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I. Call to Order: The Board meeting was called to order on March 26, 2026 by 
President Richard Steiner at 10:00 am.   
 

II. Welcome and Announcements 
Members attending:  Ali Hajjafar (Zoom), Harvey Sterns (Zoom), Bob Huff, 
Richard Steiner, Diane Vukovich, Linda Sugarman, Tom Nichols, Doug 
Hausknecht, Mary Verstraete, Rita Klein, George Haritos, Dan Sheffer, Richard 
Milford 

 
Excused: Tom Vukovich, Martha Vye, Mel Vye 
            

III. Approval of Minutes: The Minutes from February 26th were presented for 
approval.  Bob Huff motioned to approve the corrected minutes; Diane Vukovich 
seconded. The minutes were approved. 

 
IV. Treasurer’s Report: 

 
February 2026 

 
 UA Account income:      Membership      $120.00 
 
 UA Account expenses:  Aramark       $549.60 
     
 Petty Cash income:          $0.00 
 
 Petty Cash expenses:        $0.00    
 
 

 UA Account Petty Cash Totals 
 

Initial 
Balance 

$12239.40 $298.26 $12537.66 
 

Income                $120.00 $0.00 $120.00 
 

Expenses $549.60 
 

$0.00 $549.60 
 

Final Balance $11809.80 $298.26 $12108.06* 
 

 
 

   

Final Balance 
Jan. 2025 

$13666.54 $304.18 $13492.22*     
25v26 

(1384.16) 
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* These include dues payments for future years.   
 
The Finance Committee will be meeting to determine why the balance is down 
compared to last year.  Membership and lunch costs will be considered.  In 
addition the location and lunch costs next year must be determined for next year. 
 
Doug Hausknecht suggested that we send the luncheon announcement to our 
non-members as well to try to increase attendance. 
 
Richard Milford moved to accept the Treasurer’s report. Kathy DuBose 
seconded. The motion passed. 
 

V. Corresponding Secretary: Linda Sugarman reported that she sent a Sympathy 
card to Carol Winnick on the death of her husband Bernie. 
 

VI. Committee Reports: 
 

A. Programs:  Diane Vukovich reported that we need to review the luncheon 
announcement prior to it going out to the membership as the last one missed 
the info on the General Meeting and the Campus Cupboard. 
 
Our last speaker, Scotty Spears, a sophomore in Political Science and the 
current President of the AK Rowdies, did a fantastic job talking about the 
Rowdies and his impression of the effects of the NIL on the teams at The 
University of Akron. 
 
The April 15th speakers will be Linda Whitman and Peg Bobel, speaking about 
their book on Native Americans in the Cuyahoga Valley.  This will also be the 
Spring General Membership Meeting. 
 
The AUAR Road Trip is scheduled for April 24th and we will be visiting Amish 
Country. Stops include the Amish & Mennonite Center, the Berlin Farmstead 
Restaurant, the Sheiyah Market, Coblentz Chocolates, and a local winery. A 
question was raised about parking at Penny’s and it was suggested to use the 
large lot across Mill Street from Quaker Square.  The cost will be $80-$90 and 
we need 30+ people to cover the costs.  
 
Lobster and Suds is scheduled for 5/15 at Hampton Ridge. 
 
The Soup and Chili Dinner reservation has been made for November 5th at 
Goodyear Metropark. 
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B. Membership:  
 
Mel Vye sent a note that indicated that we have 162 paid members. 
 

C. Political Action: Report attached 
 
Bob Huff reported that OSHER met via Zoom on March 24th  (see attached 
report). 

 
In addition to regular business, the agenda included reports from, OSU, OU, 
STRS and OPERS plus a report on Health Care and Benefits for STRS.  
Gerald Newsome reported that Michael Harkness was elected the new Chair 
of STRS. He also reported that the board will continue with the old structure 
for now.  $2.5 billion was available for benefit enhancement, including paying 
down debt, extension of the reduced requirement for retirement and a COLA 
of 1.6% for current retirees.  It is expected that health care costs will be 
increasing. 

   
D. Benefits: 

 
No report.  Linda mentioned that those who retired in June won’t see the 
COLA until next year. 
 

