
One of the fundamental goals of this 
Association is high-quality affordable health 
insurance for public retirees and survivors. 
In this issue, we include seven reports that 
relate to retiree health care and our continuing 
efforts on this issue. Here they are:

Page 3: Tele-Town Hall with GIC

Pages 9 & 10: Rx Increasing Costs

Page 12: GIC Retiree Dental Plan

Page 13: PEC Designees Meet Together

Page 14:  Looking Ahead to FY23

Page 15: GIC Plan Enrollment

Page 17: Medicare Advantage Plans

SPOTLIGHT
HEALTHCAREON

Strengthen The COLA Now!
The Time Is Right

In the September edition of The 
Voice, we detailed the ongo-
ing financial success of our 

104 public retirement systems. Mass 
Retirees strongly believes that the 
time has come for this success to be 
more evenly shared with the system 
beneficiaries, whom the retirement 
systems were established to serve.

Increasing the traditional base 
to which the annual cost-of-living 
adjustment is applied, as well as cre-
ating a new “senior” or Enhanced 
COLA benefit for long-term retirees, 
is the most straightforward manner 
to help retirees better keep pace with 
inflation. The retirement law, policy 

framework and funding mechanisms 
already exist for COLA improve-
ments to be implemented for FY23.

In terms of funding, excess 
investment returns can and should 
be utilized to pay for ongoing COLAs, 
as well as incremental improvements 
to the base and the implementa-
tion of a senior COLA. The planning 
required to make these improve-
ments can and should be done as 
part of each retirement system’s 
biannual valuation. Ensuring that 
retirees share in the success of the 
retirement system should be a main 
priority of each retirement board – 
particularly given the continued run 

of robust investment returns that far 
exceed funding schedule assump-
tions (see page ?).

“While many retirement boards 
have proactively pursued better-
ments with the COLA base, as well 
as steadfastly approved the annual 
COLA, a handful of systems have not 
made much – if any improvement 
– since the COLA reform law was 
adopted in 1998. In fact, 22 of the 102 
local retirement systems have not 
improved their COLA base in more 
than 23 years,” said Mass Retirees 
President Frank Valeri. “With very 
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few exceptions, the excuse that “we 
can’t afford an increase” simply 
does not hold water. The facts tell a 
different story and can no longer be 
ignored.”

COLA IS FUNDAMENTAL FOCUS

A cornerstone of the fundamen-
tal focus of our Association over the 
past 53 years has been our ongoing 
work to incrementally improve the 
COLA. The fact that nearly every 
Massachusetts public retiree has 
received an annual and cumulative 
COLA in each of the past 23 years is 
a testament to our commitment to 
this issue.

When Massachusetts’ public 
retirement systems moved away 
from pay-as-you-go pension fund-
ing in the mid-1980s and adopted 
modern pension funding schedules, 
it also changed how retirement ben-
efits, including the COLA, were to be 
paid for going forward.

“From the end of World War II, 
when our retirement law was created, 
up until the mid-80s, funding sched-
ules were not used in Massachusetts. 
The systems were funded on a pay-
as-you-go basis, with no real thought 
given to the long-term stability or 
asset management. But everything 
changed once a series of studies 
and retirement reform commissions 
documented how badly funded our 
systems had become. Back then, the 
Commonwealth was second only to 
West Virginia in having the worst 
funded public pension system,” 
recalls Association founder and for-
mer President Ralph White. “Helping 
to establish the pension funding law 
and advocating for the local adop-
tion of it across the state was the 
right thing to do. That law not only 
put our 104 retirement systems on 
sound financial footing for the first 
time, but has provided retirees and 
active employees with peace of 
mind that their pension benefits are 

secure.
“Over the past 36 years, our 

retirement boards, along with the 
Commonwealth’s PRIM Board 
(White was a founding member) 
have exceeded anyone’s most 
optimistic expectations in terms 
of investment of retirees’ pension 
assets. The goal and vision was to 
one day have our retirement sys-
tems in a strong enough financial 
position that they could make mean-
ingful improvements to retirement 
benefits, while being able to pay for 
the benefits through the pension 
funding schedule.

“Based on both the long-term, 
mid-term and short-term perfor-
mance, most systems are now in a 
strong position and should focus 
on retiree benefit improvements. 
One must also remember that pub-
lic retirees worked outside of Social 
Security, so their public pension 
accounts for most, if not all, of their 
retirement income.” 

By 1988, when all local systems 
had adopted the funding schedules, 
a 40-year funding deadline began 
that required our public retirement 
systems to be fully funded by 2028. 
Following the global financial crisis 
and the Great Recession in 2008, 
state law was changed to extend the 
deadline for full funding to 2040.

“We have published the data 
that begins on page 10 in order for 
our members, retirement officials, 
as well as state and local leaders to 
have a full and accurate picture of 
the funding status for each of our 

104 retirement systems. While full 
funding of our systems remains a 
work in progress, we have reached 
a point where the success that has 
come through pension investment 
can and should be more equitably 
shared with the members,” states 
Mass Retirees CEO Shawn Duhamel. 
“Most, if not all, of our 104 systems 
have the ability to improve the COLA 
base without incurring new costs 
or increasing government appropri-
ations. This can be done by using 
part of the excess asset gains that 
exceed the system’s assumed rate of 
return.”

“We now have 22 retirement sys-
tems that have not increased their 
COLA base in over 23 years. Inflation 
has risen steadily since 1998 when 
the COLA base was set at $12,000, 
which at that time roughly equaled 
the average Social Security benefit.”

According to the U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, $12,000 in 1998 
is worth $20,314 in today’s dollars. 
Further, the average Social Security 
benefit received by a Massachusetts 
resident is just over $19,000 annu-
ally – with the Social Security COLA 
applied to the full benefit.

“The goal should be to keep the 
COLA base modeled on the average 
Social Security benefit. The state, 
as well as each city and town, col-
lectively save close to $1 billion a 
year by not being forced to contrib-
ute 6.2% of payroll into the Social 
Security system. Retirees should not 
receive a COLA less than they would 
otherwise receive had they been 
covered by Social Security instead 
of the public pension system.”
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The high level of ongoing 
Congressional activity 
underway in Washington, 

D.C. has led to increased interest 
amongst Mass Retirees members, 
as well as by public retirees from 
across the country, asking the same 
urgent and pointed question: What 
about WEP reform!!??

What about WEP reform refers 
to the ongoing efforts to reform the 
Social Security Windfall Elimination 
Provision (WEP). Specifically, our 
members and some 2 million pub-
lic retirees across the country who 
are currently harmed by the WEP 
law want to know why the legisla-
tion has yet to be acted upon by the 
Congress.

Driving these questions, along 
with a sense of deep frustration at 
the lack of specific action toward 
moving a WEP bill forward, is what 
retirees are witnessing take place 
on Capitol Hill. Legislation is being 
proposed, crafted and advanced for-
ward towards House and US Senate 

votes on what seems like an endless 
list of issues and programs – except 
for the one issue that is most import-
ant to public retirees – WEP reform.

“Not a day goes by when I don’t 
receive a call, email, letter or social 
media question from a member or 
one of our national coalition part-
ners asking for the latest news and 
information on WEP reform. Retirees 
impacted by the WEP are under-
standably angry and quite fed-up 
with what they see as inaction on 
this issue,” says Mass Retirees CEO 
Shawn Duhamel. “These are very 
tough conversations to have with our 
members, some of whom are losing 
hundreds of dollars each month due 
to an unfair law that should have 
been reformed years ago. They see 
on TV or read news about the other 
issues being addressed by Congress 
and President Biden and have a hard 
time understanding why a deal can’t 
be made to include the WEP within 
one of these legislative packages.”

Large-scale legislative packages, 

passed during the final year of 
the Trump Administration and so 
far in 2021 under President Biden, 
have utilized the legislative process 
called reconciliation. This method is 
needed to avoid a Senate filibuster 
and pass legislation on a majority 
vote, rather than the supermajority 
of 60 votes needed to surpass the 
filibuster.

Senate rules specifically pre-
clude or prevent legislation regard-
ing Social Security to be taken up 
under the reconciliation process. 
In practice, this means that WEP 
reform cannot be included within 
any bill passed using reconciliation. 
WEP reform legislation or any other 
proposal impacting Social Security 
must be passed under the normal 
rules of the US Senate, which would 
be subject to a potential filibuster 
and require a 60-vote majority to 
pass.

“The largest hurdle remains the 
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UPCOMING TELE-TOWN HALL MEETINGS

HOW TO PARTICIPATE
AUTO-CONNECT: At  the time of the event Mass 
Retirees members will receive a call from 
833-491-0336. Simply answer the call and 
remain on the line to join the meeting.

DIALING IN: Mass Retirees members can also 
directly dial into the tele-town hall meetings, 
at the time of the event, by calling 833-491-0336.

Due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and public health protocols, 
Mass Retirees has now held more than 20 Tele-Town Hall meetings.

2021: ANNUAL MEETING
NOVEMBER 5 AT 1:00 PM
PLEASE JOIN US for our traditional 2021 
Annual Meeting that will be held virtually 
on Friday, November 5 at 1:00pm

NOVEMBER 19, 2021
(Friday) AT 1:00PM

FEATURING:

GROUP INSURANCE COMMISSION
HEAR THE LATEST AND GET YOUR 
QUESTIONS ANSWERED

SPECIA
L

W E P  R E F O R M  U P D A T E
RETIREES ASK ‘WHAT ABOUT 

WEP REFORM?’

