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Municipal Finance Essentials

CCM understands that the core function of local elected officials responsibilities
are associated with municipal finance. Whether this involves general financial
management of local government, revenue collection, debt management, or
employee benefits, municipal finance is crucial for funding essential public
services and infrastructure projects, such as schools, roads, and utilities. This
Municipal Finance Essentials program is a series of research briefs on several
vital components of municipal finance. These are intended to provide general
information and guidance towards ensuring financial health of Connecticut
municipalities.

Topic 1: Municipal Pensions and Retirement Overview
Connecticut municipalities sponsor a variety of post-employment benefits to
provide ongoing financial security to their employees after their public service
careers end. These plans vary based on the number of members, benefit
structure, and funding mechanism, resulting in a diverse pension realm unique
to Connecticut. Governing statutes, along with federal labor relations laws
pertaining to union participation, and certain sections of the Internal Revenue
Code also impact pension plan provisions and administration. Municipal
pension plan sponsors, therefore, have diverse questions and issues.

The information in this resource guide provides general information about
municipal pension plan structure, governing statutes, administration, funding
and reporting requirements which is intended to guide local officials and others
on post-employment benefits.
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Local government entities may sponsor a pension plan for its employees for a
number of reasons, including:

e Reward employees for service to the municipality
e Attract desirable employees

¢ Retain employees

e Statutory compliance

In addition, local governments may sponsor multiple plans covering different
groups of employees, or create one plan for all municipal employees. For towns
and cities, the most commonly covered employee groups include police, paid
firefighters, and non-uniformed employees (i.e. public workers, town hall staff,
etc.). Records, actuarial and financial reports and filings must be maintained for
each plan separately.

Government plans are often different than private plans available in the
traditional market and other businesses. In addition, most are exempt from the
provisions of the Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA), the major
legislation governing private plans. However, some provisions of the Internal
Revenue Code (IRC) do apply to government plans. The IRC provides the plan
participant with special tax advantages and protections as long as the plan is
considered “qualified” by meeting the requirements of Section 401(a) of the
Code.

This reference document will provide greater detail into each of these factors.
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Statutory Review

In general, some provisions of municipal retirement programs are governed by
Connecticut law. Definitions and rules around pensions and retirement for municipal
employees are governed by Conn. Gen. Stat. Sec. 7-425 through Conn. Gen. Stat.
Sec. 7-459c. There are also other provisions found in other sections (discussed
below).

Federally, the Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) exempts plans
offered by local, state and federal governments. However, there are some Internal
Revenue Provisions that may need to be referred to (discussed below).

Types of Plans

Defined Benefit Plans:

These are retirement plans in which the employer guarantees a specific benefit
amount at a predetermined retirement date (based on age and/or service),
typically calculated as a percentage of salary or a fixed dollar amount per year
of service. The municipality is responsible for funding the plan and assumes the
investment risks. Investment losses increase the town or cities required
contributions, while investment gains can reduce or even eliminate the need for
further contributions. Benefits are generally paid monthly for the participant’s
post retirement lifetime, and in some cases may continue to other beneficiaries.

Defined benefit calculations:
The calculation for this plan typically contains four components.

normal cost,

anticipated administrative expenses,

amortization payment or funding adjustment credit

anticipated employee contributions, which is deducted from the annual
funding requirement to obtain the minimum municipal obligation.

NSNS

Normal Cost is the annual cost component of funding a pension plan. The
actuarial report contains the amount expressed as a percentage of pay.

Administrative Expense is the anticipated amount to be paid from the plan
assets, for actuarial and other administrative expenses. If expenses are paid
from plan assets, an amount representing an estimate of the expenses for the
upcoming year should be included. The last actuarial report may contain an
estimate of the average administrative expense expressed as a percentage of

pay.

Amortization Payment appears in the actuarial valuation report and represents
the annual amount that must be deposited to pay off the plan’s existing
Unfunded Actuarial Accrued Liability, if any. Actuarial gains and losses are
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https://www.dol.gov/general/topic/retirement/erisa

amortized, as separate amortization bases, over various periods at each
valuation date.

