By Sean Shelton
Chairman, Board of Trustees
It is with great pleasure that we bring to
you this first edition of Star on the River
News, the official newsletter for the El Paso
Firemen and Policemen’s Pension Fund.
The newsletter’s new name, Star on the
River, reflects our aspirations as a pension
fund as it shares our history and our mission
for first responders and all El Pasoans. We
have EPFD firefighter Robert Jones to
thank: he pitched in to Board discussions
about the name in April.
The Star is a historic feature of El Paso,
just like this pension fund. The first Star was
built in 1940, two decades after our pension
fund was created (1920), and seven years
after it was placed in Texas statute (1933).
Just as the Star has come to serve as a
reliable orientation point for pilots, so too
does our Pension Fund guide our police and
firefighters into their golden years with a
secure retirement after decades of public
service. All El Pasoans benefit from the long
service years our members dedicate to our
great city. Our members know the Pension
Fund will be here for them.
The Pension Fund has navigated
turbulence over the last 15 years. We have
come out of it just fine and now we are near
$2 billion in market assets. We also

currently maintain a 28-year amortization
period which the Texas Pension Review
Board monitoring agency deems healthy.
Our executive director Tyler Grossman
has been sharing our success story with the
rest of Texas recently,
as other police and fire
pension funds face
stricter guidelines to
bring their
amortization periods
to where ours is. In a
way, our pension fund
star is serving to orient
others on their way to
safe landings.
Our Board has committed to increase its
communications with our members, the
City, our legislators, and all El Pasoans.
As our 89-year-old pension fund nears
$2 billion, and we endeavor to secure the
retirement benefits of 4,000 active and
retired members, we must climb to new
heights. Our investments must continue to
shine. Our benefits administration must
continue to meet your needs. Our Board
must continue to work with the City to
ensure a stable workforce.
As Chairman of your Board of Trustees,
I am dedicating myself to seeing us through
this exciting and challenging period in our
Pension Fund’s history.

By Tyler Grossman,
EPFPPF Executive Director
The statewide association that
represents pension funds like ours
invited me to speak on the topic
of pension obligation bonds in
early April. My preparation for
the event reminded me of how far
our pension system has come in
the last 15 years and I thought I’d
share those thoughts with you,
our members.
In 1994, when the City turned
administrative control of the
pension system over to our Board,
we faced an uphill battle.
We didn’t know it then, but
the entire pension fund landscape
was changing, not only for our
system, but all systems in the
United States.
At that time, pension
funds could buy U.S.
government notes that were
guaranteed to pay 9-10
percent interest for 10-year
periods. There is no safer
investment. That alone
could provide the
investment returns needed
to fund our members’
retirement benefits.
But the mid-1990s were
the start of a 25-year period
of ever-decreasing interest
rates. U.S. government
notes today yield only
2.85%.
Our pension system, in
order to meet our target
investment return of 7.75
percent yearly, has had to
look far and wide for good
investment opportunities
and to diversify as broadly
as possible. We have done
so, successfully. The details
of our work with the City

over that period can be read about
in another story in this newsletter.
We overcame the biggest
challenge in 2007 and 2009, when
the City made the wise decision of
issuing pension obligation bonds.
We agreed to changes to our
benefit structure. Those decisions,
while necessary at the time, are
being evaluated for possible
change.
Meanwhile, we have worked
our way to be among the top 10
best billion dollar+ pension funds
in Texas. (see Chart below)
Moving forward, we will
continue to do our job for our
members. As we near $2 billion in
market value, it is okay to take the
occasional trip down Nostalgia
Road, to reflect on where we’ve
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been and what has worked. Our
long-term outlook for
investments is right on.
We’re here to stay.

Pension funds from around the
state took lessons from the El Paso
Firemen and Policemen’s Pension
Fund on methods to improve their
financial health and comply with
stricter state regulations.
In a panel session at the annual
conference of the Texas
Association of Public Employees
Retirement Systems in Fort Worth
April 3-6, EPFPPF executive
director Tyler Grossman explained
to attendees how pension
obligation bonds have worked to
make the system one of the best
performers in the state.
Grossman provided a brief
history on how $215 million in
bonds issued by the City of El Paso
in 2007 and 2009 helped the
retirement plan attain its current
market valuation of $1.9 billion
and moved the system toward key
measures of financial health.
Grossman told the Texas
pension funds’ trustees how, when
the El Paso Pension Fund took
control of all administrative