November  2021
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Background
State pension law (M.G.L. 

Chapter 32) spells out the process 
by which the 102 local retirement 
systems approve and pay for the 
annual COLA, as well as the pro-
cess for which the COLA base is set. 
These laws were developed through 
the COLA Reform Act (Chapter 17, 
Acts of 1997), as well as subsequent 
amendments to the law that grant 
authority to local retirement systems 
to increase their COLA base.

The 1997 law increased the base 
from $9,000 to $12,000, while simul-
taneously returning responsibility 
for the COLA to local retirement 
systems. Following the approval 
of Prop. 2 ½ in 1980, the state had 
assumed responsibility for the issu-
ance and funding of COLAs. Chapter 
17, which was a local option law, was 
universally accepted by all 102 local 
retirement systems and their corre-
sponding legislative bodies within a 
year of its passage.

Authority to Grant COLA
& Raise Base

With the local acceptance of 
Chapter 17 came the establishment 
of a $12,000 COLA base. In 2010, 
state law was once again amended 
(Chapter 188, Acts of 2010) to allow 
local retirement systems, with the 
approval of their legislative bodies, 
to increase the COLA base beyond 
$12,000 in $1,000 increments. The 
goal was to enable local retirement 
systems to periodically grow the 
COLA base as the system’s invest-
ment performance and funded sta-
tus allowed.

Members of the State and 
Teachers’ Retirement Systems have 
received a 3% COLA in each of the 
past 23 years, calculated on a base 
that is established by the state 

legislature. The annual COLA is 
authorized through the state bud-
get process, traditionally within an 
outside section. Unlike local retire-
ment systems where the authority 
to grant a COLA rests with the retire-
ment board, the respective State and 
Teacher Retirement Boards do not 
play a direct role in the COLA pro-
cess. Full responsibility rests with 
the legislature. Ed Note: There will 
be a State/Teachers’ COLA article in 
the Jan. 2022 Voice.

Local Process

The decision to increase the local 
COLA base starts with the 5-member 
retirement boards governing each 
of the 102 local systems. However, 
final approval for the base increase 
rests with the local legislative body. 
Depending on the system of govern-
ment, the local legislative body could 
be the city or town council, board of 
alderman, town meeting, county or 
regional retirement board advisory 
committee. In some city forms of 
government, the base increase may 
also need the approval of the mayor.

Most often, this process begins 
during the retirement system’s peri-
odic valuation. Retirement systems 
are required to conduct a valuation 
of the system every 2-3 years. During 
a valuation, which is conducted by a 
certified actuary, the system’s asset 
gains, losses, liabilities, mortality 
rates and membership demograph-
ics are systematically recalculated. 
The system’s assets and liabilities are 
determined, which in turn contrib-
utes toward the calculation of what 
is known as the system’s unfunded 
liability and overall funded ratio.

It is the valuation process, partic-
ularly following a period of substan-
tial excess asset gains, where the 
opportunity to increase the COLA 

base is most likely. If factored into 
the system’s overall costs, an incre-
mental increase in the COLA base 
can often be rolled into the pension 
funding schedule with no new costs 
to the system.

“We would hope that retirement 
boards will consider including a 
COLA base increase within any new 
system valuation. With asset gains 
at an all-time high and returns far 
exceeding the scheduled assump-
tions, many systems will be able 
to make improvements to the base 
without incurring new costs. Now 
is the time for retirement boards to 
take a serious look at sharing the 
system’s success with retirees,” 
emphasizes Association President 
Frank Valeri.”

Once a retirement system pro-
poses a COLA base increase, the 
proposal is submitted to the local 
legislative body for final approval.

Funded Status
The funded ratio, sometimes 

called funded status, is the percent-
age of assets that the retirement 
system has on hand to pay for the 
benefits currently owed to all retir-
ees and vested employees – if no 
further employee or employer con-
tributions were paid into the system.

“Funded ratios and the total 
unfunded liability can be misleading. 
People tend to get hung up on the 
numbers. We have also seen what 
could be called a misleading use of 
these numbers to paint a negative 
picture of public retirement sys-
tems or to use it as a reason not to 
increase benefits. These tactics often 
come from opponents of defined 
benefit pension plans,” explains 
Association CEO Shawn Duhamel. 
“However, the higher the funded 

HOW
IT WORKS

INCREASING 
THE COLA BASE

CONTINUED ON PAGE 14 u

4

The Voice of the Retired Public Employee



LEGISLATIVE PROGRAM

The House and Senate 
returned to formal work 
in early September after 

a month-long August break. The 
return triggered a flurry of activity 
on Beacon Hill, which still remains 
closed to the public, with Committee 
hearings and formal sessions 
being held. In September, the Joint 
Committee on Public Service heard 
six more of our bills. 

The Joint Committee heard 
Association legislative initiatives 
relative to Veteran benefits, dis-
ability pensions and legislation 
relative to board operations and pro-
cesses. Association President Frank 
Valeri, CEO Shawn Duhamel and 
Legislative Liaison Nancy McGovern 
testified remotely on several bills in 

our legislative package.
S1794/H2749 filed by Sen. John 

Velis and Rep. Jerald Parisella, 
would increase the Annual Vets 
Bonus from $300 to $1,000. 

S1795 filed by Sen. John Velis 
would extend the expanded defi-
nition of veteran to those, with the 
requisite non-wartime or National 
Guard duty and retired on a superan-
nuation retirement before 8/26/04, in 
order to receive the veterans bonus 
prospectively. There is a local option 
as part of the legislation.

S1680 filed by Sen. Brendan 
Crighton would establish a mini-
mum amount of benefits for ordinary 
(non-work related) disability retirees 
equal to the disability benefits paid 
to a Massachusetts resident under 

the Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI) Program.

H2748 filed by Rep. Jerald 
Parisella would require an estimated 
pension payment be issued if a first 
full pension payment cannot be 
made within prescribed time frame.

The final piece was HB2601, filed 
by House Majority Leader Claire 
Cronin. The legislation would extend 
voting rights to survivors, receiv-
ing pension benefits, in retirement 
board elections. This piece was high-
lighted in the July edition as part of 
the spotlight done on Survivor legis-
lation that was included in our legis-
lative package. 

Along with legislative hear-
ings, the House and Senate took 
action on our legislation relative 
to the post retirement work hours. 
The language to increase the hours 
from 960 to 1200 per calendar year 
was included in the FY22 budget. 
The Governor initially amended 
the language and both branches 
rejected the amendment and sent 
it back to the Governor. 

At the end of July, the Governor 

outright vetoed the language send-
ing it back. Both branches voted to 
override that veto during a formal 
session in late September. The 
vote received bipartisan sup-
port, passing unanimously 
by a resounding 158-0 in the 
House and 38-0 in the Senate.  

“We thank the House and 
Senate for their continued 
commitment to this issue,” 
says Legislative Chairman 

Tom Bonarrigo. “The unanimous 
support in both branches demon-
strates a deep understanding by 

the Legislature of both 
the need for retirees to 
work post retirement 
and the value of hav-
ing the knowledge and 
skills retirees bring in 
the public sector.”

Legislature Increases Post Retirement Hours

Association Officials Testify Remotely

UPDATE

TOM BONARRIGO
LEGISLATIVE CHAIRMAN

November 2021
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Arlington - The Arlington 
Retirement Board appointed 

Alfred “Fred” 
Fantini their new 
fifth member. Ken 
Steele chose not 
to be renewed 
as the fifth mem-
ber and the 
board appointed 
Fantini who is 

the longest serving Cambridge 
School Committee Member, for-
mer Arlington city treasurer and 
union officer for NAGE and SEIU.  
The other members making the 
appointment include retired Police 
Lieutenant Kenneth Hughes*, 
retired Fire Chief Robert Jefferson, 
Ida Cody and Richard Keshian, 
Esq. Rich Greco is the Arlington 
retirement administrator.

Beverly – Retired Fire Chief 
Richard Pierce decided not to run 
for re-election and retired City 
Clerk D. Wesley Slate Jr. was 
the only candidate and declared 
elected by the Beverly Retirement 
Board. Richard Pierce had served 

on the Board for 
the past 12 years. 
Board members 
who declared Mr. 
Slate elected were 
Carol Augulewicz, 
Bryant Ayles, Kevin 
Smith and Charles 
Kostro, who also 

serves as the executive director of 
the Essex County Retirement sys-
tem. The Beverly retirement director 
is Barbara Wells.

Danvers – The Danvers 
Retirement Board declared retired 
Police Officer Mike Hagan re-elected 
to the Board as he was unopposed in 

the election. The other members of 
the Board include Wayne Marquis*, 
Heather Varney, Joseph Collins and 
Stephen Swanson. The retirement 
manager is Susan Little.

Dukes – Dukes County appoin-
tee Roger Wey recently passed away 
after serving on the Dukes County 
Retirement Board for the past two 
decades. Roger was a retired director 
for the Oak Bluffs Council on Aging. 
County Commissioners appointed 
Edgartown Town Administrator 

James Hagerty to 
represent them 
on the retirement 
board. Mr. Hagerty 
is a former police 
officer in Oak Bluffs 
and a member 
of the US Marine 
Corps Reserves. 

