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Summary 

On June 8, 2024, the Grand Jury published “Nevada County’s Ability to Meet 

Future Pension Obligations,” recommending that within six months the County 

“produce a comprehensive plan to eliminate the unfunded pension liabilities.”1 

The Board of Supervisors responded on August 20, 2024: “This recommendation 

has not yet been implemented, but will be implemented over the next year.” The 

2025-2026 Grand Jury decided to revisit the issue. As of October 2, 2025, there 

was no plan. In contracts dated July 1 and 18, 2025, the County hired a law firm 

and a consultant to assist it in formulating a plan. As of this report, there is no 

plan. 

At the end of Fiscal 2015, the County’s unfunded pension liability was 

$117,142,264. Since the 2024 report, the County’s financial position with respect 

to unfunded liabilities has continued to worsen, and the total amount of unfunded 

pension liabilities increased to $223,565,943 at the end of Fiscal 2024. That is 

quickly said and quickly read, and it bears repetition: since 2015, the County’s 

unfunded liability amount has almost doubled. The County’s annual payment to 

CalPERS has more than doubled, from $9,508,354 in 2015 to $22,735,736 for 

FY 2026.2 That is not progress. 

Glossary 

Amortization:   The process of paying off a large debt over an extended 

period of time rather than all at once.  

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

1 Unfunded pension liabilities are the accrued pension entitlements of retirees and current 

County employees with vested pension rights minus the amount of County money set aside to 

make the payments when due. There are two other common phrases that refer to the same thing:  

unfunded actuarial liabilities (UAL), a phrase CalPERS uses, and net pension liability. This report 

will use “unfunded pension liabilities” throughout except when quoting an outside source 

2 Part of that increase reflects CalPERS’s shift in 2019 from a 30-year amortization period to 

a 20-year period, but that does not nearly account for all of the increase. 



   

 

ARC  Annual required contribution (The amortization payments 

the County makes each year) 

CalPERS:  California Public Employees Retirement System 

End date:  The date on which, according to CalPERS’ projection, the 

County’s pension liability would be fully funded 

Entitlements:   Benefits employees have a right to receive upon retire-

ment 

FY [year]:  The fiscal year ending on June 30 of the year stated 

Jury:   2025-2026:  Nevada County Civil Grand Jury 

NPL:  Net pension liability (Another name for Unfunded Actuar-

ial Liability (see below) 

Pension pot:   The value of invested pension contributions of employers 

and employee as it rises and falls with the markets 

PEPRA:    Public Employees’ Pension Reform Act 

ROI:   Return on investment 

UAL:   Unfunded actuarial liability (also known as “unfunded 

pension liability” or “what you owe”) 

UPL:   Unfunded pension liability (another name for UAL) 

Note on Amortization 

Delaying payment of debt comes with interest costs on the amount of unpaid 

debt remaining. For example, on a debt of $100,000 and an interest rate of 6.8%, 

amortizing it over 20 years requires a monthly payment of $763.34. At the end of 

20 years, there is no remaining debt. With monthly payments of $763.34, the 

debtor will have paid a total of $183,201.49. Of that total, $100,000 is the original 

debt, and the remaining $83,201.49 represents 20 years of interest payments. In 

the first years, most of each monthly payment is interest expense, because the 

amount of remaining unpaid principal is highest. With each month’s payment, the 



   

 

amount of unpaid principal decreases, so the following month’s payment consists 

of less interest and more principal. About halfway through the 20-year period, the 

monthly payment is about half interest and half principal. At the end of the period, 

the debtor has paid off the entire unpaid original principal of $100,000. 

There are significant differences between this simple amortization model and 

the County’s pension obligation. The County’s pension obligation is not a fixed-

sum debt. It is far more like revolving credit-card debt. There are five primary var-

iables that affect the size of the unfunded pension liability:  

(1) the performance of financial markets generally and how CalPERS invests 

in them 

(2) increases or decreases in the number of County employees 

(3) employees’ salary levels  

(4) salary raises given to employees  

(5) increases in unfunded pension liabilities owing to employees’ additional 

years of service.  

Three of those variables are within the County’s control. 

Background 

Nevada County has a pension plan for its employees. The County and its em-

ployees contribute to the plan with each paycheck. Pension funds do not just sit 

in a vault somewhere. Counties invest them with the expectation that, if the in-

vestments are sound, the future pensioners will be safe, and the County may 

make additional money that it can apply to various projects. If investment returns 

are disappointing, the total of a County’s set-aside funds will fall below the 

amount the County will need to pay future pensions. The pension fund then is 

less than 100% funded. CalPERS is Nevada County’s (and many other counties’) 

investment agent.  



