
The Chickens Have Come Home to 
Roost 
  
Pacifica is likely to get a big bill soon. It's 
from the California Public Employees’ 
Retirement System (CalPERS), charging us 
for our share of its "unfunded liability," the 
difference between what CalPERS owes for 
our retired employees' pension payouts, and 
the amount CalPERS has earned on its 
investments. 
  
It's not the first time Pacifica has gotten 
such a bill from CalPERS. When the first bill 
came (about six or seven years ago), 
Pacifica just rolled over what it owed into a 
new loan. Interest alone on the current 
pension debt is nearly $800,000 a year, and 
is projected to be $6.5 million total by the 
time it is paid off in 2030. That cost 
displaces funds available for city priorities, 
of course.  
 
At the time, several of us warned that 



addressing only the amount owed and not 
the underlying cause could result in more 
such bills when CalPERS investments 
underperform. But Pacifica staff (who have 
since departed Pacifica's payroll, now likely 
receiving pensions) did not want City 
Council to even consider adjusting our 
pension formulas, so it didn't. The option 
wasn't even included in the staff report. As 
usual, staff offered council only the option it 
wanted -- borrow to pay the sum owed.   
 
Some of us plan to still be living here long-
term, perhaps years after current city 
managers have moved on. Who thinks of 
Pacifica's long-term finances? City 
government instead skates from year to 
year, spending with little regard for the 
ability of the city to continue it many years in 
the future.  
 
Will Pacifica secure yet another loan to pay 
off CalPERS, instead of addressing the only 
way it can control its pension obligation? 



(Pacifica can't control what CalPERS earns 
on its investments, of course, but it can 
adjust pension benefits for new hires.)  
 
Pacifica employee contracts are not posted 
on the city website (some jurisdictions aren't 
as secretive). Collective bargaining for 
employee compensation in Pacifica is 
treated as something just between the 
government and its employees. The public 
need not know. Just pay the tab. 
  
Does Pacifica still pay the highest pension 
formulas allowed under state law? If so, can 
we afford to continue paying them to new 
hires (current pensions cannot legally be 
reduced for anyone already on staff) as well 
as new debt for a new library? 
  
It's understandable that Pacificans want city 
services, but the other side of that coin is 
paying for them. It's irresponsible to spend 
without the ability to pay for them. Pacifica 
hasn't handled the paying part very well. 



Debt is the dark cloud that hovers silently 
over our city government. Who is willing to 
think long-term and address it by making 
tough decisions? Maybe it's time for an 
outside audit of city finances. 
 
Bill Collins	


