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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.

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 in maintaining and improving the quality of life for Sea Service personnel and their families. FRA is a leading advocate on Capitol Hill for enlisted active duty, Reserve, retired and veterans of the Sea Services.

FRA is the co-chair of The Military Coalition (TMC) a 35-member consortium of military and veterans organizations. FRA hosts most TMC meetings and members of its staff serve in a number of TMC leadership roles, including co-chairing several committees.

FRA celebrated 83 years of service in November 2007. For over eight decades, dedication to its members has resulted in legislation enhancing quality of life programs for Sea Services personnel and other members of the Uniformed Services while protecting their rights and privileges. CHAMPUS, now TRICARE, was an initiative of FRA, as was the Uniformed Services Survivor Benefit Plan (USSBP). More recently, FRA led the way in reforming the REDUX Retirement Plan, obtaining targeted pay increases for mid-level enlisted personnel, and sea pay for junior enlisted sailors. FRA also played a leading role in obtaining predatory lending protections for service members and their dependents in the FY 2007 National Defense Authorization Act.

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.
Overview

Mr. Chairman, ensuring that wounded troops, their families and the survivors of those killed in action are cared for by a grateful Nation remains an overriding priority for the Fleet Reserve Association (FRA). The Association thanks you and the entire Subcommittee for your strong and unwavering support of funding the Department of Defense (DoD) portion of the Wounded Warrior Assistance provisions in the FY 2008 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA).  Another top FRA priority is full funding of the Defense health Program (DHP) to ensure quality care for active duty, retirees, Reservists, and their families.  

“The Administration’s FY 2009 budget would provide $541.1 billion in budget authority for national security which is 3.6 percent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) not including war supplemental funding.  Although the budget increases $10 billion a year through FY 2013, it would actually decline in terms of GDP to 3.2 percent in FY 2013.”1 The Defense budget is not only shrinking in terms of GDP but is also shrinking in comparison with domestic mandatory spending programs.  

FRA believes this budget is woefully inadequate to fight a truly global war on terrorism (GWOT) and maintain other ongoing defense commitments.  Even with supplemental war funding, the FY 2009 Defense Budget would total just over 4 percent of GDP.  The Association supports a more robust financial commitment to the national defense and that is why FRA is supporting Senate Joint Resolution 26, sponsored by Senator Elizabeth Dole, which supports a base defense budget that at the very minimum totals 4 percent of GDP. This base line seems reasonable when compared to other time periods.  From 1961-1963, the military consumed 9.1 percent of GDP annually. In 1986 the military consumed 6 percent of GDP and in 1991 (Gulf War) the military consumed 4.6 percent of GDP.  According to many experts the active duty military has been stretched to the limit since 9/11/01.  

Over the past several years, the Pentagon has been constrained in its budget even as it has been confronted with rising personnel costs, aging weapon systems, worn out equipment, and dilapidated facilities.

This statement lists the concerns of our members, keeping in mind that the Association’s primary goal is to endorse any positive safety programs, rewards, quality of life improvements that support members of the Uniform Services, particularly those serving in hostile areas, and their families, and survivors.

WOUNDED WARRIORS 

The good news is that over 90 percent of those wounded in combat in Iraq or Afghanistan survive and return home for treatment, as compared to 70 percent during the Viet Nam conflict. The bad news is that they are overwhelming the medical system and uncovered flaws in a lethargic and overly bureaucratic system. A two-front war, a lengthy occupation and repeated deployments for many service members has put a strain on the DoD/VA medical system that treats our wounded warriors. The system is being strained not only by volume but by the complexity of injuries and the military has shown that it is woefully inadequate in recognizing and treating cases of Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). 

FRA is especially grateful for the inclusion of the Wounded Warrior Assistance provisions as part of the FY 2008 National Defense Authorization Act. Key elements of the House and Senate-passed versions of the Act, plus elements of the Dole-Shalala Commission recommendations establish new requirements to provide the people, training and oversight mechanisms needed to restore confidence in the quality of care and service received by our wounded warriors and their families. Maintaining an effective delivery system between DoD and VA to ensure seamless transition and quality services for wounded personnel, particularly those suffering from PTSD and TBI. 

Authorization is one thing – adequate funding is another and FRA supports:

– Adequate funding to allow DoD to improve care, management, and transition of seriously ill or injured warriors, including inpatients as well as out patients.

– Adequate funding to let DoD, in conjunction with VA, continue to work for improved care for PTSD and TBI.

– Adequate funding to require DoD, in conjunction with VA, to continue operations of the Senior Oversight Committee to oversee implementation of Wounded Warrior initiatives.  

– Adequate funding to enable the joint DoD VA inter-agency create an effective and usable electronic health record.

– Adequate funding to provide a sufficient number of Wounded Warrior Recovery Coordinators if authorized.

Many of these initiatives approach the jurisdictional boundaries of this distinguished Subcommittee and some may even go beyond.  These challenges not with standing, adequate funding is essential to helping our wounded warriors recover from their injuries in service to our Nation.  The Association urges this Subcommittee to work with other appropriations subcommittees to ensure sufficient funding for authorized programs that bridge jurisdictions to help our wounded warriors.