   

 

At the turn of the century and for some years thereafter, the Nevada County 

pension fund was at or near full funding. That is, there was enough money in the 

pension account to pay the pension benefits that would become due over time as 

employees retired and became eligible for payouts. The Great Recession of 

2007-2009 took a toll on pension accounts. CalPERS holdings of pension assets 

took a nose dive, from a high of about $260 billion to $160 billion, a 38.5% de-

cline. Pension plans that had been at or close to full-funding status saw their 

value reduced and were no longer near that mark. The loss in value created un-

funded liability; there were no longer sufficient funds in the accounts to satisfy the 

accrued (but not yet payable) pension debt. As of the 2024 Grand Jury report, 

the County’s pension plan was about 68% funded. When the final figures for 

FY2023 came in later that year, the plan had decreased to 63.9% funded. 

Counties’ pension liabilities constantly change according to several variables. 

Hiring employees increases pension liabilities if they stay long enough for their 

retirement benefits to vest. Employees also leave County service, so that pen-

sion liability to them ceases to accumulate. Salary increases lead to higher pen-

sion liabilities. A county’s total pension liability is a constantly moving figure. As 

counties grow, pension liabilities tend to increase as counties hire additional staff, 

salaries increase over time, and employee longevity increases.  

Pension liability debt does not all come due at once. Employees retire at dif-

ferent ages and collect pension payments for differing periods of time. Market 

performance, with its ups and downs, also affects counties’ ability to pay pen-

sions when they are due. 

In its response to the 2018 Grand Jury report, the County appeared to 

acknowledge the seriousness of the problem.  

The County of Nevada takes this matter very seriously and has taken nu-

merous proactive measures to mitigate the impact of rising pension costs 

and manage Net Pension Liability impacts. The County maximizes revenue 

opportunities and has accumulated fund balance to help address rising 

https://www.nevada.courts.ca.gov/system/files/1718-pya-unfundedpensionliabilitiesconsolidatedre.pdf


   

 

pension costs. If the economy and revenues drop significantly for a sus-

tained period of time, or there are additional changes from CaIPERS requir-

ing higher contributions than are currently known, there may be impacts to 

services. 

Although the County generalized about “numerous proactive measures,” it did 

not identify even one in its response. Simultaneously, the County minimized the 

need for taking action. Finding 2 of that report stated that the County’s financial 

position did not allow it to reduce UPL. The County responded: 

Disagree. 

Responding only for County of Nevada agencies.3 Annual required contribu-

tions (ARC) set by CaIPERS are intended to pay down the Net Pension Lia-

bility over a period of time. The County has always met the ARC and ex-

pects to do so in the future. 

It is true that the annual amortization payments are supposed to pay down UPL. 

It is true that the County has always made timely amortization payments. Beyond 

that, it is true, as Finding 18 states, that the County has saved hundreds of thou-

sands of dollars in interest costs by paying each year’s amortization payment at 

the beginning of the year, avoiding interest charges. All that is true. 

The chart on page 12 shows how well that has worked for the County since 

CalPERS shifted from 30-year to 20-year amortization.4 With that approach, the 

County’s unfunded pension liability has nearly doubled since 2015. ”5 Despite the 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

3 The 2018 report also discussed many sub-county agencies; the disclaimer says only that 

the County was not responding for them, only for itself. 

4 It was not working any better before the shift, but the Jury wanted to avoid the additional 

complexity of mixing 20- and 30-year data. 

5 It was not working any better before the shift, but the Jury wanted to avoid the additional 

complexity of mixing 20- and 30-year data. 



   

 

County’s “numerous proactive measures,” between 2019 and 2024, the County’s 

unfunded liability increased by more than 40%. 

Money in the General Fund Not Used to Reduce Unfunded Liability Debt 

At the end of each fiscal year for the FY 2019 through FY 2024, the County 

has had General Fund balances ranging from $38.3 million to $47 million. For FY 

2025 and FY 2026, it projects ending General Fund balances of $48.3 million and 

$43.8 million respectively. The following chart shows the County’s allocation of 

those funds to making voluntary additional payments to reduce its unfunded pen-

sion liability. 

