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ERS annuity basics

Annuities administered by ERS are a dependable source of income for almost
118,000 state retirees and some of their survivors. If you’re receiving an annuity, you
likely talked with an ERS retirement counselor before you retired to discuss your monthly
payment. Whether it’s been a few months or several years since you retired, you may have some
questions about this important benefit. See a few reminders below.

Will the amount of my annuity ever increase or decrease?

ERS trustee
election

As a defined benefit plan (commonly referred to as a pension), your State of Texas Retirement
plan pays you a set monthly payment that is calculated using a formula defined by state law and
based on individual factors like highest average salary and years of service. The money for these
payments comes from the $29 billion (as of August 31, 2020) ERS Retirement Trust Fund. This
fund represents the money employees and the state contribute to the retirement plan, along with
investment earnings on those contributions.

New advisory
committee
members

The state guarantees payments to current annuitants regardless of the amount of money in the
Trust Fund. If necessary, the Texas Legislature can reduce retirement benefits for new and/or
future state employees, or increase state or employee contributions to ensure the Fund can make
promised payments. They took these steps in 2009, 2013 and 2015.

Taking a mindbody approach
to nutrition

The state can only increase annuity payments for retirees if the Trust Fund is “actuarially
sound”—another measure defined in state law. The ERS Trust Fund is not expected to be
actuarially sound for the foreseeable future.

COVID-19
vaccine

Read more about the status of the Fund in the Message from the Executive Director on page 2.

6

Spring discounts
Texas Veterans
Land Board

The State of Texas Retirement plan was not designed to give increases like cost-of-living
adjustments (COLAs) or additional retirement payments (“13th checks”). The state was able to give
COLAs and 13th checks in the 1990s and early 2000s, a time when the economy was unusually
Continued on page 3

HMO plans no longer offered starting Sept. 1

Scott and White Care Plans (SWCP) and Community First Health Plans (CFHP) will no longer be
offered in the Texas Employees Group Benefits Program (GBP) starting September 1.
Central Texas and San Antonio-area HMO participants who are not enrolled in Medicare will have
the option to enroll in HealthSelect of Texas® or Consumer Directed HealthSelectSM. Both plans are
administered by Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Texas (BCBSTX) and have prescription drug coverage
administered by OptumRx. HMO participants enrolled in Medicare can choose the HealthSelectSM
Medicare Advantage Plan preferred provider organization (MA PPO), insured by UnitedHealthcare,
or HealthSelectSM Secondary, administered by BCBSTX. UnitedHealthcare administers prescription
drug coverage in both those plans. Current HMO participants can also choose to waive GBP health
coverage. Changes will be effective September 1, 2021.

Why this change is happening
ERS is responsible for maintaining high-quality, cost-efficient health coverage for employees, retirees and their families. ERS
found that continuing to offer HMO plans likely would cause overall GBP health plan costs to increase, which could affect the
state’s ability to provide health insurance over the long term. Last May, ERS’ Board of Trustees approved a recommendation to
discontinue HMO options rather than rebid the HMO contracts that expire this year.

Continued on page 2

Message from the Executive Director
Restoring the ERS Trust Fund to health
The 87th Texas Legislature kicked off in January with a few
encouraging moments: First, the budget picture presented in
the state comptroller’s Fiscal Year 2022-23 Biennial Revenue
Estimate was a little better than expected, despite revenue
pressures caused by the pandemic. Meanwhile, in a Dallas Morning News editorial
and during a January 11 virtual media conference, Comptroller Glenn Hegar
highlighted the critical need for lawmakers to address issues with the ERS Retirement
Trust Fund, the main fund that pays annuities for most State of Texas retirees.
Stabilizing the ERS Trust Fund is our number one goal for this legislative session—
as it has been for the last several sessions. As I’ve noted before, the Fund is out of
balance and, without action by the Legislature, is set to run out of money in just a
few decades. Remember, this doesn’t mean your annuity is at risk; the Fund is not in
immediate danger, and there is time to make changes to avoid depletion. But it is so
important to address the problems now, to protect the retirement benefits of current
state employees, who now pay 9.5% of each paycheck into the Fund.
Not to mention, a healthy retirement fund is important to all of us. If the Trust Fund
depletes and can’t generate investment earnings (currently about 60% of your
annuity payment), the state will have to pay annuities out of general revenue. This
will be at least four times as expensive as the current cost to the state.
Although ERS cannot advocate for any specific solution to the problem, we can and
do keep lawmakers informed about the status of the Fund and the steps they could
take to restore it to health. We’ll continue this work even after the session ends,
recognizing that the problem will only worsen if the funding issue is not addressed.

