
 
 

 
The MCERA Mission:  Providing sustainable pensions, retirement planning education, and professional services to 

current and future members. 

Date: September 16, 2026 
To: Board of Retirement 
From: Doris Rentschler, Executive Director 
Subject: Appeal of  Initial Denial – Request by Donna Buchignani to change Benefit 

Option Election 

SUMMARY 
Ms. Buchignani is appealing to the Retirement Board MCERA’s initial determination denying her 
request to change her retirement benefit payment option after payments had already begun.  She 
acknowledges the reduced benefit associated with Option 4 and seeks permission to make this post-
retirement change. 

Under the County Employees Retirement Law (CERL), selection of an optional benefit payment 
can be made up until the first retirement payment is issued.  Once payments begin, the selected 
option becomes irrevocable. 

This memo summarizes the facts, evidence, applicable law, and fiduciary considerations supporting 
the recommendation that the Board deny the appeal. 

INTRODUCTION 
Ms. Buchignani retired on September 14, 2025.  In the months leading up to her retirement, she 
consulted with MCERA staff multiple times to discuss the available benefit payment options and 
how each would affect her monthly allowance and any continuance payable to a beneficiary. She 
requested and received an actuarial estimate for an Optional Settlement 4 Allowance (Option 4), 
naming her adult son as beneficiary for a lifetime continuance.  The first actuarial estimate is 
provided at no cost to the member.  The member pays for additional Option 4 estimates prepared 
by the actuary.  Staff prepared several internal Option 4 illustrations showing multiple continuance 
levels (from 20% to 58%) to help her compare the potential impacts without incurring the cost of 
additional actuarial estimates. 

At retirement, Ms. Buchignani ultimately elected an unmodified benefit payment option.  After 
receiving benefit payments for several months, she later determined that the Option 4 allowance 
would better align with her objective of providing ongoing support to her son.  She is now seeking 
to change her option election to the reduced Option 4 allowance. 
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MEMBER’S CLAIM 
Following retirement, Ms. Buchignani experienced a change in her understanding of the level of  
monthly income she would need and in her plans to provide financial support for her son.  Based on 
this new perspective, she requested to switch her elected benefit option to Option 4 with a 58% 
continuance to her son. 

Ms. Buchignani asserts that the continuance under Option 4 aligns better with her personal 
circumstances and plans and seeks permission to make this post-retirement change. 

BACKGROUND AND EVIDENCE: 

Timing of Request 

On July 21, 2026 – approximately 10-months after her retirement payments began – Ms. Buchignani 
contacted MCERA to request this change.  Staff informed her that the option was irrevocable once 
payments commenced.  On August 3rd, MCERA received Ms. Buchignani’s formal appeal of the 
staff decision.  The initial denial of her appeal was issued on August 7, 2026. 

Evidence of Clear Communication Before Retirement 

MCERA provided multiple written communications and forms explaining that the member’s benefit 
payment option becomes irrevocable once the first benefit payment is issued. 

Email Correspondence 
Email communication dated August 18, 2025, confirms staff informed Ms. Buchignani that any 
change to Option 4 would need to occur before benefit processing.  Staff explained that actuarial 
calculations require advance time and encouraged her to finalize any change prior to benefit 
processing.  This email demonstrates that staff clearly communicated the deadline for changes as 
prior to the first benefit payment. 

Benefit Payment Option Election Form 
The signed Benefit Payment Option Election Form explicitly states in plain terms that the member’s 
election “is irrevocable and cannot be changed once your first benefit payment is issued.”  The 
language is intended to ensure members understand finality of their election once payments begin.  
The Benefit Payment Options Explained accompanies the Benefit Payment Option Election Form 
as part of the retirement application.  The first paragraph states “It is important that you fully 
understand the benefit payment options available to your because you cannot change your benefit 
payment option once you receive your first benefit payment.” 
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Applicable Law – CERL Section 31760(a) 
MCERA is subject to the County Employees Retirement Law (CERL) and must follow the laws 
governing the system.  CERL §31760(a) states that a member may elect an optional settlement 
allowance “only until the first retirement allowance payment is made.”   

