
those of other local govern-
ment agencies, they are still 
slightly lower than the pen-
sion payments received by 
police and firefighters. 

The average monthly 
pension is just shy of the 
$5,309 monthly payments 
for Los Angeles police and 
fire department employees, 
according to the audit.

The analysis is required 
every five years and allows 
city officials to monitor 
the pension system at the 
LADWP, a separate entity 
that is ultimately overseen 
by city officials.

The audit report comes 
as watchdog organization, 
Transparent California, 
released data on individ-
ual pension payments re-
ceived by LADWP’s more 
than 7,000 retirees in 
2016. The data, posted on 
the organization’s website, 
showed LADWP issued at 
least $435 million in pen-
sion checks in 2016.

In the controller’s au-
dit, the LADWP pension 
payments were compared 
with a dozen other pub-
lic plans for agencies close 
by, including the cities and 
counties of San Diego and 
Orange, as well as San Ber-
nardino County.

The LADWP plan’s “av-
erage monthly retirement 
compensation is within 
range of its peers for all 
years in the scope period,” 
the report concluded. “It is 
moderately higher than the 
peer system average and 
median monthly retire-
ment compensation paid.”

David Lewin, a profes-
sor of management at the 
UCLA Anderson School, 
said LADWP compensa-
tion — including retire-
ment benefits — tends to be 
on the higher end because 
the utility competes with 
private-sector agencies for 
qualified executives.

Unlike other public 
agencies, LADWP oper-
ates like a “quasi-private” 
agency and usually recruits 
from the same pool of exec-
utives being eyed by com-
panies like “ExxonMobil ... 
and other energy compa-
nies, including solar and 
wind in the private mar-
ket,” Lewin noted.

But unlike purely private 
sector companies, which 
tend to offer 401K-style re-
tirement benefits that do 
not tie up funds for years 
to come, LADWP offers 
pension benefits. 

Such plans are a “defined 
benefit ,” which means 
an agency is on the hook 
ahead of time to pay a cer-
tain benefit amount, based 
on the employees’ salary 

and years they worked, 
rather than the market, he 
said.

Lewin said LADWP is 
in the same boat as many 
public agencies nationwide 
that are now dealing with 
the challenge of whether 
they “can afford” to make 
the payments promised 
years ago.

“And if they can’t, they 
have to find the money 
somewhere, whether it’s 
through tax increases” or 
other methods, Lewin ex-
plained.

The controller’s audit 
also examined the reason-
ableness of the LADWP’s 
assumptions, when setting 
aside funds to make future 
pension payments.

Auditors found that the 
LADWP’s pension system 
“has been diligent in re-
viewing the appropriate-
ness of its actuarial meth-
odology and assumptions,” 
which “appear to be sound 
and reasonable.”

The last time the pension 
system re-evaluated its as-
sumptions was in 2013. At 
that time, the system low-
ered its expected invest-
ment return rate from 7.75 
percent to 7.5 percent, and 
the inflation rate from 3.5 
percent to 3.25 percent. 

They also reduced the 
salary increase assump-
tion from between 5.35 
percent to 10.5 percent to 

a 4.75 percent to 10 per-
cent range, based on the 
employees years working 
for the LADWP.

The pension system also 
adjusted its assumptions 
for how long the payments 
will need to be made “to 
reflect both recent and fu-
ture improvement of life 
expectancy for its mem-
bership.” 

LADWP
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Retires from the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power, located downtown, 
received an average monthly pension payment of $5,212 in 2015, an audit said. 

but I haven’t regained any 
mobility,” said Portillo, who 
used to participate in mara-
thons, triathlons and body-
building competitions.

Discharge coming
When Portillo is medi-

cally discharged from the 
Air Force later this year, she 
said her VA health care will 
only cover a nurse for five 
hours a day.

Ythjall, who runs a fit-
ness company, Fighter Diet, 
estimates they will have to 
come up with $100,000 a 
year for the remaining 19 
hours of care every day.

Today, Brazil Strength, a 
gym in Torrance that offers 
adaptive training for indi-
viduals with disabilities, 
is hosting a workout fund-
raiser to help with Portillo’s 
long-term costs.

All are welcome to the 

event from 10:30 a.m. to 
1:30 p.m. at 2230 Amapola 
Court, No 5. A donation is 
required to participate in a 
workout that is friendly for 
all experience levels. 

Portillo and Ythjall will 
be there. 

The day also will feature 
raffles, prizes and a Bison 
Burger Truck for post-work-
out grub. 

Those who can’t attend 
can donate online.

Gym owner Chai Brazil 
offered to do the fundraiser 
after running into Ythjall, 
who has an office nearby, 
and hearing his story.

“We train a couple of 
gals that are paraplegics, 
so we’re a little bit more fa-
miliar with the struggles 
of having less ability to do 
things,” Brazil said. “We’re 
very happy to do the fun-
draiser. No donation is too 
small.”

So far, Ythjall said, more 
than $50,000 has been 
raised for Portillo’s long-
term care.

No full pension

Because Portillo is two 
years shy of hitting the 20-
year mark in the Air Force, 
she said she is ineligible to 
receive a full pension. She 
said she is working on a last 
appeal for one. Since the ac-
cident, Portillo said she has 
been able to do some work 
from home with a laptop 
provided by her co-workers. 
She also has served as the 
presiding official at a ser-
geant’s promotion ceremony 
and taught resilience classes 
about mental strength and 
suicide prevention.

“Not only did I have the 
accident and feel like a part 
of me is dead, but I’ve lost 
my job,” Portillo said. “I’ve 
been dedicated to the Air 
Force for half of my life and 
to not be able to do that is 
like another separation 
anxiety. Not being able to 
be productive, to go out and 
exercise to relieve stress, is 
a quick halt to everything.”

She said she thanks her 

colleagues and friends, in-
cluding those who held a 
fundraiser for her back home 
in Belize, for their outpour-
ing of love since the acci-
dent. But most of all, Porti-
llo is grateful for Ythjall, her 
“hero,” for daily support and 
encouragement.

Although they had a 
wheelchair lift system in-
stalled in their apartment, 
Ythjall prefers carrying his 
wife in his arms.

“I try to be active for us 
both and to be her arms 
and legs,” he said. “That’s 
our workout.”

Ythjall believes years of 
commitment to fitness gave 
them both mental strength 
and perseverance. 

“When we said, ‘For bet-
ter or for worse,’ they were 
just words, but now we’re 
living it,” he said. “This 
has made us stronger. We 
fought for each other.”

For more information, or 
to make a donation, visit 
strongwithkat.com.
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A fundraiser today at Brazil Strength gym in Torrance will help former bodybuilder Katherine “Kat” Portillo of Manhattan Beach, 
cover long-term medical costs since she will soon lose coverage for 24/ 7 care when she is medically discharged from the Air 
Force, she said. She became a quadriplegic and husband Pavel Ythjall, above, was injured in a crash in 2015.
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