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I. Call to Order 
 Chair Auditor Blaha. 
 
II. Introductions 
 
III.  Review and Approval of Working Group Meeting Minutes 
 Exhibit A.  Draft October 19, 2022 Meeting Minutes 
 
IV. Working Group Topic Rankings  
 Exhibit B.   
 
V. Review of Draft Firefighter Definitions 
 Exhibits C and D. 
 
VI. Discussion of Required Investment through the SBI 

Exhibit E. 
 

VII. Review of Draft Investment Report Certification Technical Change 
 Exhibit F. 
 
VIII. Discussion of Audit Threshold 

Exhibit G. 
 

IX. Other Business 
 
X. Next Meeting 
 Wednesday, December 7, 2022 
 2:00 p.m. to 3:30 p.m. 
 In-Person/Virtual Hybrid Format 
 
XI. Adjournment 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Individuals with disabilities who need a reasonable accommodation to participate in this event, please contact 
Rose Hennessy Allen at (651) 296-5985 or (800) 627-3529 (TTY) by November 8, 2022. 
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Office of the State Auditor  
 
 

Members Present  
Julie Blaha, State Auditor  
Sue Iverson, City of Red Wing Finance & Accounting Manager 
Dan Johnson, Mendota Heights Fire Relief Association Trustee (defined contribution plans) (via Zoom) 
Andy Paszak, Proctor Fire Relief Association President (defined benefit lump sum plans) (via Zoom) 
Darrell Pettis, St. Peter Fire Relief Association Treasurer (defined benefit lump sum plans) (via Zoom) 
Kevin Wall, Lower Saint Croix Valley Fire Relief Association President (defined benefit lump sum plans) 
(via Zoom) 
Thomas Wilson, Eden Prairie Fire Relief Association Secretary (defined benefit monthly/lump sum 
plans)  
 

  Members Excused 
Eric Bullen, Minnesota State Fire Chiefs Association Representative (defined benefit lump sum plans) 
Steve Donney, City of Harmony Mayor 
Ron Johnson, Minnesota State Fire Department Association Representative (defined contribution plans) 
Aaron Johnston, Coon Rapids Fire Relief Association Treasurer (defined contribution plans) 
Karl Mork, Bemidji Fire Relief Association Treasurer (defined benefit lump sum plans) 
Michael Walstien, Plymouth Fire Relief Association Member (defined contribution plans) 

 
 

Office of the State Auditor and Legislative Support Present 
Ramona Advani, Deputy State Auditor and General Counsel 
Chad Burkitt, Legislative Commission on Pension and Retirement Analyst (via Zoom) 
Rose Hennessy Allen, Office of the State Auditor Pension Director  
Susan Lenczewski, Legislative Commission on Pension and Retirement Executive Director (via Zoom) 
 

I. Call to Order 
Auditor Blaha called the meeting to order.  She explained that the meeting was being 
conducted in a hybrid format, and being recorded and streamed to the Office of the State 
Auditor (OSA) YouTube channel.  The meeting agenda was accepted with no changes.   
 

II. Introductions 
The Working Group members and support staff in attendance introduced themselves.  Auditor 
Blaha welcomed everyone. 

 
III. Review and Approval of Working Group Meeting Minutes  

Members reviewed the December 14, 2021, meeting minutes that had been provided in 
advance.  The meeting minutes were accepted with no changes. 

 
IV. Working Group Process Discussion 

• Working Group Meeting Schedule 
 Auditor Blaha shared the meeting schedule and asked that members notify Hennessy Allen 

of any scheduling conflicts.  Meetings this year will be held in a hybrid format, in person 
or via Zoom, and be live-streamed to the OSA’s YouTube channel.  There were no 
objections to the meeting schedule or with providing flexibility to schedule additional 
meetings in January, if necessary.     
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• Working Group Purpose Statement 
 The members reviewed the draft Purpose Statement.  There were no objections to the 

Purpose Statement. 
 
• Working Group Process Statement 
 Members reviewed the draft Process Statement.  Auditor Blaha noted that unanimous 

consent is required for a proposal to move forward, although proposals that do not have 
unanimous agreement may be revisited and reconsidered.  There were no objections to 
the Process Statement.   

 
• Working Group Membership List 
 Auditor Blaha shared that the membership list will be posted on the OSA website, and 

asked that Hennessy Allen be notified of any changes.   
 