> If @ municipality is considering a defined benefit plan, they should
consider essential elements which are outlined by the Government
Finance Officers Association (GFOA):

https.//www.gfoa.orqg/materials/design-elements-of-defined-benefit-
retirement-plans

Defined Contribution Plans:

These plans specify the amount of money that is periodically deposited into the
pension fund for each eligible employee (e.g., annually, quarterly, monthly, or
per paycheck). The municipality-required contribution is based on a
predetermined amount, typically a fixed dollar amount or a set percentage of
the employee’s pay, and remains largely unchanged regardless of investment
performance. There is no guaranteed retirement benefit in a defined
contribution plan. The retirement benefit depends on the total contributions
made, investment returns, and any experience gains or losses credited to the
individual’s account, meaning the employee assumes the investment risk. In
these plans, benefits are usually paid out as a lump sum.

There may be instances where a municipality may transition employees from a
defined benefit plan to a defined contribution plan for new employees. This is
called to "piggy-back” the new defined contribution plan onto the existing
defined benefit plan. This approach maintains the same eligibility criteria and
allows both plans to be administered under a single trust.

A common type of defined contribution plan in local government is the 457(b)
plan.

» If @ municipality is considering a defined contribution plan, they should
consider essential elements which are outlined by the Government
Finance Officers Association (GFOA):

https.//www.gfoa.orqg/materials/defined-contribution-retirement-plan-
design
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Hybrid Plans:

Over time, some government entities have chosen to blend elements of defined
contribution and defined benefit plans into a single plan often known as a
“hybrid” plan. On the surface, these plans usually resemble a defined
contribution plan, with employers depositing a defined amount into the plan
each year on behalf of each eligible employee. However, these plans may
contain a guaranteed earnings level that is allocated to the employee’s
“accounts”. Since the credited earnings are guaranteed, the plan is actually a
defined benefit plan. The employer bears investment risk in a hybrid plan as in
a defined benefit plan. If the plan’s investment returns do not meet the
guaranteed rate, the employer must make up the difference which results in an
increase in the municipality’s annual required contribution. Conversely, if
earnings exceed the guaranteed rate, the employer’s annual required
contribution declines.

» If @ municipality is considering a hybrid plan, they should consider
essential elements which are outlined by the Government Finance
Officers Association (GFOA):

https://www.gfoa.org/materials/hybrid-retirement-plan-design

Deferred Retirement Option Program (DROP)

Regardless of the plan chosen above, a Deferred Retirement Option Program
(DROP) is a plan option that can offered as an additional benefit. It allows
eligible employees to continue working for a specific period while deferring
their retirement benefits into a separate account, which grows over time.
Essentially, the employee "retires” on paper but continues working for a set
period before actually leaving the workforce.

Key Features of a DROP:

A. Eligibility
e Employees who are eligible for retirement (based on age and years of
service) can opt into the DROP program, often for a limited time. The age
or service requirements vary by the employer’s plan.

B. Deferring Retirement Benefits
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Instead of beginning to receive retirement benefits immediately upon
meeting retirement eligibility, the employee defers those benefits into a
DROP account. These funds are usually deposited in an interest-bearing
account and can accumulate over time.

The monthly retirement benefits the employee would have received if
they retired immediately is deposited into this DROP account.

C. Continued Employment:

The employee continues to work for a defined period (typically 3-5 years)
while still earning their salary and maintaining their job responsibilities.
The employee is treated as an active employee, but they stop accruing
additional retirement benefits (the benefits they would have received had
they retired and started drawing from the pension).

D. Interest and Growth:

During the DROP period, the retirement funds in the account generally
earn interest, which can vary depending on the plan. This allows the
employee to accumulate more savings than they would have by simply
taking the retirement benefits immediately.

E. End of DROP Period:

After the DROP period ends, the employee actually retires, and the funds
in the DROP account are typically paid out as a lump sum or rolled over
into another retirement account (like an IRA).