Chart 1 

Fiscal Year General Fund Year-End 

Balance (in millions) 

Amount used to pay down 

unfunded liability debt (in 

dollars) 

2019 $34.9 

$0 

2020 $34.3 

2021 $39.3 

2022 $40.1 

2023 $41.7 

2024 $47.0 

2025 $48.3 (projected)  

2026 $43.8 (projected)  

 

To be sure, not all of those amounts should have gone to offsetting the mounting 

unfunded liability debt, but one might reasonably suspect that some part of it 

greater than $0 could have become one of the County’s “numerous proactive 

measures,” to reduce a debt of well over $200 million. 



   

 

Since then, the County has taken no significant action to address the problem 

beyond making the required annual amortization payments. The County has 

done little to explore alternatives to continuing with the broken retirement sys-

tem.6 Unless CalPERS experiences consistent double-digit returns on investment 

over the next four or five years (at least), the County may ultimately be headed 

for bankruptcy, to the detriment of its citizens, employees, and former employ-

ees. Bankruptcy is not imminent, and the County can take steps now to avoid 

that possibility. It should. Constantly mounting debt is not sustainable for any 

debtor.  

Nevada County officials regularly argue that many other counties are in com-

parable situations to Nevada County with respect to unfunded liabilities. That 

may be, but Nevada County citizens are in no better position merely because 

other counties’ citizens are also at risk. 

CalPERS manages Nevada County’s pension retirement plans, investing 

pension payments that it receives from public employers and employees around 

the state so that as pension payments to retirees become due, there is money to 

pay them. For more than a decade, there have been reports of CalPERS having 

financial difficulties from failing to meet its ROI goals. The scorecard is unimpres-

sive. Under CalPERS’ stewardship over the last decade, combined with the 

County’s “numerous proactive measures, to mitigate the impact of rising pension 

costs and manage Net Pension Liability impacts. . . ,” the County’s liability has 

risen more than 90%.7  

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

6 For example, CalPERS estimates annual salary increases at 2.75% per year. Over a five-

year period, that would show almost a 15% cumulative pay raise. From 2018 to 2023, the number 

of full-time year-round county employees decreased by 6.7%, but the median pay for full-time 

year-round county employees increased by 32.25%. 

7 The final figure for 2025 will not be available until mid-2026. 



   

 

To address unfunded pension liability, CalPERS requires annual amortization 

payments from its member counties, the stated goal being to return accumulating 

pensions to fully funded status over a 20-year period.8  

• FY 2015: Unfunded pension liability amount = $117,142,264 

• FY 2015: amortization payment = $9,508,354 

• FY 2015 through FY 2024: total payments = $167,407,385 

• FY 2024: Unfunded pension liability amount = $223,565,943 

• FY 2026: amortization payment =  $22,735,736 

Thus, the County at the end of FY 2024 had paid almost 143% of its FY 2015 un-

funded pension liability only to see that amount nearly double. 

Employees’ pension rights become vested after five years with the County. 

Each year, more employees reach that mark. To some extent, departing employ-

ees who have not reached the five-year mark offset the increases. Pay raises 

also increase the County’s pension obligation as does employee longevity.  

It is important to understand, as the Board of Supervisors’ consultants, Cal-

Muni and WeistLaw have made clear, that the “County bears all investment risk. 

Failure by CalPERS to achieve target investment returns does not relieve County 

from pension benefit guarantees to employees and retirees.”9 That is simply 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

8 CalPERS original policy, dated April 20, 2016, used a 30-year amortization period. An 

amendment dated February 14, 2018, shortened the period to 20 years. The shift to a shorter 

amortization period required annual amortization amounts to increase. 

9 The County’s response to the 2017-2018 report disputed this. Finding 8 of that report 

stated, “The public bears most of the risk if CalPERS . . . investments continue to under perform. 

The County said, “The County of Nevada is unable to respond to this finding as we have no way 

of knowing how CaIPERS . . . will mitigate the risk of underperforming investments or how much 

risk will be passed on and to whom.” Now the County knows. 



   

 

another way of saying that although the County has delegated to CalPERS au-

thority to make investments on its behalf, it cannot delegate its responsibility. 

Approach 

The Jury conducted an extensive review of County financial records, 

CalPERS performance records, and multiple interviews to help it determine 

where the County stands now compared with 2024.  

Discussion 

Minutes of the County Board of Supervisors’ meetings from the 2024 Grand 

Jury report to the present make no reference to unfunded liabilities with the ex-

ception of the August 20, 2024, meeting, at which the Board of Supervisors ap-

proved the staff-prepared County’s response to the Grand Jury report without 

discussion. The Board of Supervisors did not participate in drafting the response. 

