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Co-Chairs’ Message 
2019 was, by all accounts, a successful year for the 
HRM Pension Plan. It was the first full year that the Plan 
was under the leadership of CEO Rob Ritchie. Rob and 
the rest of his team did a fantastic job serving our Plan 
and its Members.

Although more of a 2020 event, we thought it was 
important to acknowledge the current COVID-19 
pandemic and its corresponding impact on our Plan. 
Due to COVID-19 and the physical distancing measures 
currently in place, the Pension Plan Office has been 
working remotely to continue to serve our Members 
since mid-March. In addition, the Plan’s Investment 
Team has been closely monitoring the impact that the 
recently-observed market volatility is having on our 
investment portfolio. 

The Pension Committee will be holding our quarterly 
meetings virtually until further notice. We expect that 
COVID-19 will be top of mind during the rest of 2020 
and we will undoubtedly be discussing its impacts 
further in next year’s Annual Report.

The Committee completed several initiatives during 2019 
that we would like to take the opportunity to highlight. In 
June, we finalized our governance review process by 
formally amending the Plan Text to reflect some key changes 
to how we govern the Plan. This review was initiated in 2016 
and the changes, which were unanimously supported by all 
members of the Committee, all Participating Employers and 
the five Union groups, will allow us to continue to effectively 
operate the Plan in the future. Full details of the changes 
can be found on our website (www.hrmpensionplan.ca) 
under the “About Us” section. 

Section 1  |  Co-Chairs’ Message

2019 Annual Report  |  01



John Traves, Q.C., Co-ChairDan White, Co-Chair

As highlighted in last year’s Annual Report, late in 
2017 the Nova Scotia Superintendent of Pensions 
began a consultation process to review the regulations 
that guide pension plan funding in the province. This 
consultation continued through 2019 and early in 2020, 
the Superintendent formally introduced amendments 
to these regulations. The revisions are consistent with 
those seen in other jurisdictions across the country 
and are meant to ensure the long-term viability of 
defined benefit pension plans in the province. 

In anticipation of these changes, your Committee met 
several times during 2019 to ensure we were well-
prepared for the impact they are going to have on our 
Plan. These new regulations will begin to impact our 
Plan starting with our December 31, 2019 valuation 
cycle, which is currently underway.

In conjunction with ensuring we were well-prepared 
for the revised funding rules, the Committee continued 
our long-term planning work during 2019. An initiative 
that started in 2018, the goal of this work is to ensure 
that the Plan remains viable over an extended time 
horizon. With the regulations noted above now 
finalized, we are in a better position to understand how 
the Plan and its corresponding funding commitments 
are likely to evolve over the long-term. We look forward 
to continuing this work in 2020.  

We are proud of the work that the Committee and 
the Pension Plan Office completed during 2019. 
You will find many of these achievements highlighted 
throughout this report. Although it remains unclear 
what the remainder of 2020 has in store, we will do our 
best to ensure we are prepared to navigate both the 
challenges and opportunities presented to the Plan. To 
our fellow Committee members, Pension Plan Office 
staff and Plan Members, stay safe and look for better 
days ahead. We look forward to continuing to serve 
you in the future.
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CEO’s Message
Hello fellow Plan Members,
It is a pleasure to have the opportunity to provide 
you with an update on the status of our Plan after my 
first full calendar year as CEO. I was impressed with 
the efforts of everyone involved in operating the Plan 
during 2019 and I continue to appreciate more and 
more the value that our Members place on their HRM 
pension entitlements. 

Before I highlight some of our successes from 2019, 
I would like to extend a special thank-you to the staff 
at the Pension Office who have been working remotely 
since mid-March due to the impacts of COVID-19. 
The transition to a remote working environment was 
exceptionally smooth and we have been able to continue 
to support our Members without interruption. We are 
unsure at this point when we will be able to physically 
return to the office, but I am confident in the team’s ability 
to continue to deliver exceptional service and results to 
our Members while operating remotely. 