E. Faculty Senate:  
 
Doug Hausknecht reported that at the last meeting, the Senate was focused 
on State Bill 1 and following it’s requirements.  Enrollment is good, greater 
than 2024 and 2025. 
 
An extensive discussion about the rule that allows a dean to drop a student 
from a course for lack of attendance ensued.  The issue was sent back to 
committee. 
 
Dan Sheffer mentioned that during the OCHER meeting OSU reported a 
decrease in enrollment of 14%. 
 

F. University & Community Services/Website:  
 
No Report. 

 
G. Scholarship:  

 
Rita Klein reported she will be contacting the Development Office (Emily and 
Pat Roberts) about this year’s scholarships to ensure our wishes are being 
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followed.  She also needs to check to see how much money is available for 
distribution this upcoming year 
 

H. Newsletter: Linda Sugarman reported that Diane Lazzerini has agreed to 
continue doing the memorials for the newsletter.  Martha sent an email stating 
she is starting on the next newsletter. 
 

VII. Old Business: 
 
Update on Retiree Parking Permit - Richard Steiner stated that the work with 
UAKronPark is complete.  It was suggested that, when all information for 
applying for a permit is available, AUAR send a notice to ALL retirees and 
include information on how hard we worked to get this benefit and it may help 
increase membership. 
 
Update on Campus Luncheon Venue – Willy Kollman has asked about the 
number of luncheons per year, the attendance and current costs.  Doug 
Hausknecht mentioned that the Rotary uses the Greek Church and Tangiers 
catering. 
 
Linda Sugarman reminded Dan to send out the revised constitution to all 
members before the General Membership Meeting.  If any corrections are 
suggested, they will be sent back to the committee. 
 

VIII. New Business:  
 
Dan will send out the revised/marked constitution as a pdf file to all members 
before April 1st , before the next General Membership Meeting in April.  If any 
corrections are suggested, they will be sent back to the committee. 
 
Kathy Dubose reported on the efforts of the nominating Committee and 
presented the following slate for the 2026-2027 year: 
 
President-Elect   No nominees 
Treasurer     Dan Sheffer 
Recording Secretary  Mary Verstraete 
 
At-Large Members  Ali Hajjafar 
    Robert Huff 
    George Haritos 
    Jeanette Carson 
    David Dornfeld 
 
Faculty Senators  Harvey Sterns 
    Doug Hausknecht 
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Mary Verstraete noted that one of the At-Large members will be for a single year 
rather for the typical 2-year position.  Kathy suggested that Jeanette Carson be 
put forward for that position. 
 
A motion was made by Richard Milford to accept this slate of candidates. Daniel 
Sheffer seconded.  The motion passed 
 
Doug Hausknecht announced that Remembrance Day will be on April 21st. 
 
 

IX. Adjournment: The meeting adjourned at 11:14 am. 
 
 
Respectfully Submitted: Mary C. Verstraete, Recording Secretary 
 
The next meeting is scheduled for April 23, 2026 at 10:00 am in the Infocision 
Board Room. 
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Senate 3/5/2026 
Chair remarks:   

• Huron Consulting was to present a report regarding athletics to the Board of 

Trustees.  Senators were directed to the publicly available video of that meeting 

(and public portions of other meetings). I include here a link to that meeting’s 

recording Board of Trustees' Meetings Live Stream : The University of Akron, 

Ohio  

Special announcements:  
• Yvonne Gillette, Speech Pathology (2/15/2026) 

• Bill McMahon, Philosphy (2/5/2026) 

Executive Committee:  
• Appointed Scott Bible (CoB) to Curriculum Review Committee 

• Discussed updates from Program Review Committee regarding the self-study 

template for the revised process 

• Discussed with the Provost AI (Artificial Intelligence) enhanced transfer credit 

evaluation 

• The Provost indicated a facilities master plan is anticipated but will require more 

time 

President remarks: the president was not available for this meeting 
Provost remarks:  

• Welcomed UA trustee Mark Lerner to the meeting 

• Enrollment indicators are trending generally well but lagging 2025 slightly. The 

assumption is that 2025 was an exceptionally good year 

• Senators (and all colleagues) are invited to help at “Future Zip Days” including 

April 4 

• Processes continue to evolve in response to required and otherwise needed 

changes in operations 

Committee Reports: 
• Academic Policies Committee: A current rule exists that states a student can 

be dropped from a course by the dean for lack of attendance. Because this has 

not been practical, a revision to this rule was proposed. An EXTENSIVE 

discussion ensued  and the proposal was returned to the committee.  