Finding 1 of the report stated: “The County pension plan currently lacks the 

funds to meet foreseeable pension-payment obligations, having only about 68% 

of the necessary funds.” That finding stated two facts: lack of full funding and 

68%. The County’s response did not dispute either of those facts:  

Disagree. 

The Unfunded Accrued Liability ratio is just one indicator of the overall 

health of the County’s Pension Plan. Pension obligations are contributed to 

as part of the employee’s compensation and intended to be funded over the 

tenure of the employee. The annual payment of the unfunded liability is an 

amortized plan developed by professional actuaries to bring the County to 

fully funded status over time. This plan fluctuates each year based on a vari-

ety of factors outside of the County’s control such[,] as investment returns. 

The County is able to make its annual pension obligations and plans for 

such during the budget development process each year. 

The “disagreement” effectively admitted both facts were accurate. 

https://www.nevada.courts.ca.gov/system/files/general/nevada-countys-ability-meet-future-pension-obligations.pdf
https://www.nevada.courts.ca.gov/system/files/general/nevada-countys-ability-meet-future-pension-obligations.pdf
https://www.nevada.courts.ca.gov/system/files/general/nevada-countys-ability-meet-future-pension-obligations.pdf


   

 

The report of the 2023-2024 Grand Jury recommended that the County pro-

duce a plan to address the mounting unfunded pension liability within six months. 

The County responded that it would produce a plan in one year. None of the wit-

nesses the Jury interviewed explained why, despite the County having promised 

to produce a plan within one year (rather than the six months the earlier Jury rec-

ommended), there was no plan.  

The lack of any mention in Board of Supervisors’ minutes of the growing prob-

lem says more about the County’s attitude than the Jury could possibly elabo-

rate. From outward indications, the County does not think there is much of a 

problem, yet in interviews with County officials, the only mentions of something 

that might affect it were vague statements about PEPRA having some unspeci-

fied beneficial effect.  

In 2013, California enacted PEPRA. The CalPERS description of the changes 

PEPRA effected is available online. Basically, PEPRA prescribes a new state ap-

proach to pensions, apparently in recognition that the statewide pension ap-

proach before 2013 was unsustainable. Without going into unhelpful specifics, it 

is fair to say that PEPRA benefits will be less than those due (and accumulating) 

to employees hired before January 1, 2013. PEPRA employees will pay in a 

greater share of their eventual benefits. Pension benefits are lower than formerly. 

Those changes will at least contribute to slowing the growth of unfunded pen-

sion liabilities, but without data studies, it is not possible to estimate how much of 

an effect PEPRA will have and how long it will take to feel that effect. The County 

has performed no studies and has no projections about how PEPRA’s advent will 

affect the County. 

PEPRA began in 2013, so there are now data from more than a decade of ex-

perience. During that time, the County’s annual amortization payment has more 

than doubled. Its unfunded liability amount has increased greatly. This has oc-

curred despite PEPRA.  

https://www.calpers.ca.gov/about/laws-legislation-regulations/public-employees-pension-reform-act


   

 

Figures from the 2023-2024 Grand Jury’s report (with 2024 data added) show 

the growth of the County’s unfunded pension liability and amortization payments 

from 2019 through FY2024.10 

Chart 2 

Fiscal Year End-

ing 

Unfunded Liability 

Total 

Annual Amortiza-

tion 

Payment 

End Year 

6/30/2019 $157,811,061 $16,345,792 2039 

6/30/2020 $168,446,468 $17,561,506 2040 

6/30/2021 $178,388,939 $19,276,099 2041 

6/30/2022 $131,901,645 $20,846,126 2042 

6/30/2023 $200,440,179 $22,769,808 2043 

6/30/2024 $223,565,943 $20,454,679 2044 

Thus, according to CalPERS 20-year amortization schedule, as of FY2019, if the 

County paid $16,345,792 in amortization for 20 years, the County’s pension plan 

would be fully funded in 2039. By FY2020, however, unfunded pension liability 

had increased by 6.74%; the required amortization payment had increased by 

7.44%, and the end date had receded by one year to 2040. For FY2024, the un-

funded liability had increased from the 2019 amount, the amortization payment 

was about 25% higher, and the end date had receded to 2044. 

One of the County’s responses to the 2017-2018 Grand Jury11 report takes on 

special meaning after the experience of the past 6 years. In response to a Grand 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

10 We begin with 2019 because that is the year that CalPERS switched from a 30-year amor-

tization period to the current 20-year period. 

11 The 2017-2018 Report considered UAL for county and city governments, schools, fire dis-

tricts, utility districts, and “Other Special Districts.” This report deals only with the County’s UAL. 