The Plan’s investment portfolio performed quite well 
again during 2019. Led by our public equity portfolio, 
the Plan’s assets returned 10.69% net of all expenses 
during the year. This return was higher than our 
benchmark’s return for the year, and well above our 
long-term objective. We continue to look for innovative 
and risk-effective ways to deliver returns above our 
long-term target. Despite our best efforts, the prospect 
of replicating returns of the last decade has declined 
significantly (even prior to the COVID-19 impact), which 
is expected to place additional pressures on all defined 
benefit pension plans, including our Plan.  

Also consistent with prior years, the Plan’s dedicated 
Member Services team did an exceptional job of 
supporting our Members with their pension related 
transactions. As highlighted in the ‘Plan Member 
Services’ section of this report, the team scored well 
on our Member satisfaction surveys and completed 
almost 100% of Member related transactions within our 
service delivery metrics. The team is passionate about 
assisting our Members and this is reflected in the high-
quality service they provide, and the feedback received 
from key Plan stakeholders.
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Although we continue to be successful on many fronts, 
the Plan does face a number of challenges. We have 
highlighted some of these challenges, and why they are 
important areas of focus for us, in the ‘Looking Ahead 
– Key Plan Risks’ section of this report. To understand 
these risks, and what we must do to address them, the 
Committee has been progressing a long-term planning 
workstream over the past 18 months. These efforts are 
likely to be even more important in response to COVID-19. 
Currently, it is not clear if the economic damage related to 
the necessary responses to the pandemic will translate 
into a deeper and longer-term economic contraction that 
has an extended impact on asset values, investment 
returns, and the Plan’s funded status. This valuable long-
term planning work will continue in 2020 and beyond. 
In fact, understanding these challenges is an ongoing 
exercise in effective pension management.  

As we are already well into 2020, I am pleased to share 
with you a few initiatives that are underway and designed 
to further enhance our offering and help ensure the Plan 
can deliver on its long-term commitments. The first two 
are related to an acceleration of our digital strategy: 

• We are currently developing an enhanced Plan  
 website with the hopes of having a better means of  
 communicating and supporting our Members virtually  
 in the future. Look for the new Plan website to be  
 launched later in 2020. 

Rob Ritchie, CEO

• Due to the impact that COVID-19 is having, we are  
 currently unable to offer our in-person pension  
 information sessions. We are exploring ways to  
 offer these sessions virtually in the future. Look for  
 announcements about these virtual sessions soon.

In addition, we are in the process of reviewing the 
Plan’s investment portfolio via an asset-liability study. 
This workstream compliments the Committee’s long-
term planning work and will allow us to strengthen 
our ability to manage the Plan’s assets and liabilities, 
on a holistic basis. 

In closing, I would like to thank the Pension Committee 
and the Pension Office team for their support throughout 
2019. Although 2020 will clearly be challenging on many 
fronts, I remain confident in our ability to weather this storm. 
I look forward to continuing to support the Committee, the 
Plan and our Members in the coming years.
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Active 
Members

6,693

Total

12,188
Pensioners
4,490

Deferred 
Members
641

Terminated Members 
with Rights to Residual 
Payments 
364

Asset Class
Public Equities

Public Debt

Private Investments

Total Portfolio

Benchmark

2019 Return
19.9%

4.6%

8.4%

10.7%

10.3%

20 1 9 at a Glance
 

1 Based on preliminary valuation results as at December 31, 2019. Final  
 results will be summarized in the Plan’s actuarial valuation report which  
 must be filed no later than November 30th, 2020.
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76 876 8

70
Age of
Oldest
Active
Member

76 8
New 
Members 
Joined
the Plan

20
Age of
Youngest
Active
Member

2 2 9 New
Retirees 1 0 4 Oldest

Retired
Member

5
Retired 
Members 
Over the 
Age of 100

20 1 9 at a Glance (cont’d)
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Looking Ahead -
Key Plan Risks
Introduction
In last year’s annual report, we used the section titled ‘Pressures and Developments’ to introduce several risks 
facing our Plan, and indeed many other defined benefit plans across the country. Although we have taken steps 
to better understand many of the risks highlighted in last year’s report, these risks remain on the Plan’s horizon.

This year, we have expanded on last year’s content with the hopes of providing some additional context 
surrounding these same risks, and others.