• Curriculum Review Committee: It was noted that the CRC and the Senate act 

in advisory capacity to the Trustees as the usual course and program changes 

were presented and recommended. 

• Program Review Committee: A draft of procedures for self study had been 

circulated to Senators. No one offered discussion, no actions were taken. 

AAUP report:  No updates at this time. Representative was online. 
Graduate Student Government: Mostly collaborative discussions with USG. 
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Undergraduate Student Government: Working on self-evaluations. One concern was 
raised regarding the change in management of residence halls to the outside vendor. 
The concerns were noted for any future action. 
University Council: UC has been “learning about strategic planning.” 
Submitted by: 
Doug Hausknecht 
 
Publication of Senate Chronicle online lags our meetings. With the changeover of 
Administrative Assistant, current recordings and minutes are not yet available. The new 
link is via IdeaExchange   The University of Akron Faculty Senate: Minutes and 
Transcripts | The University of Akron   
 
So far, neither notes nor recordings have been posted for 2026 meetings.  It appeared 
that a Senator had attempted to record the Teams meeting but the recordings either did 
not take or were deleted. 
  



The Association of The University of Akron Retirees (AUAR) 
Executive Board Meeting, Thursday, March 26, 2026 Minutes  

Held in person and Zoom 
 

8 

 

OCHER Report, March 2026 
 
OCHER held a virtual meeting via Zoom on Tuesday, March 24. In addition to regular 
meeting business, the agenda included campus reports from OSU and OU, reports on 
legislative issues from Marla Bump (STRS) and Debora McCarthy (OPERS), a report on 
Health Care and Benefits from Greg McGlaughlin (STRS) and a report on STRS 
Administrative issues from Christina Elliott. 
 
Gerald Newsom from OSU gave a report on recent STRS issues. At the March board 
meeting Michael Harkness was elected as the new chair. Acting chair Pat Davidison did 
not seek the position. Mike Harkness is vice president of the Akron Education 
Association and has been in Akron Public Schools since 2011. 
 
The current legal issue concerns the challenge to block last year’s legislative move to 
restructure the STRS board. The board will continue under the old structure for now. He 
also reported that returns on STRS investment had been good but have been negatively 
impacted by the war in Iran in the last month. A copy of the full report will be provided. 
STRS has adopted a decision-making process called the Strategic Framework, that is 
intended to make the use of its available resources more consistent. Using this process, 
it was determined that approximately $2.5 billion was available for benefit enhancement. 
Half of this amount will be used to pay down the unfunded debt for long term 
sustainability. The remainder will be used to extend the reduced requirement for 
retirement (32 years) through 2035 and provide current retirees with a cost-of-living 
increase to the base benefit. This 1.6 percent COLA will begin on July 1, 2026. 
 
The board is considering several options to support long-term health care funding 
sustainability. Options for 2027 should be finalized by June. 
 
The other long term concern is how the federal government will deal with the Social 
Security funding issue over the next decade. 
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STRS report for OCHER, March 2026.  Jerry Newsom 

Summary of Legal issues.  Legal disputes involving STRS get complicated.  In case you’re 

interested, below is a description of events. 

Last spring the legal staff at STRS sent the governor copies of correspondence and documents 

indicating that early in the decade Wade Steen and Rudy Fichtenbaum (both then on the STRS 

board) had worked with the new investment firm QED to have QED manage much of STRS 

investments.  Attorney General Yost then sued to have Steen and Fichtenbaum permanently 

removed from the board for violating their fiduciary duty.  The Franklin County Court of 

Common Pleas held a hearing in the last week of October 2025 and ruled on February 18th 

against Fichtenbaum and Steen, immediately removing Fichtenbaum from the board (he had 

been the board chair).  Both Steen and Fichtenbaum have appealed the court’s verdict.  

Appeals take time, so a final outcome could be well in the future.  Fichtenbaum has a 

GoFundMe campaign to fund his appeal.  It’s possible the appeals court could reinstate 

Fichtenbaum on the board, pending the outcome of the appeal.   