   

 

Jury finding that the County “lack[s] a sufficient Net Position to successfully com-

ply with the requirement to reduce [its] Net Pension Liability [UAL],” the County 

responded: 

Disagree. 

Annual required contributions (ARC) set by CaIPERS are intended to pay 

down the Net Pension Liability over a period of time. The County has always 

met the ARC and expects to do so in the future. 

The County has been true to its word. It has continued to make annual required 

contributions. The second column of Chart on page 12 shows the effectiveness 

of that approach. 

The approach the County follows is equivalent to the person who continually 

runs up sizable credit-card debt and pays only the minimum required amount 

each month. Each month the credit-card holder purchases new goods and ser-

vices on credit, adding to debt. Each year, the County may add pension debt in 

two ways: new hires and salary increases for existing employees. Each month 

the credit-card holder pays the minimum the card-issuing company requires, 

never paying more than the minimum. Each year the County pays the minimum 

that CalPERS requires (ARC), never paying more than the minimum. Both debts 

spiral because of increasing debt load and reach a point where the debtors can-

not escape. The result is default and bankruptcy. 

Orange County’s Bankruptcy Experience 

In late 1994, Orange County had to file for bankruptcy. Orange County did not 

emerge from bankruptcy until mid-2017, when it made its final bankruptcy pay-

ment. In Orange County’s case, severe financial mismanagement led to the col-

lapse, but that really is beside the point. The important thing is what happens in a 

county when it does become bankrupt, regardless of how it arrived at that finan-

cial state. It is the effect of bankruptcy, not the trail to it, that matters. There is a 

limit to the amount of debt that any debtor can pay off, and the critical thing is 

what happens after municipal bankruptcy.  



   

 

1. Orange County had had one of the best-rated local government credit 

ratings; with the bankruptcy, that rating fell to junk-bond status. Junk-

bond status makes it very difficult to borrow money and increases the 

interest rate on whatever money is available through loans. County 

schools lost $200 million in funding. Orange [County] had other large 

payments coming due, and the state refused to bail the County out. Or-

ange [County] faced  $42 million in budget cuts for the following fiscal 

year. For FY 1995, County revenues fell short by $170 million. 

In August 1994, Orange County’s administrative officer had warned the Board 

of Supervisors,  

“ ‘We should be concerned that interest income and one-time revenues are 

financing a significant portion of the budget. The FY 1995 interest income 

projection represents 35 percent of the available financing and is our single 

largest source of discretionary revenue.’ . . . These warnings had, of course, 

fallen on deaf ears.”12 

Orange County ended up having to make 1,040 layoffs and 566 vacancy dele-

tions in addition to the budget cuts.  

Seventy percent of the layoffs and vacancy deletions, or 1,129 of the 1,606 

job losses, were in community and social services and health services. 

Some complained that the budget cuts were aimed at the poor and the im-

migrants. These groups were heavily dependent on county programs, but 

they did not have a voice in these local fiscal decisions.13 

“The Board of Supervisors approved the budget cuts and staff reductions on 

March 7. The chief executive officer in describing these effects said, ‘We started 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

12 MARK BALDASSARE, WHEN GOVERNMENT FAILS: THE ORANGE COUNTY BANKRUPTCY 138 

(1998). 

13 Id. at 139. 



   

 

with 18,000, [sic] we’re coming down to 13,000. Services will be cut back dramat-

ically. Basic needs in some areas will not be met. . . .’ ”14 

Nevada County and Past Grand Jury Reports 

The 2017-2018 Grand Jury report recommended increased County attention 

to UPL (there called “Net Pension Liability”). Here are the recommendation and 

the County’s response. 

R1: The Nevada County Chief Executive Officer should provide a separate 

presentation to the Board of Supervisors describing the County's current Net 

Pension Liability and providing a plan for addressing the problem. The 

presentation should not be hidden in the annual budget report presentation. 

[County response] This recommendation will not be implemented because it 

is unwarranted. The County Executive Office already reports specifically on 

the Net Pension Liability issue multiple times during the year. It is presented 

in depth during the budget hearings, at the Board of Supervisors Annual 

Workshop and throughout the year as Board actions are recommended by 

the County Executive Office. Pension costs have been highlighted in the last 

twelve budget messages delivered by the CEO and CFO. 

The County’s response also stated, “[I]n FY 18/19 the County will consider a 

Pension Management Policy to provide further direction on managing the pen-

sion liability.” The County did adopt a policy in 2019, but, judging from the rise in 

UPL since 2019, nothing seems to have come of that. 