V. Update on 2022 Relief Association Legislation 

Hennessy Allen provided a summary of the relief association provisions in the 2022 Pension 
and Retirement Bill.  All of the Working Group provisions passed into law, including the 
supplemental benefit reimbursement clarification that was sought for several years. 
 

VI. Discussion of Working Group Topic Suggestions 
 Auditor Blaha shared the list of topic suggestions received from relief association trustees and 

members, and from other stakeholders.  After the meeting, Working Group members will be 
asked to complete a survey to rank their topic priorities.  Hennessy Allen briefly explained 
each topic. 

 
 Three additional topics were discussed and added to the list of topic suggestions.  The first 

was a suggestion for the Working Group to consider a change that would allow more than one 
retiree to serve on the board of trustees if the relief association pays or offers monthly service 
pensions.  The second was a suggestion to discuss last year’s proposal that would have 
required relief associations to invest their special fund assets through the State Board of 
Investment.  The third topic addition was a suggestion to clarify whether the age-50 
requirement applies to surviving spouses who receive a distribution upon the dissolution of 
the relief association. 

 
VII. Other Business 

The Working Group members agreed to discuss the municipal contribution and financial 
requirements topic from the topic suggestion list.  Hennessy Allen explained that the 2022 
Pension and Retirement Bill made changes to the sections of statute that define how a relief 
association’s financial requirements are determined and how the minimum municipal 
contribution amount is calculated.  While reviewing these changes it was noted that the 
provisions contain an incorrect statutory reference and are difficult to understand.  OSA Staff 
requested the Working Group’s approval to draft technical corrections to the provisions in 
Sections 424A.092 (lump sum plans) and 424A.093 (monthly plans) to correct statutory 
references, make the provisions easier to understand and administer, and ensure the 
calculations continue to match current and longstanding practice.   
 
OSA staff also asked for the Working Group’s approval to draft technical corrections to clarify 
the language (known as the “90% rule”) that permits a relief association to increase its benefit 
level without municipal ratification, if certain conditions are met.   
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It was agreed that cleaning up the language would be helpful to relief associations and their 
affiliated municipalities.  The Working Group unanimously adopted a motion to allow OSA staff 
to draft technical corrections, for the Working Group’s review and consideration, to clarify the 
municipal contribution and financial requirements provisions. 

 
VIII. Next Meeting 

Thursday, November 10, 2022 
2:00 p.m. to 3:30 p.m. 
In-Person/Virtual Hybrid Format 

 
IX. Adjournment 

The meeting was adjourned at 3:18. 
 



Topic Description Source Type Rank
Audit                             

(424A.014, subd. 1)
1. Consider increasing the threshold at which an audit is required.  The current 

threshold is $500,000 in either special fund assets or liabilities.
VFRAs Broad 

Policy 
Change

3

Board of Trustees                    
(424A.04)

2. Consider allowing more than one trustee on the board of a relief association 
that pays monthly benefits to be a retired member.

Working 
Group

Limited 
Policy 

Change

15

Defined Contribution Plans              
(424A.016, subd. 4)

3. Consider how frequently account balances and investment return allocations 
must be determined in a DC plan.  For example, must account balances be 
determined prior to a mid-year payout?  Must investment returns be allocated 
on at least a monthly basis?

OSA Broad 
Policy 

Change

4

Definitions                         
(424A.001)

4. Update the definition of "volunteer firefighter" and add definitions of "paid-on-
call," "part-time," and "full-time/career" firefighter and the definition of 
"combination fire department" that the Working Group agreed upon.

VFRAs In 
Progress

1

Disability Insurance                  
(424A.05, subd. 3)

5. Consider modifying the provision that allows relief associations to pay 
insurance premiums for disability coverage, to allow relief associations to 
purchase a supplemental health product or reimburse the municipality if the 
city or town purchased the coverage.

VFRAs Broad 
Policy 

Change

11

Dissolutions                        
(424B.22)

6. Clarify that the requirements of Section 424B.22 apply to relief associations 
that are involuntarily dissolved.

VFRAs Limited 
Policy 

Change

9

7. Considering adding language that defines how general fund assets may be 
disbursed for relief associations that dissolve.

OSA Limited 
Policy 

Change

8

8. Clarify whether relief associations that are dissolving can pay supplemental 
benefits to survivors of firefighters who were younger than 50.