Capital Market Expectations
Front of mind for all Plan stakeholders is the Plan’s investment portfolio and the additional assets that it has 
generated for our Plan in the past. Indeed, our Plan’s assets have performed well. As highlighted in the ‘Plan 
Assets’ section of this report, our portfolio has averaged an annualized rate of return of over 7% since the Plan’s 
inception 21 years ago. 

However, it is important to note that many of those 21 years were extremely kind to most investors and were 
not unique to our Plan. Most recently, starting in 2009 and lasting until the recent COVID-19 outbreak, the world 
experienced its longest economic expansion and investors globally have benefited from its duration and vigor. 

COVID-19 drastically accelerated the economic contraction we are currently witnessing. Although no one can 
be sure what the long-term impact of the current pandemic will be on the global economy, we don’t anticipate 
the next ten years being as kind to investors as the last. 

In addition to the recent correction and longer-term expected muted returns from equity markets, interest rates 
on sovereign bonds have declined to historic lows across the globe. This is an important trend as our Plan, 
along with most other defined benefit (‘DB’) plans, invests a large portion of our portfolio in these bonds as they 
are typically less risky than equities and provide a cashflow stream consistent with those of a pension plan. 
Most bonds now come with much lower return expectations than they have in the past. Lower returns on bonds 
add to the risk that the Plan’s assets will not able to achieve a sufficient return to keep pace with the expected 
growth in Plan liabilities.   
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Looking Ahead -
Key Plan Risks (cont’d)

Importantly, these capital market expectations have a direct impact on the Plan’s discount rate, which is a measure of the 
expected future return on the Plan’s assets. The discount rate is used to determine the Plan’s liabilities and as the discount rate 
decreases, the present value of the Plan’s future pension obligations increases. These increased pension obligations often lead 
to increased funding requirements. The chart below highlights the decrease in the Plan’s discount rate over the last 20 years. 
If future investment returns are expected to remain low, there may be additional pressure to further reduce the Plan’s discount 
rate. These further reductions to the discount rate could very well lead to the need for higher contribution rates or other actions. 

SOURCE: Jorda-Schularick-Taylor Macrohistory Database.
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Life Expectancy and Average Retirement Age
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Exactly how capital markets will evolve in the future remains largely unknown. However, these trends highlight 
the environment we expect in the short-to-medium term. As we navigate these challenging capital markets, it 
will be key that our portfolio remains positioned to protect our assets while ensuring we are able to participate in 
attractive future opportunities.

Plan Demographics
As important as it is to manage the Plan’s investment portfolio, it is equally important to understand and manage the 
evolution of the Plan’s demographics. As part of the Pension Committee’s long-term planning initiative we have been 
able to gain a better understanding of how our membership has evolved in the past, how it is likely to develop in the 
future and what risks these trends pose to the Plan.
 
Longevity is a term that has received much attention in recent years as populations across the globe are living 
longer now than ever before. These improvements in longevity are particularly important for DB pension plans 
that provide benefits to their members for life after retirement, regardless of investment performance. Without a 
corresponding increase in average retirement age, DB plans are required to pay pensioners for a longer period post-
retirement than they have in the past.

As demonstrated by the chart below, our Plan is no different. Since the early 2000’s the expected number of years 
the Plan is required to pay an average pension has increased by approximately 5 years. However, we have not seen 
a corresponding increase in average retirement age. In fact, the average age at retirement for our members has 
remained relatively flat over that same period. This trend has placed additional strain on the Plan’s resources.

Should this trend continue, the Plan will require additional contributions over and above what are currently being 
collected to pay for these additional benefits during retirement. 
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Active to Retiree Ratio
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Looking Ahead -
Key Plan Risks (cont’d)
Plan maturity is another risk that needs to be monitored as we move forward. When the current HRM Pension 
Plan began in 1998, there were two active members contributing to the Plan for every one retired member 
receiving a pension. Over the past 21 years this ratio has evolved and currently there are one and a half active 
members for each retiree. This is a trend that we expect to continue as our Plan matures.