The County’s consultants made a presentation to the Board of Supervisors on 

October 14, 2025. The Board of Supervisors listened to the presentation and 

then moved on to other agenda items without discussion. The following graph 

from that presentation shows the County’s past and expected amortization pay-

ments. 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

14 Id. 



   

 

Chart 3 

 

The graph shows annual amortization payments rising to a peak of almost 

$30 million dollars for 2030 and then declining. But the story is missing infor-

mation. The figures the graph represents assume CalPERS can achieve its tar-

get return. The target return used to be 7.75%, but CalPERS lowered it over the 

past decade because the original target was unrealistic. It now stands at 6.8%. 

Lowering the discount rate has extended the payoff period. Neither the graph nor 

the consultants’ presentation explains why the 2026 amortization payment is 

lower than the previous year, why it then grows to almost $30 million in 2030, 

why it then begins to decline until it reaches 2042, after which it increases 

sharply for one year and falls even more sharply the following year. It does show 

that as of the end of FY2024, the County could expect to have paid $273.9 mil-

lion in pension principal and $175.8 million in pension interest by the theoretical 

ending date of 2045, for a total of $449.7 million. At the end of FY2015, unfunded 

liability amount was $117,142,264. 

The graph also assumes a steady state in the markets, but markets do not 

exist in steady states. There are surges and there are corrections—declines of 



   

 

10% to 20%. The Standard & Poors 500 Index—one of many indicators of mar-

ket performance—has shown five significant annual losses (losses of 10% or 

more) beginning in 2000 and smaller losses in two other years. It is not realistic 

to expect no corrections in the coming 20 years. 

The policy review and outline that the Board received on October 14 dis-

cusses in abstract and general terms steps that the County might take to improve 

the situation.15 There is no discussion of the feasibility of any of those steps for 

Nevada County. No one on the Board of Supervisors recalls the County having 

made Additional Discretionary Payments (CalPERS’s term for annual payments 

in excess of the required amortization amount) to address the unfunded-liability 

deficit. One supervisor, when asked about voluntary additional payments, stated 

that the County had not made any because of other, higher priority expense 

items. The County’s response to the 2023-2024 report notes, “[S]everal other 

governmental agencies have implemented a variety of strategies to address the 

unfunded liability, including making additional payments above and beyond the 

[CalPERS] required contributions. . . .” That sentence confirms that Nevada 

County has not done so, and one searches the 2023-2024 response in vain for 

any indication that the County will even consider doing so. 

There is no question that the County faces multiple needs, some immediate, 

some that the County can postpone or fund at a lower level. As the figures of the 

past ten years show, one effect of postponing measures to deal with the un-

funded-pension liability is that the liability grows, making the problem increasingly 

difficult to address. That is why Chart 3 on page 16 shows that as of FY2023, the 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

15 Some of those terms are at war with each other. For example, under “Short-Term Cash 

Flow Management,” one entry says, “Extend UAL payments over longer term.” On the same 

page, under “Long-Term Cost Management,” one entry says, “Prepay or accelerate UAL pay-

ments.” There is no discussion of how to reconcile those two goals and no discussion about the 

County’s ability or willingness to accelerate payments. 



   

 

County could expect to have paid $273.9 million in principal and $175.8 million in 

interest in the process of winding down the then-current UPL by 2045.  

The chart does not (and cannot) take into account that each year (1) the 

County may hire new employees; (2) existing employees acquire another year of 

service and get closer to retirement; (3) some employees leave their positions, 

and (4) some or all employees get salary increases. Each of those events affects 

the County’s pension liability, yet none of those events is quantifiable in advance.  

There is an additional point that no one should overlook. CalPERS amortiza-

tion approach is supposed to bring the County back to fully-funded status, as the 

County acknowledged in the response quoted on page 10. After more than a 

decade of participation in the CalPERS approach, the County is now farther from 

that goal than ever before. It is clear that CalPERS’ predictions and calculations 

are not reliable indicators of what the future holds. When CalPERS shifted from a 

30- to a 20-year amortization period in 2019, its predicted end date was 2039. 

Each year, however, that end date has receded by one year, an admission that 

the previous year’s projection has turned out to be inaccurate. In fact, CalPERS 

has had a graph similar in shape to the graph on page 16 ever since it began to 

require annual amortization payments. The shape of the graph never changes; 

the length of the graph in years since 2019 never changes. But each year, the 

graph moves one year further out. The 20-year amortization period of 2019 (end 

date 2039) is now the 20-year amortization period of 2024 (last figures available) 

(end date 2044). Each of those five additional years represents an another multi-

million dollar amortization payment. 