The employee also begins to receive their regular monthly pension
benefits at this point.
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Advantages

Disadvantages

For Employees: The key advantage is
the ability to keep working and
earning a salary while also saving up
additional retirement funds in the
DROP account. This can provide a
significant financial cushion when
they eventually retire.

Employees may not be able to fully
participate in new retirement accruals
or earn additional pension benefits
during the DROP period.

For Employers: Employers benefit by
retaining experienced employees for
a longer period, maintaining stability,
and often receiving a more gradual
transition into retirement.

The deferred benefits may be subject
to taxes when they are finally paid
out, depending on the specific plan
rules.

Example:

e Suppose an employee is eligible for retirement and their monthly pension
benefitis $3,000. They opt into the DROP program and continue working
for 3 more years. During this period, the employee does not start
collecting their $3,000 per month pension; instead, that $3,000 is
deposited into a special DROP account, where it earns interest.

e After 3 years, the employee retires, and the accumulated balance in the
DROP account (which includes the deferred pension payments and
interest) is paid out as a lump sum. Additionally, the employee can begin
receiving the $3,000 monthly pension benefit.

Overall, a DROP provides a way for employees to extend their careers while
boosting their retirement savings before fully transitioning to retirement.
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Connecticut Municipal Employees’ Retirement System:

The Connecticut Municipal Employees’ Retirement System (CMERS) is a
defined benefit plan administered by Office of the State Comptroller, which also
administers the pension systems for state employees. Eligible municipal entities
(municipal governments, public school systems, fire departments and housing
authorities) may elect to participate in the CMERS system, rather than
administering their own pension plan.

The State Retirement Commission is responsible for the administration of
CMERS. The State Treasurer is tasked with investing CMERS funds for the
exclusive benefit of CMERS members.

Municipalities designate which departments (including elected positions, if
specified) are to be covered under the CMERS plan. This may be as a result of
a legislative resolution or collective bargaining agreement. Members must
customarily work at least 20 hours per week to be eligible. Police officers and
firefighters hired after the age of 60 are not eligible. Municipalities may place
other restrictions on eligibility, such as limiting it to full-time employees.

Contributions amounts (as of 2025)

e For members not covered by Social Security: 7% of compensation

e For members covered by Social Security: 4.25% of compensation, up to
the Social Security taxable wage base plus 7% of compensation, if any, in
excess of the base.

e Municipalities make annual contributions at rates set by the State
Retirement Commission to cover the liabilities of the System not met by
the employee contributions. Municipalities also contribute to the
administrative costs.
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Types of Retirement in MERS:

e Normal Retirement: Age 55 and 5 years of continuous active service or 15
years of non-continuous active service, or 25 years of service, inclusive
of aggregate service, consisting of at least 5 years of continuous active
service or 15 years of non-continuous active service, with no age
requirement.

e Farly Retirement: 5 years of continuous active service regardless of age.

e Disability Retirement:

o Non-Service Connected: 10 years of continuous active service and
permanently and totally disabled from rendering service in the
position in which such you have been employed at in the service of
the Municipality.

o Service Connected: Totally and permanently disabled from
rendering service in the position in which such you have been
employed at in the service of the municipality, provided such
disability has arisen out of and in the course of the member’s
employment with the municipality.

e Vested Rights Retirement: 5 years of continuous active or 15 years of non-
continuous active service.
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Benefit Payment Options: Prior to retirement, a member must elect one of four
benefit payment” options”. The optional forms of payment available are:

e Option 1 - Straight Life Annuity.

This option provides the highest monthly benefit for the retiree’s
lifetime; all payments stop at the retiree’s death.

e Option 2 - 50% Spouse.

This option first provides a reduced monthly benefit to the retiree for
life; after the retiree’s death 50% of that benefit will continue to the
retiree’s surviving spouse for their lifetime.

e Option 3 - 50% or 100% Survivor.

This option provides a reduced monthly benefit to the retiree for life;
in the event of the retiree’s death, either 50% or 100%, whichever the
retiree chooses, of the reduced monthly benefit will be paid to
contingent annuitant for their lifetime. This contingent annuitant can
be any person, including the retiree’s spouse. However, if it is not your
spouse and is someone significantly younger than you the 100%
option may not be available.

e Option 4 - 10-Year or 20-year Period Certain.