DOR Limited 
Policy 

Change

14

Investment Report Card                
(424A.095, subd. 2)

9. Consider changing the certification language so that the "relief association," 
rather than the "relief association's board of trustees," certifies to the OSA that 
the board has reviewed the investment report card. 

OSA Limited 
Policy 

Change

5

Investments                        
(356A.06, subd. 7)

10. Review international securities language.  Consider defining "developed," 
"emerging," and "horizon" markets.  

OSA Limited 
Policy 

Change

16

11. Considering authorizing investment in below investment-grade domestic 
government bonds.  (The investment would count toward the 5% portfolio 
limit on below investment-grade bonds.)

OSA ? 12

Volunteer Fire Relief Association Working Group

2022/2023 Potential Topic Requests



12. Discuss whether relief associations should be required to invest their special 
fund assets with the Minnesota State Board of Investment

VFRAs Broad 
Policy 

Change

2

Municipal Ratification and Contribution 
Requirements                       

(424A.092 and 424A.093)

13. Clarify and correct the municipal ratification, financial requirements, and "90% 
Rule" language.

OSA Broad 
Policy 

Change

14. Consider providing authority for a city council to pass a single resolution that 
allows the relief association to set a benefit level, and change the benefit 
level, as long as the funding ratio remains above a specific percentage (e.g., 
105%).  This would provide some flexibility for relief associations to make 
small benefit level changes to respond to market fluctuations, without needing 
to get municipal ratification for each change. 

VFRAs Broad 
Policy 

Change

7

Service Credit                       
(424A.015, subd. 6)

15. Consider requiring that minimum service requirements be approved by both 
the municipal governing board and the relief association's board of trustees.

VFRAs Broad 
Policy 

Change

13

16. Consider ways in which a relief association could allow for a bonus payment 
from the special fund for firefighters with at least 20 years of service, for 
example, as a way to retain firefighters.  Ideas include authorizing a higher 
per-year-of-service benefit level for these years.

VFRAs Broad 
Policy 

Change

6

Supplemental Benefits                 
(424A.10)

17. Consider a change to make clear that supplemental benefit payments to 
alternate payees who receive a portion, or all, of the benefit pursuant to a 
QDRO are authorized and may be reimbursed by the State.

Working 
Group

Limited 
Policy 

Change

10



    Exhibit C  
Firefighter Definitions 
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Topic: 
 

The Working Group previously reviewed definitions of “volunteer firefighter” that exist 
in statute for different purposes, and considered whether definitions of “volunteer,” “paid 
on-call,” “part time,” and “full-time/career” firefighters should be added to the relief 
association statutes.  In addition, the Working Group discussed adding a definition of 
“combination fire department” to the relief association statutes. 

 
The Working Group created the chart below to illustrate compensation, availability, and 
pension characteristics, with the intent that the information be used when drafting new 
firefighter definitions. 

 
Firefighter  Compensation Availability Pension 

 Paid per 
Call or 
Hour 

Salaried Firefighter’s 
Choice 

Scheduled 
Hours 

Relief 
Association 

or SVF 
Plan 

PERA P&F 
or 

Coordinated 

Volunteer   X  X  
Paid on-Call X  X  X  
Part Time X   X  X 
Full-Time/Career X X  X  X 

 
*Volunteer firefighters not paid per call, but may receive reimbursement for expenses. 
 
The Working Group agreed on the following definition: 
 
“A combination fire department is a fire department with at least one full-time or 
career firefighter and at least one volunteer or paid on-call firefighter.” 

 
 
Considerations: 
 

1. Does the Working Group still agree with the characteristics identified in the chart 
above, for purposes of drafting definitions? 

2. Does the Working Group still agree with the above definition of “combination fire 
department?” 

3. Is the desire to add definitions to Chapter 424A, which contains the relief association 
provisions?  Or should the relief association statutes instead refer to existing 
firefighter definitions that apply to firefighter training and education? 

4. Any others? 



Prepared by Jason Kuenle, Office of the Revisor of Statutes, November 2018 

 

Volunteer firefighter definitions 

Currently, volunteer firefighter is defined in the following statutory chapters: 

 299N – Firefighter training and education 

 353 – PERA General 

 353G – Statewide volunteer firefighter retirement plan 

 424A – Local volunteer firefighter relief associations 

These definitions do not vary by much, but those differences may be important to their usage in each 

chapter. Some statutes not in these chapters specifically reference the definition in either 299N or 424A.  