In practical terms, this provision prevents a member from changing their benefit option after 
receiving their first check.  Exceptions provided in Subdivisions (b) and (c) apply only to cases 
involving disability retirement applications and therefore do not apply in Ms. Buchignani’s situation. 

Fiduciary Responsibility and Actuarial Considerations 
MCERA’s fiduciary duty requires administering the plan in accordance with the CERL and 
protecting the fund for all members and beneficiaries.  The restriction on changing benefit options 
after payments begin prevents adverse selection, which occurs when a member seeks to change their 
benefit after gaining personal information (such as a change in health or family circumstances).   

Allowing post-retirement changes would introduce unplanned financial risk to the plan, potentially 
increasing liabilities for the system.  

ANALYSIS: 

All evidence indicates that Ms. Buchignani received clear pre-retirement communication explaining 
the irrevocable nature of the benefit option once the first payment is made.  She signed the form 
stating that the election becomes irrevocable after payment issuance.  Her first benefit payment 
occurred October 31, 2026, prior to the request to change her benefit option, and the CERL 
explicitly prohibits changes of the payment option after the first payment. 

MCERA must adhere to the CERL and has a fiduciary duty to protect the plan from adverse 
selection and actuarial risk.  While staff empathizes with members whose circumstances evolve after 
retirement, MCERA does not have the legal authority to grant such changes once payment have 
begun. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION: 

Section 31760 permits the optional settlement elections only until the first payment is issued.  
Because Ms. Buchignani’s first benefit payment was made on October 31, 2025, her election became 
irrevocable on that date. 

The Board has a fiduciary duty to all members to administer the plan in accordance with the CERL, 
maintain actuarial integrity, and ensure fairness and consistency for all members.  Based on the law, 
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and the documented communications with the member, the request to change the benefit option 
must be denied. 

Attachment(s): (redacted)  

1. Letter and Statement of Claim, dated August 13, 2026 (received August 17, 2026) 
2. Initial Appeal Buchignani Donna, dated July 23, 2026 (received August 3, 2026) 
3. Initial Determination Denying Appeal, dated August 7, 2026 
4. Benefit Payment Option Election Form - Retirement Application, dated July 15, 2025 

(received August 26, 2025) 
5. Benefit Payment Options Explained – Retirement Application 
6. Email Subject: Email Subject: Retirement, 5/28/2025 

a. Estimate 2025.07.20 Option 4 Rough 
b. Estimate 2025.09.14 on 9.9.2025 

7. Email Subject: Documents  
a. Buchignani Option 4 Rough Estimate 

8. Email Subject: Retirement Packet 
9. Email Subject: VSIP 
10. Email Subject: Numbers 

a. Buchignani Estimate 2025.09.14 Option 4 Rough 
b. Segal LTR 13459-003 Buchignani Option 4 
c. Option 4 Rough Calc Buchignani – 1 
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Benefit Payment Option Election 

M. ME DOCI O Cou TY EMPLOYEES 

� RETlREME T AssOClATIO 

Your benefit payment option election will impact your monthly benefit amount and survivorship benefit 
payable after your death. Read ''Benefit Payment Options Explained" at the end of thi form and en ure 
that you under tand the advantage and di advantages of each option before making a choice. Your benefit 
payment option election i irrevocable and cannot be changed once your fir t benefit payment is issued. 
Contact an MCERA representative if you have any question . 

Part I. Option Election 

Initial next to the benefit payment option you elect If you are married or have a regi tered domestic partner 
(RDP), they must al o initial your election. 

MODIFIED OPTIO �A-
[embeI'uals pouse or RDP Initials 

OPTIO 1 
[ember Initials pouse or RDP Initials 

OPTIO 2 

tfember Initials pouse or RDP Initials 

OPTIO 3 

Member Initials Spouse or RDP Initials 

OPTIO 4 

Member Initials pouse or RDP Initials 

G 62 MODIFIED ALLOW C / A LEVEL! G on-PEPRA Members Only) 

I/We would like to choose the ge 62 Modified llowance/ Leveling in addition to the option selected 
abo e. I/we acknowledge that at age 62, my monthly retirement benefit will be reduced by 
regardless of whether I elect to begin receiving my ocial security at age 62. I/we further acknowledge that 
the amount we recei e from ocial ecurity at ge 62 may differ from the amount provided to C RA at 
retirement. 