This option provides a reduced monthly benefit to the retiree for life
with payments guaranteed from the retirement date for 10 or 20 years
(whichever period is chosen by the retiree). If the retiree should die
within 10 years (120 payments) or 20 years (240 payments) from their
date of retirement, the remaining payments, in accordance with their
selection, will be made to the named contingent annuitant(s).
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Death Benefits:

A pre-retirement death benefit may be payable to the surviving spouse of a
member who dies while actively employed or while on an approved leave of
absence, if the member is eligible for normal or early retirement on the date of
death. The member and the spouse must have been married for at least 12
months preceding the member’s death. The benefit amount will equal 50% of
the payment the member would have received under the 50% option averaged
with the payment the member would have received under the straight life
annuity option had the member retired on their date of death.

Return of Deductions:

A lump sum refund of a non-vested member’s retirement contributions is in lieu
of any other benefits. The refund will include retirement contributions plus
interest at 5% per year until the month prior to the termination date credited
from July 1,1983 or the July 1Ist following the entry date into CMERS, whichever
is later.
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New MERS Amendments: Effective Date July 1, 2025
In 2023, CMERS faced financial struggles associated with:

o An unfunded liability of $1.1 billion.

o Annual municipal contributions had been drastically increasing, rising
from an average of around 3% of payroll in 2001 to 25% in 2023.

o In the previous five years, the average employer contribution had
increased by 75%.

As a result, legislation was developed to address these challenges. Effect
beginning on July 1, 2025, the following will be modified to CMERS:

A. Cost of Living Adjustments (COLAS) - The minimum COLA will be phased
out over a period of five years.

Date of Retirement on or after Minimum COLA

July 1, 2025-June 30, 2026 2.0%
July 1, 2026-June 30, 2027 1.5%
July 1, 2027-June 30, 2028 1.0%
July 1, 2028-June 30, 2029 0.5%
July 1, 2029 No minimum COLA

In addition, the maximum COLA will be increased, from 6% to 7.5%.

All retirees—including those who retire after July 1, 2029—will receive a COLA
in every year in which inflation occurs. The increased maximum COLA goes into
effect on July 1, 2025, and it provides increased protection against inflation.
Members who retire between July 1, 2025, and June 30, 2029, will still be
guaranteed a minimum COLA for life.
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New DROP Plan from CMERS

Starting in Fiscal Year 2026 (July 1, 2025), CMERS members who are eligible to
retire will be allowed to defer their retirement allowance while continuing to
work for up to 60 months. The member’s retirement allowance is credited to a
separate DROP account instead of being paid to them directly during this time.

Eligibility:
e General Employees (non-police or firefighters):

a) Age 62 with five years of continuous service, or
b) Age 60 with 30 years of aggregate service.

e Police Officers and Firefighters:
a) Age 57 with five years of continuous service, or
b) Age 55 with 25 years of aggregate service, or
c) 30 years of aggregate service.

For more information on the CMERS DROP Plan, please visit

https://osc.ct.gov/retirement/mers/forms/
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Bargaining with Union Employees About Pensions

As part of bargaining agreements with union employees, pension benefits are
an important factor that is discussed.

It is important to remember two things when negotiating with a union over
pension benefits.

1.

the municipality must also verify that the changes requested by the union
(or the offer by the municipality) are in compliance with applicable state
and federal laws. Once the plan modification has been studied and
agreed to by both parties (or included in an arbitration award), a detailed
plan amendment should be drafted and enacted by the governing body.
It is not sufficient for the new or changed plan provision to just be
included in the collective bargaining agreement.

Great care should be taken when drafting the amendment so that no
conflicting interpretation arises between the plan document and the
collective bargaining agreement. Local officials should draft the plan
amendments so that all possible cross references are addressed and no
conflicts arise with other sections of the plan document or pension
ordinance.

Municipalities should also be aware of other factors when negotiating pensions
with union groups:

The rate of salary increases affect the cost of the plan if pension benefits
are calculated based on salary.

