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 Connections
Staying Connected With Michigan’s Retirees

Judges Retirement System

Retiree Spotlight
When Lightnin’ Strikes
“Lightnin’” Rod Wilson grew up singing in his 
church choir at the tender age of 6. He found 
he loved music and started guitar lessons 
at age 11. He then went on to play his first 
paid show at age 14 in a local teen club. He 
joined a few bands in high school and even 
released a couple albums of original music.

It was clear from the beginning that music was 
going to be a part of Rod’s life. 

Rod started work with the Michigan Department 
of Corrections (MDOC) in 1989. He said, “the 
playing had to take a hiatus for a couple years.” 
He worked as a corrections officer and eventually 
was promoted to a resident unit officer. “I enjoyed 
so many of the good people that I worked with 
over the years. … I am very happy and proud of 
my career.” After nearly 21 years with MDOC, Rod decided to retire. In his words, “I don’t 

believe we should retire, but rather refire!” 

Since retirement, Lightnin’ Rod has spent his time 
doing what he loves. He came up with the name 
Lightnin’ because the name “Lightning” was used 
by many Mississippi bluesmen in the 1930s to 1960s. 
His latest album, “Long Road Back to Eden,” has 
hit the charts in three different radio genres (blues, 
rock and country) and has been played on stations 
around the world. Rod recently won the coveted 
“Entertainer of the Year” award in the Blues, Jazz, 
Soul category at the 2019 Josie Music Awards.

For more information about his music and band, 
Rod invites you to check out his website.

Did you “refire” in your retirement like Rod? If 
you’d like to have your story featured, please 
send it to ORS-RetireeStories@Michigan.gov 
for possible inclusion in a future publication.

Lightnin’ Rod playing at a festival in Westerville, Ohio.

Shown below are the 2018 and 2019 Josie Music Awards.

https://www.michigan.gov/orsjudgesdb
https://www.lightnin-rod.com/


Hello. My name is Anthony Estell, and I’m the new executive director 
of the Michigan Office of Retirement Services (ORS). I was born and 
raised in Lansing and I’m a graduate of Michigan State University.  
Go Green! I have been at ORS for more than 20 years and have worked 
in a variety of roles here. I’ve been part of the executive team for over  
a decade, and I assumed the role of director in late December 2019. 

My professional career has been devoted to public service and 
retirement, and there is no better place to do that than working at 
ORS. I am honored and humbled by the opportunity to work with  
the great people here to serve you.

Over the past few months, our lives have been consumed with the 
global pandemic caused by the COVID–19 coronavirus. It has had 
an impact on our world that is without precedent in modern times. 
It has created fluctuations in the stock market that we haven’t 
observed since the Great Recession of 2008–09. Understandably, 
you may be concerned about receiving your pension benefit.  
Please rest assured that your pension is guaranteed by the Michigan 
Constitution and will be paid regardless of market conditions. 

As a result of the changing times, we’ve decided to shift the 
Connections newsletter to an electronic format. This issue includes 
several articles written to keep you informed, including a snapshot of 
the financial health of your retirement system. I think you will enjoy 
reading about a MDOC retiree who returned to his love for music and 
recently won a prestigious award for his music. Please take a look at the 
Ask Our Experts section for answers to commonly asked questions.

If you have a story, you’d like for us to share in a future issue, please 
send an email to ORS-RetireeStories@Michigan.gov.

From The Director

 “Please rest assured 

that your pension 

is guaranteed 

by the Michigan 

Constitution”

Anthony Estell, director
Michigan Office of Retirement Services

Continue your retirement journey with ORS on social media.

Like us on Facebook. Follow us on Twitter. Check out our videos
Facebook.com/MichiganORS Twitter.com/MichiganORS on YouTube. 

http://www.facebook.com/MichiganORS
http://www.twitter.com/MichiganORS
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCT3EEJFHvp2imVgZE4GbTmA


Fiscal Year 2018-19 Financial Summary
For the Judges Retirement System (the System)

This summary includes details from the 
complete 2019 Comprehensive Annual 
Financial Report (CAFR), which was 
produced for fiscal year (FY) 2018–19. 
Totals and subtotals may not add up due to 
rounding. The full report is available on our 
website at Michigan.gov/ORSJudgesDB.  