Other members of the Dukes County 
Retirement Board are Ann Metcalf*, 
David Rossi, JoAnn Murphy and 

RETIREMENT BOARDS
ELECTIONS & APPOINTMENTS

ALFRED FANTINI
ARLINGTON 

D. WESLEY SLATE JR.
BEVERLY 

Late September brought the 
unexpected passing of Mass Retirees’ 
dear friend and Northern District Vice 

President Joseph 
DiFranco, Sr. “Big 
Joe,” as he was 
known to his fellow 
Peabody firefighters, 
retired in 1997 as a 
lieutenant after 33 
years on the job.

Born in Salem, 
MA in a large, close-
knit family of eight 

children, Joe was well known through-
out the area for his strong commitment 
to both public and community service. 
During his years on the Peabody Fire 
Department, he served as President of 
Local 925, as well as a district VP for 
the Professional Fire Fighters of Mass. 
Big Joe was the first of three succes-
sive generations of firefighters, with 
both his son Joe and grandson Joe 
answering the call to serve.

REMEMBERING
JOE DIFRANCO

ASSOCIATION VP WAS PEABODY BOARD MEMBER

JOE DIFRANCO
PEABODY

In addition to his public service, 
Joe was a Navy veteran having served 
during the Korean War. He was also 
well known on the North Shore and 
across Massachusetts for his years as 
a high school football referee, proudly 
officiating in two Super Bowls.

Joe was elected as Mass Retirees 
Northern VP in 2008, after having been 
elected to the Peabody retirement 
board in 2004, and continued in both 
capacities at his death. He also served 
as our retiree designee on the City’s 
Public Employee Committee (PEC), 
negotiating health insurance benefits 
on behalf of all Peabody retirees.

“Joe was always an upbeat, pos-
itive person. You never saw him with-
out a smile on his face. The only thing 
bigger than his smile was his commit-
ment and love for his wife of 61 years, 
Marie, his four children, friends, pub-
lic retirees and the firefighters,” said 
Mass Retirees President Frank Valeri.

JAMES HAGERTY
DUKES 
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Editorial
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1 u

TIME TO PAUSE
RETURN RATE CHANGES

Predictions of Slowing Economic Growth Unfounded

Arguably, the most import-
ant assumption within 
the components of our 

pension funding schedules is the 
system’s assumed rate of return on 
investments. The assumption rate is 
the average investment return that 
the retirement system is targeted to 
hit over a long period of time.

The current uncertainty sur-
rounding the long-term changes 
taking place in both the U.S. and 
global economies, combined with 
the real-time experience of the past 
36 years have led us to conclude that 
retirement systems and state lead-
ers should hit pause when it comes 
to modifications with pension fund 
assumed rates of return.

Over the past decade, there has 
been an active movement within 
the actuarial and retirement system 
communities to lower the assumed 
rate of return, making the system’s 
predicted long-term asset growth 
more conservative in doing so. 
These moves have been in response 
to a theory that the US, as well as 
the global economy, was likely to 
slow down, limiting growth and thus 
leading to lower rates of return.

As the retirement system invest-
ment charts printed in this and the 
September editions of The Voice 
illustrate, the short; medium; and 
long-term investment rates of return 
far exceed each system’s assump-
tions. This fact is true for nearly 
each of the Commonwealth’s 104 
retirement systems – many of which 
invest their assets through the state’s 
PRIT Fund, which continues to post 
returns significantly higher than the 
current 7% assumed rate of return 
used by the fund.

Just nine years ago, PRIT’s 
assumed rate of return was 8.25%. 
Back then some local retirement sys-
tems carried assumed rates as high 

as 8.50%. Most systems had main-
tained the same or similar rate of 
return since modern pension fund-
ing schedules were adopted in the 
mid-1980s.

Embracing the theory of a slow-
ing economy that would lead to 
more modest investment returns, 
the Commonwealth and many local 
retirement systems quickly moved 
to lower their investment assump-
tions. Over a 7-year period PRIT’s 
assumed rate dropped a full 1.25%, 
while at the same time the fund’s 
actual investment returns were more 
successful than ever.

This movement took place across 
many public and private pension and 
investment funds across the country, 
with most systems moving assumed 
rates into the 7-7.25% range. A hand-
ful of systems have moved rates 
lower than 7%, with the Leominster 
Retirement System lowering its rate 
to 5.5% - which could be the lowest 
of any public system in the country. 
Conversely, Leominster’s actual rate 
of return for 2020 was 12.63%, with a 
10-year return of 9.31%.

A system’s assumed rate of 
return also has a direct and profound 
impact on both the funded status of 
the retirement system, as well as 
the government’s appropriation to 
pay the employer’s share of pension 
costs. The lower or more conserva-
tive the assumed rate of return, the 
lower the system’s funded ratio. 
These are also key factors in planning 
the gradual paydown of unfunded 
liabilities through the long-term pen-
sion funding schedule. The lower 
the assumed rate, the higher the 
unfunded liability appears on paper, 
thus leading to higher governmental 
appropriations.

Artificially low assumed rates 
of return have also been a tool 
embraced by the fiscally conservative 

right-wing, to undermine defined 
benefit pension plans by painting a 
false picture of fiscal instability and 
unsustainable costs. These organi-
zations and individuals have a long 
history of open hostility and opposi-
tion toward public pension plans, as 
well as Social Security.

Of course, this has not been 
the motivation of our state leaders 
and most local officials, who have 
worked to bolster the finances of our 
retirement systems over the past 
several decades. Our decision-mak-
ers have lowered this assumption, 
which was warranted several years 
ago, to enhance the stability of our 
plans and the creditworthiness of 
the state and local governments.

Of great concern to our 
Association is the impact that arti-
ficially low rates of return have on 
the ability to grant an annual retiree 
COLA, as well as steps to improve 
the COLA base and other retire-
ment benefits. A slight change in the 
assumption rate can make the differ-
ence between a system appearing to 
be well funded or underfunded.

While we are not advocating 
for nor do we support irresponsible 
increases in the rate that are overly 
optimistic and could lead to an under-
funding of the system, there must be 
a return to a balanced approach uti-
lizing realistic assumptions.

Considering 36-years of docu-
mented experience, along with the 
unknown realities of a post-pan-
demic economy, now is the time for 
policymakers and retirement board 
officials to press pause on further 
changes to asset return assump-
tions. What was thought to be 
known about our economic future 
is changing in real-time and in very 
unpredictable ways.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1 u EDITORIAL
September  2021
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COSTS:
AN OVERVIEW

Prescription drug costs con-
tinue their upward trend as 
reported at a recent meet-

ing of the state Group Insurance 

Commission (GIC) and remain a 
major challenge for all concerned. 
According to the graph shown 
here, these costs have continued 

to increase over the past ten years 
(2010-2020) except for a slight dip in 
2013 – one tenth of a percent below 
2010.

“There’s been an almost 

43% increase in costs since 

2010,” says Nancy McGovern, 

the Association’s point person 

with the GIC. “And the GIC’s 

consultant, Willis Towers, 

Watson (WTW), presented even 

more stark facts and figures to 

the agency’s commissioners.”
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SOURCE: Centers For Medicare & Medicaid Services

Why are Rx costs and trends in an 
upward projection? Simply put, the 

principal cause for this is that pre-
scription drugs are too expensive. 

And that begs the question why are 
they?

Here are some of the projections and trends, relating to the GIC, that were brought to their attention.

• Pharmacy costs total some $900 Million annually.

• These costs represent 30% of the GIC’s total health care expense in FY20.

• Pharmacy and medical cost trends expected to exceed the CPI (Consumer Price Index) for years to come.

• These trends drive the increases in the GIC’s budget rates that we see.

• Pharmacy trends are almost double that for medical costs. For example, the GIC’s projected  FY Rx trend
  for both Medicare and non-Medicare is 8.5%, while its medical (non-pharmacy) is 4.5%.

8
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Upward Trend Remains Major Challenge

“While examining Rx costs, 
we must take a closer look at spe-
cialty drugs,” continues McGovern. 
Briefly, specialty drugs treat complex 
conditions such as cancer, growth 

hormone deficiency, hemophilia and 
multiple sclerosis.

“We’re focusing on specialty 
drugs because they’re extremely 
expensive. According to the WTW 

analysis of the GIC’s Rx data for its 
non-Medicare enrollees, the cost 
per prescription for specialty drugs 
is $6,297, compared to $22 for a 
generic.

According to the WTW presentation, there are several reasons, and here are some of them.

FOCUS: SPECIALTY DRUGS

“With specialty drugs so expen-
sive, we shouldn’t be surprised to 
learn even more alarming facts from 
the CVS Health 2019 Drug Trend 
Report that WTW included in its 
presentation to the GIC,” continued 
McGovern. “Here’s what the report 

found.”
First, as specialty drug utilization 

and cost continue to increase, they 
account for nearly half of the total 
drug spend. This is astounding when 
one considers that they account for 
only 2% of the prescriptions paid 

by the GIC under its non-Medicare 
plans.

Moreover, specialty drug spend 
could reach $310 Billion across the 
pharmacy and medical benefit by 
2030. That’s less than 10 years from 
now.

“This incredible price disparity calls for an explanation. Here are some of the reasons provided to the GIC.”

