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SamCERA’s website @ www.samcera.org  
can provide you with detailed information  

regarding your SamCERA benefits. 

 
 The SamCERA staff looks forward to  
answering your questions and discussing  your  
individual circumstances with you during your  
retirement counseling session or Retirement  
Workshop. 

 

*Note: Your SamCERA benefits are 
governed by law; therefore, any      
discrepancies between the law and 
the information in this booklet will be  
resolved in accordance with the law. 

SamCERA’s Retirement Analysts  



 

Am I Eligible For a  

Service Retirement? 

Am I Eligible for a Service Retirement? 
 
As a safety or probation member, you are eligible for service  
retirement if: 
 
You are at least 50 years old and you have 10 or more years of 
membership.  (Membership can include time as a non-working  
“deferred” member.) 
 

                                                 OR 
 

You have 20 years of service credit, even though you are not yet 
50 years old.   
 
One year of SamCERA service credit is equal to 2,080 hours of 
qualifying county service.  You may not earn more than 80 hours 
of service credit in a biweekly pay period. 
 
For the purpose of reaching the minimum 10 years, you can 
count service with a reciprocal California public agency, if you 
established reciprocity between SamCERA and that agency.  
(See SamCERA’s booklet, “Understanding Reciprocity” for more 
information.) 
 
If you have accumulated at least five years of service credit, you 
are a vested member.  If you terminate after you have vested, 
but before you accumulate 10 years of membership, you must 
leave your funds on deposit until they reach the 10-year mark in 
order to receive a retirement benefit.  When your funds have 
been with SamCERA for at least 10 years and you have reached 
the age of 50, you are eligible to retire and receive a monthly 
benefits. 

 



Am I Eligible For a  

Disability Retirement? 

 
Am I Eligible for a Disability Retirement? 
 
If you are permanently incapacitated from the performance of a 
substantial portion of your duties, you may be eligible for a  
Disability Retirement. 
 
If your disability was caused by your county job, you may be eligible 
for a Service Connected Disability Retirement. You must be          
permanently incapacitated from the performance of a substantial 
portion of your duties; the incapacity must be the result of an injury 
or disease arising out of, and in the course of, employment; or such 
employment must have contributed substantially to the disability. 
There are no age or service credit pre-requisites. 
 
If you have five years of service credit, you may be eligible for a   
Non-Service Connected Disability Retirement. There is no age  
pre-requisite. 
 
You have the right to apply for a disability retirement at any time; 
however, once you have retired, you are bound by the time          
limitations set in the County Employees’ Retirement Law of 1937 in 
which to file an application for a disability retirement. 
 
Please ask for a SamCERA disability consultation if you believe  
you may be eligible for a disability retirement benefit. 



Your unmodified SamCERA monthly Service Retirement Benefit is 
based on a simple defined benefit formula that multiplies (1) your 
years of service by (2) your final average monthly compensation and 
by (3) a benefit factor for your age at retirement.   
 

 
 

Service Credit:  Each 2,080 hours of compensated employment 
equals one year of service credit.  No more than 80 hours of service 
credit can be earned in a biweekly pay period.  
 

Final Monthly Compensation: SamCERA calculates your final average 
monthly compensation based on your plan.  (Normal overtime and 
several other pay codes are not included in retirement earnings.) 
 

For county Plan 1 & 2 members, your final average monthly            
compensation is calculated by taking your highest 2,080 consecutive 
hour of retirement earnings dividing by 12. 
 

For all Plan 4 members, SamCERA utilizes your highest three sets of 
2,080 consecutive hours of retirement earnings and divideds by 36 to 
come up with your final average monthly compensation.  The three 
sets do not have to be consecutive.  
 

Benefit Factors:  See tables on the following pages. 

  Step 1: Your Years of Service with the County 
or District      25   

    Multiplied by X   

  Step 2:
  

Your Estimated Final Monthly Com-
pensation  $5,000   

    Multiplied by X   

  Step 3:
  

The Benefit Factor for Your Age at Re-
tirement  

 Age 50 
= .0300 

  

      =   

  Equals: 
  

Your Estimated Monthly SamCERA 
Benefit  $3,750   

 