When the Plan has a shortfall, due to adverse Plan experience or otherwise, additional contributions are made 
by active members and Plan sponsors to fund this deficit. As the ratio of active to retired members declines, a 
smaller proportion of the Plan’s membership must shoulder the burden of these additional contributions. This 
can potentially lead to disproportionately large contribution increases and intergenerational inequity among 
Plan members.
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Contributions vs. Benefit Payments ($ millions)
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        Pension Payments                   Plan Contributions
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Related to Plan maturity is the level of pension payments relative to contributions into the Plan. Over the last 
21 years both amounts have increased substantially. Currently, contributions into the Plan are approximately equal 
to annual pension payments (2019 contributions totalled $95 million and pension payments equaled $90 million).

The Plan’s active to retiree ratio is expected to evolve going forward with the retired population likely to represent a 
larger portion of the Plan. This will most likely result in benefit payments from the Plan exceeding contributions. This 
can put additional strain on the Plan’s asset base and increase liquidity requirements.
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Average Active Member Age
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Aging active membership is another risk that needs to be monitored. The chart below highlights that the 
average age of the Plan’s active membership has increased from 42.9 years to 46.8 years since the Plan’s 
inception. As active members age and they near retirement, there is a shorter time period for the Plan to generate 
sufficient funds to pay their benefit during retirement. This results in increased pension liabilities for the Plan.

We have however seen a positive trend on this front in recent years as the average age of our active members 
has declined slightly each year over the last four years. This is a trend we hope to see continue.

Although DB plans seldom have the ability to control a plans demographic profile, having a solid understanding 
of how it is likely to change over time can allow for proper steps to be taken to mitigate the impact of adverse 
experience and trends. 

Looking Ahead -
Key Plan Risks (cont’d)
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Plan Contributions
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Plan Contribution Levels
Although the Plan’s investment portfolio has performed quite well, as a result of many of the challenges we have 

outlined, our active members and Plan sponsors have had to make substantial contributions to the Plan. Currently, 
contributions (which are split equally between employers and employees) total almost 25% of payroll, which equated 
to $95 million in 2019. The chart below highlights the trend in contribution rates (as a percentage of payroll) and 
dollar amounts we have seen over the past 21 years.

As we attempt to navigate many of the challenges outlined in the sections above, it will be crucial that we monitor 
future contribution rates. It is essential that we are able to balance the need to provide an adequate retirement benefit 
to our members while ensuring we manage the financial cost to both members and Plan sponsors.
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Plan Funded Ratio
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Looking Ahead -
Key Plan Risks (cont’d)
Plan Funded Ratio
The Plan’s funded ratio is the most commonly used measure of the Plan’s overall financial health and it is determined by 
dividing the Plan’s assets by its liabilities. As highlighted by the graph below, the Plan has made some progress towards 
achieving a fully funded status over the last 10 years. However, despite increased contribution rates and exceptional 
investment results, due to the challenges summarized throughout this section progress has been limited.

On a related note, new provincial pension funding regulations were announced early in 2020. These revised 
regulations will require the Plan to fund a formal provision for adverse deviation (‘PfAD’), an amount designed to 
help the Plan navigate future challenges. While this PfAD is prudent from a Plan management standpoint, it could 
potentially lead to an increase in required contributions to the Plan in the future. These revised funding regulations 
will begin to impact our Plan, to some extent, starting with our December 31, 2019 valuation.

Conclusions
Many of the challenges our Plan is facing are consistent with those other DB plans across the industry are dealing 
with. While these challenges are constantly evolving, and can at times be quite difficult to manage, it is important 
to recognize that they exist and to take steps to properly understand them. The work that the Committee has 
completed in their long-term planning workstream has done just that. It has provided them with good insight into 
how many of these risks are likely to evolve for our Plan as we move forward. With this initiative expected to continue 
throughout 2020, we are well positioned to understand the challenges facing our Plan on its path to sustainability.
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Plan Governance
Structure
The HRM Pension Committee is tasked with the overall governance of the Plan as well as ensuring that the Plan can 
deliver its promised benefit. The Committee is structured such that both employee and management groups have 
equal representation during decision-making processes.

The Committee consists of twelve voting members. Five of the voting members are union representatives and 
another five are appointed by HRM management. A retired member and a representative from the Non-Union 
Municipal Employees Association (NUMEA) make up the remainder of the voting members of the Committee.

