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MINUTES 
 

MEMBER SERVICES COMMITTEE MEETING 
MARIN COUNTY EMPLOYEES’ RETIREMENT ASSOCIATION 

 
Retirement Board Conference Room 

One McInnis Parkway, 1st Floor 
San Rafael, CA 

 
October 15, 2009     9:00 A.M. 

 
 

CALL TO ORDER   Chair Wofford called the meeting to order at 9:15 A.M. 
 
ROLL CALL  PRESENT: Phillips, Smith, Webb, Wofford 
 
 ABSENT: Hufford 
 
MINUTES   September 3, 2009 Member Services meeting 
 
It was M/S Smith/Webb to approve the September 3, 2009 minutes of the Member Services meeting as 
submitted. 

AYES: Phillips, Smith, Webb, Wofford 
NOES: none 
ABSTAIN: none 
ABSENT: Hufford 

 
A. OPEN TIME FOR PUBLIC EXPRESSION 
 None 
 
The Chair directed discussion to OLD BUSINESS, Agenda Item B.2.a. 
 
B. OLD BUSINESS 

2. Consider and make recommendations to Board regarding options for potentially providing 
assistance to MCREA in distributing its monthly newsletter  
a. Consider input from MCREA representatives, MCERA staff, MCERA Communications 

Committee, and others 
Administrator Benner reported that the new MCERA off-site payroll vendor ASI, 
scheduled to begin in July 2010, would not allow members of the public on its site due 
to security concerns. Tom Hendricks, representing the Marin County Retired 
Employees Association (MCREA), said that the group is open to sending the newsletter 
to ASI electronically instead.  According to Ann Gregory, Editor of the MCREA 
newsletter, there are 1,000 newsletters which cost 17 cents per copy if printed.  Chair 
Wofford suggested that MCREA consider distributing the newsletter by email as an 
alternative.   
 
Trustee Gladstern recommended that an official policy be developed to govern similar 
activities in the event that other retiree groups request newsletter distribution.  Trustee 
Smith responded that he did not believe there was a problem, but that the matter of 
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privacy of home addresses and emails was an issue.  Counsel identified several legal 
issues potentially arising from distribution of MCREA’s newsletter by MCERA 
including: the proper use of MCERA’s trust funds; the need to maintain the 
confidentiality of home addresses of MCERA members and beneficiaries, if requested; 
and the possibility of disagreements between MCREA and the MCERA Board on the 
content of the newsletter.  The possibility of a disclaimer was discussed. Chair Wofford 
requested that the Governance Committee develop a policy to cover these issues. 
   
Tom Hendricks responded by saying that he believed there is a provision in the 
government code to recognize retiree groups and that the confidentiality issue can be 
averted by providing the newsletter to MCERA to distribute.  He requested that 
MCERA pay the retirees’ MCREA dues.   
 
Chair Wofford asked the Retirement Administrator whether the newsletter could be 
distributed by ASI with the payroll and at what cost, and Benner replied that MCREA 
could transmit their newsletter to ASI and then pay a service fee, which she agreed to 
identify.  The Chair recommended that MCREA research alternative distribution 
methods by surveying the other 37 Act systems, and then return to the Committee to 
report their preference. 

 
The Chair directed discussion to OLD BUSINESS, Agenda Item B.1.   

 
1.   Consider and make recommendations to Board regarding member communications on 

MCERA website, including: 
a. Minutes of Committee meetings 

 Communications Associate Sydney Fowler reported that most committee meeting 
minutes had already been posted to the website. 

 
b. Retiree address release authorization form 

Sydney Fowler reported that the address release form will be available on the website 
shortly. 

 
c. Other 

Ms. Fowler reported that she has implemented most of the planned structural changes to 
the MCERA web site.  In response to Trustee Smith’s suggestion to include frequently 
asked questions (FAQs), Fowler stated that a variety of FAQs have been available on 
the website for several years and that additional FAQs are being developed with staff 
input. Administrator Benner added that the questions will be organized by life event 
when completed.  
 
The discussion addressed common confusion regarding tier (pension) and benefit 
(medical and dental) plans. Administrator Benner stated that the better alternative is for 
the retiree to have a personal interview with the Retirement Manager if individual 
guidance is required.   She added that there is a great deal of detailed information in the 
Pre-Retirement Seminar which is available to new retirees.   

 
The Chair directed discussion to NEW BUSINESS, Agenda Item C.1. 
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C. NEW BUSINESS     

1. Consider and make recommendations to Board regarding communication to membership, 
and/or portions of members most directly impacted by a potential Board decision, on Board 
agenda items 
Responding to the Chair’s query regarding distribution of the notification letter regarding 
the Board’s decision on the ad hoc COLA issue, Administrator Benner stated that all  
MCERA agencies, union representatives, retirement organizations and impacted retirees 
received notice of the board’s deliberations.  Counsel Dunning stated that any decision the 
Board considers involving the use of excess earnings requires providing reasonable advance 
notice to recognized retiree organizations.  As the Board is now discussing the possibility of 
establishing an excess reserve policy, Dunning continued, the question arises as to the 
proper time to provide the notification.  Trustee Phillips reasoned that the correct time is 
when the Governance Committee is taking comments on a draft policy.  Counsel concurred.  
With counsel confirming that notification is a governance issue, the Chair relinquished the 
topic to the Governance Committee. 
 

The Chair directed discussion to OLD BUSINESS, Agenda Item B.4: 
 

4. Consider and make recommendations to Board regarding options for seeking member 
feedback regarding MCERA services 

Chair Wofford and the Committee members agreed that member service levels had 
improved greatly in recent months.  Administrator Benner said that educating members by 
describing processes in detail in the newsletter is important so that members understand the 
complexity of their requests.  She pointed out that member requests often include matters 
which are dependent on outside information over which MCERA has no control. 
 