The court decision made Pat Davidson the acting chair, pending the election of a chair at the 

March board meeting.  Much to the surprise of many of us, when nominations for chair were 

opened at the March board meeting, Mike Harkness was the only nominee and was 

unanimously elected.  Davidson stays at vice chair.  A new retired teacher will be elected in 

April to fill Fichtenbaum’s seat until the elections in early 2027 (assuming the courts do not 

reinstate the change in board composition the legislature passed last June or do not reinstate 

Fichtenbaum on the board). 

The Ohio Retirement for Teachers Association (ORTA) funded Steen’s and Fichtenbaum’s 

defense before the Court of Common Pleas to the tune of about $228,000.  (The Attorney 

General offered to provide a free legal defense and it’s not obvious why the defendants did not 

accept that offer.)  On January 22nd the Ohio Ethics Commission ruled that accepting the funds 

violated Ohio ethics rules.  The case was referred to Columbus City Attorney Zach Klein, who 

declined to prosecute since Steen and Fichtenbaum had relied on advice of their lawyers that 

accepting the funds was valid. 

In parallel with that court case on fiduciary duty is litigation over the provision in last June’s 

state budget that made major changes to the STRS board.  It would abolish the seat of each 

elected member of the board as the member’s term was up, until only three elected members 

remained (compared to the current seven), with the number of appointed members 

immediately increasing from four to eight.  It would also require the board chair and vice chair 

be appointed members, instead of the current rule that they be elected members.  This new 

rule was supposed to go into effect at the end of September, but on September 16th the Ohio 

Education Association, the Ohio Federation of Teachers and the Ohio Conference of the 

American Association of University Professors filed suit in the Franklin County Court of Common 



The Association of The University of Akron Retirees (AUAR) 
Executive Board Meeting, Thursday, March 26, 2026 Minutes  

Held in person and Zoom 
 

10 

 

Pleas to challenge the changes to the board.  The next day they asked for a Temporary 

Restraining Order (TRO) to block the changes, which the court immediately issued.   

Yost on September 19th appealed to the 10th District Court of Appeals to stay the restraining 

order and allow the new law to go into effect, but on September 30th the appeals court denied 

Yost’s request.  On October 10th, the appeals court heard arguments over the TRO, which was 

due to expire in five days.  On October 15th, the appeals court issued a Preliminary Injunction, 

so the changes to the board could not go into effect until after a more complete hearing.  On 

October 17th, the court was asked to stay this ruling, which was denied on November 7th.  In an 

attempt to speed up the process, on January 30th Yost asked the appeals court to wave “oral 

argument and proceed directly to a decision…”  I haven’t seen anything more on this, but 

apparently Yost’s request should speed up the process.  However the appeals court rules, 

though, an appeal to the Supreme Court could further delay a resolution. 

With the stay in place, STRS continues to operate under its old rules.  Terms for board members 

Liz Jones (retired teacher) and Julie Sellers (active teacher) end in August and both ran 

unopposed for re-election.  Without opposition, they are both elected, with no balloting 

needed.  It’s just that no one knows if their seats will exist come September. 

Meanwhile, a trial is scheduled in mid-2026 on the suit brought by retired teachers Dean 

Dennis and Bob Berkley claiming that the law requires 2% COLAs be awarded each year.   

Investments.  Investment returns for the fiscal year through February were +11.0%, pushing 

assets to $108.3 billion.  (The first two weeks in March have, of course, been difficult, and by 

about March 19th very preliminary numbers indicated the return for the fiscal year had dropped 

to around 7% or 7½%, with a loss of over $3 billion so far in March.  It’s very volatile.)  Over the 

previous five years, STRS investment returns beat the peer median by 0.6%, primarily by having 

a higher weight in U.S. stocks and lower weight in fixed income (i.e., STRS had a riskier 

portfolio).  Over the previous five, ten, or twenty years, STRS annualized investment returns 

kept beating the benchmarks by wide margins, but in the last couple of years STRS returns 

trailed the benchmarks.  Although one year’s returns don’t necessarily indicate a trend, it was 

good to see Meketa report that in the 12 months ending September 2025, STRS net returns 

beat the benchmarks by 0.08% and beat the peer median by an impressive 0.84%.   