The five employee unions represented on the Committee with voting members include:

• International Association of Firefighters, Local 268 (IAFF)
 www.hpff.ca

• Canadian Union of Public Employees, Local 108 (CUPE)
 www.108.cupe.ca

• Nova Scotia Union of Public and Private Employees, Local 13 (NSUPE)
 www.nsupe.ca/local-13

• Halifax Regional Police Association (HRPA)
 www.halifax.ca/fire-police/police

• Amalgamated Transit Union, Local 508 (ATU)
 www.atu508.ca
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As at May 1, 2020
Halifax Regional Municipality
Pension Committee (Joint representation
consisting of 12 voting members)

5 Management
Jerry Blackwood
Jane Fraser
Mike Sampson
John Traves
Britt Wilson  

5 Union
Andrew Bone
Nova Scotia Union of Public and Private Employees (NSUPE)

R. Scott MacDonald
Halifax Regional Police Association (HRPA)

Ray MacKenzie
Amalgamated Transit Union (ATU), Local 508

Dwayne Tattrie
Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE), Local 108

Dan White
International Association of Fire Fighters (IAFF), Local 268

1 Non-Union
Greg MacKay
Non-Union Municipal Employees Association (NUMEA)

1 Retired Member
Mark Hartlen

Co-Chairs: 1 union representative and
1 management representative        
John Traves    Management
Dan White  Union                        

Each voting member may have two alternates; an alternate
can vote in the absence of the voting member. There are 10
non-voting Participating Employer representatives.

Participating Employer Representatives:

Max Chauvin
Zatzman Sportsplex

Mike Cogdon
Halifax Forum Community Association

Jen Heddon
Cole Harbour Place

John MacMillan
QUEST

Cathy Maddigan
Halifax Public Libraries

Louis de Montbrun
Halifax Water

Anne Patterson
Halifax Regional Centre for Education

Stuart Poteri
Centennial Arena

Robert Rines
Lake District Recreation Association

Steve Vincent
Ocean View Continuing Care Centre
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Plan Member Ser vices
Many members contact the Pension Office or visit us in 
person each year, and the Plan Member Services team 
is a dedicated resource committed to assisting them. In 
addition to providing Plan education sessions throughout 
the year, the team assists our members with their HRM 
pension related transactions and queries. They complete 
100% of member related transactions in-house, which 
facilitates quick turnaround times and ensures that the 
highest levels of quality controls are in place.  

We are pleased to report that, once again, our members 
rated the services they received from the Pension 
Office as ‘Excellent’ during 2019. The Pension Office 
has been rated excellent on their level of knowledge, 
courteousness and helpfulness since the surveys 
began in 2011.

The information on the next page highlights various 
additional statistics related to the Plan Member 
Services team from 2019.
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Team Highlights from 2019:

• Received approximately 2,390 member phone
 calls from January 1 to December 31, 2019

• Plan member survey overall rating was
 4.54/5 or “Excellent”
• Enrolled 768 new plan members

• Processed pension estimates for 178 plan members
 considering retirement and cost estimates for 53 plan
 members considering purchasing past service

• Provided final costs to 12 plan members
 for past service purchases

• Provided benefit statements
 for 197 retirements, 557
 terminations and 134 deaths

• Provided pension information for
 26 marriage breakdowns

• Completed 20 reciprocal transfers in/out
 and 4 past service purchases

• Presented 8 general pension information sessions

• Processed payments for 270 terminations

• Our online HRM retirement calculator, which launched
 in 2018, was accessed 1,456 times during 2019

• Members accessed their Annual Statements electronically
 via the online retirement tool 758 times

Excellent 
rating from Plan 

Members
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Plan Member
Services (cont’d)
Engaging with Our Members
We are always looking for ways to engage with our 
members to ensure that they are up-to-date on all 
their HRM pension information and have access to the 
resources they need. We are pleased to outline several 
initiatives currently underway to help us connect with 
our members. 