For "total pay"” based plans, the amount of overtime, longevity
improvements, sick leave buyback or vacation accrual policy can affect
the cost of the pension plan.

If employees are eligible for post-retirement health care benefits,
lowering the age for normal retirement in the pension plan can increase
retiree medical costs.

If a collective bargaining agreement provides post-retirement health care
and the pension plan provides "retirement” for vesting and disability, will
health care coverage be provided in all "retirement” circumstances,
regardless of age?

Coordination of disability programs (disability pension, long-term
disability insurance, Heart and Lung Act benefits, social security
disability, workers' compensation, etc.) may be desirable to contain costs.
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Plan Documents & Administration:
For towns and cities, a critical part of electing and providing pensions for
employees is ensuring proper administration and documentation of benefits.

Plan Documents

These are written compilation of all the benefits and administrative provisions
of the pension plan. It includes references and provisions necessary to maintain
tax qualified status under the Internal Revenue Code (IRC). It provides guidance
in the administration of the plan and protects the interests of both the employer
and employees. A skillfully drafted document will reduce ambiguities and the
occurrences of court actions. The plan document is the legal governing
document for the pension plan.

Why Have a Plan Document? Many municipal pension plans do not have a
consolidated plan document, but rather a series of ordinances, resolutions, and
collective bargaining agreements containing various pension benefits.
However, these documents generally fail to contain the necessary detail to
effectively administer the plan. Also, they may not include the language needed
to be in compliance with state and federal laws. In some instances, a plan
document is based on a prototype of a plan and contains federal regulations
applicable to private plans.

Many lawsuits result from misinterpretation of benefits due to vague language
in the ordinance or collective bargaining agreement. A consolidated plan
document can protect the employer and employees by providing a clear
description of benefits and administrative procedures. It is important for a
consolidated plan document to be drafted and executed which may also reflect
any subsequent changes enacted by an amendment to the appropriate sections
of the document. It is also important that the plan document contain those
provisions of the IRC that are required for municipalities. This prevents taxing
employees on pension contributions, accruals and earnings. If a municipal
pension plan were to be deemed "not qualified” under IRC Section 401(a)
employees could be required to pay taxes on the pension benefits earned upon
vesting and the plan sponsor could be penalized.

How to Prepare a Plan Document

Engage an experienced individual or firm to prepare an IRC Section 401(a)
qualified pension plan draft document. The individual or firm may be a
municipal pension consultant, attorney or plan administrator who is familiar
with the state and federal laws governing your plan. They should be provided
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with copies of all pension ordinances, resolutions, labor contracts, arbitration
awards and lawsuits pertaining to the plan. (Sometimes past practice issues
need to be considered as well.) The draft should be reviewed by your solicitor
and pension committee or board, if there is one, to verify that the plan
provisions are in compliance with all applicable laws and regulations, and are
consistent with collective bargaining agreements. When a final draft is agreed
upon, the restated plan document should be formally adopted by your
governing body by ordinance or resolution.

Records:

The most efficient method of maintaining records and being prepared for an
audit is by keeping a central filing system of all pension-related information.
Pension administrators may be able to obtain an administrative manual and/or
a set of administrative forms from their pension consultant or plan
administrator.

The following is a list of the types of information that should be maintained for
the pension plan and will be needed for audits. The list may not be
comprehensive. Employers should maintain all information that may need to be
referenced.

For active members of the plan, individual documentation is needed. These
may include:

e Enrollment Form for each member (including birth date, hire date, plan
participation date, and beneficiary)

e Annual salary (gross pay and pension wages, if different)

e Annual employee contribution records and contribution balances with
interest

e Records regarding breaks in service

e Beneficiary changes

e Documentation of military service purchase

e Domestic Relations Order Inactive Members of Plan

e Letter of resignation/Application for retirement

e Final Average Pay calculations

e DROP agreements

e Accumulated contribution records

e Retirement or Vested Benefit Calculation and options provided

e Beneficiary designation and current address

e Contribution Refund Calculation and documentation of payout
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Signed benefit election form

As a public agency, financial statements to ensure and measure solvency of the
plan need to be maintained. Provisions in these documents include:

Annual account values (market value, cost value, etc.) at end of each plan
year

Asset balance categorized by type of investment

Transaction ledgers (contributions by source, retiree payments,
administrative expenses paid, etc.)