El Paso Pension Fund Executive Director Tyler Grossman (center) was on stage for a
panel discussion about pension obligation bonds. Longview firefighters' pension fund
chair Kolby Beckham (right) joined the panel discussion ahead of Longview voters’ May 7
passage of $45.6 million n pension obligation bonds..

functions from the City of El Paso
in 1994, they found the plan was
$40 million underfunded.
Nonetheless, for the next ten years,
the City didn’t recognize the
amount as a true liability needing
attention. By 2004, the
underfunded amount grew to $400
million, from $40 million. “It
moves quickly,” Grossman said.
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The lack of adequate funding
caused the Pension Fund to go into
the undesired status of “infinite
amortization.” Essentially, that
meant the Fund would eventually
run out of money to pay the
promised deferred compensation of
retirement benefits to its
firefighters and police.

(continues, next page)

Amortization periods for
Pension Funds are somewhat like
homeowners’ calculations for
paying off their mortgages.
In 2004, the City and EPFPPF
began working to share the fix.
They split the $400 million by
cutting $200 million in future
benefits and by the City issuing
$200 million in municipal bonds
(They are called “pension
obligation bonds” because they are
intended to improve the health of
the retirement system for first
responders).
Police and firefighters agreed
to cutting the $200 million in
benefits in part by changing
some retirement dates and
creating a second tier of benefits
for new employees. (For example,
the second tier of those hired
after July 1, 2007 currently does
not provide cost-of-living
adjustments when a policeman or
firefighter retires after 20 years
of service.)
The City brought the bond
issue to voters. “In our statute, it
actually is already there, where
the citizens of El Paso have to
vote on any lump sum given to
the fund and so we did go
through that process
(successfully),” Grossman said.
After the citizenry passed the
bonds, the City issued the first
tranche of $100 million in 2007 and
the Pension Fund invested that
money across asset classes. The
City waited to issue its second
tranche, and by the time it was
ready, in 2009, the actuary
determined that $115 million
would be needed to accomplish
previously set goals. The market
had hit its lows during the financial
crisis and the pension fund was
able to purchase some stocks at

historically low prices in the latter
part of 2009 and early 2010.
“[After the cash-to-market
infusions] we were still infinite for
a couple of years, but we slowly
gradually did well,” Grossman said.
“We got ourselves from infinite in
2009, 2010 to where we are now, to
26-28 years, so it has worked out
extremely well for us.”
Grossman noted how the
Pension Fund has grown from $600
million in the late 2000s to nearly
$2 billion today.

“We are comfortably below [the
stricter state standards] right now,”
Grossman said. “We had a good
return year last year and so we
should be even comfortably lower,
so that’s good.”
Of the 100 pension plans
monitored by the Pension Review
Board, 34 systems are above the 30year amortization period required
by the law. El Paso is already in
compliance with the new law.
In response to an attendee
question, Grossman stated that the

The Pension Fund is already
well positioned after the Texas
Legislature in 2021 passed stricter
laws requiring all Texas retirement
systems to have amortization
periods below 30 years by 2025.
Because the firefighters’ plan
has a 26-year amortization period
and the police plan has an 29-year
amortization, the Fund will not be
required to create plans for review
by the Pension Review Board, a
state monitoring agency.

bond issuance did not in any way
affect the bond rating for the City
of El Paso. In fact, he said, in 2004
the bond rating agencies were
concerned that the City had not put
the outstanding obligation on its
financial sheets. By acknowledging
the liability and issuing the debt to
shore up the Pension Fund, the City
addressed the rating agencies’
concerns.
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More than 32 members of our
pension system attended the Pension
Summit conducted February 22 by
Retirement Advisors of the
Southwest, a locally owned financial
firm dedicated to meeting specific
financial needs of public safety
employees.
The firm invited active members
of the El Paso Firemen & Policemen
Pension Fund to learn about the
importance of protecting money in
retirement, planning, and avoiding
money pitfalls. Retirement Advisors
of the Southwest serves as the City of
El Paso’s deferred compensation
representative.
Paul Thompson, the vice chair of
the Pension Fund Board and president
of the Local 51 firefighters’ union,
assisted Retirement Advisors’ Presi
Ortega (owner), Robert Diaz (CPA)
and Steve Ortega (attorney) in
presenting topics of interest to active
members considering retirement.
Thompson asked attendees
whether they were ready to retire,
noting the importance of budgeting,
health insurance, and planning for
once-a-month pension checks. Even
their plans for filling time once in
retirement should be thought
through well in advance. Thompson
talked candidly about making
retirement benefit money last, the tax
implications of retiring, estate
planning and keeping their
information up-to-date with
beneficiaries’ information.
Pension Fund executive director
Tyler Grossman provided information
about the size and health of the plan
and special decisions they could make
before fully retiring. Grossman told

