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WHAT IS COLORADO PERA?
The Colorado Public Employees’ Retirement Association 
(PERA) was established in 1931 by the Colorado General 
Assembly, at the request of a group of State employees 
who foresaw the need for a safe and secure retirement 
system. Today, PERA continues to serve more than 
700,000 public employees by providing a lifetime 
retirement benefit and other voluntary investment and 
insurance products. 

PERA is a “qualified” retirement plan under the Internal 
Revenue Code (IRC) Section 401(a). As a hybrid Defined 
Benefit (DB) Plan, PERA benefits are based on a formula 
that is set by law. For most PERA members, PERA serves 
as a substitute for Social Security.

DID YOU KNOW?
	» Membership in PERA includes other benefits such as 
survivor and disability benefits, and access to an 
optional life insurance program.

	» PERA members may participate in the PERAPlus 401(k) 
Plan, which is one of the largest public 401(k) plans in 
the nation.

	» Roughly 85% of PERA retirees and benefit recipients 
stay in Colorado after retirement, which further 
supports the state’s economy. 

	» PERA investments fund the majority of benefits 
provided to members (60 cents on the dollar) and the 
remaining 40 cents is shared between member and 
employer contributions (and plan transfers).

	» PERA employs over 350 employees who invest money 
and deliver benefits on behalf of more than 700,000 
former and current public employees.

PERA MEMBERSHIP 
Membership in PERA consists of active members, retirees, 
benefit recipients, and inactive members (members with 
PERA service, but who no longer work for a PERA-covered 
employer, and have left their accounts at PERA).

PERA membership includes the following:

	» Employees of the State of Colorado

	» All school districts

	» Judges in the Colorado judicial system

	» Many municipalities, special districts, public health 
departments, and other local government entities

BENEFITS AT A GLANCE
PERA provides its members and retirees with a 
comprehensive benefit package that includes  
the following:

	» Lifetime retirement benefits

	» Survivor and disability benefits

	» Good portability provisions

	» Voluntary PERAPlus 401(k) and 457 investment plans

	» Tax-deferred interest on member contributions (set by 
the Board and subject to change annually)

	» Voluntary life insurance program
	» Annual increases in retirement benefits

	» PERACare active/retiree health care

GOVERNANCE OF PERA
PERA operates by the authority of the Colorado General 
Assembly. PERA regularly reports to various legislative 
committees, and the State Auditor conducts an annual 
financial audit of PERA. Benefits, contribution rates, 
and some investment parameters, are legislated by the 
Colorado General Assembly.
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BOARD STRUCTURE
PERA is governed by a 16-member Board of Trustees;​
12 Trustees are elected by the membership for four-year 
terms and serve without compensation. According to 
state law, Trustees include:

	» Four members of the School Division 

	» Three members of the State Division

	» One member of the Local Government Division

	» One member of the Judicial Division

	» Two retirees

	» One member elected by Denver Public Schools (DPS) 
members and retirees (non-voting, ex officio)

	» State Treasurer (ex officio)

	» Three members appointed by the Governor and 
confirmed by the Senate

BOARD RESPONSIBILITIES 
PERA’s benefits and programs are managed by its Board 
of Trustees. The Board governs PERA by establishing 
administrative and investment policy, while the Colorado 
General Assembly sets benefits and contribution levels.

As required by Colorado law, PERA Trustees must act with 
care, skill, prudence, loyalty, and diligence in light of the 
circumstances that a prudent person acting in similar 
circumstances would use. This standard of conduct 
requires that PERA Trustees act in the best interest of the 
entire PERA membership.

WHAT IS A DEFINED 
BENEFIT PLAN?
As a hybrid DB Plan, the PERA retirement plan is 
designed to attract and retain employees who are 
interested in working in PERA-covered employment for  
a large part of their careers, while providing greater 
portability than a traditional DB plan. 

Plans such as PERA invest for all beneficiaries, and 
individual contributors do not control the amount of 
their contributions nor their investments. 

DEFINED BENEFIT CALCULATION
Under the basic definition of a DB plan, members who 
have met the age and service requirements receive a 
retirement benefit based on a formula set by  
Colorado law.