Electronic Communication
Electronic communication is the most effective way 
for our office to provide you with all your HRM pension 
related information. By providing us with your consent 
to communicate with you electronically you’ll receive 
your Plan information in a timely manner, reduce paper 
waste and the financial cost associated with paper 
correspondence. If you haven’t already done so, 
complete an Electronic Consent Form and return it to 
our office. This form is available on the Plan’s website.

Virtual Information Sessions
Typically, we provide several in-person education 
sessions to our members each year. These sessions 
provide members with information related to how the 
Plan operates as well as the Plan’s benefit structure. 

Given the current COVID-19 pandemic and social 
distances measures in place, we do not anticipate 
being able to offer in-person sessions for the remainder 
of 2020. However, we are currently exploring ways to 
offer sessions to our members virtually. Look for more 
information about upcoming virtual information sessions 
on the Plan’s website (www.hrmpensionplan.ca), via 
HRM weekly bulletins and from your employer in the 
coming weeks and months.

New Plan Website
We are currently in the process of developing a new 
enhanced Plan website, which will be used as an 
additional means of communicating with our members. 
This website will provide members with information related 
to their HRM pension entitlement, Plan governance 
and investments along with other retirement planning 
resources. We look forward to leveraging the Plan’s new 
site in the future to enhance our members’ experience. 
Look for the new website to be launched later in 2020.

Online Retirement Tool
Launched in 2018, the Plan’s online retirement tool is a 
resource that is designed to help members gain a better 
understanding of the benefits they will receive during 
retirement from their HRM pension. In addition, the tool 
can model retirement income that might be available to 
them from the Canada Pension Plan, Old Age Security 
and any other pension benefits or personal resources 
they have. To access the online Retirement Calculator, 
visit our Plan’s website.

Annual Statements
By the end of June each year, we are required to provide 
each active Plan member with an annual statement that 
outlines their HRM Pension Plan entitlement. If you have 
provided us with consent to communicate with you 
electronically, you will receive an email outlining how to 
access your annual statement online. Last year we sent 
over 700 statements to our members electronically, and 
we anticipate being able to send even more statements 
electronically this year. This is a trend we hope continues in 
the future as we make additional efforts to communicate 
with our members electronically and reduce paper waste.

If you haven’t provided us with permission to communicate 
with you electronically, you should receive your annual 
statement via regular post by early July, at the latest. 
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Funding Valuation ($ millions)
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Plan Member
Services (cont’d)

Actuarial Valuation 
The tables below highlight the results of our December 31, 2019 funding valuation. A funding valuation is 
conducted periodically and is used as one measure of the financial health of the Plan. The results are also used to 
determine the level of contributions that are required to be made to the Plan until the next valuation is completed. 
As at December 31, 2019 the Plan is 92% funded, meaning there is approximately 92 cents of pension assets 
supporting every $1 of pension obligations.

As mentioned in the CEO’s message earlier in this 
report, in February 2020 the provincial pension 
regulator announced new rules that govern how 
pension plans are funded in the province. Among 
other things, these revised regulations require plans 
to fund an explicit ‘provision for adverse deviation’, 
meant to provide a buffer in case of unfavorable 
plan experience. In addition, they require that any 
shortfall be funded over a 10-year period, compared 
to 15 years under the previous regulations. The next 
required full valuation must be completed no later 
than December 31, 2022.

Assets (Smoothed)

Pension Obligations

December 31, 2019
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Historical Contributions (as a % of payroll)

1999

            Current Service Cost                   Total Contributions

20192001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

30.00%

25.00%

20.00%

15.00%

10.00%

5.00%

0.00%

Current Service Cost

Special Payments

Total Contributions (as a % of payroll)

6.00%

18.60%

Total contributions to the Plan are driven by the Plan’s 
valuation results and consist of current service cost 
contributions along with special payments to fund 
the shortfall. All contribution amounts are split equally 
between employees and employers.

The Plan’s current service cost is the value of the benefits 
earned in the upcoming year. The current service cost for 
the Plan is estimated to be 18.6% of payroll per annum.

As indicated by the Plan’s funded ratio (summarized on 
the previous page) there is a shortfall of approximately 
8%. Extra contributions are being made to the Plan to 
fund this shortfall over the next 10 years. These extra 
contributions are estimated to equal 6.0% of payroll.