The County’s behavior contributes to that phenomenon. CalPERS estimates 

annual salary increases at 2.75%. When the County gives increases that exceed 

that figure, that adds to the County’s pension burden. New hires have the same 

effect, provided that the new employees remain for at least five years, when their 

pension rights vest.  



   

 

The County has now hired a consultant and a law firm to help it address un-

funded liabilities.16 The County thus concedes that its previous approach is fail-

ing. It comes after the 2017-2018 Grand Jury Report and the 2023-2024 Report 

made clear that the County’s position was deteriorating.  

The County’s Smokescreens  

a. Empty Words 

Certain language in the County’s annual budget document repeats, with only 

the numbers changing. For example, the current budget document, commenting 

on the unspent balance in the General Fund, says: 

It is imperative that these reserves be maintained at sufficient levels for pos-

sible future financial threats. For example, the County continues to monitor 

increases in pension costs. Those costs increased by $2.1 million in 2024-

25 and although they decreased slightly in 2025-26, the drop is anticipated 

to be temporary before increasing in 2027-28, as shown below in Figure E-

6. The County’s pension management policy adopted in 2019 will be up-

dated this fiscal year alongside a comprehensive long- term pension funding 

plan. The plan will provide the Board with recommendations on how to im-

prove the County’s overall pension health to ensure long-term sustainability. 

Almost identical language appears in the budget documents for FY 2022 through 

FY 2025.17 Year after year, the County says the same thing . . . and does nothing 

other than pay the minimum amortization amount. Year after year, the UPL in-

creases. The fact remains that for all the repeated talk about pension manage-

ment and the County’s assurance in its response to the 2018 Jury Report about 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

16 The consultant and the law firm each come with a cost. Exhibits A and B show the cost fig-

ures for each. 

17 The older documents make no reference to the updating the old pension-management pol-

icy and the new “comprehensive long-term pension funding plan 



   

 

its “numerous proactive measures,” since then the County has made no volun-

tary additional payments to reduce its unfunded pension liability.  

b. The Small Piggy Bank 

From time to time, County representatives talk about the trust (known as a 

115 Trust, the formal title being California Employers' Pension Prefunding Trust) 

the County has established, obliquely suggesting that it has some significant ef-

fect on the problem, though never discussing what that effect might be. The 

County mentioned that in its responses to the 2018 report and the 2024 report. 

The County’s responses never state how much is in the trust, how it uses the 

trust funds, or how much it contributes to the trust annually. 

On December 31, 2025, the trust balance was $4,129,940,  less than one-

quarter of a single year’s required amortization payment. The trust provides sup-

plemental funding in case CalPERS’s amortization assessment for a particular 

year is unusually large. In the words of one witness, Nevada County’s trust 

“smooths out” variations in the annual amortization requirement. It can have no 

appreciable effect on the total UPL. 

Recap 

In 2015, the County’s unfunded pension liability was $117,142,264. From 

2015 through 2024, the County paid a total of $169,688,442 in pursuit of the 

CalPERS goal of bringing the pension to fully funded status. At the end of 

FY2024, the unfunded pension liability was $223,565,943.  

Since 2018, the County has been saying that everything is under control. The 

Grand Jury begs to differ and hard data of what has happened plus the clear rec-

ord of County inactivity support the Jury’s concern. The County, as it has for the 

past decade, continues to rely on what it predicts will happen or what it says it 

will do. “Has” is a fact; “will” is an intention.  

The Board of Supervisors hired consultants in July, 2025, to assist in prepar-

ing a plan. Perhaps they will help the Board of Supervisors take a realistic look at 



   

 

how the CalPERS amortization plan has worked for the County. The Board’s 

passivity in the face of dramatic increases in the County’s UPL is unacceptable. 

All it accomplishes is kicking the can down the road—postponing the ever-grow-

ing problem. The County has been making required amortization payments 

timely. Using that approach, the UPL has increased by almost 91% from 2015 to 

2024.  

It appears that the situation will get better only if the County begins to make 

regular, sizable additional voluntary payments. That may require reductions in 

the levels of some County services, reduced hiring, smaller (or no) salary in-

creases for County employees, elimination of duplicative services, or additional 

annual taxes on County residents so that the County can fulfill its legal obligation 

to former and future former employees who count on their pensions being ready 

when they are. 

Findings 

F1.      At the end of FY2015, the County’s unfunded pension liability was 

$117,142,264. 