Member Initials pouse or RDP Initials 

Part II. Member Acknowledgment 

�r7&f 4��n<i',-,; 
Print Member ame 

g6°2-7,,_ ��''?/?Q>r,; Member ignature Dace 

625-B Kings Court, Ukiah, CA 95482 • Tel: (707) 463-4328 • Fax: (707) 467-6472 • retirementassociation@mendocinocounty.gov

BENEFIT PAYMENT OPTION ELECTION Page 1 of 4 REV23-0818 

Doris Rentschler
Highlight



625-B Kings Court, Ukiah, CA 95482 • Tel: (707) 463-4328 • Fax: (707) 467-6472 • retirementassociation@mendocinocounty.gov

Benefit Payment Options Explained 
Your retirement benefit will always be a lifetime benefit to you but the benefit payment option you select 
will impact your benefit and the benefits payable to your beneficiary(ies) in different ways. It is important 
that you fully understand the benefit payment options available to you because you cannot change your 
benefit payment option once you receive your first benefit payment. Please make your decision carefully and 
if  you require additional information, please don’t hesitate to contact MCERA. 

Unmodified Option     
In general, the Unmodified Option provides for the highest possible monthly retirement benefit during your 
life. Upon your death, this option provides a lifetime benefit equal to 60% of  the benefit you received 
during retirement to your eligible beneficiary, 60% benefit + 60% cost of  living (if  applicable). This 
survivor benefit is restricted to your eligible spouse, California State registered domestic partner or 
eligible child only and may not be changed after you retire. 

Your spouse or registered domestic partner is considered eligible if  you have been married or registered for 
at least one year at the time of  your retirement and you continue to be married or registered to that 
spouse/registered domestic partner until the time of  your death. If  you do not have an eligible spouse or 
registered domestic partner, the 60% benefit may be paid to your eligible child upon your death. An eligible 
child is an unmarried child under the age of  18, or an unmarried full-time student under the age of  22. 

If  you do not have an eligible spouse, registered domestic partner or eligible child at the time of  your death, 
your designated beneficiary will receive a lump-sum refund of  any remaining balance left of  your 
contributions and interest. Should your beneficiary pre-decease you, you will continue to receive the same 
amount, and you will not be allowed to designate a new beneficiary for a continuance. 

Option 1     
Option 1 does not provide a continuance. Upon your death, a lump-sum payment of  any remaining 
contributions becomes payable to your named beneficiary. Each month the annuity portion of  your benefit 
is deducted from your contributions until the balance of  your contributions is zero. You will continue to 
receive your benefit, but there would no longer be a lump-sum benefit payable to your beneficiary. 

Under Option 1, you may change your named beneficiary at any time. 

Option 2 
At the time of  your death, your designated beneficiary will receive the same monthly allowance you were 
receiving at the time of  your death for the remainder of  his or her lifetime, 100% benefit + 100% cost of  
living (if  applicable). Your beneficiary must be someone who has an insurable interest in you. “Insurable 
interest” means that a person would suffer a monetary loss if  you die. 
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In order to provide this continuance, your benefit is reduced during your retirement based on your life 
expectancy and the life expectancy of  your beneficiary. Due to IRS regulations, an actuarial calculation may 
be required if  the named beneficiary is not your spouse or registered domestic partner, and they are more 
than 10 years younger than you. 

Should your beneficiary pre-decease you, you will continue to receive the same reduced amount, and you 
will not be allowed to designate a new beneficiary for a continuance. 

Option 3 
Under this option, at the time of  your death your designated beneficiary will receive 50% of  the monthly 
allowance you were receiving at the time of  your death for the remainder of  his or her lifetime, 50% benefit 
+ 50% cost of  living (if  applicable). Your beneficiary must be someone who has an insurable interest in you. 
“Insurable interest” means that a person will suffer a monetary loss if  you die. 