Trustee Phillips voiced approval of a proactive process and there was general agreement to 
this point.  An example of this proactive effort was provided by Ms. Fowler who explained 
that flow charts are being developed to assist members by providing a better understanding 
of the steps and lengthy process involved in providing an estimate or calculating a buy-
back. Several issues arose from the discussion with Sydney Fowler, including: 
 

 the difference in issues between current members and retirees 
 a desire to clearly understand the Committee’s specific goals and objectives  
 a desire to measure the current level of service provided 
 the need to identify and evaluation suggested service improvements  
 the need to identify members’ concerns 

 
The Chair proposed feedback forms as a method to help fortify the positive perception of 
MCERA.  With Trustee Smith encouraging the Committee to maintain the positive member 
services momentum, suggestions regarding various potential feedback forms with varying 
levels of complexity were proposed.  Chair Wofford said she thought the feedback 
questions could be general and still be effective.  Administrator Benner as well as Associate 
Fowler recommended that the form be detailed enough to provide actionable information.    
Additionally, it was noted that the mailing cost and impact on staff resources may be 
prohibitive when compared to the benefits received. The Administrator pointed out that the 
staff is already responding to approximately 6,000 calls and approximately 750 walk-ins 
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per year, with an increase in traffic expected in the near future.  Trustee Phillips confirmed 
that efficiency is an important consideration in determining what action is most effective.  
Several options for acquiring member feedback were discussed including: a mailing with 
the newsletter; a generic card available on site; a comment card within the newsletter; and 
comment forms on the web site. 
 
Chair Wofford suggested that a generic card be made available which the members of the 
Committee collect so that staff time is not impacted. She also expressed support for a form 
that could be imprinted in the quarterly newsletter. She suggested that ideas for the wording 
of a generic card be developed for the next Committee meeting.  Trustee Phillips confirmed 
that members’ perceptions are very important so that the public relations efforts will be 
worthwhile in the continuing effort to develop positive member relations.  Administrator 
Benner mentioned that in the offsite meeting on the 21st of October, Mary McGovern 
presented a survey by the staff to gauge their perceptions of the effectiveness of the current 
organization. 
 

The Chair directed the discussion to OLD BUSINESS, Agenda Item B.3. 
 

3. Consider MCERA current organization chart (with staffing of filled positions and 
identification of unfilled positions) and make recommendations to Board regarding levels 
of service provided to MCERA members and long-term staffing plan regarding same 

 Administrator Benner presented and reviewed the organizational charts with the 
Committee, explaining that the charts represented several different future staffing scenarios. 
She stated that member services will suffer the most if staffing is reduced.  Trustee Phillips 
reminded the Committee that the Finance and Risk Management Committee was also 
reviewing staffing, and was considering eliminating overtime.  It was noted that as 
positions in the county are eliminated, the workload on existing County or MCERA 
employees cannot be increased due to budget problems.  Therefore it is important to 
identify what work is a priority and what will not be done.  There was general agreement 
that more time will be needed to study the organizational charts. 

 
The Chair directed discussion to NEW BUSINESS, Agenda Item C.2.  
 

2. Review administrative issues regarding cessation of retirement contributions by employees 
with 30 years of creditable service 
The Administrator stated that several factors could result in members having their 30-year 
date extended beyond 30 calendar years such as strike time or leave with pay. She also 
noted that payroll is not able to stop contributions until the end of a payroll period. In order 
to correct this issue, Benner reported that she has been working with IST to assure timely 
receipt of information from the County.  Another problem arises when the Human 
Resources Department directs that contributions cease without confirming the proper date.  
For example, reciprocal service affects the date and in some cases it is not known if the 
member has not provided the information needed.   Trustee Webb suggested adding these 
needed items to the newsletter. 
 
Administrator Benner stated that service audits have been completed for retirees known to 
be nearing the 30-year service mark.   A complete service audit can take months to 
complete, she said, adding that one of the limitations is that BenCal may not contain 
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reciprocal service or other pertinent information. Benner concluded with stating that the 30-
year contribution cessation issue was under control and no longer a significant issue. 

 
Trustee Webb asked whether the CPAS system would resolve many of these issues and 
Benner replied it would, so long as the data are correct.  The delayed start date of CPAS 
will help to assure the competency of the data, Benner explained.  She stated that great 
effort has been made to get caught up and to improve the interface of the IT department 
with Human Resources and the Auditor’s office  
 
As an example of superior member service, the Administrator stated that the December 
medical premium letters have been prepared two months ahead of time.  In future years the 
process will be automated as CPAS will generate customized form letters.  The 
Administrator also reported that the CPAS system will report taxable and non-taxable 
income on retiree 1099Rs starting in 2011.  

 
3. Discuss agenda topics for next meeting 

The Chair stated the next meeting is scheduled for Thursday, January 14, but she suggested 
the meetings be changed to Wednesday instead of Thursday because of her schedule.  She 
delineated the following items to be agendized for the next meeting: 
 

1.   Organizational charts  
2. Status of feedback forms 
3. Questions for a generic feedback card to present to Board. 

 
Trustee Phillips suggested that the Chair attend the next Communications Committee 
meeting. 

 
There being no further business, Chair Wofford adjourned the meeting at 11:00 A.M. 
 
 
 
 
 
_______________________________________          __________________________________________ 
Karen Wofford, Chair Attest:  Tom Ford, Acting Retirement Administrator 
 

 

 