Assets And Liabilities

The System’s net assets were $271.5 million 
at the close of FY 2018–19. Total net assets 
held in trust for pension and other  
post-employment benefits (OPEB, i.e. 
retiree healthcare) decreased $0.7 million 
from the previous FY, primarily due to 
fewer net investment gains. 

Revenue And Expenditures

The reserves needed to finance pension 
and OPEB are accumulated through the 
collection of contributions by employer 
and employees and through earnings  
on investments.

Contributions and net investment income 
for fiscal year 2018–19 totaled $24.8 million. 
Investment earnings accounted for 54% of 
the System’s revenue. 

54% of the System’s funding 
came from net investment 

earnings in FY 2018–19.

Assets And Liabilities1 (Dollars In Thousands)
(Combined Pension And OPEB)

Assets FY 2018 FY 2019

Equity In Common Cash $ 864 $ 81 7

Receivables 443 598

Investments 271,212 270,513

Securities Lending Collateral 12,453 10,649

Total Assets $ 284,972 $ 282,578

Liabilities FY 2018 FY 2019

Accounts Payable And Other Liabilities $ 55 $ 64

Amounts Due To Other Funds 290 400

Obligations Under Securities Lending 12,456 10,648

Total Liabilities $ 12,801 $ 1 1 ,1 12

Net Assets $ 272,171 $ 271,466

1. CAFR for the fiscal year ended Sept. 30, 2019, Page 15. Liabilities in this context are exclusive of 
actuarial accrued liabilities for pension and OPEB.

Additions And Deductions1 (Dollars In Thousands)

Additions FY 2018 FY 2019

Member Contributions $ 766 $ 668

Employer Contributions 2,276 10,385

Other Governmental Contributions 1 14 327

Net Investment Income (Loss) 28,384 13,440

Miscellaneous Income 1 2

Total Additions $ 31,541 $ 24,823

Deductions FY 2018 FY 2019

Pension Benefits $ 23,817 $ 24,1 1 1

Healthcare Benefits 720 940

Refunds And Transfers To Other Systems 142 1

Administrative And Other Expenses 534 476

Total Deductions $ 25,213 $ 25,528

Net Position FY 2018 FY 2019

Net Increase (Decrease) In Net Position $ 6,328 $ (705)

Beginning Of Year 265,843 272,171

End Of Year $ 272,1 71 $ 271,466

1. CAFR for the fiscal year ended Sept. 30, 2019, Page 16.

http://www.michigan.gov/orsjudgesdb


Service Through It All
Throughout the COVID–19 pandemic the 
Michigan Office of Retirement Services (ORS) 
worked hard to provide quality customer service 
to our members. Our focus was to continue to 
provide service while promoting the safety of all 
our members and internal staff. 

During the early part of the pandemic, ORS took 
safety precautions to close our office to all visitors. 
When Governor Whitmer prohibited non-essential 
employees from reporting to work, technology 
requirements were quickly identified and tested, 
which allowed our call center and other staff to 
transition to working from home. This quick change 

allowed us to continue to support our customers 
without altering the customer experience or 
interrupting the core services we provide.

Not to be overlooked was the role our retirees 
played in this success. Many of you chose to 
research and find answers using the available 
tools available to you such as miAccount and 
the ORS website instead of contacting our 
office. This allowed our staff to help those 
most in need of our help. Thank you. ORS has 
learned some very important lessons from 
this experience that will help us improve our 
service and provide flexibility for the future.

Pension Funding Ratio

The market funding ratio is based on the market 
value of assets at the fiscal year-end. The 
actuarial funding ratio is the best practice used 
by all pension plans nationwide. It incorporates 
a five–year smoothing period of investment 
gains and losses, which minimizes volatility 
in a pension system’s funding requirement. 
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The Judges Retirement 
System has an actuarial 
funding ratio of 96.3%.