The basic PERA benefit formula is based on years of 
service credit and age at retirement. It is calculated using a 
percentage of Highest Average Salary (HAS).

WHAT IS A DEFINED 
CONTRIBUTION PLAN?
A defined contribution (DC) plan is generally labeled 
according to the governing section of the IRC such 
as 401(k), 403(b), 457, or a 401(a) plan. Employees 
contribute to a tax-deferred plan and make their own 
investment decisions. The retirement benefit equals the 
amount accumulated in the account over time and the 
benefit ends when the account balance is depleted. 

PERAPLUS AND PERA DC PLANS
PERA members may voluntarily participate in the 
PERAPlus 401(k) Plan. PERA also offers the voluntary 
PERAPlus 457 Plan to employees of certain PERA 
employers. Some State of Colorado, local government, 
and community college employees can participate in the 
PERA DC Plan instead of PERA’s DB Plan. The investment 
choices available in the PERA DC Plan mirror those 
available to participants in the PERAPlus 401(k) and  
457 Plans.
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CONTRIBUTIONS TO PERA
PERA members contribute a percentage of their monthly 
salaries to PERA. Member contributions earn a fixed rate 
of interest. The interest rate is set by the PERA Board and 
is subject to change annually. See the PERA website for 
current member contribution rates.

PERA employers also contribute a percentage of total 
payroll to PERA according to state law. Under state law, 
member and employer contributions can adjust to ensure 
PERA stays on-track to achieving full funding, resulting in 
a stronger and more resilient retirement plan for current 
and future retirees. Contribution rates can increase (or 
decrease) by up to 0.5% per year and cannot exceed 
certain limits set in law. Changes to contribution rates are 
based on PERA’s funding progress and determined each 
June, a year before any changes are implemented.

A portion (equal to 1.02% of salary) of the employer 
contribution goes to the Health Care Trust Fund to pay 
health care premium subsidies for benefit recipients. The 
remaining amount is deposited in a pension trust fund 
established for each division to pay retirement, survivor, 
and disability benefits. See the PERA website for current 
employer contribution rates.

FUNDING OF PERA
Funding a retirement program is a long-term 
commitment, and it’s important to remember that all 
benefits are not payable and due at once. One of PERA’s 
stated funding objectives is to be able to pay long-term 
benefit promises through contributions that remain 
relatively level from year to year as a percent of salaries 
earned by members. This means that each year, members 
and employers pay their fair share for benefits accrued in 
that year.

For funding purposes, members and employers are 
divided into five divisions—State, School (other than 
DPS), Local Government, Judicial, and DPS. 

CONFIDENTIALITY
PERA does not disclose any information about a PERA 
member’s/retiree’s account to anyone other than the 
member/retiree without an authorization allowing PERA 
to release information to specific individuals/entities.

MANAGEMENT OF PERA 
INVESTMENTS
A significant source of revenue to PERA is income from 
the investment portfolio. The PERA Board of Trustees 
has oversight of the PERA investment program. These 
funds are invested in common stocks of domestic and 
international companies, corporate bonds, U.S.  
Treasury, and other government securities, mortgages, 
real estate property, and other investment vehicles. 
PERA staff manages around 60% of the PERA investment 
portfolio. PERA saves tens of millions of dollars each 
year by using internal investment professionals. PERA’s 
website lists the current asset allocation and up-to-date 
investment performance. Visit copera.org/snapshot for 
more information.

http://www.copera.org/snapshot
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PERA membership rights, benefits, and obligations are governed by Title 24, Article 51, of 
the Colorado Revised Statutes, PERA Rules, and other governing laws, which prevail over 
any interpretations in this fact sheet.

CONTACT PERA
copera.org
copera.org/blog
copera.org/news

Patrick von Keyserling
PERA’s Senior Director of Communications
303-863-3814

Connect with PERA on 
social media:
» Facebook
» Instagram
» LinkedIn
» YouTube

Send mail to PERA at
PO Box 5800
Denver, CO 80217-5800

http://copera.org
http://copera.org/blog
http://copera.org/news