“There’s little doubt that spe-
cialty drugs continue to be the lead-
ing force driving the upward trend in 
pharmacy costs,” McGovern takes 
note. “While much of what we’ve 
been reporting doesn’t offer an opti-
mistic outlook at this time, there are 
some positive developments from 
the GIC.”

Beginning July 2018 (FY19), 
the GIC implemented a self-insured 
“carved-out” pharmacy program 
with two national Pharmacy Benefit 
Managers (PBM), CVS Health for 

Medicare enrollees and Express 
Scripts for the non-Medicare. Back 
then, it was projected that the GIC’s 
move with these PBMs would pro-
duce substantial savings in future 
pharmacy spending.

According to the WTW’s report, 
the CVS Health program reduced 
pharmacy spending by $556 Million 
in cost potential in FY19 and FY20. 
Express Scripts has produced $461 
Million during that same time period.

 “It’s hard to imagine what phar-
macy costs would be without the 

PBMs and their positive impact on 
future spending,” concludes CEO 
Shawn Duhamel. “Unfortunately, 
these programs can’t keep pace with 
the cost increases, spurred on by 
specialty drugs.

“We’ll continue to work with the 
GIC, unions and all stakeholders on 
this challenge. Further increasing 
premiums and out-of-pockets is not 
a viable long-term answer.”

• Drugs are covered by patents, which allow pharmaceutical companies to set prices without competition.

• Even drugs that are off-patent have few producers and can be subject to huge price increases.

• The FDA (Federal Drug Administration) is prohibited from considering price upon drug approval.

• Medicare, the nation’s largest drug purchaser, is prohibited from negotiating drug prices.

• The US, unlike most other developed countries, does not regulate drug prices.

• There are no or few available substitutes to specialty drugs.

• Lack of competition allows manufacturers to charge exorbitant prices for critical therapies.

• Few patients, in need of a specialty drug, mean a smaller group of users for spreading out the cost.

• Specialty drugs may require costly diagnostics and administration.

POSITIVE Rx DEVELOPMENTS

November 2021
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KEY FACTORS IMPACTING A COLA BASE INCREASE
FUNDING STATUS FOR ALL 104 RETIREMENT SYSTEMS

Adams $14,000 6.75% 7.77% 2037 67.4% 1/1/20

Amesbury $12,000 7.75% 8.25% 2035 57.2% 1/1/20

Andover $12,000 6.25% 8.58% 2037 47.3% 1/1/20

Arlington $15,000 7.00% 8.54% 2034 54.6% 1/1/20

Attleboro $13,000 7.25% 9.25% 2037 62.2% 1/1/20

Barnstable County $18,000 7.15% 7.83% 2037 60.8% 1/1/20

Belmont $13,000 7.15% 9.38% 2031 60.4% 1/1/20

Berkshire County $14,000 7.00% 9.14% 2028 83.8% 1/1/19

Beverly $12,000 7.15% 8.77% 2033 61.0% 1/1/20

Blue Hills Regional Vocational School $18,000 7.25% 8.84% 2032 73.8% 1/1/20

Boston (City) $15,000 7.05% 8.93% 2027 75.6% 1/1/20

Boston (Teachers) $15,000 7.25% NA 2036 41.1% 1/1/19

Braintree $12,000 7.65% 8.80% 2033 67.7% 1/1/20

Bristol County $18,000 7.50% 8.99% 2034 60.1% 1/1/20

Brockton $12,000 7.75% 8.65% 2032 60.6% 1/1/20

Brookline $13,000 7.20% 8.77% 2030 59.6% 1/1/20

Cambridge $16,000 7.25% 9.35% 2026 85.8% 1/1/20

Chelsea $12,000 7.25% 8.22% 2029 69.6% 1/1/19

Chicopee $15,000 7.25% 8.81% 2027 79.9% 1/1/19

Clinton $14,000 7.25% 8.01% 2035 67.7% 1/1/19

Concord $14,000 6.75% 8.65% 2029 88.6% 1/1/20

Danvers $13,000 7.50% 8.15% 2035 60.3% 1/1/20

Dedham $15,000 7.25% 9.62% 2030 83.1% 1/1/20

Dukes County $14,000 7.50% 8.29% 2031 78.2% 1/1/20

Easthampton $14,000 7.00% 8.49% 2032 74.9% 1/1/20 

Essex Regional $14,000 7.30% 8.90% 2035 53.8% 1/1/20

Everett $14,000 7.38% 8.67% 2030 62.9% 1/1/20

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 2 u

In this Voice we’ve addressed mul-
tiple issues relating to the COLA 
Base, explaining in some detail key 

factors impacting a retirement board’s 
decision to increase the Base, thereby 
raising the maximum COLA amount. 
Among these factors are the process 
for adoption of an increase by a system 
(page 4), the assumed rate of investment 
return (page 7), the valuation process of 
a system’s assets, including the date of 

the last valuation (pages 4, 7 & 14) and 
a system’s funded ratio (pages 4). We 
should point out that the funded ratios 
published herein do not contain 2020 or 
2021 asset returns. Readers should look 
to the valuation date of each system 
when analyzing funded status. 

Ed Note: In our September Voice, 
we focused on the short, medium and 
long-term investment returns by the 
retirement systems.

u

BOARD NAME DATE OF LAST
VALUATION

ASSUMED 
RATE

OF RETURN
COLA

BASE FY 22
36 YEAR

RATE 2020
FULL 

FUNDING
DATE

FUNDED
RATIO

On this and the accompanying 
pages, we’ve published the data to pro-
vide our members, retirement board 
members, as well as state and local offi-
cials with a full and accurate picture of 
the funding status of all 104 retirement 
systems and implicitly their ability to 
increase the COLA Base. This data helps 
to substantiate our claim that the time is 
now to share their success with retirees.
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KEY FACTORS IMPACTING A COLA BASE INCREASE
FUNDING STATUS FOR ALL 104 RETIREMENT SYSTEMS

Fairhaven $14,000 7.15% 9.41% 2034 74.5% 1/1/20

Fall River $12,000 7.25% 8.55% 2035 41.8% 1/1/19

Falmouth $14,000 7.25% 8.99% 2033 67.1% 1/1/20

Fitchburg $12,000 7.00% 7.92% 2033 47.6% 1/1/20

Framingham $12,000 7.25% 9.38% 2030 72.8% 1/1/20

Franklin Regional $17,000 7.75% 8.59% 2034 74.4% 1/1/20

Gardner $13,000 7.25% 9.49% 2031 59.7% 1/1/20

Gloucester $14,000 7.25% 9.03% 2034 49.1% 1/1/20

Greater Lawrence Sanitary District $15,000 6.75% 8.13% 2034 87.6% 1/1/19

Greenfield $14,000 7.00% 8.71% 2035 59.9% 1/1/21

Hampden County $18,000 7.15% 8.76% 2036 48.7% 1/1/20

Hampshire County $13,000 7.15% 8.45% 2033 62.4% 1/1/20

Haverhill $13,000 7.00% 9.97% 2032 53.0% 1/1/20

Hingham $14,000 7.40% 9.23% 2035 70.4% 1/1/20

Holyoke $14,000 7.25% 9.63% 2035 69.0% 1/1/20

Hull $13,000 7.40% 8.18% 2031 69.6% 1/1/20

Lawrence $12,000 7.25% 8.07% 2037 55.4% 1/1/20

Leominster $12,000 5.50% 8.76% 2021 100.9% 1/1/20

Lexington $14,000 7.50% 9.00% 2028 80.4% 1/1/20

Lowell $17,000 7.65% 9.18% 2036 58.2% 1/1/19

Lynn $15,000 7.25% 8.24% 2034 52.7% 1/1/19

Malden $16,000 7.15% 9.82% 2030 72.9% 1/1/20

Marblehead $12,000 7.15% 9.34% 2039 62.3% 1/1/20

Marlborough $12,000 7.50% 8.51% 2028 75.0% 1/1/19

MHFA (MA Housing Finance Agency) $15,000 7.00% 7.76% 2021 94.8% 1/1/21

Massport $14,000 7.00% 9.24% NA 90.2% 1/1/20

MTRS (Mass. Teachers) $13,000 7.25% 9.56% 2036 51.7% 1/1/19

MWRA (MA Water Resources Authority) $15,000 6.90% 8.33% 2030 88.2% 1/1/21

Maynard $15,000 6.50% 8.12% 2035 72.2% 1/1/21

Medford $16,000 7.25% 8.77% 2033 61.3% 1/1/20

Melrose $12,000 7.50% 8.53% 2037 58.3% 1/1/19

Methuen $18,000 7.15% 8.27% 2036 56.2% 1/1/20

Middlesex County $16,000 7.30% 8.56% 2037 48.1% 1/1/20

Milford $13,000 7.25% 8.43% 2036 61.3% 1/1/19

Milton $15,000 7.25% 9.47% 2027 82.6% 1/1/19

BOARD NAME  DATE OF LAST
VALUATION

ASSUMED 
RATE

OF RETURN
COLA

BASE FY 22
36 YEAR

RATE 2020
FULL 

FUNDING
DATE

FUNDED
RATIO
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US Senate and the partisan games-
manship that blocks legislation from 
being voted upon without a superma-
jority of 60 votes. However, retirees 
do not care to hear inside-baseball 
explanations about legislative pro-
cedures and arcane rules. They sim-
ply want relief from the unfair WEP 
law,” continued Duhamel.