Keeping you informed

We’ll update you on any steps the Legislature takes in the June issue of Your ERS
Connection. The ERS website also has several documents and presentations
with details and background about the Trust Fund. On the ERS homepage, click
“Reports and Studies” in upper right corner to view Actuarial Valuation Reports and
other studies. See an overview of ERS benefit plan performance and membership
in Fiscal Year 2020 ERS at a Glance.

COVID-19 vaccines

We hope many of you have been able to get a COVID-19 vaccination. We understand
the frustration you may have felt as the country ramped up vaccine supply. If you
haven’t been vaccinated, please continue to check with your health care providers
or the Texas Department of State Health Services (see p. 4). All ERS health plans
cover COVID-19 vaccination at 100%, and everyone, whether or not they have health
insurance, should be able to get the vaccine at no cost when it is available to them.
It’s been a challenging year for all of us, and I hope we’ll soon be able to return to
the day-to-day routines we may have once taken for granted. In the meantime, I am
grateful for the health insurance provided by the state through the Texas Employees
Group Benefits Program, and for the retirees who have reached out to us to express
the same. We value you and want you to stay healthy. Please continue to follow
guidelines to prevent COVID-19 spread, take advantage of the wellness programs
your health plan offers and connect with us online or by phone when you need us.

Porter Wilson
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HMO plans no longer offered Sept. 1,
continued from page 1

Impact on
participants

SWCP and CFHP members
should see little difference
in medical and prescription
drug benefits between the
HMOs and HealthSelect
plans, and in most instances,
the HealthSelect benefits
are better. Most HMO
network providers—more
than 90%—participate in the
HealthSelect network, and
most current participants
will not need to find a new
provider. Those who do
will have a much larger
network of providers and
pharmacies to choose from,
and their new plan will help
them find the right provider.
Retirees and dependents
enrolled in Medicare
can see any provider
who accepts Medicare
and who is willing to see
them. Unlike the HMOs,
HealthSelect plans cover
medical and prescription
drug services from out-ofnetwork providers, although
HealthSelect of Texas
and Consumer Directed
HealthSelect participants will
pay more if they go out of
network.

Watch for more
information
ERS and plan
administrators will provide
more information to
current HMO participants
in the coming weeks and
throughout the summer. In
the meantime,visit the ERS
website for FAQs and details
about the HealthSelect
of Texas, HealthSelect
Secondary, Consumer
Directed HealthSelect and
HealthSelect Medicare
Advantage plans.

ERS annuity basics, continued from page 1

strong and investment markets consistently performed
well. For most of its 74-year history, ERS has not provided
increases like these. They are not a typical feature of the plan,
and retirees should not expect them.
Your annuity payment can change if you elected one of the
survivor options and your beneficiary dies before you. Your
monthly payment will change to the standard annuity option
for the rest of your life. See more at https://ers.texas.gov/
retirees/life-changes/Death.

Profile of an ERS retiree*

Why does the amount of my monthly check
sometimes change from year to year?

Women

53%

Men

47%

Living in Texas
Living elsewhere

1,674
98,567
5,056

Average years of service

Can I change my annuity beneficiary?

22

Average age at retirement

57.7

Average number of years retired

11.4

*ERS retirees receiving an annuity. See more facts about ERS
benefit plans and membership in the FY20 ERS at a Glance.

If you selected the standard annuity or an option offering a
guaranteed survivor payment for either 60 or 120 months
after retirement, you can change your beneficiary by
logging in to your ERS OnLine account. After entering your
beneficiary’s information you will see “Form Pending” next
to your pending designation. ERS will send you a form that
must be signed, witnessed, returned and approved by ERS
before the change is effective. If you elected the retiree’s
and survivor’s lifetime payment option, you can designate
only one beneficiary at retirement, and changes can only be
made in extremely limited circumstances. See a list of steps
at https://ers.texas.gov/Beneficiary-Designation. If you do
not have access to a computer or internet, contact ERS at
(877) 275-4377 to discuss options.

• If you chose the standard annuity and there is money
left in your State of Texas Retirement account when you
die, your survivor(s) will get a one-time payment. Your
retirement account usually is exhausted in two to three
years after retirement.
Your death must be reported to ERS as soon as possible.
ERS will mail a personalized packet of information and
instructions to your beneficiary.

Can my pension be reduced by any Social
Security benefits I receive?
No. Your Social Security benefits have no impact on your
ERS pension.

What happens to my annuity when I die?
It depends on your selected annuity option:

What if I decide to go back to work?