Meketa advises the board periodically on their expected returns for the next decade.  A year 

ago they projected an annual return of 7.0% but now have lowered that to 6.4% (this was 

before the Iran war started), explaining that the strong returns over the last year were 

“borrowed from the future.”  You can think of this as Meketa expecting a certain increase in the 

value for the portfolio ten years hence, and the more that’s used now, the less room is left for 

increases in the future.  Or you can think of it as the recent increase in stock prices pushed the 

price/earnings ratio higher, making stocks less attractive for future buyers.  The board elected 
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to follow Cheiron’s recommendation and keep the assumed rate of return at 7% for the next 

year for consultants to use in making their projections.   

In December, Callan reported on private equity and private credit investments.  Over the last 

ten years, private equity had an annualized return of 13.49%, vs. 14.71% for the Russell 3000 

(which includes the “magic 7” stocks) and 9.77% for the Russell 2000 (small cap stocks).  Private 

credit returned considerably less (7.60%), which still beat a benchmark by 1.81%. 

Audit:  Crowe completed their audit of the STRS financial statements, giving them a clean bill of 

health.  For the last two fiscal years, STRS reported (in millions of dollars): 

Fiscal Year 2025 2024 

Income 

Member contributions 2,019 1,944 

Employer contributions 2,028 1,954 

Other income 267 176 

Gross investment income 10,322 9,444 

Investment expenses -324 -312 

Total income 14,312 13,207 

Expenses 

Benefit payments 8,155 7,592 

Refunds for withdrawals 434 398 

Administrative expenses 81 73 

Total expenses 8,669 8,064 

Net income 5,643 5,143 

Investments continue to dominate the income, producing strong surpluses that help to pay 

down unfunded liabilities as well as benefit enhancements.  Critics occasionally say STRS 

finances are unsustainable, which is hard to understand with net increases in assets like this.  

The Actuarial (i.e., averaged over four years) Funded Ratio (the ratio of assets to liabilities) 

reached 80.9% at the end of FY 2025.  The 4-year-averaged Funding Period (how long before 

the fund is projected to have assets equal liabilities, assuming no more benefit enhancements 

are paid out) went up to 11.8 years last year (liabilities went up $2.24 billion due in part to the 

benefit enhancements enacted last spring).  The Actuarial Funding Period should improve at the 

end of FY 2026 as the 4-year average drops the poor returns of 2022 from the average.  Other 

public pension funds generally do not have a defined funding period because they have a 

variable contribution rate and hence cannot calculate assumed income in future years.  Cheiron 

reported that STRS active members continue to retire at a high rate and it is hard to hire 

replacements due to tight budgets.  This puts added strain on STRS projected income. 

The legislature would like to see the funded ratio reach 100%, meaning the funding period goes 

to zero.  It’s easy to think this would mean financial problems would be over, but Cheiron ran a 
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projection, for example, of what would happen if the investment returns of the past 20 years 

were repeated in the next 20 years, as shown below.  (Again, this assumes there are no further 

benefit enhancements in the future, although it would be very surprising if such enhancements 

did not occur.)  The lower bar chart shows that the unfunded liability would be just about paid 

off in 2028, but the investment losses of 2009 hit and suddenly things look much worse.  The 

message is that, even when the fund’s financial position looks very good, a very bad year can 

completely change the outlook. 

 

Albourne reported on fees STRS pays to various consultants, making sure the fees paid agree 

with what was contracted for.  They concluded there were “no findings” to report, which is 

what one wants to hear. 

Benefit Enhancements.  Here’s how the benefit enhancements (help for active and retired 

teachers) have worked in recent years.  Cheiron has a series of three tests before deciding on 

the maximum allowable benefit enhancements.  If the fund fails all three tests and the funding 

period is more than 20 years, no enhancements are allowed.  If they don’t pass the tests and 

have a funding period less than 20 years, then 1% of fund assets averaged over the previous 

four years are available as a “de-minimis” amount.  If the fund passes some of the three tests, 

then the board can use the smallest amount from the three tests or the de-minimis amount.  

The board then debates what to do with the money; in the past this has included 

1. reducing the years of service (YOS) needed for unreduced pension for teachers nearing 

retirement, 

2. granting one-time COLAs and a 13th check for retirees, and 
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3. helping to pay down unfunded liabilities to improve plan finances which should help future 

pensions for teachers far from retirement. 