NEAL AND BRADY

Central to any relief from the 
WEP remain House Ways and 
Means Chairman Richard Neal 
(D-MA) and his Republican counter-
part Kevin Brady (R-TX). For nearly a 
decade, Neal and Brady, along with 
their respective staffs, have worked 
closely to craft legislation that 
reforms the WEP and also has a via-
ble chance to pass both the House 
and US Senate.

Key to this effort has been 
the creation of the so-called hold 

harmless provisions that are con-
tained in recent versions of the 
reform proposals. These provi-
sions serve to ensure that the Social 
Security benefits paid to future retir-
ees, who are now paying into the 
system, are not unfairly reduced 
due to the new formula.

However, the length of the hold 
harmless clause appears to be a 
point of disagreement between the 
Congressmen, with Neal’s proposal 
(H.R. 2337) continuing the provision 
in perpetuity. Brady, who is not a 
current cosponsor of Neal’s bill, is 
said to prefer the hold harmless by 
sunset in the future and continue 
indefinitely.

To date, Brady has not filed his 
own version of a WEP reform bill for 
the current Congressional session.

“The key to getting WEP reform 
passed through the House and 
Senate, then signed into law by 
President Biden, is for Neal and 
Brady to once again join together 
behind one unified bill. That is 
what took place back in 2016-17 
when we nearly passed an earlier 

version of WEP reform. Sadly, that 
proposal was found to be flawed at 
the 11th hour and had to be pulled 
back,” recalls Association President 
Frank Valeri. “In order to pass a bill 
through the US Senate, we need 
Republican support. That support is 
dependent upon Kevin Brady being 
onboard, the same as Democrats 
will look to Richie Neal for guidance.

“WEP has always been a 
non-partisan issue and should 
remain as such. We believe that a 
deal can be achieved and are doing 
everything possible to help bring the 
two sides together. This is where our 
national coalition is vital. Collective 
pressure across the country is very 
important.”

Members who are currently 
impacted by the WEP or anyone 
who one day will be impacted, are 
encouraged to continue contacting 
their local member of Congress. 
Ask that they not only support WEP 
reform, but also make the issue a 
priority for passage this congressio-
nal session.

A major milestone has 
been achieved by the 
GIC Retiree Dental Plan. 

It has topped more than 40,000 
retirees now enrolled in the Plan.

During this year’s open enroll-
ment, almost 900 retirees signed 
up. With these newly enrolled, the 
GIC reported that more than 40,600 
are enrolled in the Plan.

“It was more than 20 years ago 
that Mass Retirees began to collab-
orate with the GIC and its consul-
tant, Boston Benefit Partners (BBP), 

on developing a retiree 
dental plan,” according to 
Association CEO Shawn 
Duhamel.  “Our joint 
efforts culminated with 
the GIC Retiree Dental Plan 
being launched in 2002.

“When one consid-
ers that the Plan is retir-
ee-pay-all and voluntary, 
it’s truly amazing the phenomenal 
growth in the Plan’s participation. 
While there were some skeptics at 
the beginning, there’s no question 

now that it’s here to stay.”
“I remember work-

ing back then with Mass 
Retirees when I was the 
Assistant Director of 
Budget for the GIC,” recalls 
BBP Partner Robyn Olson. 
“Without the Association’s 
hands-on commitment, 
the Plan would not have 

gotten off the ground and achieved 
its current success.”  Ed Note: BBP 

GIC
RETIREE DENTAL PLAN

TOPS 40,000 ENROLLEES

ROBYN OLSON
(BOSTON BENEFIT PARTNERS)

CONTINUED ON PAGE 16 u
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Our PEC meeting featured 
two guest speakers, John Brouder 
of Boston Benefit Partners 
and Andrew Powell of the 
American Federation of Teachers 
Massachusetts, both possessing 
vast experience and knowledge on 
municipal and state health insur-
ance programs. While Brouder 
offered his insights on pend-
ing activities at the GIC and their 
future impact, Powell focused his 
remarks on the driving forces behind 
rising healthcare costs, as well as 
other developments in the insurance 
marketplace.

Commenting on the GIC, 
Brouder outlined the lengthy pro-
curement process that the state 
agency has commenced to decide 
on the heath insurance plans and 
pharmacy benefit managers that 
will be offered beginning FY24 (July 
2023). Currently, the GIC is seeking 
input from stakeholders, with the 
Association’s Tele Town Hall being a 
prime example (see related articles 
on pages 3 & 14).

As Brouder reminded everyone, 
the 2011 enactment of the municipal 
health insurance reform law resulted 
in the GIC becoming the benchmark 

for plan design changes (deduct-
ibles, copayments, tiering) at the 
local level. What the state eventually 
decides for FY24 will have an impact 
on local decisions, including poten-
tial shifts in healthcare costs onto 
retirees and employees. For that 
very reason, Brouder encouraged 
the designees to remain informed 
and involved during these critical 
times.

“I appreciated having the oppor-
tunity to engage in an open dia-
logue with the Association’s PEC 
designees on healthcare issues of 
such vital importance,” comments 
Brouder. “As I saw it, the exchange 
of information and ideas during the 
meeting proved very productive.” 

Powell came to the virtual meet-
ing wearing two hats. Not only was 
he a guest speaker, but he’s also an 

Association member who serves 
as the retiree designee (former 
firefighter) on Dracut’s PEC.

“Like John, I also want to thank 
the Association for this meeting 
with my fellow PEC designees,” 
says Powell. “With my comments, 
I hoped to provide an overview on 
some of the important healthcare 
issues now facing us and stimulate 
the discussion among the meet-

ing’s participants.”

Powell touched upon the 
following subjects:

• Factors, driving increased 
healthcare costs, include an aging 
population and the rising costs of 
medical technologies and prescrip-
tion drugs.

• Marketplace is changing with 
plan consolidation, such as Tufts and 
Harvard Pilgrim.

• The fastest growing insurers 
in Massachusetts are United, Cigna 
and Aetna, with Blue Cross slipping 
behind them.

On Wednesday, 
September 15th, Mass 
Retirees held the first-

ever virtual meeting of members 
who are serving as the retiree desig-
nee on municipal Public Employee 
Committees (PEC). The meeting 
was moderated by Legislative 
Liaison Nancy McGovern, who is 
also our PEC Coordinator.

If a municipality engages in 

health bargaining under either 
Section 19 or the new Section 
21-23 process, a PEC is formed. The 
committee consists of a member 
from each bargaining unit of active 
employees and most importantly, 
one retiree representative who is 
appointed by the Mass Retirees. 

According to McGovern, 
“These representatives play a crit-
ical role in representing retirees 

at the bargaining 
table and they are 
volunteers. The 
meeting was an 
opportunity for 
the representa-
tives from across 
the state to share 
information from 
their communities and exchange 
ideas.”

Members Share Information & Ideas

PEC DESIGNEES MEET 
TOGETHER VIRTUALLY

FEATURED SPEAKERS:
John Brouder & Andrew Powell

JOHN BROUDER
BOSTON BENEFIT PARTNERS 

ANDREW POWELL
AFTM 

NANCY McGOVERN
LEGISLATIVE LIAISON 
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This July marked the start of 
the fourth year of the five-
year contract the Group 

Insurance Commission has with 
the current insurance carriers. This 
includes all health insurance plans 
and the pharmacy benefit managers 
(PBMs). The GIC will enter into a RFR 
bidding process to select the carriers 
that will offer the health insurance 
and pharmacy plans starting July 1, 
2023. The Commission will make a 
final decision in the late fall of 2022 
and the plans will be available during 
the 2023 open enrollment period. 

To prepare for this process, the 
GIC has begun to engage with stake-
holders to gather information and 
opinions on the plans and benefits 
offered and what you would like for 
future plans. We will be hosting an 
event with Executive Director of the 
GIC Matt Veno and senior staff to 
solicit the thoughts of our members 
who are covered by the GIC plans. 
This event will be similar to the one 
we held in 2020, where members 
had the opportunity to engage with 
Matt and the senior staff in a Q&A 
session. This will be an important 

opportunity for state and local mem-
bers, insured through the GIC, to 
weigh in on the future of their health 
insurance benefits. 

On the non-Medicare side, the 
GIC has utilized a survey to seek 
feedback from those who utilize the 
plans offered to active employees 
and non-Medicare eligible retirees. 
Some of you may have received the 
survey and we hope that you took 
the time to complete it and share 
your opinion regarding these plans.

The Voice of the Retired Public Employee The Voice of the Retired Public Employee 
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CONTRACTS BEGINNING

Mass Retirees 
Engaged in Process

While the new contract in FY24 will pertain to the plans offered by the 
GIC beginning July 1. 2023, the impact of that process will be felt at the 
local level. Cities and towns have the ability to implement what is commonly 
referred to as look-alike plans, which are plans that have same design struc-
ture as the GIC plans without collective bargaining. The municipal health 
insurance reform law of 2011 identifies the most utilized GIC plan as the 
benchmark for municipalities that do not participate in the GIC. It will be 
critical for members in those cities and towns, in particular those that par-
ticipate on the public employee committees, to also provide input and share 
what they are hearing in their city or town. 

• Maintain high quality and 
  affordable plan offerings 
• Establish a path for non-Medicare
  eligible retirees to join Medicare

• Protect freedom of choice in 
  choosing healthcare providers

• Expand affordable options for 
  retirees living outside of Mass.