F2.      At the end of FY2024, the County’s unfunded pension liability had in-

creased to $223,565,943. 

F3.      The County has followed CalPERS’s amortization plan over the past dec-

ade.  

F4.      The County’s financial position with respect to UPL has worsened over the 

last decade.  

F5.      The County’s FY2015 amortization payment to CalPERS was $9,508,354. 

F6.      The County’s FY2024 amortization payment to CalPERS was 

$20,454,679. 

F7.      From FY2015 through FY2024, the County paid CalPERS $169,688,442. 



   

 

F8.      As of FY2019, CalPERS’s projected date of returning the County to fully 

funded status was 2039. 

F9.      As of FY2024, CalPERS’s projected date of returning the County to fully 

funded status was 2044.  

F10. The Board of Supervisors believes that California’s 2013 change from 

classic retirement to PEPRA will help the unfunded-pension-liability problem. 

F11. The Board of Supervisors has performed no data studies on the impact 

PEPRA is likely to have. 

F12. The Board of Supervisors has prioritized immediate needs over making 

additional voluntary payments to reduce the unfunded-liability debt. 

F13. In the past 10 years, the County has made no voluntary additional pay-

ments to reduce the amount of unfunded pension liability. 

F14. As of December 31, 2025, the balance of the 115 Trust was $4,129,940. 

F15. There is no record of the Board of Supervisors ever having discussed the 

unfunded-pension-liability problem for the past 10 years other than the 

Board’s responses to earlier GJ reports. 

F16. From 2015 until to the present, despite rising UPL, rising amortization pay-

ments, and repeated extensions of the amortization period, the County did not 

develop and implement any plan that addressed the mounting debt. 

F17. In response to the 2023-2024 Grand Jury report, the County promised to 

have a plan to address the unfunded-pension-liability problem within a year.  

F18. At the end of the year, the County had developed no plan. 

F19. At the end of the year, the County had not hired any consultants to help 

the County address the unfunded-pension-liability problem. 

F20. By prepaying the full annual amortization amount at the beginning of the 

fiscal year, the County has saved hundreds of thousands of dollars in interest 

over the past decade. 



   

 

F21. Since FY 2019, the County general fund at the end of each fiscal year has 

had from $34.3 million to $47.0 million of unspent funds in the County’s Gen-

eral Fund, 

F22. Since FY 2019, the County has devoted $0 of that money to making vol-

untary additional payments to reduce its total UPL. 

F23. Given the County’s UPL position at the end of FY2024, if the County then 

began to pay an additional $5,000,000 each year, elimination of the 2024 

UPL would occur in 2037 rather than 2044.18 

Recommendations 

R1. The County should provide a detailed report of why the adopted Pension 

Management Policy from 2019 failed to address the problem and allowed it to 

become more pronounced. 

R2. The County’s response to this report should include in detail the “numer-

ous proactive measures” that its response to the 2018 Jury report said it had 

undertaken. 

R3. The County’s response to this report should include in detail the amount of 

money those “numerous proactive measures” generated or saved. 

R4. “The County’s response to this report should include in detail how much of 

the money from R2 the County expended each year to reduce its UPL beyond 

making the minimum amortization payment that CalPERS requires. 

R5. As part of an approach to the mounting debt problem, the County should 

consider staff reductions. 

R6. As part of an approach to the mounting debt problem, the County should 

consider limiting salary and pension increases. 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

18 If the County adds personnel or increases salaries, the County should increase the annual 

additional payments commensurately. 



   

 

R7. As part of an approach to the mounting debt problem, the County should 

consider having caps on County executive salaries. 

R8. As part of an approach to the mounting debt problem, the County should 

consider reducing the level or frequency of some County services not directly 

related to public health and safety.  

R9.  As part of an approach to the mounting debt problem, the County should 

consider eliminating County services that duplicate services that the state 

provides.  

R10. The County should develop a realistic plan that will fully amortize the UPL 

by 2037 and will maintain the pension plan fully funded. 

R11. As part of that plan, the County should annually devote a substantial part 

of unexpended budgeted funds to reduce its unfunded liability debt. 

Request for Responses 

Pursuant to California Penal Code § 933.05, the Nevada County Civil Grand 

Jury requires from the Nevada County Board of Supervisors, within 90 days of 

publication of this report, responses to the following:  

Findings 1 through 23  

Recommendations 1 through 11  

 

Responses go to the Presiding Judge of the Nevada County Superior Court in 

accord with the provisions of California Penal Code § 933.05. Responses must 

include the information that § 933.05 requires. 
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