At the December board meeting, Don Schlay started a discussion on a “Decision Framework,” 

which is a policy that would decide how benefit enhancements would be allocated, rather than 

having the board debate it each spring.  The higher the funded ratio, the more generous the 

allowed distribution would be.  There are no right or wrong answers to this and different 

people can have valid but different opinions on the priorities, ranging from helping STRS 

members to convincing the legislature that STRS is trying to pay down unfunded liabilities.  I 

had my own concerns (although of course nobody asked me):  the concept of de-minimis I think 

belongs to Cheiron, whose contract runs through May 2026.  There’s no guarantee that Cheiron 

will continue in its role; will there even be a de-minimis amount after this spring?  (At the 

March board meeting, Cheiron was selected as one of three finalists to be the actuary starting 

June 2026, the others being GRS and Deloitte.)  I thought the original proposal in December 

made paying down unfunded liabilities look like an afterthought, available only after retirees 

and those nearing retirement have received benefits. 

Cheiron presented a set of simulations for the board in February, showing the outcome for 

board policies ranging from no benefit enhancements to the maximum allowed by the 

consultants each year, with investment returns of  

(1) 7% every year, 

(2) actual returns STRS got from FY 1997-2006 

(3) actual returns STRS got from 2000-2009 

(4) variable with average return of 3.79%, and  

(5) variable with average return of 8.97%. 

The table below shows what the calculated funding period would be a decade hence for the 

two different benefit enhancements.  For comparison, the current funding period is 11.8 years. 

Investment return No benefit enhancements Maximum benefit enhancements 

7% every year 0.0 8.8 

1998-2006 actual returns 0.0 26.4 

2000-2009 actual returns 18.6 38.0 

3.79% average return 13.0 37.3 

8.97% average return 0.0 6.3 

The conclusion from all this?  Even if the board made no reductions in YOS or granted any 

COLAs, the fund could still be in significantly worse shape than it is now if we have low 

investment returns or repeat the returns of 2000-2009.  If the board grants the maximum 

allowable benefit enhancements for the next ten years, STRS could easily be in serious financial 

difficulty.  It was noted at the March investment seminar that the pain of loss is twice as 

powerful as the pleasure of equivalent gain.  Recall that the legislature mandates that the 

funding period stay below 30 years and Senator Romanchuk wants to lower that to 20 years.  
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While I think it would be very difficult for the board to grant no benefit enhancements for the 

next ten years, the momentum is building to stay well clear of offering the maximum benefit 

that consultants allow.   

The board had to decide at their March meeting on a policy for distributing benefit 

enhancements.  They consider cases for funded ratios of ≤80%, 80%-90%, 90%-100%, 100%-

110%, and ≥110%; only the first two ranges are relevant now.  The board adopted the plan that 

Schlay and Cheiron were satisfied with (even if it wasn’t their first choice), as follows: 

• ≤80%:  No changes that increase costs (i.e., no reduced YOS or COLAs) 

• 80%-90%:   

• If only de-minimis is available, use it for a 1% one-time COLA and extend 32 YOS 

required for unreduced pension.   

• If more than de-minimis is available, use the de-minimis or 50% of what’s allowed by the 

three tests (whichever is larger) for a 1% COLA and extend 32 YOS for unreduced 

pension.  

• If investment returns so far for the fiscal year exceed 10%, add an additional 1% to the 

COLA and, once 32 YOS is permanent for all years in the future, add benefits for active 

teachers equivalent to the cost of the additional 1% of COLAs for retirees.   

Since STRS is currently in the 80%-90% bracket for funded ratio, those rules are what’s relevant 

now.  Reality set in.  Exactly what does it mean to say returns for the fiscal year exceed 10%?  It 

was 11% at the last investment report (end of February), but it’s way less than 10% now.  The 

board decided to use the end of February evaluation in the plan. 

Cheiron reported at the March board meeting that the three tests noted above yielded a 

maximum benefit enhancement of $2.498 billion, well above de-minimis.  According to the 

above plan, 50% of $2.498 billion, or $1.249 billion, can be put toward benefit enhancements 

(although Cheiron recommended not spending all of that).  A 1% COLA in FY 2027 costs $438 

million, a good bit less than half of the available $1.249 billion, so the board approved a COLA 

of 1.6%.  To provide roughly equivalent benefits to active teachers, the board approved 

extending the 32 YOS needed to retire with unreduced pension to May of 2035.  Compared to 

previous years, having a policy on distributing benefit enhancements resulted in considerably 

more being used to strength the pension fund. 

