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Chief Financial
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What is your role with the Fund?

(Left to right) Retired Lt. John Lanahan, Officer Jim Bundren, and Det. Larry Frankford enjoying breakfast at
Zarape’s for the police retiree breakfast held March 5, 2018.

Strategic Planning Continues
By Jerry Villanueva, EPFPPF Chairman

I

am proud to share the good news that your
pension Fund recently completed its new
strategic plan for the future. Your Board of
Trustees and staff participated in a twoday planning session, which resulted in six
goals and related objectives. Two full days
were dedicated to this effort because of the
importance of identifying the obstacles and
future opportunities, while we strive to be an
industry leader in the public pension arena.
The strategic “drivers” that the board
identified during this session include
communication, accountability, funding,
information technology, risk management,
and education. Each of these drivers is
important and your board, in the next few
months, will prioritize them. It is important

to note that each goal strengthens your
Fund and helps ensure that it will be here for
future generations of police and fire retirees.
With today’s information technology,
and improvements we have made, your
Fund has never been easier to access. Your
individual pension information is at your
fingertips. The full deployment of our new
pension administration system was an
important step in the right direction. Our
next step, in this implementation process,
is working on digital signatures to make
updating your information even easier
and faster. Innovations occur more often
at the Fund now. Your board is committed
to making the Fund more efficient and
cost effective with these innovations.
Continues on page 3
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The El Paso Firemen & Policemen’s
Pension Fund’s back office operation serves
as the foundation and infrastructure in
preserving the promise of membership
benefits and ensuring financial security
through sound investment decisions. We
are committed to the Fund’s mission and
will strive to fulfill our strategic goals and
objectives.
Please tell us about yourself.
I have more than 30 years of experience
in governmental accounting, auditing, and
financial management. I previously worked
for cities and governmental agencies in
Portland, Oregon, San Antonio, and Dallas/
Fort Worth International Airport. Just prior
to my employment with the EPFPPF, I was
the chief financial officer for the City of Fort
Worth, where I served as a board member of
the City of Fort Worth Employee Retirement
Fund. My experience also extends to the San
Antonio Fire & Police Pension Fund where I
was appointed staff liaison for the city.
I obtained my basic business knowledge
and skills from Texas A&M University,
Kingsville, where I received by Bachelor
of Business Administration with a major in
Accounting. I also have a Master of Business
Administration with a major in Technology
Continues on page 2
1

El Paso Firemen and Policemen’s Fund

Q&A: Lena H. Ellis
Continued from page 1
Management, and am a Certified Public
Accountant (CPA) and a Chartered Global
Management Accountant (CGMA). Of course,
my hands-on experience plus a network of
individuals and professional organizations
available to me have also equipped me to
manage my career-long responsibilities.
I have one son, Samuel, and a grandson,
Elijah, who is one of the greatest beneficiary
of my take-home salary. My daughter-inlaw, Eronessa, is more like a daughter and
completes my immediate family circle. As
for personal interest, I serve in my church
through community outreach activities and
further participate in public service through
my sorority. I like going to the movies and
hanging out with my new friends here El
Paso. I enjoy learning about the rich history
and culture of El Paso.
Why did you choose accounting and
government service?
It all started back when I was
contemplating what career path I wanted to
follow. It was my freshman year in college
and like so many other young people, I was
not sure which direction to go. I did know
that I wanted to have a sustainable career;
one that would be fairly lucrative and would
provide me with a salary base to take me
well into the future. So, I took a trip to the
campus library where I researched on the
jobs and professions that best aligned with
my financial goals and desired lifestyle.
Accounting and technology management
rose the top.
As for government, I stumbled into this
industry. I was hired as a junior internal
auditor at the City of Corpus Christi, which
was my first professional level accounting
– or auditing – job. There I was able to
complete my two years on accounting
internship to fulfill one of the requirements
for becoming a CPA. Government accounting
and finance is a niche skill set. As I refined this
skill set, I began to move up in responsibility
and title. This, in combination with my
personality and interests, caused me to
stay the course as a government finance
professional. I am also, by nature, a servant,
so being a civil servant was is a natural fit.
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After working for years at the executive
level in local government, dealing with
adverse politics, high stress, and long hours
(includes weekends and holidays), I decided
a change of pace was needed. I still wanted,
however, to contribute my knowledge and
abilities in a civil servant capacity, as well
as feel valued, appreciated and empowered
to make a difference. It turns out that I was
at the right place at the right time – and an
opportunity for both the Fund and me. The
Fund needed a CFO and I needed a new work
experience. Our union thus began on May 19,
2014.
What have you accomplished at the Fund?
Initially it was the establishment of
the Fund’s accounting system, which was
not in place when I arrived. From this
accounting system, monthly, annual and
ad hoc accounting and financial reports
can be produced, and all required financial
operations can be performed. Not only is
this system in place, but related policies
and procedures (evidencing proper
internal controls) are now archived for
documentation and reference purposes.
Other accomplishments?
Other accomplishments include the hiring
of as senior accountant, Jerry Marin, who
assists with the accounting and financial
reporting function. Understanding and
implementing new Government Accounting
Standards Board (GASB) pronouncements
is yet another area of achievement. These
required standards are necessary for proper
governmental accounting and financial
reporting, and are issued routinely by the
GASB Board. All of the above-mentioned
activities have and will continue to be the
basis for consecutive unqualified external
audit opinions from the Fund’s independent
auditors. Beyond the preceding, I interface
with the Fund’s actuary, attorneys, City
of El Paso staff, the Fund’s staff and other
resources, where needed, to ensure the
EPFPPF’s core mission is met and the Fund’s
accounting and financial operations are
current and appropriate.