Investment earnings (interest, dividends, realized and unrealized gains
and losses, etc.)

Annual reconciliation of plan assets

Audit reports (state and local) Plan Reports and Filings

Forms prepared for filing with Department of Auditor General or Public
Employee Retirement Commission

Minimum Municipal Obligation (MMO) calculations

Cost studies

Correspondence regarding plan benefits, costs or audit problems

Other plan documentations may include:

Plan document

Pension ordinances

Plan amendments

Collective bargaining agreements

Resolutions

Arbitration awards

Pension lawsuits

Correspondence regarding interpretation of plan provisions
Private letter ruling

Determination letter
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Pension Terms/Glossary

Accrued Benefit: The portion of the participant's retirement benefit that is
attributable to service completed before the calculation date. The calculation
typically uses actual service as of the calculation date and may involve other factors
such as average pay at the determination date and projected service through the
retirement eligibility date.

Actuarial Accrued Liability: The portion of the actuarial cost assigned to prior years.

Actuarial Assumptions: Factors used by the actuary to forecast future events. These
factors include items relating to future economic conditions, the survival of the
participants and their beneficiaries, and the length of employment.

Actuarial Cost Method: A means of assigning costs to periods of employment. This
method is used to determine a funding level that will provide sufficient assets to pay
benefits for each participant upon retirement.

Actuarial Gain or Loss: The effect on the actuarial accrued liability of differences
between events as predicted by the actuarial assumptions and those that actually
occurred. This difference can increase or decrease the contribution in future years.

Actuarial Present Value: The lump sum value that is equivalent to an expected series
of future payments. This value is determined by using the actuarial assumptions. An
actuarial present value, as of the valuation date, represents the amount of funds that
would be sufficient to provide the series of payments, if experience precisely
matches the actuarial assumptions.

Actuarial Value of Assets: The value of current plan assets used by the actuary to
evaluate the current funding status and determine future funding requirements.

Amortization Payment: The annual payment required to eventually eliminate the
unfunded actuarial accrued liability according to the schedule

Funding Adjustment: Occurs when the actuarial value of assets exceeds the actuarial
accrued liability

Normal Cost: The actuarial cost assigned to a given year to pay for the portion of the
anticipated benefit derived from service during that year.

Unfunded Actuarial Accrued Liability: The amount by which the actuarial accrued
liability exceeds the actuarial value of assets. A valuation will identify the value of
changes in the unfunded actuarial accrued liability that result from changes in plan
benefits, actuarial assumptions, or actuarial gains and losses.

Vesting: The participant’'s non-forfeitable right to receive a benefit, provided that the
participant survives until benefit eligibility
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Additional Resources

CCM Resources: https://cloudshare.ccm-
ct.org/index.php/s/iSaNoxtpGKSYSnU

Information on MERS Reforms: https://osc.ct.gov/articles/mers-2025-reforms-
plan-information-and-calculator/

Joint Report to the Connecticut General Assembly—Analysis: Best Practices for
Municipal Retirement Plans https://osc.ct.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2024/07/Joint-Report-on-Pension-Best-Practices-7.1.24.pdf

GFOA Pension and Benefit Administration Best Practices:
https://www.gfoa.org/best-practices/pension-policy-governance-and-
Mmanagement

National Association of State Retirement Administrators:
https://www.nasra.org/

Map of CMERS Participation:
https://public.tableau.com/views/PensionsandCMERS/Dashboardi?:language=
en-

US&publish=yes&:sid=&:redirect=auth&:display count=n&:origin=viz_share_lin
k

CT Municipal Fiscal Indicators:
o Pension Funding Information for Defined Benefit Pension Plans, 2020-
2022
o Type and Number of Pension Plans, 2020-2022
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