Undefined usage 

Below is a categorization of sections that use the term “volunteer firefighter” without referencing a 

specific definition or volunteer firefighter or referencing a specific plan (and therefore, the plan’s 

definition): 

Employment law 

 43A.32 – Volunteer firefighter agreements with state government employers 

 181.10 – General employment law payment of wages 

 268.047 and 268.085 – Unemployment insurance 

 412.15 – Statutory city housing aid authorization 

 420.20 – Prohibition of minors acting as firefighters (headnote only) 

 471.61 – Municipal law group benefits 

Membership on boards 

 144E.01 – Emergency medical services regulatory board 

 299K.03 – Emergency response commission 

Miscellaneous 

 169.58 – Emergency vehicle lights 

 465.90 – “Fill the boot” authorization 

 604A.01 – Good Samaritan law 

Chapter 69 

Of the chapters without a definition of volunteer firefighter, chapter 69 uses the term the most and in a 

variety of ways. In section 69.022, it specifically cross‐references the definition in 299N. In other places, 

including 69.021, the reference to volunteer firefighter is derived from membership under sections 

353G or 424A. 
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Topic:  
 

During the fall of 2020, the Working Group was asked to consider whether it would 
support a change to require that relief association special fund assets be invested 
with the State Board of Investment.  The 2020 Working Group did not support the 
proposal, and adopted the following position statement: 
 
 

For the reason identified below, the Volunteer Fire Relief Association Working 
Group recommends that current law be supported, which allows relief 
associations the option of, but does not require, investing through the 
Minnesota State Board of Investment. 
 
Local Control – The current statutes are permissive, and allow relief 
associations options on how and where to invest their pension funds.  A relief 
association can choose to invest some or all of its pension assets through the 
State Board of Investment, but are not required to do so.  There is strong 
support among relief association trustees to maintain these options.  
Currently, there is no evidence that having choice on how and where to invest 
relief association funds is problematic.  Differences in investment performance 
among relief associations have not threatened the viability of the relief 
association pension funds, which overall are very well funded. 

 
 

  
As of June 30, 2021, there were 165 relief associations, or about 31%, that invested 
some or all of their special fund assets with the State Board of Investment. 
  
Does the Working Group still support this position?   
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Topic:  
 

A provision in the 2022 Pension and Retirement Bill that was passed into law in May 
requires the Office of the State Auditor (OSA) to annually provide each relief 
association with an investment report.  The “Investment Report Card” that the OSA 
provides annually to relief associations as an educational tool satisfies this new 
requirement.   
 
The new law also requires that each relief association’s board of trustees certify to 
the OSA as part of the relief association’s annual financial reporting that the board 
has received and reviewed the Investment Report Card.   
 
While working to incorporate the new certification into the 2022 financial reporting 
form (the FIRE Form), OSA staff noted that requiring the “relief association,” rather 
than the “relief association’s board of trustees,” to certify would better 
accommodate the current signature process.  The current FIRE Form signature 
process, which a relief association can complete online through our secure SAFES 
site or by submitting a paper signature page, requires the following individuals to 
sign a certification on the Form:  

1) an officer of the board of trustees;  
2) the municipal clerk or clerk-treasurer;  
3) the CPA (if an attestation rather than audit is required); and  
4) the secretary of the independent nonprofit firefighting corporation, if 

applicable.   
 

The concern is that if the board of trustees must certify its receipt and review of 
the Investment Report Card, all nine trustees of the board may need to sign, rather 
than the four people identified above.  An optional change is provided below that 
would allow the Investment Report Card certification to be incorporated into the 
current FIRE Form certification structure. 
 
 

 Optional Change:  
 

424A.095 INVESTMENTS. 
 