Executive Director Toole reinforced increasing reinvestment with the results of a survey of 

active and retired teachers on priorities for benefit enhancements.  First priority for active 

teachers was lowering the YOS, with strengthening the long-term stability of the fund a close 

second.  Among retired teachers, strengthening long-term stability was top priority, with more 

COLAs a close second.  While speakers at the public-comment sessions push resuming COLAs as 

by far the most compelling need, this does not seem to be the priority of most retirees (or at 

least those who return surveys). 
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Governance.  Global Governance Advisors (GGA) keep showing up on the agenda at board 

meetings, and some board members appeared to me to get a bit annoyed at their 

presentations.  The board has their way of doing things and this outsider comes in and tells 

them they’re doing many things wrong.  For instance, GGA listed as a weakness that STRS 

changes benefits (I think this means YOS), so members cannot plan accordingly, but the board 

has no way of knowing what benefit enhancements, if any, they will have each year until 

Cheiron tells them.  GGA (based in Toronto) recommended STRS behave more like a Canadian 

pension fund, noting that more than 89% of Canadian funds have a budget surplus.  GGA 

claimed that Canadian pension funds set the contribution rates, and the STRS board was highly 

dubious that the Ohio legislature would let the STRS board set employer contribution rates.  

GGA did say they thought the STRS board is working together better than they used to. 

Evaluation of STRS Administration.  CEM 

Benchmarking reported at the December 

board meeting that STRS scored 91 on a 

measure of service to members 

(answering the phones promptly, 

resolving questions with the first call, 

having access to documents on the web 

and ability for members to make changes 

in the information, promptly beginning 

pension payments and providing 

estimates of retirement benefits, having 

members satisfied with counseling 

sessions, etc.); the peer median score was 

83.  Plots for two sample measures are 

shown at right, where STRS looked very 

good.  The STRS score has steadily 

increased from 84 in 2017, but 94% of 

plans with data from that time period also 

improved.  Greater digitalization was the 

main driver for the increased scores.  The 

cost for STRS administrative services was 

$115 per active member, vs. $117 for peers.  Overall, STRS ranked among the best when 

considering service and cost. 

Investment Seminar.  In March, STRS had their annual Investment Seminar, which included 

short talks by the chair and vice chair of the Ohio Retirement Study Council (Bird, who inserted 

the provision in last year’s budget bill that proposed changing the makeup of the STRS board, 

and Romanchuk respectively).  Both lauded the benefits of defined benefit (DB) plans.  They 
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talked about pressure on the legislature to abolish DB plans for the state pension systems, 

although details of the pressure were lacking.  Elected members of the STRS board voiced their 

displeasure at the low employer contribution rate and ORTA members in the audience made 

known their unhappiness with the legislature.  Bird and Romanchuk made frequent references 

to the potential major loss of revenue if the ballot initiative to abolish property taxes should 

pass, and one could easily read into their comments that there’s no way the legislature would 

even consider increasing employer contributions while that issue threatens. 

The Investment Seminar had a discussion of the four major investment theories (Modern 

Portfolio Theory, Capital Asset Pricing Model, Efficient Market Hypothesis, and Arbitrage Pricing 

Theory for those of us who didn’t know such things existed).  The current STRS investment 

strategy cuts the share of the portfolio invested in both domestic and international equities.  

Meketa prepared a graph (below) showing the market value of equities vs time for the US, 

Japan, Developed Market excluding the US and Japan, and Emerging Markets.  We hear a lot 

about how the Chinese economy is overtaking the US, but that doesn’t show up in the value of 

Chinese equities.  The rapid rise and fall of Japan in the 1980s and 1990s is remarkable, as is the 

steady rise in US equities in the last 15 years.  The chart goes through 2024, and a note added 

that in 2025 the US share dropped from about 65% to 62%. 