• If you chose a lifetime monthly payment to your
beneficiary after you die, your beneficiary will receive that
pre-determined payment for their lifetime.

If you go back to work for a state agency, you will not
contribute to a State of Texas retirement account. In most
situations, your annuity gross earnings will be the same
no matter where you return to work, although your monthly
payment could change based on changes in insurance
premiums or deductions. (This also can differ by employee
class or if you return to work in a different employee class.
Agency employees, law enforcement officers, judges and
elected officials are examples of different employee classes.)

• If you chose to get an annuity for either five years (60
months) or 10 years (120 months) after retirement and
you die before that time period expires, your survivor(s)
will get the monthly payment for the remaining months.
Remember, the 60 or 120 months is from your retirement
date, not your death.

ERS deposits or mails your annuity payment on the last
business day of the month.

Upcoming annuity
payment dates
April 30

68.8

Number over age 90

Changes to the federal tax tables can occur each year and
can cause your annuity payment to increase or decrease. How
much is deducted from your payment depends on things such
as the amount of your annuity, your overall annual income
and allowances and/or exemptions you claim. The amount
deducted for your insurance premiums also can change.

March 31

Average age

May 28

Go to Manage Your Annuity Payments (https://ers.texas.gov/
contact-ers/additional-resources/Manage-Your-AnnuityPayments) for instructions on changing your tax withholding,
personal information and more.
3

Voting begins May 7

Cast your vote for the new
ERS trustee

Not yet immunized?

Resources and information
about the COVID-19 vaccine

ERS updates the COVID-19 information on its website
as new information is available—check the site
regularly. For more information on when and where
you can get a COVID-19 vaccination, contact your
health plan, primary care provider or other health care
provider, or visit the websites below.
All ERS health plans cover COVID-19 vaccination
at 100%. That means you should not have to pay
anything out of pocket to be vaccinated against
COVID-19, once the vaccine is available to you.
(Everyone, whether or not they have health insurance,
should be able to get the vaccine at no cost, when it
is available to them.) Medicare enrollees: Medicare
covers the cost of the vaccine; however, take your
Medicare and health plan ID cards when you get the
vaccine, as some providers may ask to see both.

Learn more
Visit the Department of State Health Services vaccine
information page at https://www.dshs.texas.gov/
coronavirus/immunize/vaccine.aspx for information
about where to be vaccinated. See other information
about the vaccine and COVID-19 in general at:
• https://www.optumcare.com/covid-19/vaccine.
html (website for OptumRx, administrator of the
HealthSelectSM Prescription Drug Program)
• https://www.medicare.gov/medicarecoronavirus (Centers for Medicare & Medicaid
Services)
• https://www.cdc.gov (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention)

Avoid scams
Criminals are impersonating government agencies
to scam people during the COVID-19 pandemic. Pay
close attention to emails or calls you get, especially if
they ask for personal or financial information. See tips
from the Texas Department of Insurance at https://
www.tdi.texas.gov/news/2020/tdi12162020.html.

VOT
E

This May, retirees with ERS retirement accounts as of January 31,
2021 will have a chance to vote for a state agency employee to fill
the ERS Board of Trustees seat currently held by Ilesa Daniels,
whose term expires August 31. Following are some details and key
dates. Learn more at ers.texas.gov/About-ERS/Board/Election.

Who can run?
ERS distributed nomination petitions on March 1. Active state
agency employees who are contributing to the ERS Retirement
Fund can run for election. Potential candidates must gather at
least 300 unique signatures from eligible voters, either through
paper petition forms or online through an ERS nominations
website. The nomination period closes March 31. After ERS
certifies the candidates you can learn about them through ERS’
election website and an online candidate forum on May 6 (see
below).
(Employees of the Texas Department of Transportation and Texas
Department of Public Safety are ineligible to run in this election
because current trustees are employed at those agencies.)

Who can vote?
Retirees who receive an annuity from ERS can vote for trustees.
ERS will mail information about the candidates and a paper
ballot in May. You can vote by returning the paper ballot or
cast your ballot online via an electronic link that will be emailed
to eligible retirees with an active email address on file with
ERS. (Update your email address as needed through your
ERS OnLine account.) Consider voting online if you can—your
electronic vote is convenient, secure and saves money for ERS.

What do trustees do?
ERS trustees oversee the ERS Retirement Trust Fund, the Texas
Employees Group Benefits Program (GBP) and other state
benefits, such as the Texa$averSM 401(k) 457 Program. The sixmember ERS Board comprises three elected trustees and three
appointed trustees. Each serve staggered six-year terms; the
term of one elected trustee expires on August 31 of each oddnumbered year.