1. Calculated on market value of assets.
2. Pension Actuarial Valuation for the fiscal year ended Sept. 30, 2019, Page B–5.

1. Calculated on market value of assets.
2. OPEB Actuarial Valuation for the fiscal year ended Sept. 30, 2019, Page A–2.

Healthcare Funding Ratio

Starting in fiscal year 2017-18, the System began 
pre-funding OPEB (i.e. retiree healthcare) costs and 
in fiscal year 2018-19 the System received a cash 
infusion of $7.0 million. Pre-funding, and particularly 
the cash infusion, helped increase the market funding 
ratio from 12.5% and the actuarial funding ratio from 
13.1% in FY 2017–18. Pre-funding is a best practice 
that invests assets and allows investment returns 
to help fund the plan. Many states do not pre-fund 
OPEB costs. This reform put Michigan on the leading 
edge of the OPEB funding best practices. 



First, the Bureau of Investments 
within the Michigan Department of 
Treasury manages the pension fund’s 
investments. Two of the Bureau’s 
explicitly stated goals are to “maintain 
sufficient liquidity to pay benefits” 
and to “diversify assets to reduce 
risk.” Their investors are professionals 
with many years of experience in the 
markets. They’ve seen these kinds of 
investment swings before. Downturns 
in markets, although not predictable, 
are written into investment strategy.

A second thing to remember is 
that your pension is protected by 
Article 9, Section 24 of the Michigan 
constitution. This means that the state 
is obligated to pay the pension benefits 
you’ve earned during your career. 

One last thing to remember is that ORS 
leadership and staff are daily managing 
the plan and controlling costs to ensure 
your benefits are secure so you may 
enjoy your years of retirement.

Here are three things to keep in mind when 
thinking about the health of the pension fund:

We’ve had a wild ride in the market beginning 
last fall and continuing through the spring season 
and the COVID–19 pandemic. In recent memory, 
two prior events threatened the pension fund: 
the attack on the World Trade Center on Sept. 
11, 2001 and the collapse of subprime mortgage 
securities and subsequent stock market crash and 
recession in 2008–09. We can add the uncertainty 
during this current pandemic as a third major 
market event in less than 20 years. In the first two, 
portfolios and markets recovered within 18–36 
months. In this current situation, we can take solace 
in the relative strength of the economy before the 
pandemic and can expect a recovery now, as well, 
probably within the same time frame.

Shook Up By Market Volatility?

Don’t panic. 
The ups and downs of the 
stock market aren’t as 
unusual as they may seem. 



Participants were selected randomly, and we 
received 345 responses.

Based on the survey results below, we know 
having a pension empowers our retirees to 
take a more active role in community service. 
The stability of pension income gives our 
retirees the freedom to spend more time 
and money supporting charitable causes. 

Thank you to all the retirees who responded  
to the survey.

Retirees Provide Insight On Pensions

ORS Pensioner Survey Data

97% 
give to 
charity

65% 
actively
volunteer

85%
are financially 
self-sufficient

96% 
vote in  
elections 

ORS recently conducted 
a survey to gain insight 
on how our pension 
recipients impact their 
communities and beyond.

Remember to regularly change your account 
password and review your contact information 
in miAccount to help keep your account secure. 
If you’ve never logged in to your account, do so 
today. Accounts that have never been logged into 
make it easier for unauthorized users to potentially 
gain access by creating an account profile.

Keep Your 
miAccount 
Secure



Working After Retirement

Whether this is to supplement 
lost income, to keep productive 
or busy or out of financial need, 
this is a common phase.

In a recent Office of Retirement 
Service (ORS) survey of pension 
recipients, slightly more than 24% 
of respondents stated they have 
had paid employment in the past 
year. Of those who worked, nearly 
63% stated it was necessary to 
maintain their standard of living.

If you are receiving a disability pension,  
you will need to apply for permission to return 
to any work.

If your state pension is not a disability,  
and you work for an organization different from 
where you retired, such as a private company, or in 
another state, there is no limit to your state pension.