• Limit and cap the growth of out-of
  pocket costs

• Avoid cost-shifting

ratio and lower the overall unfunded 
liability the better. Most experts view 
any system funded above 65-70% as 
being very well funded. 

“There is also a growing debate 
amongst actuaries as to what it 
means to be “fully  funded”. There 
was a time when the focus was on 
being 100% funded or even higher. 
Now there is a growing school 
of thought that the sweet spot 
might be a 20-year rolling aver-
age of 80%, which will better allow 
for market fluctuations and policy 
adjustments.”

STAY TUNED FOR MUCH MORE ON THIS DURING THE REMAINDER 
OF 2021 AS WELL AS 2022.

How It Works
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 4 u

Paying for a Better COLA
As explained above, in many 

cases retirement systems are able to 
pay for most, if not all of the cost of 
increasing the COLA base by includ-
ing the benefit within the valuation 
of the pension funding schedule. 
As stated earlier, by law valuations 
must take place every 2-3 years.

As the tables, starting on page 
10 indicate, most retirement sys-
tems have not conducted a new val-
uation since January 1, 2020. Some 
systems date back to 2019 for their 
last valuation. This means that the 
system has not yet accounted for 
the record-breaking asset gains that 

have occurred since the last val-
uation date. Those gains can and 
should be utilized to cover the cost 
of a COLA base increase.

Valeri offers these closing 
remarks. “It would be a false argu-
ment to attempt to claim that a sys-
tem cannot afford a base increase 
after the gains we have seen over 
the past three years. Asset gains 
should not be used to allow a munic-
ipality to reduce their obligation to 
the retirement system. We have wit-
nessed that take place in the past 
and it simply is not right. The invest-
ment success of our retirement sys-
tems must be shared with retirees.”

In preliminary discussions with 
the GIC, the Association has 
highlighted several areas for 
consideration:

14
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  HP & TUFTS MERGING AS 
POINT32HEALTH

This spring, the merger between 
Tufts and Harvard Pilgrim was 
approved and the two companies 
started the process of combining 
operations. While the merger is 
moving forward, the GIC announced 
that there would be no changes to 
the plans offered by the Commission 
until the next procurement process 
was completed for the plans that 
would take effect July 1, 2023 (Fiscal 
Year 2024). 

The most notable announce-
ment to date regarding the merger 
is the new name of the two orga-
nizations. The new carrier will be 
named Point32Health. According to 

their press release, the name was 
inspired by the 32 points of a com-
pass and reflects the shared values 
of both carriers, expanding health-
care access and developing innova-
tive products. 

FALLON LEAVING NEXT JULY

In April, Fallon announced that it 
would no longer provide plans in the 
commercial market, meaning it will 
be focusing on plans that deal with 
Medicare and Medicaid programs. 
Similar to Tufts and Harvard Pilgrim, 
Fallon will remain a carrier in the 
GIC, offering the non-Medicare plans 
Fallon Select and Fallon Direct until 
June 30, 2022. The GIC has indicated 
that they would be contacting those 
who are enrolled in these plans to 

provide information about other 
plans offered early in 2022, prior to 
the open enrollment. 

While it is still early in the pro-
cess, you can look to the GIC Benefit 
Guide to review other plans similar 
to the Fallon plans. Fallon Select 
is classified as a broad network 
plan. Depending on where you live, 
the other plans in this category 
are UniCare State Indemnity Plan/ 
PLUS, Tufts Health Plan Navigator 
and Harvard Pilgrim Independence 
Plan. Fallon Direct is a limited net-
work plan and the options for plans 
in this category are UniCare State 
Indemnity Plan/ Community Choice, 
Tufts Health Plan Spirit, Harvard 
Pilgrim Primary Choice Plan. 
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The state Group Insurance 
Commission (GIC)  has pro-
vided enrollment data on 

its 18 Non-Medicare and Medicare 
plans. Total enrollment across all 
plans is 421,869 for this current 

fiscal year. As in previous years, 
the Unicare OME w/CIC remains the 
most popular plan among Medicare 
subscribers. For non-Medicare cov-
erage, the Tufts Navigator plan is 
the most popular. For enrollment 

details, see Chart.
In addition to enrollment infor-

mation, recently three insurance 
carriers who offer plans through 
the GIC announced changes to their 
operation models.

GIC
PLAN ENROLLMENT DATA

Changes Coming to Some Carriers

GIC ENROLLMENT SUMMARY (FOR JULY 2021)
MEMBERS BY PRODUCT
(Medicare & Non-Medicare)

STATE
Individual          Family

MUNICIPALITY
Individual          Family

TOTAL

TOTALS

ALLWAYS HEALTH PARTNERS
FALLON DIRECT CARE
FALLON SELECT
HARVARD PILGRIM INDEPENDENCE
HARVARD PILGRIM MEDICARE ENHANCE
HARVARD PILGRIM PRIMARY CHOICE
HEALTH NEW ENGLAND
HEALTH NEW ENG MEDICARE SUPPLEMENT PLUS
TUFTS MEDICARE COMPLEMENT
TUFTS MEDICARE PREFERRED (MEDICARE ADVANTAGE)
TUFTS NAVIGATOR
TUFTS SPIRIT
UNICARE BASIC w/ CIC
UNICARE BASIC w/o CIC
UNICARE COMMUNITY CHOICE
UNICARE MEDICARE EXTENSION w/ CIC
UNICARE MEDICARE EXTENSION w/o CIC
UNICARE PLUS 

2,807
1,294

965
5,127

10,386
3,053
3,903
2,561
8,025
3,076
9,692
2,018
7,536

272
6,176

56,254
309

5,760

129,214

7,781
3,796
4,565

21,851
0

10,380
13,324

0
0
0

44,732
3,659

13,528
661

27,274
0
0

24,560

176,111

1,245
555
344

1,752
6,749
1,911
1,481

865
3,062
1,495
3,367
1,100
1,392

11
2,417

19,269
38

1,951

49,004

4,987
1,112
2,411
8,476

0
7,658
5,551

0
0
0

16,547
1,629
2,145

30
8,063

0
0

8,931

67,540

16,820
6,757
8,285

37,206
17,135
23,002
24,259

3,426
11,087

4,571
74,338

8,406
24,601

974
43,930
75,523

347
41,202

421,869
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Melanie Becker. The Board’s execu-
tive director is Kelly McCracken.

Fairhaven – The Fairhaven 
Retirement Board members reap-
pointed Alfred Robichaud to his 
fourth term as their fifth member.  
Board members making the reap-
pointment were Anne Carreiro*, 
Mark Rees, retired Firefighter Wally 
Therrien and Joyce Shepard.  The 
Fairhaven Retirement Board admin-
istrator is Mary Sturgeon.

Fitchburg –  The Fitchburg 
Retirement Board members elected 
retired City Clerk Anna Farrell as 
one of their elected members. Anna 
received 209 votes to defeat Police 
Officer Christopher Garcia who 
received 152 and Firefighter Patrick 
Haverty with 127 votes. Anna Farrell 
will replace retired Fire Chief John 
Curran who chose not to run for 
re-election. The other members on 
the Board include Calvin Brooks*, 
retired Deputy Fire Chief Thomas 
Dateo, Jr., Mary Cringan and 
Norman LeBlanc. Tina Schneider is 
the Board administrator.

Lawrence – Gina Rizzo, the 
Lawrence Retirement Board’s dep-
uty director, was re-elected to her 
third term without opposition. The 
other members on the Board include 
Ramona Ceballos, Thomas Cuddy* 
Kevin Loughlin and Sheryl Wright. 
The Retirement Board’s executive 
director is Diane Cockroft.

Newburyport – The 
Newburyport Retirement Board 
appointed a new fifth member, for-
mer City Councilor Larry Giunta to 
replace Alexander Kravchuk. The 

Board members making the appoint-
ment were retired Firefighter Joseph 
Spaulding*, retired Firefighter Jeff 
Cutter, Ethan Manning and John 
Moak.  Newburyport Retirement 
Board’s director is Laurie Burton.

Pittsfield – The Pittsfield 
Retirement Board declared 
retired Firefighter Timothy Bartini 
re-elected to his third term, as he 
was unopposed for the elected posi-
tion. The Board members declar-
ing the re-election of Mr. Bartini 
were Matthew Kerwood*, retired 
Firefighter and the Mass Retirees 
Berkshire County Vice President, 
Timothy Hannigan, William Flynn, 
recently appointed the Adams 
Retirement Board administrator, 
and Bonnie Galant. The Pittsfield 
Retirement Board executive director 
is Karen Lancto. 

Springfield – Retired Springfield 
Principal Philip Mantoni resigned as 
the fifth member on the Springfield 
Retirement Board and the Board 
members voted to fill his posi-

tion with retired 
Agawam Firefighter, 
Karl Schmaelzle. 
Karl also serves as 
the Mass Retirees 
Western MA Vice 
President and 
on the Executive 
Board of the Mass 
Association of 

Contributory Retirement Systems. 
The other members on the board 
include Patrick Burns, Haskell 
Kennedy, Jr., retired Police Officer 
Thomas Scanlon* and retired Police 
Lieutenant Robert Moynihan, elected 
Treasurer of the Mass. Association 
of Contributory Retirement Systems 
(MACRS). The executive director for 

the Springfield system is Susana 
Baltazar.

