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The FRA

The Fleet Reserve Association (FRA) is the oldest and largest enlisted organization serving active duty, Reserves, retired and veterans of the Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard. It is Congressionally Chartered, recognized by the Department of Veterans’ Affairs (VA) as an accrediting Veteran Service Organization (VSO) for claim representation and entrusted to serve all veterans who seek its help. In 2007, FRA was selected for full membership on the National Veterans’ Day Committee.

FRA was established in 1924 and its name is derived from the Navy’s program for personnel transferring to the Fleet Reserve or Fleet Marine Corps Reserve after 20 or more years of active duty, but less than 30 years for retirement purposes. During the required period of service in the Fleet Reserve, assigned personnel earn retainer pay and are subject to recall by the Secretary of the Navy.

FRA’s mission is to act as the premier “watch dog” organization on Capitol Hill focused on maintaining and improving benefits and the quality of life for Sea Service personnel and their families. The Association also sponsors various recognition programs, a National Americanism Essay Contest and other recognition and relief programs. In addition, the newly established FRA Education Foundation oversees the Association’s scholarship program that is presenting $124,000 to deserving students this year.
FRA sponsors the annual Coast Guard Enlisted Persons of the Year program and hosts the annual U.S. Coast Guard Caucus Breakfast on Capitol Hill each year to recognize Caucus members and increase awareness about the Service’s various missions and the work of Coast Guard personnel.

The Association is also a founding member of The Military Coalition (TMC), a 34-member consortium of military and veteran’s organizations. FRA hosts most TMC meetings and members of its staff serve in a number of TMC leadership roles.

FRA’s motto is: “Loyalty, Protection, and Service.”
Certification of Non-Receipt

OF FEDERAL FUNDS

Pursuant to the requirements of House Rule XI, the Fleet Reserve Association has not received any federal grant or contract during the current fiscal year or either of the two previous fiscal years.
Introduction
Mr. Chairman and distinguished members of the Subcommittee, the Fleet Reserve Association (FRA) appreciates the opportunity to present its recommendations on the United States Coast Guard’s FY 2012 Budget.

Prior to addressing these issues, FRA wishes to thank the Congress for the generous pay, health care and benefit enhancements enacted in recent years. Improved wounded warrior transition and support services are very important as are other benefit improvements which are essential to maintaining the all-volunteer force and military readiness.

Ensuring Coast Guard parity with DoD personnel programs remains a high priority for FRA, and the Association notes continuing challenges within the Coast Guard to adequately fund previously authorized active and Reserve people programs.
Coast Guard Authorization
FRA appreciates the enactment of the FY 2011 Coast Guard Authorization Act (H.R. 3617) that addresses several important personnel-related issues, including the retention of emergency leave for personnel who would otherwise be required to forfeit leave to provide support for major disasters; legal assistance for qualified Coast Guard Reservists on a par with all similarly situated DoD Reservists; and reimbursement for certain medical-related travel expenses when a service member is stationed on an INCONUS island and his/her family member is referred to a specialty care provider off-island. The bill also authorizes USCG end strength of 47,000 for FY 2011 and makes Coast Guard retirees eligible for the Armed Forces Retirement Home (AFRH). The bill also changes the vice commandant position from a 3-star to a 4-star billet, which will align the Coast Guard’s structure more closely with the other armed forces. FRA strongly supports timely enactment of Coast Guard Authorization legislation in each Congress and believes the legislation is fundamental to effective Congressional budgeting and effective oversight of the service and its wide ranging missions.
Health Care
The FRA strongly supports adequate funding for the Coast Guard Health Care Fund (HCF) in order to meet readiness needs, fully fund TRICARE, and improve access for all beneficiaries regardless of age, status or location. The House passed Defense Authorization (H.R. 1540) bill authorizes a modest TRICARE Prime fee increase for the coming year of $30 a year for individuals and $60 a year for families, and to ensure future adjustments won’t erode retired pay, TRICARE Prime fee increases after FY 2012 will be capped at no more than the inflation based increase provided by the annual cost-of-living-adjustment (COLA) received by military retirees per the Consumer Price Index (CPI). The legislation also prevents increases for TRICARE Standard, TRICARE-for-Life, survivors and active duty beneficiaries. FRA supports other aspects of the proposal including the elimination of co-pays for generic drugs dispensed via TRICARE’s Home Delivery pharmacy program to encourage expanded use of this program.

Due in large part to the unique range of geographic locations to which they are assigned, Coast Guard personnel and their families often struggle to find medical providers who accept TRICARE beneficiaries. While implementation of TRICARE Prime Remote alleviated some of these problems, costs associated with the standard benefit and low reimbursement rates can make finding a health care provider an especially daunting task in many areas. And, Coast Guard personnel who choose to receive care at DoD Military Treatment Facilities (MTFs) may be required to travel long distances for care. FRA is concerned that low reimbursement rates will continue to make health care access a significant challenge for Coast Guard personnel stationed in remote locations.
pay increase
FRA appreciates that the Coast Guard and other Armed Forces are excluded from the pay freeze for federal employees announced by President Obama on November 29, 2010 and supports the proposed 1.6 percent pay increase for 2012 that equals the 2010 Employment Cost Index (ECI). Congress has for the past few years improved compensation that, in turn, enhanced the recruitment and retention of quality personnel in an all-volunteer environment and improved retention, morale and readiness. More than 50 percent of the uniformed services community is married and adequate compensation helps relieve stress associated with demanding operational tempos. 