If you are appointed by the Supreme Court as 
a visiting judge for a limited period or specific 
assignment your pension is not affected. The 
court in which you serve will have limits to what 
they can pay.

If you need more information, use the 
miAccount Message Board for direction. If you 
are collecting Social Security, you may have 
an earning limitation from Social Security until 
you reach their full retirement age. Check with 
Social Security regarding their limitation rules.

One of the parts 
to many people’s 
retirement plan 
is working after 
retirement. 

So, what work 
can you do that 
doesn’t conflict 
with your pension?

If you return to 
an organization 
related to your 
pension plan, 
be aware of the 
following:

If you need more 
information 
because you’re 
not sure whether 
it may affect your 
state pension:

https://www.ssa.gov/


ORS Improves Your Experience And 
Access, Protects Security Of Pension Fund 
The Michigan Office of Retirement Services works hard to constantly improve 
your experience as a customer. Here are some highlights from the past year:

Telephone system upgrade:  
ORS has implemented a telephone 
system that transmits sound over 
the internet rather than traditional 
phone lines. This integration increases 

security because, as you call in, your phone 
number is validated against the phone number 
we have on record. The new interactive voice 
response system gains you access to a customer 
service representative in half the time.

Paperless options:  
With the availability of online 
methods of getting information,  
you now have the opportunity 

to opt out of receiving paper statements, 
like your direct deposit statement and your 
1099–R tax statement. You can access 
this information up to two weeks before 
mailings. This option helps preserve the 
environment and reduces printing costs.

For more information about each of these and other notable accomplishments, see our website and search 
for Comprehensive Annual Financial Reports (CAFR).

Mailing security process 
improvement: 
An information security change was 
made that improves end-to-end 

processing of daily mailings. The solution uses 2-D 
bar codes which are tracked by automated print and 
mail equipment to ensure that each printed page is 
accounted for as it passes through various machines, 
reducing the risk of mail going to the wrong customer.

Dedicated gains policy reduces 
assumed rate of return, again: 
Since 2018 and across all systems 
managed by ORS, reductions in the 

assumed rates of return (AROR) for pension and 
other post-employment benefits (OPEB) have 
resulted in protecting the long-term security 
of retirement benefits and ensures greater 
stability of employer contributions in the future. 
The new ARORs are well below the median 
public plan AROR found around the country.

https://www.michigan.gov/orsjudgesdb/0,1607,7-236-44472---,00.html


Michigan.gov/ORS PO Box 30171 Phone: 800–381–5111
Facebook.com/MichiganORS  Lansing, MI 48909–7671 Fax: 517–284–4416 
Twitter.com/MichiganORS  

Ask Our Experts

Update ORS

It is critical that you report any of 
the following changes in personal 
information to ORS: address, email, 
tax withholding, direct deposit 
changes, death, divorce, marriage 
and Medicare information.

The fastest, easiest way to report these 
and other life events is in miAccount 
at Michigan.gov/ORSmiAccount. 

Pension Pay Dates
Pension payments are issued on the 
25th of the month. If the 25th falls on 
a weekend or holiday, your pension 
will be paid the previous business 
day. If your payment is not credited 
within three days after the scheduled 
payment date, check with your 
bank first and then contact ORS.

Office Closures
July 3 .................... Independence Day
Sept. 7 .................................. Labor Day
Nov. 3 ...............................Election Day
Nov. 11 .............................Veterans Day
Nov. 26–27 .................... Thanksgiving 

Michigan Office of Retirement Services (ORS) experts answer 
frequently asked questions.

How Can I Contact ORS?

The ORS staff may still be telecommuting, but that doesn’t mean 
we’ve stopped serving you. Besides our traditional telephone 
line, which is available on weekdays from 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m., 
we also offer a secure message board via miAccount. A trained 
customer service representative will respond to your message in 
approximately one business day. The bonus? You don’t have to 
wait in line.

http://www.michigan.gov/ORS
http://www.facebook.com/MichiganORS
http://www.twitter.com/MichiganORS
http://www.michigan.gov/orsmiaccount