Stoneham – Eric Duffy replaced 
David Castellarin as town accoun-
tant and has become the Stoneham 
Retirement Board’s ex officio mem-
ber. He will serve with Kathleen 
Sullivan, retired Firefighter John 
Scullin, Francis Gould and Janice 
Houghton*. Stoneham’s Retirement 
administrator is Karen  DeAngelis.

Winchester – Winchester 
Retirement System members 
elected Firefighter Philip Ciampa, 
who received 126 votes to defeat 
Patricia Mihelich, administrative sec-
retary for the town, who received 60 
votes. Philip will fill the seat vacated 
by retired Police Officer James Gray 
who did not run for re-election. He 
will join other Board members, 
Stacie Ward, CPA, William Zink, Fire 
Lieutenant Robert Frary and George 
Morrissey, Esq*. Winchester’s retire-
ment board administrator is Karen 
Manchuso.

Winthrop – In a concurrent elec-
tion for the two elected members 
of the Winthrop Retirement Board, 
Police Lieutenant James Feeley 
was re-elected receiving 127 votes, 
retired Firefighter Dennis Boudrow 
was elected receiving 99 votes and 
incumbent member Stacy Calla was 
defeated, receiving 28 votes. Calla 
is the current director of human 
resources. Other members on the 
Winthrop Retirement Board include: 
Francis Carberry*, and Karin Chavis. 
The current ex-officio position is 
vacant. The Retirement coordinator 
for the Board is Michelle St. Jean.
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KARL SCHMAELZLE 

remains the GIC’s consultant on the 
retiree dental insurance coverage.

What’s also noteworthy is 
that while enrollment continues 
upward, the plan premium has 
gone in the opposite direction 

– downward. When the Plan was 
first offered in 2002, the premiums 
were $30.21 for an individual and 
$72.77 for a couple/family, but now 
they’re paying $28.31 and $68.20 
respectively.

“As we’ve emphasized pre-
viously with our members, oral 
health, including regular dental 

visits, has a significant impact on 
one’s overall health,” continued 
Duhamel. “It’s evident from the 
numbers participating in the Plan, 
that a substantial majority of retir-
ees, enrolled in the GIC, share this 
opinion in their approach to pre-
ventive care.”

GIC
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 12 u

*Denotes Chair
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“As your Retirement 
Board’s two elected mem-
bers, Mike (McLaughlin) 
and I will continue pushing 
for a higher COLA base, 
along with our friends 
like Mass Retirees,” adds 
Firefighter Mike O’Reilly. 
“While we recognize our 
duty to sustain the system’s 

solid financial footing, we‘re also 
committed to ensuring that the city’s 
current retirees and survivors share 
in the fund’s financial success with 
even better pension benefits.”
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Boston has joined the other 
six retirement systems that 
raised their COLA base 

this year. “In our September Voice 
we reported that Blue Hills RSD, 
Concord, Lynn, Malden, Methuen 
and Swampscott had all raised their 
COLA base,” according to Voice 
Publisher Nancy Delaney. “We’ll 
also take this opportunity to clar-
ify our earlier report on Malden 
and Concord. Yes, they both raised 
their base by $2,000 to $16,000 and 
$14,000, respectively. (For an expla-
nation of the term “COLA base”, 

please see page 4).
According to Legislative 

Chairman Tom Bonarrigo, 
“Last April we contacted 
Boston Mayor Janey and 
other city officials, calling 
upon them to share the 
pension fund’s success-
ful growth with retirees by 
raising the current $14,000 
COLA base. And they responded, 
first with the city’s retirement board 
adopting a new $15,000 base, then 
followed by the City Council’s 
approval of the higher amount.”

AMONG SEVEN SYSTEMS THIS YEAR

COLA
BOSTON ADOPTS $15,000 COLA BASE

MEDICARE ADVANTAGE
AND MEDICARE
DRUG PLANS

MIKE O’REILLY

Each year in September, we 
start to see an increase in 
television ads for Medicare 

Advantage plans and Medicare Drug 
plans. This is because the federal 
open enrollment period for making 
changes to Medicare Advantage 
and Medicare drug plans runs from 
October 15, 2021-December 7, 2021. 

“We want to remind members 
that these ads pertain to prod-
ucts that are outside of the offer-
ings by either the Group Insurance 
Commission (GIC) or plans offered 
by a municipality,” according to 
Nancy McGovern, Association’s 
GIC and local insurance point per-
son. “While the costs and offerings 
of these plans can be attractive, we 
strongly recommend members not 
enroll but remain with the plans 
offered by either the GIC or their 

municipality.”
If you are covered by the GIC, 

there is a Medicare Advantage 
plan offered through Tufts (Tufts 
Medicare Preferred). However, 
enrollment in this plan only occurs 
during the traditional spring open 
enrollment period of the GIC. This 
plan is classified under the limited 
network category by the GIC, which 
means coverage is limited to a spe-
cific network. 

Mass Retirees has recently 
received information from Blue 
Cross and Blue Shield that they 
would be offering Medicare 
Advantage plans to their municipali-
ties covered under their plans as well 

as to the 150 communities, districts 
and authorities covered under MIIA 
(Massachusetts Interlocal Insurance 
Association). Should your munici-
pality choose to add it to their plan 
offerings, these plans will be avail-
able during the open enrollment 
period of October 15th to December 
7th for coverage to begin January 
1, 2022. This plan is unique as it is 
constructed on a PPO platform that 
includes a broader network than tra-
ditional Medicare Advantage plans. 

Medicare Advantage (also 
known as “Part C”) is an “all in one” 
alternative to Original Medicare. 
These “bundled” plans include Part 
A, Part B, and usually Part D. Most 
plans offer extra benefits that the 
Original Medicare doesn’t cover–like 
vision, hearing, dental, and more, 
but often with a limited network.

Open Enrollment
Underway

November 2021



KEY FACTORS IMPACTING A COLA BASE INCREASE

FUNDING STATUS FOR ALL 
104 RETIREMENT SYSTEMS

CONTINUED ON PAGE 19 u

Minuteman Regional School District $13,000 7.25% 9.52% 2035 86.0% 1/1/19

Montague $18,000 7.00% 9.25% 2033 78.1% 1/1/20

Natick $13,000 7.25% 8.41% 2030 63.9% 1/1/19

Needham $14,000 6.50% 9.70% 2033 65.6% 1/1/20

New Bedford $12,000 7.50% 8.40% 2035 46.9% 1/1/20

Newburyport $12,000 7.25% 8.43% 2038 64.9% 1/1/20

Newton $12,000 7.25% 8.78% 2031 54.9% 1/1/20

Norfolk County $18,000 7.75% 8.67% 2029 63.5% 1/1/20

North Adams $13,000 7.00% 9.80% 2029 83.3% 1/1/21

North Attleboro $14,000 7.25% 8.93% 2034 73.2% 1/1/20

Northampton $13,000 7.13% 9.63% 2037 69.2% 1/1/20

Northbridge $14,000 7.25% 9.46% 2035 71.9% 1/1/20

Norwood $14,000 7.60% 9.36% 2032 78.4% 1/1/20

Peabody $15,000 7.75% 8.81% 2036 49.3% 1/1/20

Pittsfield $14,000 7.25% 8.38% 2037 49.3% 1/1/19

Plymouth $14,000 7.00% 8.93% 2035 51.9% 1/1/20

Plymouth County $16,000 7.88% 9.16% 2029 61.0% 1/1/20

Quincy $15,000 7.25% NA 2036 45.9% 1/1/20

Reading $14,000 7.50% 9.36% 2029 75.0% 1/1/19

Revere $13,000 7.00% 8.57% 2033 63.5% 1/1/21

Salem Contributory $12,000 7.15% 8.34% 2032 59.2% 1/1/20

Saugus $14,000 7.25% 9.34% 2026 77.4% 1/1/19

Shrewsbury Contributory $12,000 7.50% 9.31% 2024 93.4% 1/1/20

Somerville $14,000 7.75% 9.60% 2033 62.7% 1/1/19

Southbridge $12,000 7.15% 8.28% 2035 62.9% 1/1/20

Springfield $13,000 7.25% 8.62% 2033 28.9% 1/1/20

State $13,000 7.00% 9.55% 2036 66.5% 1/1/21

Stoneham $13,000 7.25% 8.82% 2026 78.1% 1/1/20

Swampscott Contributory $14,000 7.38% 9.20% 2031 59.6% 1/1/19

Taunton $15,000 7.75% 9.66% 2030 74.5% 1/1/20

Wakefield $14,000 7.40% 9.73% 2036 64.7% 1/1/20

Waltham $14,000 7.75% 8.85% 2032 56.8% 1/1/19

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 11 u
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• While Fallon’s departure from 
the commercial marketplace will 
have little impact on the GIC, it 
will have a cost impact on local 

non-Medicare retirees and low-in-
come employees.

 
• No signs that more municipal-

ities will be joining the GIC in the 
future, particularly with the uncer-
tainty surrounding the plans that 
will be offered beginning July 2023.

The following members of our Association have recently passed away.
We extend our deepest sympathy to their families.