Key dates
March 1 – March 31: Nomination period
April 8: ERS certifies candidates and draws ballot order
May 6: Online candidate forum (ERS will livestream the forum
then post a recording on the ERS website)
May 7 – June 11: Voting period
July 15: ERS certifies the election results
September 1: Trustee’s term begins
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GBAC
ERS Board appoints
new advisory
committee members
The ERS Board of Trustees in
December appointed one new
member to the Group Benefits
Advisory Committee (GBAC)
and reappointed two existing
members.

GBAC members represent
agencies and higher education
institutions that participate in
the Texas Employees Group
Benefits Program (GBP) and other
stakeholders, including retirees
and benefits professionals. The
new members are serving threeyear terms that began in January.
Barbara Cherry now represents
health-related institutions and
filled the position held by Cynthia
Jumper, whose term expired
December 31, 2020. Cherry is a
nursing professor and associate
dean for strategic partnerships
at Texas Tech University Health
Sciences Center.
Members Megan LaVoie and
James Dobbins were reappointed to
represent mid-sized state agencies
and retirees, respectively. Gary
White of Austin is the Committee’s
other retiree representative. His
term expires December 31, 2021.
Read more about the GBAC and
see the complete list of committee
members at https://ers.texas.
gov/About-ERS/ERS-Boardof-Trustees/Group-BenefitsAdvisory-Committee.

Taking a mind-body approach to nutrition
By Lacy Wolff, ERS health promotion administrator
March is National Nutrition month, a time when we’re reminded to eat more fruits,
vegetables and lean meats, reduce our sugar intake and learn about the role of
nutrition in our overall health.
But healthy eating is not only be about what we eat but how we eat, and often,
how we eat is instilled at a very young age. Here are a few examples of how
lifelong bad eating habits begin:
Clean your plate. You probably heard this from a young age, maybe combined with
a reminder not to waste food.
You can have dessert if you finish all of your… This may cause us to eat more
than we really want and sets us up to be lifelong dessert-after-dinner-eaters.
Evening sweets are not just unhealthy, they can cause your blood sugar to spike
and impact the quality of your sleep.
Here are a few simple strategies for changing these not-so-healthy routines:
For the clean-your-plate club:
• Eat from a small plate. You’ll have the satisfaction of cleaning your plate while
avoiding larger portions that you may not really need.
• Before reaching for seconds, wait 10 minutes—set a timer if it helps—then ask
yourself, “Am I really hungry?”
• Slow down and notice what you are eating. While it sounds simple, eating to
get to the clean plate causes us to miss so much of the enjoyment of eating.
For the dessert-after-dinner lovers:
• Eat a piece of dark chocolate with some strawberries or blackberries to fulfill
the craving for something sweet. (A bonus: You’ll be adding foods rich with
antioxidants.)
• Enjoy an after-dinner cup of herbal tea or sparkling water. Replacing the sugar
with another behavior eventually will seem normal.
• Remember that cravings are like ocean waves—they rise and fall. Notice what
they feel like and see if you can ride out the wave.
Learn about nutrition and tips for healthy eating at an ERS wellness webinar.
Some include live cooking demonstrations. View a schedule on the ERS Events
webpage at https://ers.texas.gov/Event-Calendars.
Also, don’t forget to take advantage of the programs and resources your health
plan offers. From weight management programs like Naturally Slim or Real
Appeal, to easy-to-read online articles with tips and recipes, you’ll likely find
strategies to address your individual goals.
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Fresh discounts for spring

Put an extra spring in your step with the latest
savings from the Discount Purchase Program.
Take a memorable, safe trip and save on travel
costs with a rental from RVshare.
Shop for discounted products from Daily Steals
and get an extra 15% off.
Gear up for warmer months ahead with savings
on Nike shoes, apparel and more.
Get 50% off your first box and 15% off ongoing
deliveries from HelloFresh meal kit service.
Visit www.beneplace.com/discountprogramERS
for these and other offers.

Texas Veterans Land Board
celebrates 75 years of service
Contributed by the Texas Veterans Land Board
The Texas Veterans Land Board (VLB) this year celebrates its
75th anniversary of helping Texas veterans and military members.
While the agency’s original charge was to provide low-interest,
long-term land loans to returning World War II veterans, its
mission has expanded over the years to include services such
home and home improvement loans; long-term care homes;
four veterans cemeteries and numerous special programs and
services for veterans, military members and their families.
Go to https://vlb.texas.gov/ to learn about the VLB’s many
services, including the Mail Drop program that lets you send a
written greeting to a veteran in a care home near you.