EPFPPF Chief Financial Officer Lena H. Ellis

Future options?
My thinking here is aligned with the roll
out and execution of the Fund’s recently
developed Strategic Plan. There are a number
of strategic goals where I, as your CFO, may
be asked to participate. A feasibility study
to determine whether the time is right to
procure new accounting software is one
area of certain involvement. Other areas of
potential inclusion are risk management,
disaster preparedness and recovery planning,
private equity management fee assessment,
and due diligence programming just to name
a few. The future is ripe with expectation and
possibilities. So stay tuned. Your accounting
and finance team seeks to stay on the leading
edge of being current and effective in this
ever changing environment of pension
administration.
Final thoughts?
I love public service and financial
management. I also love my new El Paso
home and community, as well as the
challenges and rewards of working at the
Fund. It is a pleasure serving you as your
CFO. I look forward to the many years ahead.
Thank you for the opportunity!
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EPFPPF HISTORY: Your pension Fund offices now include framed historical photos of El Paso fire and police officers dating back more than 100 years.

Strategic Planning...
Continued from page 1
Not only is keeping our members
informed important, but we also regularly
update our local and statewide elected
officials involved in pension issues. Our Fund
is a state-mandated Fund, so meeting and
talking about all the good things our members
and city are doing is very proactive. There is
no substitute for being politically active, since
state elected officials have a huge impact on
our Fund. The board’s proactive approach
at the state capitol is our best defense.
We are also proactive with our investing.
With our proven record of consistently
beating our targeted rates of return, diligence
must be maintained in order to keep meeting
that milestone. Your board also takes its
fiduciary responsibility very seriously. In this
regard, we periodically take due diligence
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trips to inspect managers and reevaluate
our asset allocations in the market.
Not all hazards are from the market or
politics. Internet attacks and infrastructure
damage also are on the board’s radar.
Cybersecurity is taken very seriously
and the fight to protect your information
is at the forefront of daily operations.
Planning on how to avoid these potential
cyber events is ongoing and focused
on keeping our system secure.
Cybersecurity is a major topic at
conferences today, as many Funds are trying
to stay ahead of computer criminals attacking
all kinds of institutions. Our best defense is
trying to stay educated on the trends and
getting the resources in place to fight back.
This education goes beyond

cybersecurity, as it filters to your board,
staff, and right back to you. We all need
to get educated and stay educated on the
things that matter in the pension world.
Knowledge is our most powerful weapon.
We will do our part and will help you by
offering as much education as possible.
The Fund’s strategic plan is about
protecting the future and ensuring we
are changing with the times. By further
intensifying the Fund’s focus, the board
believes the goals identified will be achieved.
Benefits for your lifetime is our ultimate
goal, whether you are active or retired. By
having a plan, your Fund can keep a steady
pace of financial security for generations
of police and fire retirees to come.
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Bitcoin and Beyond
By Tyler Grossman, EPFPPF Executive Director

“W

hat about Bitcoin?” This has been
a frequent question lately when it
comes to your pension plan investments.
It’s a good question, but personal
investment portfolio and pension plan
investments are very different. Typically,
you invest for a finite period, whether it
be to buy a new home, a new kitchen, or
for your retirement. The pension fund,
on the other hand, invests forever. Your
pension plan invests for past, present,
and future El Paso first responders.
The El Paso Firemen & Policemen’s
Pension Fund is diversified into many
investments in order to mitigate risk and
maximize investment return. Currently
your retirement contributions are invested
in large and small cap, international,
emerging markets, real estate, fixed income,
and private equity mutual funds. This
investment mix provides a diversification
that attempts to yield interest earning,
equaling or exceeding 7.75 percent over
a 10- and 20-year period. As you may
know, the Fund does not invest in gold,
individual stocks, oranges, or Bitcoin. These
individual investments are extraordinarily
volatile when bought alone. Your Fund has
a fiduciary responsibility to protect your
money and invest it with care and diligence.
The Fund’s investment policy requires
that we invest in mutual funds and other
vehicles that are similar in nature. This
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mitigates the difficulties of the markets.
Therefore, in general, when the stock
market performance is relatively high,
the Fund’s investment results will be up,
but not to the same degree. Conversely,
when there is a drop in the stock market,
your pension plan assets will decrease, but
not at the same rate. This consideration
has been adopted so that, over time, we
will achieve or exceed the expected 7.75
percent rate of return. Timing of the market
is not what the Board of Trustees do with
your money. Instead, they invest it wisely
to make money well into the future.
You may ask could we make more money
with a little more active management. The
Board wants to make every dime it possibly
can, but please be reminded that benefit
payments occur every month to the tune of
$6 million. These benefit payments go out,
come rain or shine, and regardless whether
the market is up or down. The question
is, how do you maintain as much of your
principle as possible and pay the benefits,
even when the market is down? You do this
with diversification and limited exposure to
any one commodity such as Bitcoin or gold.
Personal investment portfolios, such
as deferred comp or Forward DROP’s
converted to IRA’s, could take a similar
approach in investment style. Below is
how the Fund diversifies its portfolio:

Asset Allocation
Domestic Equity
- Large Cap Equity
- Small Cap Equity
International Equity
Emerging Markets Equity
Private Equity
Fixed Income
Real Estate/Assets
Cash Equivalents

Portfolio Range

15.0%-25.0%
5.0%-15.0%
20.0%-30.0%
4.0%-9.0%
0.0%-10.0%
25.0%-35.0%
0.0%-15.0%
0.0%-5.0%

Large cap, small cap, and international
equities, along with fixed income are
investment choices you can find in your own
deferred comp. Diversifying your deferred
comp portfolio will help you make money for
the future and will protect your investments
during market down swing. Take the time
to look at your deferred comp account and
make sure your money is working for you.
Your pension fund investment is
definitely working for you, but it is only
a part of your retirement. Please make
sure you are investing in deferred comp
or similar investment vehicle. If you are
in the Forward DROP, you can use your
deferred comp to educate yourself and
better prepare for retirement. Decide
now how you want to live in retirement
and then save for it. If you save and invest,
working after you retire from fire or police
could be a choice and not a requirement.
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Pension Contributions Are Just the
Beginning of Retirement Planning

El Paso
Firemen
Pension

By Tyler Grossman, EPFPPF Executive Director

Y

our Pension Fund goes to great lengths
to protect your hard-earned money yet
still make money with prudent, diversified
investments. The question is, what are you
doing to prepare yourself for retirement?
These are retirement details you can control
now whether you have one year on or 20.
Preparing for the future requires more than
simply contributing to your pension fund.
Health care, long-term care and your
future standard of living are all choices to
consider when planning for retirement. I have
no scientific or economic study available this
moment, but I imagine living costs will not be
going down. So, how do you prepare for the
future? After your pension benefit, the next
line of defense is deferred compensation.
This pretax investment opportunity is
available to you from the city of El Paso.
You can sign up online or by contacting
the city’s representative – RASW
(Retirement Advisors of the Southwest).
If you are already in deferred comp, what
does your investment portfolio look like?
Is it diversified so you make money while
taking the maximum risk you can tolerate? If
you are not sure, then call RASW and make
an appointment to learn more. (RASW has
no financial gain in what you investment in
– so, they will help you make a comfortable
decision.)
I contributed to deferred comp the
month after police academy graduation.
My risk tolerance (think of it as how the ups
and downs of the market affect your blood
pressure) was high, so I had an aggressive
portfolio. Now that I am retired, I transferred
half of my deferred comp into an Investment

Retirement Account (IRA). I did this to
further diversify my portfolio to make it more
conservative since I am closer in time to
needing the money. I plan using this money to
pay for my family’s healthcare costs.
If the content of the previous paragraph
above sounded like Greek to you, please do
not be discouraged. I knew nothing when
I started, but I got help and learned about
retirement finances. Sitting down with a
professional can easily get you going in
the right direction. Getting signed up is
half the battle. The other half of the battle
includes two parts. One is getting your
money invested properly. The last quarter
is monitoring and educating yourself on the
investments so you can carry this knowledge
with you if you partake in the Forward DROP
offered by our Fund.
For those in the consumer-driven health
care plan, please do not forget to fund your
HSA (Healthcare Savings Account). An HSA
is another place you can place pretax money
to pay for healthcare cost. Once you have
more than $1,000 in your HSA you are able to
invest that money as well.
The opportunities to put yourself and
your family in great financial retirement
shape is there for you. You just have to take
a moment to get involved. It does not take
constant oversight or moving of money
between your various accounts.
If you would like more information, we are
glad to help. Please join us at the next “RASW
Pension Summit” or the upcoming “Pension
Fund Open House.”. Please check your emails
from your trustees for the next dates.

El Paso Firemen &
Policemen’s Pension Fund
909 E San Antonio Ave
El Paso, TX 79901-2523
(915) 771-8111
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MISSION STATEMENT OF EL PASO FIREMEN & POLICEMEN'S PENSION FUND
To preserve the promise of benefits for members and beneficiaries of the El Paso Firemen &
Policemen's Pension Fund. As leaders in the provision of retirement benefits, we ensure financial
security through sound investment decisions. Our service and dedication to our members and
our community is unparalleled.
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