ANDERSON, PETER D. – Lanesborough, MA
 (Lee School Department)
BARDEN, JOHN G. – Templeton, MA
 (Town of Templeton)
BEALS, RAYMOND A. JR. – Beverly, MA
 (Beverly Fire Department)
BEAN, GERALD A. – W. Bridgewater, MA
 (Town of W. Bridgewater)
BERNARD, THOMAS – North Adams MA
 (North Adams Teacher)
BERNARDIN, E. RICHARD – Dennis Port, MA
 (Cape Cod Community College)
BOUMIL, JAMES R. – Dracut, MA
 (Dracut Fire Department)
BRADBURY, KENNETH R. – Dover, NH
 (NE Metro School District Teacher)
BROWN, RICHARD G. – Boston, MA
 (Boston School Department)
BURKE, MARY JANE – Buzzards Bay, MA
 (Wareham Teacher)
BURLINGAME, CRAIG – Jamaica Plain, MA
 (State Trial Court)
BYRON, THOMAS H. – Weymouth, MA
 (State D.P.W.)
CAMPOBASSO, DANIEL J. – Plymouth, MA
 (State Division of Banks)

CARDINALE, MARIO S. – Middleton, MA
 (Boston Police Department)
CASEY, KATHLEEN A. – Dedham, MA
 (Brockton Teacher)
CAULEY, ALDIS B. – Holyoke, MA 
 (Ludlow Teacher)
CELLA, PATRICIA  L. – Peabody, MA
 (Lexington Teacher)
CELORIER, JOAN M. – Framingham, MA
 (Framingham Teacher)
CHAMBERS, ELEANOR M. – Port St. Lucie, FL
 (Wrentham Teacher)
COHEN, STEPHANIE B. – Newton, MA
 (Newton Teacher)
CROTEAU, PHILIP H. – Turners Falls, MA
 (Turners Falls Water Department)
DeROCK, ROBERT D. – Westfield, MA
 (Westfield Fire Department)
DeROSAS, RICHARD J. – Chelmsford, MA
 (Wilmington Teacher)
DiFRANCO, JOSEPH – Peabody, MA
 (Peabody Fire Department)
DIMMICK, HOWARD – Ft. Collins, CO
 (Stoneham Teacher)
DiNAPOLI, ROBERT P. – South Dennis, MA
 (Concord Teacher)

DOOLEY, RUTH M. – Merrimac, NH
 (Chelmsford Teacher)
EDWARDS, ROBERT W. – Hellertown, PA
 (Holbrook Teacher)
ELLIS, EDWARD J. – Acton, MA
 (Acton Town Clerk)
ESTES, WILLIAM H. – Bridgewater, MA
 (Randolph Teacher)
FERNANDEZ, FRED – Burlington, MA
 (Middlesex Sheriff’s Dept.)
FISH, BRADFORD R. SR. – Mashpee, MA
 (Mashpee Police Department)
FITZGERALD, MARIE – Framingham, MA
 (Framingham Teacher)
FITZGERALD, WILLIAM J. – Milton, MA
 (Boston School Department)
FLAMMIA, ANTHONY R. – Melrose, MA
 (Mass. Highway Department)
FORD, NINA –Woburn, MA
 (Mass. Commission for the Blind)
GABRIEL, NANCY J. – Boston, MA
 (State Environmental Police)
GODBOUT, RITA – Bellingham, MA
 (Bellingham Teacher)
GOVOSTES, DAVID P. – Lowell, MA
 (Mass. Commission for the Blind)

Watertown $13,000 7.80% 8.51% 2023 91.7% 1/1/20

Webster $16,000 7.30% 8.23% 2033 58.4% 1/1/20

Wellesley $18,000 6.63% 9.99% 2030 77.7% 1/1/19

West Springfield $13,000 7.25% 8.53% 2033 66.4% 1/1/20

Westfield $13,000 7.00% 9.03% 2036 73.5% 1/1/21

Weymouth $12,000 7.25% 9.89% 2036 65.6% 1/1/20

Winchester $14,000 7.00% 9.06% 2029 80.5% 1/1/19

Winthrop $12,000 7.00% 8.83% 2030 83.2% 1/1/19

Woburn $14,000 7.50% 9.45% 2035 61.1% 1/1/20

Worcester $13,000 6.90% 8.89% 2034 63.9% 1/1/20

Worcester Regional $16,000 7.65% 8.39% 2036 46.4% 1/1/20

COMPOSITE NA NA NA NA NA NA
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“We thank John and Andy for 
generating a lengthy give-and-take 
among our PEC designees,” adds 
McGovern. “Hopefully everyone 
learned a bit more that will help 
them in their efforts locally.”

November 2021
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DECEASED MEMBERS (continued)
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God Bless America.
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GRALLA, JOHN B. – S. Windham, ME
 (Lexington Teacher)
GRANT, ROBERT – Scottsdale, AZ
 (Stoneham Teacher)
HAGGERTY, CATHERINE F. – Framingham, MA
 (Framingham Teacher)
HALL, RUTH M. – Hampton, NH
 (Amesbury Teacher)
HANIFIN, JAMES M. – Jamaica Plain, MA
 (State Auditor’s Office)
HANNIGEN, HATTIE W. – Andover, MA
 (Andover Teacher)
HEDGES, ROBERT – Natick, MA
 (Framingham Fire Department)
HITCHINGS, KATHRYN H. – Westboro, MA
 (State Dept. of Social Services)
IERARDI, ROBERT R. – Naples, FL
 (Danvers Teacher)
KASSILKE, PATRICIA T. – Vienna, VA
 (Methuen Teacher)
KATSOULIS, MARC S. – Agawam, MA
 (Springfield Juvenile Court)
KEOHANE, SYLVESTER S. – Somerville, MA
 (State Police)
LESSARD, RONALD – Salem, NH
 (Lynn Teacher)
LEVINE, PAMELA G. – Medford, MA
 (Winchester Teacher)
LOFTUS, JOHN P. – North Port Richie, FL
 (Mass. Army National Guard)
MACHINTON, NANCY W. – Sharon, MA
 (State Dept. of Children & Families)
MACIEROWSKI, CHESTER J. – South Boston, MA
 (Boston School Department)
MALONE, JOHN J. – Belmont, MA
 (Belmont Health Department)
MASON, PAUL J. JR. – Milton, MA
 (Milton Fire Department)

McCORMACK, JOSEPH C. – Gloucester, MA
 (Gloucester Teacher)
MISTRETTA, CHARLES – Tewksbury, MA
 (State, Dept. of Transportation)
MONAHAN, NANCY A. – Abington, MA
 (Abington Teacher)
MORTELL, DANIEL J. – Barre, MA
 (Paxton Teacher)
MURAWSKI, MARY T. – Needham, MA
 (Glover Hospital Needham)
MYERS, GEORGE D. – Georgetown, MA
 (Greater Lawrence Tech. High Teacher)
NEIFING, GLEN E. – Knoxville, TN
 (Bocounty Collaborative Teacher)
NUMMI, JEAN L. – Livinston, TX
 (Pembroke Teacher)
O’CONNELL, THOMAS F. – West Boylston, MA
 (State Department of Public Health)
PAPPAS, ANGELO T. – Worcester, MA
 (Worcester Teacher)
PEIRCE, CHESTER F. – Bridgewater, MA
 (Stoughton Teacher)
PETERS, JANET D. – Forestdale, MA
 (Dedham Teacher)
PHYLIS, JOHN W. – Middleborough, MA
 (Wayland Police Department)
PIERONI, JOHN P. – The Villages, FL
 (Fall River Teacher)
POTTLE, MARY L. – Hingham, MA
 (Braintree Teacher)
POWER, ANDREW J. – Worcester, MA
 (Worcester Teacher)
ROSE, RICHARD A. – Derry, NH
 (Lowell Teacher)
SANDS, LAWRENCE S. – Medford, MA
 (Medford Fire Department)
SHOENIG, EDWARD M. – Randolph, MA
 (Hanover Teacher)

SHORTON, RONALD P. – Quincy, MA
 (Newton Police Department)
SPAGNUOLO, ROBERT E. – Boston, MA
 (City of Boston Property Management)
STEARNS, PAUL A. – Stoughton, MA
 (Brockton)
STONE, ALVIN E. – Charlton, MA
 (Charlton Police Department)
STONE, ROSALIND – Swampscott, MA
 (Swampscott Teacher)
STRABONE, DANIEL R. – Exeter, NH
 (Peabody Fire Department)
STRIMPLE, DAVID D. – Plainville, MA
 (North Attleboro Teacher)
SULLIVAN, MARTIN B. – Quincy, MA
 (Boston Sanitation Department)
SULLIVAN, WILLIAM P. – Mashpee, MA
 (Cambridge Fire Department)
THOMPSON, RICHARD F. – Ipswich, MA
 (Ipswich Teacher)
TIRIMACCO, GEORGE J. – Watertown, MA
 (Watertown Fire Department)
TODD, NEAL F. – Wando, SC
 (Harwich Teacher)
TOOLEY, THERESA D. – Pittsfield, MA
 (Berkshire Community College)
TSOUVALOS, ALEX – Worcester, MA
 (Worcester Housing Authority)
TWIST, CLAIRE M. – Melrose, MA
 (City of Melrose)
URBAN, NANCY A. – Arlington, MA
 (Arlington Teacher)
VALK, JAMES M. – Orange City, FL
 (State, Mass Rehab Commission)
WAGMAN, JANET E. – Venice, FL
 (Hopedale Teacher)
YEOMANS, GEORGE – Westport, MA
 (Fall River Teacher)