Subd. 2. Investment report. (a) Annually, the state auditor must provide an 
investment report to each relief association that has complied with the reporting 
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requirements under section 356.219, subdivisions 1 and 3. The investment report 
must contain the following information: 

(1) the relief association's average annual rates of return for at least the 
previous one-, three-, five-, ten-, 15-, and 20-year periods for which the state auditor 
has investment information; 

(2) the relief association's asset allocation; 
(3) the average annual one-year and ten-year benchmark rates of return; 
(4) the average annual one-year and ten-year rates of return for the statewide 

volunteer firefighter plan; 
(5) the one-year and ten-year average annual rates of return for the State 

Board of Investment supplemental investment fund; and 
(6) a graphical comparison between: 
(i) the relief association's average annual rates of return for the previous year 

and for the previous multiyear periods provided under clause (1); and 
(ii) the average annual rates of return for the same periods for the supplemental 

investment fund's balanced fund or any successor fund. 
(b) The state auditor shall select the benchmark rates of return based on the 

best practice in the industry. 
(c) The relief association's board of trustees must certify to the state auditor 

that the board reviewed the investment report. The certification must accompany the 
audited financial statements or detailed financial statement under section 424A.014, 
subdivision 1 or 2, whichever applies. A copy of the report must be kept on file by the 
relief association and must be available for inspection by any member of the public. 
 

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/356.219
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/424A.014#stat.424A.014.1
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/424A.014#stat.424A.014.1
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Topic: 
 

In 1986, an audit threshold of $200,000 for relief associations was set in statute.  A 
relief association that exceeded $200,000 in either special fund assets or liabilities 
was required to file with the Office of the State Auditor (OSA) audited financial 
statements.  Relief associations with assets and liabilities both below the threshold 
were required to file a financial report with the OSA that had been certified by a CPA. 
 
In 2013, the threshold was increased to $500,000 in either special fund assets or 
liabilities. 
 
The question the Working Group has been asked to consider is whether the $500,000 
threshold is still appropriate, or whether it should be changed.  If the threshold was 
changed annually based on inflation, for example, it would be at $605,843 for 2021. 

 
 
Background: 
 

Information is provided below that shows the number and percent of relief 
associations above and below the audit threshold for the current reporting year, and 
for the reporting years before and after the last threshold change.  The percent of 
relief associations that filed their annual reporting forms with the OSA on time for 
both categories of relief associations is also provided. 
 
The percentage of relief associations with the annual audit requirement decreased 
substantially after the threshold change.  The percentage has been increasing each 
year, but is still 20 percent lower than the number with a required audit in 2012.  
Relief associations with the audit requirement are more likely to file their annual 
reporting forms on time, while those without the audit requirement have been filling 
later, on average, each year.   

 

Reporting 
Year 

Total Relief 
Associations   

# With 
Audit 

% With 
Audit 

% 
Filed 
On 

Time 

Average 
Days 
Late   

# 
Without 

Audit 

% 
Without 

Audit 

% 
Filed 
On 

Time 

Average 
Days 
Late 

2012 684   487 71% 50% 50   197 29% 18% 99 
2014 643   223 35% 53% 48   420 65% 27% 105 
2021 527   301 57% 44% 55*   226 43% 27% 117* 

 
*There are 17 relief associations with the audit requirement and 55 without the requirement that have 
not yet filed their 2021 reports. 
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Relief associations with the audit requirement have a reporting deadline of June 30, 
while those without the audit requirement have a reporting deadline of March 31. 
 
For comparison purposes, audit requirements for Minnesota cities and towns is 
summarized below. 
 
Cities - A city with a population over 2,500 must have an annual audit performed. 
 
Cities with Combined Clerk/Treasurers - A city with a population of 2,500 or less 
and a combined clerk/treasurer must have an annual audit for 2021 if its annual 
revenue is more than $245,000.  A city with a combined clerk/treasurer and annual 
revenue of $245,000 or less must have an Agreed-Upon Procedures engagement 
once every five years. 
 
Towns - A town with a population over 2,500 and 2021 annual revenue of 
$1,092,000 or more must have an annual audit. 
 
Towns with Combined Clerk/Treasurers - A town with a combined 
clerk/treasurer must have an annual audit for 2021 if its annual revenue was more 
than $245,000.  A town with a combined clerk/treasurer and annual revenue of 
$245,000 or less must have an Agreed-Upon Procedures engagement once every five 
years. 
 

 
Options: 
 

1. Make no change. 
 

2. Increase the threshold on a going-forwarded basis so that the $500,000 
amount is adjusted each year, based on inflation. 

 
3. Increase the threshold to the current inflation-adjusted value, with 

adjustments for inflation made each year going forward. 
 

4. Make a change so that audits are required if certain risk factors exist (e.g., 
fundraising activities, non-SBI expanded list investments, etc.) rather than if 
an assets/liability threshold is met. 

 
5. Others?  
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