How Can I Estimate My Plan 1, 2 or 4  
SamCERA Benefit 



SamCERA’s Benefit  
Factor for Your Age at Retirement 

Safety Plans 1, 2, 4 
3% at 50 Formula 

AGE FACTOR   AGE FACTOR 

41 0.01877   45 ½ 0.02405 

41 ¼ 0.01905   45 ¾ 0.02436 

41 ½ 0.01933   46 0.02468 

41 ¾ 0.01960   46¼ 0.02502 

42 0.01988   46 ½ 0.02536 

42 ¼ 0.02016   46 ¾ 0.02576 

42½ 0.02044   47 0.02603 

42 ¾ 0.02073   47 ¼ 0.02634 

43 0.02101   47 ½ 0.02665 

43 ¼ 0.02131   47 ¾ 0.02695 

43½ 0.02160   48 0.02726 

43 ¾ 0.02190   48 ¼ 0.02758 

44 0.02219   48 ½ 0.02791 

44 ¼ 0.002250   48 ¾ 0.02824 

44 ½ 0.02280   49 0.02857 

44 ¾ 0.002311   49 ¼ 0.02892 

45 0.02342   49 ½ 0.02928 

45 ¼ 0.02373   49 ¾ 0.02964 
   50 0.03 

The age factor increases once every three months after your birthday 
until it reaches a maximum (currently age 50). 



 

What Can I Do To Enhance 
My SamCERA Benefit? 

Service Credit:  The longer you work, the greater your SamCERA  
benefit will be.  SamCERA bases your retirement benefit on the      
number of hours you worked under the pay codes counted toward 
your retirement. 
 
You accumulate service credit for: 
 
 Regular hours worked (001) Sick Leave (035) 
 Compensation time (052) Vacation (041) 
 Holiday Pay (043)   Several Less Common Pay Codes 
 
You cannot receive more than 80 hours of service credit in a biweekly 
period even though your SamCERA final average monthly compensa-
tion may include several forms of premium pay. 
 
When you retire, your hours are converted to years, with 2,080 hours 
equaling one year. 
 
If you worked less than 80 hours per biweekly period, your years of  
service credit will add up to fewer years than you may have               
anticipated.  However, voluntary time off (VTO) hours do count toward  
service credit. 
 
You may add to your years of service and thereby increase your        
retirement benefit if you are eligible to do any one of the following: 
 
 Purchase your Extra Help time 
 Redeposit your previously withdrawn contributions 
 Purchase your Military Service time  
 Purchase Additional Retirement Credit (ARC) time 

 
Visit SamCERA’s website at www.SamCERA.org for a list of the  
various purchase request forms. 



 

Enhancing Your Benefit 
(continued) . . . . .  

 

Plan ahead since it may take several weeks for SamCERA to research 
your historical records and calculate the cost. 
 
You may purchase service credit through a lump-sum payment (i.e. 
deferred compensation rollover) and/or payroll deduction.  ARC may 
only be purchased with pre-tax money. 
 
You must enter the purchase agreement before your date of retire-
ment and must complete the purchase within 120 days after your    
retirement date. 
 
If you plan to make your purchase through a payroll deduction, be 
aware that interest accrues on the outstanding balance.  You will not 
be credited with the service time until your purchase is completed.  
Contact SamCERA about your individual situation before planning any 
service credit purchase. 
 
Reciprocity: 
SamCERA has reciprocal agreements with many California public     
retirement systems.  If you move from one cooperating agency to     
another within 180 days, your new contribution rate will be based on 
your age when you entered the first Agency. (Lower ages equate to 
lower contributions.)  Your final average monthly compensation for 
calculating your retirement benefit will be the highest average salary 
you earned while working for any of the cooperating agencies. 
 
You must submit a retirement application and retire on the same date 
from each system.  You will receive a separate retirement allowance 
from each system. 
 
 For more information on reciprocity, please read our booklet, 

“Understanding Reciprocity” which can be found on our website 
at www.samcera.org under Member Communications. 



 

What Are My  
Retirement Options? 

 
Other than deciding when to retire, another important decision 
you make can affect your beneficiaries. This decision is the    
selection of your retirement allowance payment option. The   
option you select will effect the amount of your monthly           
allowance and how much your beneficiaries will receive after 
you die. You will have an opportunity to discuss this decision 
during your retirement counseling session where an estimate 
will be provided.   
 
� Unmodified Retirement Allowance 
 
The unmodified retirement allowance is the maximum benefit 
you are eligible to receive each month for the rest of your life 
under the law that governs SamCERA’s benefits.  The law states 
that after your death, the unmodified retirement allowance   
automatically provides your Plan 1, 2 or 4 Eligible Survivor with 
a monthly benefit equal to 60% of your pension, plus annual 
cost of living adjustments, at no additional cost to you.   
 
Eligible Survivor:  If you have been married or registered as a 
California domestic partner for at least one year before the day 
you retire, named your spouse/domestic partner as your      
beneficiary, and you are still married/registered on the date of 
your death, then your spouse/partner is eligible for a lifetime 
benefit after your death.   
 