As demonstrated by the graph above, total contributions to the Plan (as a % of payroll) have continued to increase 
as we attempt to achieve a fully funded status. Currently, total contributions to the Plan equal 24.6% of payroll, split 
equally between employees and employers.

Note: All amounts in this section are based on preliminary valuation results as at December 31, 2019. Final results will be 
summarized in the Plan’s actuarial valuation report which will be approved and filed no later than November 30th, 2020.

Actuarial
Valuation (cont’d)
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Actuarial Assumptions
To determine the Plan’s pension liabilities, it is necessary to make assumptions about how our membership is likely 

to evolve in the future. To ensure that the assumptions used to determine these liabilities remain appropriate and 

accurately reflect Plan experience, we periodically conduct experience studies. In 2018 we conducted a study to 

review and update the Plan’s retirement assumption, used to estimate when members will retire from the Plan. In 

2019 we revised the assumption used to estimate the proportion of members that terminate from the Plan prior to 

retirement. A complete summary of the assumptions used to determine the Plan’s liabilities can be found in our most 

recently filed valuation report, which is available on our website (www.hrmpensionplan.ca).

In addition to more accurately reflecting Plan experience, reviewing these assumptions allows us to gain valuable 

insight into demographic trends and develop a better understanding of the Plan’s membership.
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Total Expenses

Total Expenses

As a % of Average Assets
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$10

$9

$8

$7

$6

$5

$4

$3

$2

$1

$0

$6.7m $7.0m

1.0%

0.9%

0.8%

0.7%

0.6%

0.5%

0.4%

0.3%

0.2%

0.1%

0.0%

0.35%
0.39%

Plan Expenses

2011

Total Plan Expenses                   Expenses

$8

$7

$6

$5

0.70%

0.60%

0.50%

0.40%

0.30%

0.20%

0.10%

0.00%
20192013 2015 2017

($ millions) LHS (as a % of assets) RHS

Plan Operations
We continue to look for ways to deliver the Plan’s pension promise in the most cost-effective manner for our 
members. To help monitor whether we are succeeding on this front, we benchmark ourselves against several other 
Canadian pension plans that publish their pension administration costs. Consistent with prior years, the Pension 
Office is once again a lower cost provider of pension administration services compared to its peers. In 2019, our 
annual cost of administration per Plan member was $139. This compares to an average cost of $181 per member 
for our benchmark group.

The dollar amount of total expenses paid from the 
Plan during 2019 was $7.0 million, which equates 
to 0.35% of average Plan assets during the year. As 
demonstrated by the chart below, the dollar amount 
of total Plan expenses can fluctuate from year to 
year depending on the number and type of projects 
we undertake. However, since 2010, the Plan’s total 
expenses as a percentage of average Plan assets has 
continued to decline. We continue to look for ways to 
carry this trend forward as the Plan grows and is able 
to realize certain economies of scale. 
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Active Membership vs. Plan Contributions 

1999

  Plan Contributions                   Active Membership
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%
70%

23%

7%

100%

Plan members and participating employer groups both 
contribute to the Plan in approximately equal amounts. 
Employees and employers each contribute 12.21% of 
payroll for most Non-Public Safety Occupation positions 
and 12.56% for most Public Safety Occupation positions.

Contributions are used to fund future benefit payments 
and generate investment income for the Plan. In 2019 
total Plan contributions equalled $94.8 million, a $3.9 
million increase compared to 2018. As our active 
member base continues to grow, annual contributions 
to the Plan will continue to increase as well. 
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One of the Plan’s primary objectives is to provide 
our member’s with stable pension income during 
retirement. During 2019, our Plan distributed 
approximately $90.5 million in pension payments 
to our retired members and their beneficiaries. This 
represents an increase of $5.3 million compared 
to 2018 and is consistent with the increase in our 
pensioner population that we saw during the year.

We expect that this year-over-year trend of increased 
annual pension payments will persist in the coming 
years as our pensioner population is expected to 
continue to grow and will represent a larger portion of 
the Plan overall.