In order to provide this continuance, your benefit is reduced during your retirement based on your life 
expectancy and the life expectancy of  your beneficiary. Should your beneficiary pre-decease you, you will 
continue to receive the same reduced amount, and you will not be allowed to designate a new beneficiary for 
a continuance. 

Option 4 
This option allows you to designate multiple beneficiaries to receive a lifetime benefit upon your death and 
to designate the percentage each will receive. This benefit is calculated by our actuary and while MCERA 
will cover the cost of  the first calculation, you are responsible for paying for additional calculations. Each of  
your beneficiaries must be someone who has an insurable interest in you. “Insurable interest” means that a 
person will suffer a monetary loss if  you die. 

The amount that your benefit is reduced is based on the age of  your youngest beneficiary at the time of  
your retirement. Should your beneficiary(ies) pre-decease you, you will continue to receive the same reduced 
amount, and you will not be allowed to designate a new beneficiary for a continuance. 

Age 62 Modified Allowance/SSA Leveling 
This is an optional allowance that can be elected in addition to a retirement option. It is only available to 
legacy/non-PEPRA members. It provides for a larger benefit from the age you retire to age 62, based upon 
the estimated Social Security benefits receivable at age 62. Social Security Estimates will be calculated at the 
time of  retirement and will not include future earnings. This estimate is used to calculate your benefit with 
MCERA and may differ from the actual benefit you receive from Social Security. 

At age 62, your benefit will be reduced by the estimated Social Security amount. This reduction will happen 
regardless of  whether or not you actually apply for Social Security at age 62. This option can give you a 
more level payment for your life consisting of  a combination of  your Social Security benefit and MCERA 
retirement. 
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What would I expect, do you know, hypothetically speaking, to “take home” if I could be
eligible for that?
I’m mulling over the continuance (touched on the subject on 5/14/25) for my son (&
daughter) but can’t even guess what percentage to consider.
The retirement office has some of the required documents that I will need, already,
right?
Considering how quickly (or not) the process takes & what glitches might occur, when do
you suggest I make an appointment to begin getting all things in order to meet the
defined deadlines?
Thank you,
Donna Buchignani





Continuance Benefit Member's Continuance
Percentage Factor Benefit Benefit

46 0.7791 1,842.79     847.68        
47 0.7762 1,835.94     862.89        
48 0.7733 1,829.09     877.96        
49 0.7704 1,822.24     892.90        
50 0.7675 1,815.39     907.70        
51 0.7646 1,808.55     922.36        
52 0.7617 1,801.70     936.88        
53 0.7588 1,794.85     951.27        
54 0.7559 1,788.00     965.52        
55 0.7530 1,781.15     979.63        
56 0.7501 1,774.30     993.61        
57 0.7472 1,767.45     1,007.45    
58 0.7443 1,760.60     1,021.15    







From: Nora Morgan
To: Donna Buchignani
Subject: RE: Documents
Date: Thursday, July 17, 2025 3:28:00 PM

Correct. I already have your identity documents.

Have a great weekend!

Nora

How was your experience with MCERA today?  Click to complete our Customer Service Survey

Nora Morgan | Retirement Specialist III
(707) 467-6018 - Office | (707) 467-6472 - Fax
nora.morgan@mendocinocounty.gov

-----Original Message-----
From: Donna Buchignani 
Sent: Thursday, July 17, 2025 2:43 PM
To: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Subject: RE: Documents

Yes ~ I'll resend the form (w/percent continuance), but I at the moment am thinking I need to have some
conversation, hopefully this weekend, with my family  I'll try to re-visit this on Monday.  In the meantime, in
moving through the application packet & getting to the Certificate Attestation form, that does not apply to me, right?
Thanks, Nora!

Donna Buchignani

-----Original Message-----
From: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Sent: Thursday, July 17, 2025 2:00 PM
To: Donna Buchignani 
Subject: RE: Documents

Hi Donna,

We can but can you resend the form to me with the percent continuance you want the estimate for entered in the
Percentage of Continuing Benefit box?

