
Reasons Why Retirees Need COLAs 

 

SCARE Board members met with all 5 members of the Board of Supervisors 

and the CAO to ask them to commit to looking for a way to give current 

retirees a COLA. We emphasized the following: 

❖ Sonoma County is the only governmental agency in CA that does 

not give an annual COLA. We have ad hoc COLAs 

❖ The County gave 30 ad hoc COLAs between 1970 and 2008 totaling 74% 

and the pension fund remained healthy. It is now about 94% funded, 

which is very good compared to most pension funds.  

❖ There have been no COLAs since 2008 and people who retired after 2003 

have never received a COLA. 

❖ We still have retirees who retired in the 70s, 80s and 90s who had very 

low salaries and therefore, very low pensions. Example: RK worked as a 

lab tech at Community Hospital for 29 years before retiring in 1985 with 

a pension of $1260.  There are 708 retirees who have lost 83% of their 

Purchasing Power as of Dec. 31, 2025, on what started out as already 

low pensions.   

❖ About half of retirees get less than $2,500/month in their pension 

❖ 32% of Safety retirements and 5% of General retirements are due to 

duty disabilities. They are younger, often with families and high health 

insurance costs, and they average $1,000/month less than regular 

service retirements. 

❖ Having no COLA affects the County’s ability to hire and retain employees. 

❖ Sonoma County has a very high cost of living but if retirees move, they 

often have very high health care costs. 

❖ As retirees age, their costs go up as their health deteriorates and they 

are unable to continue doing everything for themselves. 

❖ As people age, they often lose spouses and they lose their income as 

well. 

❖ The Board of Supervisors has shown that they care about low-income 

workers by setting a Living Wage and increasing it regularly. 



❖ The Board of Supervisors has shown that they care about older people as 

they adopted a comprehensive Master Plan for Aging, ensuring that their 

swelling aging population can age with dignity, resources and 

independence.  

We ask that the Board of Supervisors show the same concern for their 

retirees. 

 

Modification of the SCARE Settlement Agreement 

 

We also asked for a modification of the SCARE Settlement agreement. Under 

the SCARE Settlement Agreement, the County agreed to pay “up to $500” for 

10 years (up until June 2026) and then $200 after that for 15 years. This cut 

would be devastating for many retirees, especially given the increase in health 

insurance premiums. 

Background: 

❖ Many of the retirees covered under the lawsuit were told in writing at the 

time they were hired that the County would pay 100% of their health 

insurance cost when they retired. 

❖ That was later decreased to 85% when unions negotiated that lower rate 

for employees since employees and retirees were tied and supposed to 

get the same contribution for their health insurance.  

❖ In 2009, the County decreased its contribution to “up to $500” for 

retirees.  Since retirees were tied to employees, employees were also cut 

to $500. However, employees were given an additional $600/month cash 

allowance that was pensionable. 

❖ Since then, the County has increased its contribution so that employees 

who have Sutter or Western Health insurance pay nothing. That is more 

than 70% of the workforce. 

❖ The County has continued to pay “up to $500” to all employees who 

retired after the settlement in 2016 or a flat $500 to Safety. 

 

Our request – modify the SCARE settlement to increase the contribution in 

2026. It can be done as long as both SCARE and the County agree.  

 

 

 


