  Or phone the SDCERA Call Center:  (619)515-6800.   
39. Coordinate your termination date with the District Attorney’s Payroll and Human Resources Departments.  Make an appointment with the District Attorney Payroll Desk to discuss your retirement.  Sign the termination forms provided by the District Attorney’s Office.  SDCERA does not notify the District Attorney’s Office of your retirement date – you must do this.  Your termination date cannot be the same day as your retirement date.   Typically, your retirement date is the day after your last day of paid status with the County.   Your retirement date can be on any day, whether it is a weekday, weekend, or holiday.  
40. If you are 55 or older and retiring or separating from the County, you may opt to have the value of your accrued sick and vacation leave paid out through the Terminal Pay Plan.   With the TPP, you will not pay any FICA taxes on the final payment of your accrued sick leave and vacation time.  You have the following option: (1) deferring income tax on some/all of your payment by electing rollover into your established Deferred Compensation account; (2) pay out as a lump sum (cash option) (3) installment payments over 60 months (without interest).  If you choose the cash option, taxes will be automatically deducted.  
41. Determine any unused sick leave conversion or payoff. This has to be done through the District Attorney’s Payroll and Human Resources Department and sent to SDCERA.  You may be eligible to convert your unused sick leave balance to service credit, hour for hour, with no maximum limit.  However, while sick leave credit can help you increase your overall service credit, sick leave credit may not be used to vest (five years of SDCERA/reciprocal service credit) or to meet minimum retirement eligibility requirements (generally 10 years of SDCERA/reciprocal service credit.)   
42. If you have old Comp Time balances, you should use the time before you retire or separate from County service.  Per the County Compensation Ordinance, there is no provision for cash payout for old Comp time balances still on the books. 

43. If you have worked for other public employers, you may have earned reciprocal retirement benefits.  Contact all reciprocal retirement systems (such as CALPERS or SDCERS) to file separate retirement applications.  You must retire from each separate retirement system on the same day.  The vesting and retirement eligibility requirements may differ for other reciprocal retirement systems.  See the SDCERA Reciprocity page. 
44. Dissolution of marriage will affect retirement benefits. Retirement benefits earned during a marriage or registered domestic partnership are considered community property, and must be considered in community property settlement agreements.  If a marital dissolution action has been filed, you should notify SDCERA of the pending action.  Resolve any outstanding community property issues due to divorce.  Review the SDCERA Divorce page and the Dividing Community Property booklet.   
45. Timing is everything: SDCERA uses your age to the nearest completed quarter in computing your age factor.  For example, if you are 52 and 2.9 months at retirement, your retirement age is 52.  But if you are 52 and 3 months, your retirement age is 52.25. Pick your date carefully; SDCERA does not round forward.  See the SDCERA Eligibility page.
46. For Tier A members, SDCERA calculates final compensation as your highest average monthly compensation for any one-year period (26 consecutive biweekly pay periods) any time in your career.  For Tier B, final compensation is based on highest three year average.  If you are a recipient of a Quality First payment, your final compensation could increase if you worked through November.   See the SDCERA Eligibility page.
47. Your County life insurance ends at midnight the day you retire. You can keep it if you pay “regular rates” and contact Employee Benefits BEFORE you retire. Employee Benefits: 619/236-2203 or 888/550-2203.
48. Your retirement check is automatically deposited into your bank account on the last business day of each month.  Review the SDCERA Retirement Payment page. 

49. When you retire, you must complete a form giving instructions to SDCERA regarding if and how you want state and federal income tax withheld from your retirement payments.  Most of your monthly retirement benefit is taxable.  However, the retirement contributions you made prior to 1997 were made on an after-tax basis.  The IRS allows you to recover this amount on a nontaxable basis, but not all at once.   See the SDCERA Tax Information page and SDCERA Taxation Fact Sheet. 
50. In late January of each year, SDCERA mails a 1099-R tax statement to retired members.   The 1099-R includes details of your retirement income from the previous year and is necessary to complete your federal and state tax returns.  
51. After retirement, you must notify SDCERA if you change address, change banks, or change your Beneficiary.   If you marry after leaving County employment, you will need to update your Beneficiary Designation information on file with SDCERA.  
52. If you divorce after retirement, your former spouse/registered domestic partner is no longer your “surviving spouse” and is no longer eligible to receive benefits upon your death.  See the SDCERA Divorce After Retirement page.  

53. You may return to work for the County after retirement, subject to certain limitations.   Temporary re-employment will have no effect on your SDCERA retirement benefit payment.  Temporary re-employment is when you work no more than 120 days or 960 hours in one fiscal year (July 1 through June 30.)   Under current law, you must wait at least 90 days after retirement to be eligible for temporary re-employment.  (A bill in the California legislature may lengthen this to 180 days.)  Review the SDCERA Work after Retirement page. 

54. You must update the State Bar of California on your address and other contact information once you leave the District Attorney’s Office.  

55. The State Bar of California and the California Bar Foundation have published Seniors & The Law: A Guide for Maturing Californians to educate seniors about their rights and the legal challenges they may face. It provides valuable information about the many laws, benefits, and services available to seniors.

56. When you become eligible for Medicare, usually age 65, Medicare becomes your primary insurance.  However, because Medicare does not cover all of your medical needs, you will need to consider enrolling in a Medicare health plan to supplement that which Medicare does not cover.  SDCERA offers several health plans for members eligible for Medicare. See the Medicare Information for SDCERA Health Plans fact sheet, as well as the comprehensive Retired Members Health Insurance Plans booklet.  Make sure your name on your Social Security Card matches what SDCERA has on record, or it could affect your enrollment in an SDCERA-sponsored medical plan once you are eligible for Medicare.  
57.  The Retired Employees of San Diego County (RESDC) is an optional member organization, committed to further the concerns of San Diego County Retirees by representing them on issues of interest.  RESDC provides member news, social activities, and advocacy information regarding pensions.  RESDC addresses the Board of Supervisors and SDCERA Retirement Board in order to maintain / improve benefits for retirees.   In 2012, RESDC monthly membership dues are $5.  Contact RESDC: (619)688-9229.
USEFUL CONTACT INFORMATION
	County Employee Benefits
	(619)236-2203
http://cwss/sites/DHR/benefits/default.aspx

	San Diego County Employees Retirement Association
	(619)515-0130
http://www.sdcera.org/

	Internal Revenue Service
	(800)829-1040
http://www.irs.gov/

	CALPERS
	(888)225-7377
http://www.calpers.ca.gov/

	Social Security Administration
	(800)772-1213
www.ssa.gov

	Franchise Tax Board
	(800)852-5711
http://www.ftb.ca.gov/index.shtml?WT.mc_id=Global_Home_Tab

	Employee Assistance Program
	(866)208-0436
https://www.achievesolutions.net/achievesolutions/en/sdcounty/Home.do

	San Diego City Employees’ Retirement System
	(619) 525-3600
https://www.sdcers.org/Pages/default.aspx


DDA Jim Koerber 
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