Thank you,

Nora

How was your experience with MCERA today?  Click to complete our Customer Service Survey



Nora Morgan | Retirement Specialist III
(707) 467-6018 - Office | (707) 467-6472 - Fax nora.morgan@mendocinocounty.gov

-----Original Message-----
From: Donna Buchignani 
Sent: Thursday, July 17, 2025 1:45 PM
To: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Subject: Fw: Documents

Hi Nora -
In the essence of time, may we go ahead and just request an estimate for my youngest as you explained in your 5:05
p.m. e-mail yesterday?
Thank you ~

Donna

Donna Buchignani

________________________________________
From: Donna Buchignani 
Sent: Thursday, July 17, 2025 9:03 AM
To: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Subject: Re: Documents

Thank you ~

Donna Buchignani

________________________________________
From: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Sent: Thursday, July 17, 2025 8:31 AM
To: Donna Buchignani
Subject: RE: Documents

Thanks, Donna. I will wait to do anything until I hear back from me letting me know what you want to do.

How was your experience with MCERA today?  Click to complete our Customer Service Survey



Nora Morgan | Retirement Specialist III
(707) 467-6018 - Office | (707) 467-6472 - Fax nora.morgan@mendocinocounty.gov

-----Original Message-----
From: Donna Buchignani 
Sent: Wednesday, July 16, 2025 5:13 PM
To: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Subject: RE: Documents

Yes, you always help me with your expertise!

-----Original Message-----
From: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Sent: Wednesday, July 16, 2025 5:05 PM
To: Donna Buchignani 
Subject: RE: Documents

Hi Donna,

You can absolutely sleep on it!

If you did want an estimate for both and an estimate for just one then you would have to pay for two estimates. That
being said, if you did the estimate for just the youngest, then it should give you the amount that you would be able to
split between them if you decided to later add the other child. If you want both of them on the estimate, you would
just put Gina on the line underneath Gino.

I attached a copy of the rough estimate I originally created for you. The reason it only had one child is because the
maximum continuance percentage your beneficiaries can receive is based on the youngest beneficiary's birthday.
The actuaries can do a more accurate benefit calculation for more than one person.

Here is how the columns on that estimate work. The first column is Continuance Percentage. This is the percentage
that you leave to your beneficiaries. You can ignore the Benefit Factor column. The Member's Benefit column is the
monthly amount that you will receive. The Continuance Benefit column is the monthly benefit left as a continuance
to your beneficiaries.

Here is an example. Let's look at the first line where the continuance percentage is 50 on page 2. The member's
benefit amount is 1,842.38. This is the monthly benefit amount you will receive while you are alive. The
continuance benefit amount is 921.19. This is the monthly benefit amount your beneficiaries will receive after you
pass away. If you have only Gino as a beneficiary, he would receive $921.19 a month. If you have both Gina and
Gino as beneficiaries and you split it evenly, they would each receive 25% or 460.59 a month (the rounding is a
little off). But you don't have to split it evenly. You could leave 40% to Gino, or 736.95 and 10% to Gina, or 184.24.
You can split it however you want.

As you move down the columns, the monthly benefit amount left to your beneficiaries goes up and the monthly
benefit amount you receive goes down. On the second page, it stops at a continuance percentage of 58 because you
can't leave them more than that.

Does that help?



Nora

How was your experience with MCERA today?  Click to complete our Customer Service Survey

Nora Morgan | Retirement Specialist III
(707) 467-6018 - Office | (707) 467-6472 - Fax nora.morgan@mendocinocounty.gov

-----Original Message-----
From: Donna Buchignani 
Sent: Wednesday, July 16, 2025 3:49 PM
To: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Subject: RE: Documents

Hi Nora -
Yes, I was aware that I'd not entered a percentage.  I didn't quite know what to do with that.  This is such an
enormous decision (and, by the way, if I involve both children, do I pay for one of the continuation benefit estimates
in that instance?)  I'm wondering now if I should consult with a lawyer for guidance on whether to consider a
continuance for one or both (if I do any at all), in light of the fact that one will have a County pension on her own
and the other will not.  I might have to sleep on this.  May I do that and then resume with the matter at hand?
Thank you,

-----Original Message-----
From: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Sent: Wednesday, July 16, 2025 2:28 PM
To: Donna Buchignani 
Subject: RE: Documents

Also, I noticed that you didn't put the percentage of continuing benefit. According to the rough estimate that I did
for you, the maximum percentage you can leave is 58%. So, if it is to the one child, you can leave that one child up
to 58%. If it is the two children, you would have to split a maximum of 58% between the two. So, for example, 29%
to one and 29% to the other.