Health Care

FRA strongly supports adequate funding for the Defense Health Program in order to meet readiness needs, fully fund TRICARE, and improve access for all beneficiaries regardless of age, status or location.

FRA supports adding $1.2 billion in funding to cover the cost of the drastic TRICARE fee increases proposed in the DoD FY 2009 budget that have been rejected by both authorizing committees.  The Association supports full funding for the Defense Health program and believes that the Defense Department must investigate and implement other cost-savings options to make TRICARE more cost-efficient as alternatives to shifting costs for TRICARE Standard and other health care benefits to retiree beneficiaries.
Higher health care fees for retirees will significantly erode the value of retired pay, particularly for enlisted retirees who retired prior to larger and targeted recent pay adjustments enacted to close the pay gap. Military service is very different from work in the corporate world and requires service in often life threatening duty assignments and the associated benefits offered in return must be commensurate with these realities. 

The Association welcomes the Senate Armed Services Committee authorizing demonstration and pilot projects that will provide incentives for TRICARE beneficiaries’ health promotions and urges this subcommittee to adequately fund these projects that have proven to save money over the long term.  

FRA also supports the funding of other programs important to active duty, Reserve Component, and retired members of the Uniformed Services, their families, and survivors. The Subcommittee’s work has greatly improved military pay, eliminated out-of-pocket housing expenses, and enhanced other personnel, retirement and survivor programs. This support is critical to maintaining readiness and is invaluable to our  service members and their families serving throughout the world fighting the global War on Terror, sustaining other operational commitments and to fulfilling commitments to those who’ve served in the past. 

Protect Personnel Programs

Active Duty Pay: FRA supports annual active duty pay increases that are at least 0.5 percent above the Employment Cost Index (ECI) along with targeted increases for mid- career and senior enlisted personnel to help close the remaining 3.4 percent pay gap between active duty and private sector pay. 

FRA strongly supports the authorization and funding of a 3.9 percent FY 2009 pay increase included in the Senate Armed Services Committee markup for the FY 2009 Defense Authorization (S. 2787).

Adequate and targeted pay increases authorized in recent years, particularly for middle grade and senior petty and noncommissioned officers, have contributed to improved morale, readiness, and retention. Better pay reduces family stress, especially for junior enlisted and may reduce the need for military personnel use of short-term pay day loans unaware of the ruinous long-term impact of excessive interest rates. 

Military pay and benefits must reflect the fact that military service is very different from work in the private sector.

BRAC and Rebasing: Adequate resources are required to fund essential quality of life programs and services at bases impacted by the Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) and rebasing initiatives. The House Armed Services Committee Readiness Subcommittee during its mark up of the FY 2009 Defense Authorization bill noted that base-closing costs have increased by almost 50 percent and that expected savings have declined.  FRA is also concerned about sustaining commissary access, MWR programs and other support for service members and their families particularly at installations most impacted by these actions. These include Guam, where a significant number of Marines and their families are being relocated from Okinawa. The shortage of funds is curtailing or closing some of the activities while the costs of participating in others have recently increased. Regarding Navy fitness centers, the biggest challenge is updating older fitness structures and providing the right equipment, and ensuring availability of trained staff.

Family Readiness and Support: FRA supports funding for a family readiness and a robust support structure to enhance family cohesion and improve retention and recruitment. DoD and the services must provide information and education programs for families of our service members. Spousal and family programs are being fine tuned and are successfully contributing to the well-being of this community. The Navy’s Fleet and Family Centers and the Marines’ Marine Corps Community Services (MCCS) and the family services programs are providing comprehensive, 24/7 information and referral services to the service member and family through its One Source links. One Source is also particularly beneficial to mobilized Reservists and families who are unfamiliar with benefits and services available to them. 

Child and Youth Programs: MCPON Joe Campa testified before the House Appropriations Subcommittee on Military Construction and Veterans Affairs on 7 February 2008 that there is a need for more childcare facilities with more than 8,000 children on annual waiting lists. The average waiting time for access is 6 months and up to 12 months in fleet concentration areas.  “Parents are waiting too long for services and missing days from work due to lack of available childcare.” Access to child care is important and FRA urges Congress to authorize adequate funding for this important program.

Other top Navy requirements are the need for more homeport/ashore barracks, and improved health care access via more providers in certain fleet concentration areas.

As an integral support system for mission readiness and deployments, it is imperative these programs be adequately funded and improved and expanded to address the needs of both married and single parents.

Spousal Employment: The Association welcomes President Bush’s state-of-the-union speech recommending hiring preference for military spouses and urges Congress to continue its support of the military’s effort to affect a viable spousal employment program and to authorize sufficient funds to assure the program’s success. Today’s all-volunteer environment requires the services to consider the whole family. FRA also supports provisions in the Senate Armed Services Committee Defense Authorization markup addressing spousal employment which is important and can be a stepping-stone to retention of the service member – a key participant in the defense of this Nation.