Plan Operations (cont’d)
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Total Plan Assets ($ millions)

1999

$2,500

$2,000

$1,500

$1,000

$500

$0

2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019

Actual Return

Benchmark
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Net Investment Return - 2019

Plan Assets
Investment Performance
2019 was a successful year for the Plan’s investment 
portfolio. Bolstered by our public equity investments, 
the Plan’s assets returned 10.69% net of fees during 
the year. This was ahead of our benchmark return for 
2019 as well as our long-term return objective.

As demonstrated by the chart below, the Plan’s assets 
have continued to grow in recent years as contributions 
to the Plan and investment returns have exceeded 
pension payments and Plan related expenses. Our 
portfolio has succeeded in capitalizing on the upside 
of the bull market we have witnessed over the last 10 
years, and Plan assets now total almost $2.1 billion (as 
at December 31, 2019).

Consistent with the majority of portfolios across the pension industry, our public equity investments (19.85% return) 
led the way in 2019. In addition, our Plan’s private real estate portfolio (15.82% return) performed well during the 
year. The higher returns experienced by these assets offset the lower return levels observed in some of our other 
asset classes. Specifically, our private equity and infrastructure portfolios, which hold most of their assets outside 
Canada, faced headwinds as the Canadian dollar strengthened relative to other major currencies during the year.
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Investment Return - 2019 - By Asset Class
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Asset Class
Public Equities

Public Debt

Private Investments

Total Portfolio

Benchmark

Value Add

2018 Return
-4.2%

2.5%

15.4%

3.8%

1.0%

2.8%

2019 Return
19.9%

4.6%

8.4%

10.7%

10.3%

0.4%

Since Inception 
Annualized Return

8.6%

3.4%

12.9%

7.2%

5.7%

1.5%

Long Term Performance
The table below highlights how our assets have performed since the Plan’s inception, 21 years ago. With a since 
inception annualized return 1.5% higher than that of our benchmark, we continue to demonstrate that our active 
investment style adds value relative to passive investing.

Plan Assets (cont’d)
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Asset Mix
At December 31, 2019, the Plan had an asset allocation of approximately 35% in public equities, 34% in public 
debt and 31% in private investments (private debt – 5%, private equity – 6%, infrastructure – 10%, real estate  
– 10%). We continue to look for attractive investments to enhance the Plan’s overall return while taking into 
consideration the Plan’s long-term pension obligations.

The Plan’s policy mix is the long-term asset mix target for the Plan. Deviations from the policy mix are permitted in 
order to participate in attractive investment opportunities. We monitor these deviations on an ongoing basis and 
rebalance the portfolio towards the policy mix as required. One of our objectives for 2020 is to review the Plan’s 
policy mix and ensure that it remains appropriate for the Plan going forward. 

Actual Asset Mix
at December 31,2019

Policy Asset Mix
at December 31,2019
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Contact Us
We are always looking for ways to engage with our members and ensure they are well informed about their HRM 
Pension Plan entitlement. We would encourage you to contact our office if you have any questions about your 
HRM pension benefit. 

Visit Us in Person:
1809 Barrington Street
Suite 1108, CIBC Building
Halifax, Nova Scotia B3J 3K8
Regular Office Hours: Monday - Friday | 8:30 am - 4:30 pm

Note: Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, our physical office is currently closed. We continue to process member 
transactions and queries via telephone and email. We are currently unsure as to when our office will reopen, but 
we will provide updates as more information becomes available. Look for these updates on our website and via the 
regular HRM email bulletins.

Contact Us by Phone or Fax:
Phone: (902) 490-6213
Toll Free: 1 (888) 490-6213
Fax: (902) 490-5597

Email Us:
E-mail: HRMPension@halifax.ca

For more information about our Plan and additional retirement resources, we would encourage you to visit the 
Plan’s website (www.hrmpensionplan.ca). 

Allow us to communicate with you electronically: Electronic communication is the most effective way for 
our office to provide you with all your HRM pension related information. By providing us with your consent to 
communicate with you electronically you’ll receive your Plan information in a timely manner, reduce paper waste and 
the financial cost associated with paper correspondence. If you haven’t already done so, complete an Electronic 
Consent Form and return it to our office. This form is available on the Plan’s website.
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