How was your experience with MCERA today?  Click to complete our Customer Service Survey

Nora Morgan | Retirement Specialist III
(707) 467-6018 - Office | (707) 467-6472 - Fax nora.morgan@mendocinocounty.gov

-----Original Message-----
From: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Sent: Wednesday, July 16, 2025 2:15 PM
To: Donna Buchignani 
Subject: RE: Documents

Hi Donna,

Correct. There is no fee for the first one.

Did you want it for both children or just Gino?









From: Donna Buchignani
To: Nora Morgan
Subject: RE: Retirement Packet
Date: Monday, August 4, 2025 1:17:01 PM
Attachments: image001.png

Would 10 o’clock tomorrow morning be “do-able” for you?
Donna Buchignani

From: Nora Morgan 
Sent: Monday, August 4, 2025 1:14 PM
To: Donna Buchignani 
Subject: RE: Retirement Packet
I really don’t have anything else this week. We are closed for lunch from noon-1:00 pm.
How much time do you need after 9 to come by? We could meet tomorrow, or Wednesday?
How was your experience with MCERA today? Click to complete our Customer Service
Survey

Nora Morgan | Retirement Specialist III
(707) 467-6018 - Office | (707) 467-6472 - Fax
nora.morgan@mendocinocounty.gov

From: Donna Buchignani  
Sent: Monday, August 4, 2025 1:10 PM
To: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Subject: RE: Retirement Packet

Okie dokie. I’m usually squared away by 9 am after getting in. What day and time would
be convenient for you, Nora? Thank you~
Donna Buchignani

From: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov> 
Sent: Monday, August 4, 2025 1:07 PM
To: Donna Buchignani 
Subject: RE: Retirement Packet
Hi Donna,
Other than Friday morning, this is a good week to meet as I don’t currently have any other
appointments. Next week is busier. People usually spend 15 minutes to an hour depending





now….) Then I’ll be in contact with you to make an appointment.
Thanks much,
Donna Buchignani

From: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov> 
Sent: Wednesday, July 30, 2025 4:43 PM
To: Donna Buchignani 
Subject: RE: Retirement Packet
Hi Donna,
Speak of the devil. We just received your Option 4 Estimate from Segal (attached). There is
a small difference between the rough estimate we gave you and Segal’s calculation.

Member Beneficiary
Rough 1,786.15 1,035.97
Segal 1,779.14 1,031.90

If you would like to set up an appointment to submit your application, let me know when.
Thanks,
Nora
How was your experience with MCERA today? Click to complete our Customer Service
Survey

Nora Morgan | Retirement Specialist III
(707) 467-6018 - Office | (707) 467-6472 - Fax
nora.morgan@mendocinocounty.gov

From: Donna Buchignani  
Sent: Wednesday, July 30, 2025 9:11 AM
To: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Subject: RE: Retirement Packet

Good Morning, Nora ~
That sounds just fine Thanks, again ~
Donna Buchignani

From: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov> 
Sent: Wednesday, July 30, 2025 9:08 AM
To: Donna Buchignani 
Subject: RE: Retirement Packet



Good morning Donna,
I would wait until the Option 4 estimate is completed by our actuary (we sent it to them on
7/24). I will contact you as soon as we receive it. But if you have any questions about the
paperwork, let me know.
Thanks!
Nora
How was your experience with MCERA today? Click to complete our Customer Service
Survey

Nora Morgan | Retirement Specialist III
(707) 467-6018 - Office | (707) 467-6472 - Fax
nora.morgan@mendocinocounty.gov

