ADVANCE \y108

10 August 2006
The Honorable John W. Warner
Chairman, Armed Services Committee
United States Senate
228 Russell Senate Office Building

Washington, DC  20510
Fax: 202-228-0037
The Honorable Carl Levin
Ranking Member, Armed Services Committee
United States Senate
228 Russell Senate Office Building

Washington, DC 20510
Fax: 202-228-0037

Dear Mr. Chairman and Ranking Member Levin:
The Fleet reserve Association (FRA), is grateful to you, members of your distinguished committee and your staff for provisions included in the Senate FY2007 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) to enhance pay, health care, benefits and quality of life programs for active, Reserve and retired service members, their survivors and families. 

FRA particularly appreciates issues addressed in both bills including required studies on cost-saving health care initiatives; eliminating mail-order pharmacy co-pays; increased U.S. Marine Corps end strength; targeted pay increases for senior enlisted personnel; plus recruiting and retention bonuses. Also noteworthy is Sec. 589 of the House bill that would restate congressional intent that TRICARE for Life trust fund deposit should NOT be charged against the defense budget – a practice used to significantly inflate total annual health care costs and justify drastic fee increases proposed for military retirees.
FRA fully supports the extensive Military Coalition recommendations recently sent to you and other conferees. As you move forward with conference deliberations, the Association offers the following recommendations on key issues especially important to our membership. 

Health Care Issues

FRA strongly opposes the proposed TRICARE Standard enrollment fee and is concerned about establishing a one-time enrollment fee of $25 ($40 for families) for TRICARE Standard per Sec. 723 of the Senate bill. There are already substantial costs associated with this option and no access guarantee associated with the establishment of an enrollment fee.  

FRA members are concerned about language in both the House and Senate versions of the FY2007 NDAA that would prevent employers who hire military retirees from providing incentives to compel them to enroll in the TRICARE health care program as an alternative to more expensive employer provided health care plans. While the intent of this language is to help reduce the soaring health care costs, an inadvertent result may be to penalize military retirees because they would be forbidden from helping pay their TRICARE expenses or supplemental coverage.

SBP Reform

FRA strongly supports the Senate provision (Sec. 643) changing the SBP paid up date to Oct. 1, 2006 for participants of 30 or more years who have attained the age of 70. This inequity is a major concern for our members. The repeal of the SBP/DIC offset is also addressed in this provision.  
Concurrent Receipt

FRA supports the Senate provision (Sec. 649) that authorizes an end to the benefit offset on military retirees deemed 100% “unemployable” by the VA retroactively to Jan. 1, 2005. FRA strongly supports full concurrent receipt for all disabled military retirees and last year, Congress voted to end this unfair practice – but not until 2009.

Pay Increase

FRA strongly supports the House provision (Sec 601) to increase active duty pay by 2.7% to further close the pay gap between civilian and military pay.  

Reserve Issues

FRA supports the following provisions important to Reserve personnel:
· A House provision (Sec. 709) that authorizes expanded eligibility for selected Reserve personnel.
· The Senate provision (Sec. 706) that makes improvements to TRICARE Reserve coverage and limits FY07 TRICARE premium increase for Guard/Reserve members commensurate with annual pay adjustments.

· The Senate provision (Sec. 653) that lowers the minimum retirement age for Reservists and Guard based on a formula of three months below age 60 for each 90 days mobilized since 9/11/01.
· The Senate provision (Sec 570A) that allows Reservists to draw on their MGIB benefits up to 10 years after service just like active duty personnel.
USFSPA

FRA is concerned that provisions (Sec. 644, 645 and 646) in the Senate bill only eliminate the ten-year rule, allow for DFAS cost-of-living adjustments if ordered by court and allow targeted member to waive DFAS notification requirements. The Association questions why other recommendations in the long delayed Department of Defense's Report of September 2001 are not addressed – particularly the need to prohibit awarding retired pay division before retirement. The Federal government should do significantly more to protect service members from State courts that ignore provisions of the USFSPA.

Other Issues

FRA strongly supports the following:
· The House provision (Sec. 905) to change name of the Secretary of the Navy to Secretary of the Navy and Marine Corps.
· Senate provision (Sec. 646) that prohibits creditors from imposing an annual percentage rate higher than 36 percent when extending consumer credit to service members or their dependants.

· The House provision (Sec. 632) allowing shipment of two POVs for military personnel assigned to duty in Alaska, Hawaii, Guam, Puerto Rico and other territories.

· The Senate provision (Sec. 631) that requires the Defense Department to provide full replacement value for lost or damaged household goods in contracts with movers in conjunction with the long delayed “Families First” program.

Please contact John Davis, FRA’s Director of Legislative Programs at 703 683-1400 Ext. 110 if you require additional information. Your consideration of these recommendations is appreciated.

Sincerely,


JOSEPH L. BARNES


National Executive Secretary
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Same letter sent to Chairman & Ranking Member of the House Armed Services Cmte.