FRA strongly supports pay increases that are at least equal to the ECI to keep pace with civilian pay. Assuming authorization by the respective Armed Service Committees, FRA urges the Subcommittee to ensure adequate appropriations to fund the pay increase in the Coast Guard’s budget.
Reserve Issues
Reserve Health Care – Per the FY 2007 National Defense Authorization Act, (NDAA), Reservists are authorized to purchase TRICARE Reserve Select (TRS) coverage. The FY 2009 NDAA also mandates recalculation of TRICARE Reserve Select (TRS) premiums to reflect actual program costs consistent with the FRA supported efforts to restrain health cost increases for Reserve members who are increasingly being asked to serve their country. 

Accordingly, FRA supports authorization of funding that allows all Coast Guard Reserve personnel and their families to participate in TRICARE and notes the concerns of gray area retirees on this issue.
Reserve Early Retirement – Unfortunately the effective date of a key early retirement provision in the FY 2008 NDAA is the date of enactment (January 28, 2008) and not retroactive to October 7, 2001. Under this law Reserve retirement is reduced by three months for each cumulative 90-days Reservists are ordered to active duty. This issue is addressed in Rep. Joe Wilson’s (S.C.) bill, “The National Guardsmen and Reservists Parity for Patriots Act” (H.R. 181) that allows Reserve Component members to obtain extension of authority for reduction of retirement age for all Reservists who have served since 9/11 and FRA urges support for this legislation.
Housing
The Coast Guard currently owns 4,000 family homes, at an average age of 40+ years, with an extensive maintenance and recapitalization project backlog. The costs are compounding and funds are not available to keep pace with essential maintenance and replacement requirements. FRA supports authorization of Coast Guard initiatives to address this situation and to improve family housing. DoD privatized approximately 85 percent of its homes using public-private venture (PPV) authorities, however, the Coast Guard is unable to leverage the same equity and needs authorization and lacks adequate resources to do so. The result is that over 12,000 Coast Guard members and their families are living in aged housing, some of which is substandard. These older houses are expensive to maintain and have recurring maintenance issues.

FRA also urges reform of DoD housing standards that inequitably depress Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH) rates for mid-to-senior enlisted members. The vast majority of Coast Guard personnel and their families use private housing and collect BAH usually based on different types of housing than the one in which they choose to live.
Child Care
The availability and accessibility of affordable child care is a very important quality of life issue for Coast Guard personnel and their families. Coast Guard child care centers operate under the same standards as similar DoD facilities, and the service operates nine child development centers (CDCs). In addition, a child care subsidy program allows members affordable access to private sector child care centers, and whenever possible access to DoD CDCs.

High-cost child care can often be attributed to the fact that most of the unit locations preclude access to DoD and Coast Guard CDCs. The Coast Guard continues to explore ways to assist with child care costs to members in remote, high cost areas, and FRA stresses the importance of continued authorization and appropriations to support access to child care plus updates and enhancements of this important program.
Permanent Change Of Station (PCS) Allowances
The Association wishes to inform this Subcommittee of its support for DoD enhancements to permanent change-of-station (PCS) allowances to better reflect the expenses service members incur while complying with government-directed relocation orders. And if authorized by the Armed Services Committees, FRA urges authorization of appropriations associated with these enhancements for the Coast Guard.

Shipment of POVs –FRA supports increasing the number of privately owned vehicles (POVs) a military family can ship during a PCS from one vehicle to two for duty assignments in Alaska, Hawaii and US Territories. This is an issue of particular concern to Coast Guard personnel stationed in these locations since many married personnel have spouses who need transportation to work and to meet family obligations.

Weight Allowances – FRA also recommends modifying PCS household goods weight allowance tables for personnel in pay grades E-7, E-8 and E-9 to coincide with allowances for officers in grades 0-4, 0-5, and 0-6, respectively. These allowances would more accurately reflect the normal accumulation of household goods over the course of a career.

Exchange/MWR Programs
The Coast Guard relies heavily on vital non-pay benefit programs to provide for the health and well-being of its personnel and their dependents, and to ensure good morale as well as mission readiness. FRA urges continuing support for the Coast Guard Exchange System (CGES) and Morale, Welfare, and Recreation (MWR) programs to ensure the well-being and morale of all Coast Guard personnel and their families.
These programs also provide important products and services to members and their families, and proceeds from CGES sales generate funds for MWR programs including fitness centers, gymnasiums, libraries and child development centers. All indirectly support the Coast Guard’s mission while helping ease the challenges and rigors of often demanding duty assignments.

Conclusion
Mister Chairman, the FRA appreciates the opportunity to submit its views for the record on pay, health care and other programs important to Coast Guard personnel.

The Association salutes the Chairman, Ranking Member and the other members of this distinguished Subcommittee for effective oversight of our Nation’s all-important fifth Armed Force, and for your untiring commitment to the men and women serving so proudly in our United States Coast Guard.
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