From: Donna Buchignani  
Sent: Wednesday, July 30, 2025 9:05 AM
To: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Subject: Retirement Packet

Hi Nora ~
So I’ve pretty much filled out the packet (as best I could, I think). At what point do you
think that I should meet with you for an initial visit --- wait for the “Continuance” option
to come in? I’m absolutely perfectly comfortable with whatever you suggest.
Have a good day & thanks!
Donna Buchignani



From: Nora Morgan
To: Donna Buchignani
Subject: RE: VSIP
Date: Monday, August 18, 2025 4:52:00 PM
Attachments: image001.png

Hi Donna,
 
We don’t have anyone “calendered” since members occasionally change their minds about
retiring and we shouldn’t nag them. If you are worried, you can always submit your
application with Unmodified selected as your benefit option and not Option 4. You can
change it to Option 4 before we process benefits by submitting a new Benefit Payment
Option Election form and a Benefit Payment Option 4 Calculation Request form. Normally,
you would be fine right up to the day before I process benefits, but it takes some time for
the actuary to calculate it so you would want to have your final decision and any necessary
forms submitted by around 10/17. Preferably earlier than that though.
 
I don’t have any time off currently scheduled between now and then. However, if I am not
here for some reason, know that someone else will be here to accept your retirement
application. As long as you submit your retirement application packet before 9/14, you will
be good.
 
Thanks,
 
Nora
 
How was your experience with MCERA today?  Click to complete our Customer Service
Survey
 

Nora Morgan | Retirement Specialist III
(707) 467-6018 - Office | (707) 467-6472 - Fax
nora.morgan@mendocinocounty.gov
 

From: Donna Buchignani  
Sent: Monday, August 18, 2025 4:17 PM
To: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Subject: VSIP

 
Hi Nora ~
I’m still deliberating on the “Continuance” part of the retirement packet decisions but
hope to be in touch with you soon.  Between now and Sept. 14th (other than Labor Day)
do you plan to be away from your office?  For those of us who will use that (9/14/2025) as
a retirement date do you sort of have us “calendared” in  so as not to miss any
requirements, or are we on our own?
Thank you!
 
Donna Buchignani



From: Donna Buchignani
To: Nora Morgan
Subject: RE: Numbers
Date: Wednesday, September 10, 2025 8:47:23 AM
Attachments: image001.png

Hi Nora ~

Thank you so much! 

Yes, the e-mail address is correct.

As soon as my time permits here I’ll take a close look at everything that you’ve provided
for me!

 

Donna Buchignani

 
 

From: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov> 
Sent: Tuesday, September 9, 2025 1:55 PM
To: Donna Buchignani 
Subject: RE: Numbers
 

Hi Donna,
 
We have  as your personal email.
 
I can't tell you what your tax withholding will be until your retirement benefit is set up in
our system. I should be able to tell you what it will be somewhere around the beginning of
October. I can give you your gross benefit amounts (before tax withholding) though.
 
I attached another benefit estimate that I ran for you today. Your gross benefit amount for
the Unmodified benefit estimate is $2,418.45. I attached the benefit calculation that Segal,
our actuary, provided for you leaving a 58% continuance to Gino. For that, your gross
benefit amount is $1,779.14. Note that the Segal estimate was created on 7/30/2025 used
a lower salary and less sick leave than the estimate I ran today.
 
If you want to have Segal provide you with another estimate, then you do have to pay
$700. You do not have to pay for them for your final benefit calculation, and you do not
need to use the same percentage that you did in your first estimate. (I bolded words in the
hope that it makes it clearer.)
 
I put your information from the benefit estimate I ran today into another rough option 4
estimate. It is the attached document called Option 4 Calc Buchignani - 1. We use an Excel
spreadsheet. It isn't exact but it is free . In general, our spreadsheet estimates seem to be



higher than Segal's by about $10.00 or so. If you keep that in mind, you can get a feel for
what your benefit would be for the lower continuance percentages.
 
I hope those answers help but please let me know if you need more information.
 
Thanks!
 