If you have a spouse or registered domestic partner and wish to 
name someone else as your beneficiary, your spouse/domestic 
partner must first waive his/her right to the continuance.  Be 
sure to discuss this during your retirement counseling session. 



 

What Are My  
Retirement Options? 
(continued) . . .  

� Option One 

Option #1 decreases your monthly benefit slightly, but extends the 
length of time before you have withdrawn all of your payroll        
contributions.  After your death, your beneficiary will receive the 
remaining contributions and interest in your account.  Under the 
Unmodified Retirement Allowance, you would draw down your   
contributions over a 2-4 year period.  Option #1 typically extends 
the time to a range of 7-10 years. 

 

� Option Two 

After your death, Option #2 provides your named beneficiary  (such 
as your spouse, a significant other or child) with 100% of your      
allowance each month for the rest of his/her life. Your monthly   
allowance will be reduced during your life, based on your age and 
the age of the primary beneficiary you name. 

 

� Option Three 

Option #3 provides your named beneficiary with 50% of your      
allowance each month for the rest of his/her life, after your death. 
Your monthly allowance will be reduced during your life based on 
your age and the age of the primary beneficiary you name. 
 

� Option Four 

Option #4 provides benefits to multiple beneficiaries and may only 
be estimated at retirement. The exact amount must be actuarially 
calculating and will cause a delay in payment up to one month. 



 

What Do I Need To Do  
Before I Retire? 

 

Retirement Checklist  
 Within a year of retirement, attend a “Ready to Retire” 

Workshop OR a one-on-one Retirement Counseling       
Session to receive a Retirement Application Packet. 

 
 60 days prior to your retirement, submit your Application 

for Retirement which includes:   
 
  Retirement Application  
  Direct Deposit Form 
  Tax Withholding Form 
  Post Retirement Extra Help Agreement 
  Option Letter 
 
 Provide a copy of your birth certificate or passport. 
 
 Provide a copy of your spouse/domestic partner’s birth 

certificate or passport.  
 
 Provide a copy of your marriage certificate/State of CA 

Declaration of Domestic Partnership. 
 
 Contact the county Benefits Office about health & life    

insurance. 
 
 Contact Hartford regarding any questions you may have 

about your deferred compensation. 
 
 Notify your reciprocal retirement systems (if applicable) of 

your proposed retirement date and arrange to retire from 
them on the same date.  



 

How Do I Get Paid Once 
I Am Retired? 

 

First Benefit Payment  
 

Retirement benefits are processed and paid the month after your 
retirement effective date if your application is submitted 60 days in 
advance.  Without the 60 days advance submission, your first      
payment may be delayed until the 2nd month after your retirement 
effective date.   
 

Monthly Benefit  
 

SamCERA requires authorization for direct deposit to avoid theft, 
fraud, torn or misplaced checks. Direct deposit also assures you  
that your money will be in your account on the last business day  
of each month. We can transfer your money to nearly any bank,  
savings and loan, or credit union within the United States (No direct 
deposit transfers outside of the United States). 
 
You cannot begin collecting your SamCERA retirement benefit until: 

 
 (1) Any and all contribution owed to SamCERA is reconciled. 
  
 (2) Your Final Average Salary is received from your reciprocal 

system (if applicable). 
 
 (3) SamCERA has reviewed and accepted the documents  

                related to a divorce if you divorced during your SamCERA 
                membership.  



 

How Does the Cost-of-
Living Allowance Work? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
You must retire ON or BEFORE April 1st to be  

eligible for the current year’s COLA. If you retire 
after April 1st, your first COLA increase will take 

place April 1 of the following year.  

 
The annual Cost of Living Allowance (COLA) is added to your 
April 30th and all subsequent retirement allowances.   
 
The COLA increase must be authorized annually by the 
Board of Retirement. It is announced in the March  
newsletter.  
 
The COLA is based on the average annual change in the  
San Francisco Bay Area Consumer Price Index (CPI). 

 



 

How Does the Cost-of-
Living Allowance Work? 

 
Plan 1:  
The Plan 1 annual COLA provides for an increase in your             
retirement allowance of up to a maximum of 5% per year for  
Safety Members. 
 
If you were employed by the county or Mosquito and Vector Control 
District on or before July 6, 1980, any inflation in excess of your 
limit is "banked" for later use. That means that in years when the 
CPI increases more than the 5% limit, the difference will be       
credited to your personal COLA bank. Then in years when the CPI  
increases less than the 5% limit, your benefit will still be increased 
by withdrawing accumulated credits from your personal COLA  
bank.  Once your COLA bank balance is zero, your COLA will be  
limited to the increase in CPI, up to your maximum limit each year. 
 