 

The high point of the investment seminar was a talk by Gene Sperling, who had worked in the 

White House for Clinton and Obama and who provided his comments on where the economy is 

going.  In the short term, everything depends on how long the Iran war lasts; if it goes on for 

more than another month, damage to the U.S. and world economies will be pretty bad. 
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Health Care.  The funded ratio for the health care fund dropped from 158% at the end of FY 

2024 to 128% at the end of FY 2025.  Investments last year returned $179 million more than 

expected, but expenses were $913 million more than expected, mostly from “emerging health 

care experience” coming in $579 million more than expected.  Costs next year are expected to 

increase 20% to 30%, due to poorer health of retirees and subsidy cuts.  Health care finances 

are more fragile than pensions, since the health care fund has no employer or employee 

contributions.  While preliminary estimates of the premiums for health insurance next year 

won’t be available for several months, there was discussion of long-term trends.  Without 

policy changes, the current plan appears unsustainable, although if the pension fund reaches 

100% funding, the expectation is that a small part of employers’ contributions could be applied 

toward the health care plan.  Currently, non-Medicare retirees get a subsidy of 2.5% for each 

YOS, while Medicare recipients receive 2.2%  These could be cut to 2.2% and 1.9% respectively, 

as an example.  This will be an on-going topic for discussion. 

Other STRS news.   

The board in December discussed compliance with their legal requirements (e.g., submit annual 

audit report to ORSC, review conflict of interest rules, and follow Ohio’s Open Meetings Act and 

Public Records Act (note: this is not the Freedom of Information Act, which is a federal law)). 

About 10% of new members opt out of the DB plan and use the defined contribution (DC) 

instead, either because they value the increased portability of a DC plan or they want to 

manage the investments themselves.   

Back in 2007, the legislature considered mandating that the state retirement systems end any 

investments in companies that do business in Iran or Sudan.  The pensions pushed back, saying 

this could violate their fiduciary duty to maximize investment returns, and agreement was 

reached for the pensions to voluntarily divest and the legislature would not act.  It was 

discovered in early March 2026 that SERS and STRS still had some such investments, down from 

the $1.6 billion that STRS held in 2007 to $7.4 million they had now (that’s like 0.7₵ for every 

$100 in assets).   

The contract for the software system STRS has been using to manage their records expires in 

July of 2028.  STRS is considering what to do next, with options being to upgrade to a cloud-

based version, buy the current code and manage it themselves, or go with a new vendor.  A 

decision is likely in February 2027.   

Across the country.   

Following a 2017 law, Connecticut deposits “excess revenues in particularly volatile categories” 

in a special state fund, but if the amount in the special fund exceeds 18% of net state 
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appropriations, the excess must be used to pay down debt.  This led to $1.487 billion being paid 

to the pension funds in November 2025 for retired teachers and state workers.   

The governor of Colorado has proposed helping to solve a budget crisis by cutting state 

contributions to the state’s public pension system.  The fund’s executive director said this is a 

loan to the state at a rate of 7.25%, so it would cost the state more in the long run.   

Maine passed a law five years ago requiring the state pension system to divest from fossil fuels, 

but the Maine PERS claims that this would force it to sell $600 million in assets at a discount, 

violating its fiduciary duty.  The deadline for meeting the law has now passed and the fund still 

owns investments in companies that operate in fossil fuels.    

A DOGE task force in Iowa suggested converting the public employees’ retirement system from 

a DB to a DC plan.  In response, Iowa House Democrats proposed a constitutional amendment 

to prevent such changes.    

The Alaskan legislature is considering a bill to reopen the state’s DB plan, but it’s less generous 

than the previous DB plan.  Employees will contribute more, especially if the plan becomes 

underfunded, and there will be no COLAs.   

A federal court has held that a Texas law requiring state investments (including pension funds) 

to divest from any financial firm that “boycotts energy companies” was unconstitutional.  If 

fiduciary duties were included in the decision, it wasn’t noted in the summary. 

About three quarters of state and local government pension funds have some kind of COLAs, 

but there are several different ways these are handled.  Some are automatic and others are 

authorized by the plan sponsor but not on a set schedule.  Some are tied to investment returns, 

typically occurring only when returns exceed some threshold.   On a minor note, the town of 

Nederland, Texas, approved a COLA for its retirees for the first time since 1984.  

Teachers in New York hired before 2012 can retire with full benefits at age 55 after 30 YOS, but 

if hired after 2012 they must reach age 63 for the same benefits.  Teachers are protesting.    

 