Paul Thompson (standing), spoke at the Pension Summit on topics which retirees or
those thinking about retirement should consider. Thompson is vice chair of the El Paso
Firemen and Policemen’s Pension Fund Board of Trustees and President of the Local 51
firefighters’ union.

members that the fund has nearly $2
billion in assets under management,
earned a 16.41% return in 2021, and
has averaged 9.18% yearly since 1991.
Grossman explained the forward
deferred retirement option plan
(DROP) which allows members who
are 45+, with 20 years of service, to
receive a Lump Sum distribution
equal to the member’s aggregate
monthly service benefit. Members
can not use the forward DROP more
than once and if rehired by the City
may not accumulate additional
service credit or alter the original 36month Final Wage.
Retirement Advisors
representatives offered details about
deferred compensation and how
saving money throughout their
career can help make retirement
secure. Presi Ortega spoke of the
importance of speaking to a
financial advisor two years before
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retiring and not waiting to the weeks
leading up to it. “Too many people
wait until the last minute to make life
altering decision” Presi commented.
Retirement Advisors of the Southwest
are there to help active and retired
members achieve financial success.
More Pension Summits are likely
in coming months and members
should make sure their correct email
address is on file with the pension
fund to receive announcements about
times, dates and places of future
events. Call the Pension Fund at (915)
771-8111 and ask for a
Benefits Specialist.

2021 Retirees
Stephen Mendez
Richard Flores
Gerardo Heras
Hector Cano
Juan Balderrama
Aurelio Gonzalez
Ricardo Gonzalez
Eduardo Bejarano
Pablo Macias
David Chavez
Juan Gallegos
Gary Cadd
Eduardo Flores
Ricardo Orrantia
Jose De La Cruz
Martin Gallegos
Jesse Hernandez
Eric Sodemann
Adrian Santana
Robert Cancellare
Daniel Beltran
Richard Walker

Jan. 4
Jan. 5
Jan. 16
Jan. 30
Feb. 4
Feb. 16
Feb. 27
Mar. 4
Apr. 24
May 2
May 9
May 22
July 1
July 4
Aug. 29
Sept. 9
Sept. 12
Nov. 20
Nov. 23
Dec. 2
Dec. 17
Dec.19

El Paso Thanks You
for Your Service!

Alfredo Hernandez
Rudy Olague
Jared Lamb
Victor Mijares
Gregory Furr
Jesus Hernandez
Patrick Maloney
Jose Martinez
Robert Hanner
Francisco Nunez
L. Elizabeth Molina
Ramon Menchaca
Manuel Alvarez
Michael Sanchez
Stanley Dimm
Pete Herrera
Alfred Perez
Eduardo Gonzalez
Diane Mack
Leovardo Tellez
Eduardo Valencia
Chris Cordova
Alberto Aguirre
Richard Rodriguez
Miguel Contreras
Stephen Cataldi
Patricia Castillo
Alfonso Cardenas
Jose Gomez
Jeffrey Mc Kinley
Patrick Pelletier
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Jan. 9
Jan. 23
Jan. 30
Jan. 30
Feb. 27
Feb. 27
Mar. 27
Mar. 27
Mar. 27
Mar. 30
Apr. 10
May 22
June 2
June 4
June 6
June 6
June 16
July 1
July 31
Aug. 27
Aug. 28
Sept. 11
Sept. 11
Sept. 18
Oct. 1
Oct. 2
Oct. 9
Nov. 6
Dec. 11
Dec. 18
Dec. 18
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Account Self-Service at the Pension Fund
All Members may access their personal pension fund information through the
Self-Service Portal on the EPFPPF website. Features:
Active and Retired Members
•
•
•

Change of address
Make or change beneficiary designations.
Release of Information requests

Retired Members
•
•
•
•
•

Direct Deposit (Bank account info)
Federal Income Tax Election Changes
Data used to determine pension
Pension payment information
Prior years 1099R data

Active Members
•

Those already with Forward DROP may view balances.

The above DocuSign Forms appear on your screen with some information pre-populated so that you only
have to change the information you want. Then you can sign the document digitally (online) so that you
don’t have to print/sign/scan/return.

https://tinyurl.com/Pension-Self-Service
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