Plan 2:  
The Plan 2 annual COLA provides for an increase in your  
retirement allowance up to a maximum of 3% per year. There is  
no COLA bank for Plan 2. 
 
Plan 4:   
The Plan 4 annual COLA provides for an increase in your retire-
ment allowance up to a maximum of 2% per year.  There is no 
COLA bank for Plan 4. 



 

What Should I Do About 
Taxes? 

Most of your retirement benefit is subject to state and federal     
income tax. 
 
Members who had service and made contributions before 2/5/89 
will have a portion of their benefit that is exempt from taxation. 
 
SamCERA will calculate your gross and taxable income in              
accordance with the requirements of the Internal Revenue Service.  
If you have any post-taxed contributions, it will be amortized over an 
extended number of years according to IRS regulations. 
 
SamCERA will withhold taxes for you. You may claim exemptions  
as you do now with your paycheck, or you may have a set dollar 
amount withheld for your state taxes only. IRS regulations does not 
allow a flat dollar amount to be withheld for federal taxes. You may 
also choose to have nothing withheld from your retirement check, 
but you are still responsible for paying the taxes.   
 
If your primary residence is outside of California, you will not be  
liable for California State Income Tax. You must notify SamCERA to 
stop taking California taxes if you move out of the state.  SamCERA 
cannot withhold out-of-state taxes. 
 
If you have taxable benefits, SamCERA will send you at the end of 
January, an IRS Form 1099R and your tax information to the IRS.  
 
If you receive a service-connected disability benefit, the portion 
equal to 50% of your monthly Final Average Compensation and 
COLA’s thereon, is excluded from reportable gross income and  
taxation. SamCERA will calculate the tax-free and taxable amounts 
for you. The tax-free portion will not be reported to the IRS as gross 
income.   



 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 
 
Who takes care of health insurance, life insurance, or deferred  
compensation? 
 
SamCERA has no role in the county's health benefits, life insurance, 
or deferred compensation programs.   
 
It is important for you to understand your health care, life insurance 
and deferred compensation options before you retire. 
 
Please contact the county’s Human Resources Benefits Division for  
information regarding questions with your health benefits & life     
insurance. The telephone number for health benefit information is 
650-363-4229.  
 
Contact Hartford for information regarding your personal deferred 
compensation. You can contact Hartford by calling 800-528-9009. 
 
 
When does my retirement actually begin? 
 
Retirement begins the day after your last day in a paid status,  
or the day you turn in your retirement application, whichever is later.  
 
If you wish to retire in time to receive the annual cost-of-living  
increase, you must retire on or before April 1st. 



 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 
What happens to my sick leave, vacation time, comp time, and  
holiday time when I retire? 
 
The county will convert your sick leave accrual to pay for a  
portion of your health insurance premium up to the maximum  
set in your union contract. Contact the county’s Benefits Office  
before you retire.  
 
Any remaining accrued vacation, comp time and holiday time paid 
through terminal pay is not compensation earnable toward your 
retirement.  Contact your department’s payroll coordinator before 
you retire regarding your accrued time. 
 
Can I work after I retire and what effect will it have on my  
retirement? 
 
You may work outside of the San Mateo County system as much 
as you wish, with no effect on your SamCERA retirement.  Check 
with the Social Security Administration for any limitations that 
agency may impose.   
 
If you plan to return to work with the county after retirement, in an 
extra help capacity, you must wait 90 days after your retirement 
date before returning to county employment.  If you meet the   
Normal Retirement Age criteria of 53 then there is no 90 day   
waiting period requirement. 
 
As a retiree, you may work in a San Mateo County or Mosquito 
and Vector Control District extra help paid position no more than 
120 days (960 hours) per fiscal year.   



 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 
Can I come out of retirement and return to work in a permanent  
position?  
 
You may begin working in a permanent position for the county 
again, but when you do, you will re-enter the system under the cur-
rent plan that is applicable to new hire employees and your        
contribution rate will be based on your current age.  
 
Other than accumulating cost-of-living adjustments, your initial  
retirement benefit will be suspended until you retire again. When 
you re-retire, your first pension will be reactivated and your new 
pension will be based on the age, years of service, and final aver-
age compensation applicable to your re-entry plan. 
 
 
What is the 415 Limit? 
 
The IRS tax laws limit annual benefits that can be paid ("§ 415"). 
The limits are updated every year for each age up to 62. Please 
consult your tax advisor if you think your benefit may exceed the  
§ 415 limit. 
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