Active Duty and Reserve Component Personnel End Strengths: FRA strongly supports adequate end strengths to win the War on Terror and to sustain other military commitments around the world. Inadequate end strengths increase stress on the military personnel and their families and contribute to greater reliance on the Reserve Component. FRA welcomes the Administration’s increase of 5,000 Marines (from189,000 to 194,000) and urges appropriations to cover the associated short and long term costs.
Education Funding:  FRA strongly supports funding for supplemental Impact Aid for 1400 highly impacted school districts with military children. It is important to ensure our service members, many serving in harm’s way, have less concern about their children’s education and more focus with the job at hand.   Funding for Impact Aid has been flat for several years now.  That is why the Association welcomes the additional $30 million of Impact Aid included in the Senate Defense Authorization bill, the $10 million in special assistance to local education agencies, and $5 million for children with severe disabilities.   
Reform of PCS Process: FRA appreciates that the long delayed implementation of the Families First program which provides full replacement value reimbursements for damaged household goods moved during service members’ PCS relocations. This program and other authorized PCS reform initiatives must be adequately funded to ensure full implementation and the continuation of this program.

Family Housing:  The Association welcomes the $337 million increase for family housing from FY 2008 to FY 2009.  It should be noted however that the FY 2007 appropriation for family housing was more $800 million than the proposed FY 2009 budget.  Adequate military housing that’s well maintained is critical to retention and morale.
Reserve Issues

FRA stands foursquare in support of the Nation’s Reservists. Due to the demands of the War on Terror, Reserve units are now increasingly being mobilized to augment active duty components.  As a result of these operational demands, Reserve component is no longer a strategic Reserve but is now an operational Reserve that is an integral part of the total force. And because of these increasing demands on Reservists to perform multiple missions abroad over longer periods of time, it’s essential to improve compensation and benefits to retain currently serving personnel and attract quality recruits.  

MGIB: FRA supports both “The Enhancement of Recruitment, Retention, and Readjustment Through Education Act” (S. 2938), and “The Post 9/11 Veterans Educational Assistance Act” (S.22). Both bills make substantial improvements to the Reserve MGIB program, and the Association urges the Subcommittee to fully fund these increased Reserve benefits that may be authorized by the United States Senate. The increasing number and duration of deployments to fight the war on terror and sustain other operational commitments has put a strain on families and careers of Reservists and more than justifies improved MGIB benefits that would provide needed recognition of this fact and enhance retention and recruitment.

Retirement: If authorized, FRA supports funding retroactive eligibility for the early retirement benefit to include Reservists who have supported contingency operations since 9/11/2001.  The FY 2008 Defense Authorization Act (H.R. 4986) reduces the Reserve retirement age (age 60) by three months for each cumulative 90-days ordered to active duty.  The provision however only applies to service after the effective date of the legislation, and leaves out more than 600,000 Reservists mobilized since 9/11 for Afghanistan and Iraq and to respond to natural disasters like Hurricane Katrina.  About 142,000 of them have been deployed multiple times in the past six years.  

Family Readiness: FRA supports resources to allow increased outreach to connect Reserve families with support programs. This includes increased funding for family readiness, especially for those geographically dispersed, not readily accessible to military installations, and inexperienced with the military. Unlike active duty families who often live near military facilities and support services, most Reserve families live in civilian communities where information and support is not readily available. Congressional hearing witnesses have indicated that many of the half million mobilized Guard and Reserve personnel have not received transition assistance services they and their families need to make a successful transition back to civilian life.

Conclusion

FRA is grateful for the opportunity to present the organization’s views to this distinguished Subcommittee. The Association reiterates its profound gratitude for the extraordinary progress this Subcommittee, with outstanding staff support, has made in advancing a wide range of enhanced benefits and quality-of-life programs for all uniformed services personnel, retirees, their families and survivors.

Thank you.
John R. Davis

Director, Legislative Programs, FRA

John Davis served in the United States Marine Corps Reserve in an artillery unit (155 self-propelled howitzers) and as a Second Lieutenant in the Illinois Army National Guard in the 1980s. He joined the FRA team as Director, Legislative Programs in February 2006, and is Vice President of FRA Branch 181 (Arlington, VA). He is co-chairman of The Military Coalition’s (TMC) Retired Affairs Policy Committee. 

John worked for almost 13 years with the National Federation of Independent Business, including 9 years as Director of the Illinois chapter and 3 ½ years in the federal lobbying office in Washington DC. John has lobbied on a variety of issues including health care, tort reform, insurance, and taxation.

In 2005 John received a Masters of Public Policy (MPP) degree from Regent University, Alexandria VA. John has a BA degree from Illinois State University in Political Science and History. John lives with Kathy, his wife for 30 years in Vienna, Va. They have two children: Anne age 26 and Michael age 22 who is currently serving in Iraq with the Marine Corps Reserves and plans to return to college after his mobilization ends in October 2008.  John’s wife, Kathy serves as a Key Volunteer in their son’s Reserve units Key Volunteer Network.

1 Backgrounder, The FY 2009 Defense Budget Request: The Growing Gap in Defense Spending Heritage Foundation  No. 2110, February 25, 2008
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