Nora
 
How was your experience with MCERA today?  Click to complete our Customer Service
Survey
 

Nora Morgan | Retirement Specialist III
(707) 467-6018 - Office | (707) 467-6472 - Fax
nora.morgan@mendocinocounty.gov
 
-----Original Message-----
From: Donna Buchignani 
Sent: Tuesday, September 9, 2025 12:57 PM
To: Nora Morgan <Nora.Morgan@mendocinocounty.gov>
Subject: Numbers
 
Hi Nora -
I'm working till 1 pm today and again tomorrow, 9/10.  I'll be off on Thursday, 9/1.  Do you
have my personal e-mail?  (in my packet, perhaps?)
 
I'd like to ask you what my monthly take-home pay before retirement is by your
confirmation.  Then what my monthly take-home pay in retirement will be with the
Unmodified Option, versus my monthly take-home pay in retirement will be with Option 4.
 
And, again, changing the percentage in Option 4 for estimation purposes will be $700.00 my
cost per calculation, right?
 
Thanks, Nora!
 
 
Donna Buchignani

 
 





Continuance Benefit Member's Continuance
Percentage Factor Benefit Benefit

46 0.7759 1,870.50     860.43        
47 0.7730 1,863.47     875.83        
48 0.7701 1,856.44     891.09        
49 0.7672 1,849.41     906.21        
50 0.7643 1,842.38     921.19        
51 0.7614 1,835.35     936.03        
52 0.7585 1,828.32     950.73        
53 0.7555 1,821.29     965.29        
54 0.7526 1,814.27     979.70        
55 0.7497 1,807.24     993.98        
56 0.7468 1,800.21     1,008.12    
57 0.7439 1,793.18     1,022.11    
58 0.7410 1,786.15     1,035.97    









Continuance Benefit Member's Continuance
Percentage Factor Benefit Benefit

46 0.7759 1,876.59     863.23        
47 0.7730 1,869.54     878.68        
48 0.7701 1,862.48     893.99        
49 0.7672 1,855.43     909.16        
50 0.7643 1,848.38     924.19        
51 0.7614 1,841.33     939.08        
52 0.7585 1,834.28     953.82        
53 0.7555 1,827.22     968.43        
54 0.7526 1,820.17     982.89        
55 0.7497 1,813.12     997.22        
56 0.7468 1,806.07     1,011.40    
57 0.7439 1,799.02     1,025.44    
58 0.7410 1,791.97     1,039.34    


	0 2026 09 16 Buchignani Appeal
	Subject: Appeal of Initial Denial – Request by Donna Buchignani to change Benefit Option Election
	SUMMARY
	INTRODUCTION
	MEMBER’S CLAIM
	BACKGROUND AND EVIDENCE:
	Timing of Request
	Evidence of Clear Communication Before Retirement
	Email Correspondence
	Benefit Payment Option Election Form

	Applicable Law – CERL Section 31760(a)
	Fiduciary Responsibility and Actuarial Considerations

	ANALYSIS:
	CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION:
	Attachment(s): (redacted)

	1 - Buchignani Stmt of Claim BOR appeal_Redacted
	2 - Initial_Appeal_Buchignani_Donna_Redacted
	3 - Buchignani Initial Appeal Determination 08072026_Redacted
	4 - Buchignani Option Election
	5 - Benefit Payment Options Explained REV26-0609A
	Benefit Payment Options Explained
	Unmodified Option
	Option 1
	Option 2
	Option 3
	Option 4
	Age 62 Modified Allowance/SSA Leveling


	6_Retirement_Redacted
	6a_Buchignani Estimate 2025.07.20 Option 4 Rough_Redacted
	6b_Buchignani Estimate 2025.09.14 on 9.9.2025_Redacted
	7_Documents_Redacted
	7a_Buchignani Option 4 Rough Estimate_Redacted
	8_Retirement Packet_Redacted
	9_VSIP_Redacted
	10_Numbers_Redacted
	10a_Buchignani Estimate 2025.09.14 Option 4 Rough_Redacted
	10b_Segal_LTR 13459-003 Buchignani Option 4 Calc_Redacted
	10c_Option 4 Rough Calc Buchignani -1_Redacted



