ADVANCE \y108

  17 October 2007
The Honorable Ike Skelton

Chairman

House Armed Services Committee

2120 Rayburn Building
Washington, DC 20510
Fax: 202-225-9077
The Honorable Duncan Hunter

Ranking Member

House Armed Services Committee

2340 Rayburn Building
Washington, DC  20510
Fax: 202-225-0850

Dear Mr. Chairman and Ranking Member Hunter:
The Fleet Reserve Association (FRA) appreciates your efforts and those of other members of the Armed Services Committees, and the respective staffs in both houses, to protect and enhance benefits and programs for service members, military retirees, veterans and their families in the FY2008 National Defense Authorization Bill (NDAA). Of particular importance are prohibitions on TRICARE fee increases or increased pharmacy co-pays, the 0.5 percent above the Employment Cost Index (ECI) active duty pay raise, and increasing end strength for the Marine Corps. FRA also appreciates much needed provisions in both bills to assist our wounded warriors and their families.

FRA fully supports the extensive Military Coalition (TMC) recommendations sent to you and other conferees under separate cover and as you move forward with the conference deliberations, the Association offers the following recommendations on key issues addressed in only one of the bills that are especially important to our membership. 

Health Care Issues
FRA appreciates and strongly supports the House provision under Title VII, (Items of Special Interest - House Report 110-146) urging the Secretary of Defense to clarify Section 707 of the FY 2007 NDAA with the aim of clarifying that certain cafeteria plans and employer health care programs that do not provide enticements exclusively for TRICARE are exempt from penalties. An unintended result of this provision may be to penalize military retirees because employers would be prohibited from helping to pay their TRICARE expenses or supplemental coverage. 

The Association supports Senate Sec. 701 requiring that the retail pharmacy network use federal pricing when applicable, but opposes a similar House Sec. 703 that authorizes the Secretary of Defense to exclude drugs from the pharmacy benefit if federal pricing is not offered. The House provision would punish beneficiaries along with the drug manufacturers that choose not to offer federal pricing. 

Pay and Benefit Issues
FRA strongly supports House Sec. 606 that authorizes an active duty pay raise that exceeds the Employment Cost Index (ECI) by 0.5 for FY 2009-2012. These increases will further close the gap between military and civilian pay. 

FRA supports House Sec. 624 that increases the monthly maximum hardship duty pay from $750 to $1,500, and supports the Senate Sec. 605 to extend authority to pay increased BAH from 12/31/08 to 12/31/09, and increases from 20 to 60 the number of days a service member can receive the increased rate.

FRA supports Senate Sec. 591 to allow the carryover of up to 90 days (currently 60) or accumulated leave and allows one year to use the leave. Further the provision authorizes enlisted service members to sell back up to 30 days of unused leave in excess of 120 days.

FRA strongly supports House Sec. 634 that would authorize transportation of two vehicles on PCS moves to duty non-foreign duty locations outside CONUS.

SBP
FRA strongly supports Senate Sec. 658 to accelerate from 1 Oct. 2008 to 1 Oct. 2007 the SBP paid-up effective date for those over age 70 who paid premiums for 30 years or more, and also eliminate the SBP/DIC offset. 

Concurrent Receipt

FRA prefers the broader Senate Sec. 653 that expands Combat-Related Special Compensation (CRSC) to include medical retirees with less than 20 years of service, and Sec. 660 that provides full and immediate payment of concurrent retired pay with a VA rating as Individual Unemployable (IU) retroactively to 1 Jan. 2005. (House Sec. 645 only expands CRSC for personnel with fewer than 20 but more than 15 years of service with 60% or greater disability ratings beginning 1 Oct. 2008.) 

Reserve Issues
FRA supports the Senate Sec. 655 to expand the reduction in the Reserve retirement age (currently age 60) by three months for each 90 days a member has been mobilized after the effective date of the Act, to September 11, 2001, and Senate Sec. 661 that increases the limit of yearly points creditable for Reserve component retirement to 130 points (vs. 90) for 2007 and following years. 

FRA opposes House Sec. 1623 regarding changing the composition of the Reserve Forces Policy Board to include only 15 civilians and no uniformed services representatives. Senate Sec. 531 is similar but authorizes two service members and four civilians. 

MGIB Improvements
FRA supports House Sec. 525 to combine the Reserve and active duty MGIB programs under one agency (VA), and Senate Sec. 676 to allow Reservists to access their MGIB benefits up to 10 years after service just as active duty members do now. 

Wounded Warriors
FRA strongly supports both the House and Senate provisions intended to improve the management of medical care for wounded service members. Both House and Senate versions of the legislation authorize extensive improvements for the treatment of Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). 

End Strength
FRA welcomes the added Marine Corps war time end strength and remains concerned about the ambitious Navy draw down by more than 10,000 and Navy Reserve end strength reductions by 3,500.

Uniformed Services Former Spouse Protection Act
House Sec. 641 is only a part of a package of needed reform proposals submitted by the Pentagon and addresses the former spouse’s eligibility for benefits when the service member has periods of confinement due to alleged dependent abuse. Congress has a responsibility to protect service members from egregious state court rulings based on the poorly written USFSPA law and the Association questions why the prohibition on division of retired pay before retirement, and division of retired pay based on rank at the time of divorce and not at the time of retirement were not included in either bill. 

Department of the Navy Re-designation
FRA supports House Sec. 905 that will authorize changing the name of the Department of the Navy to the Department of the Navy and the Marine Corps.

AFRH
FRA supports Senate Sec. 1422 that improves accreditation of health care services at the Armed Forces Retirement Home (AFRH), and restructures the staff positions at the facility. 

Other Issues

FRA strongly supports:

· Senate Sec. 521 that will increase the number of authorized E-9 billets;

· The Senate provision requiring DoD to report on the implementation of the predatory lending provisions addressed in the FY2007 NDAA and to recommend any statutory or regulatory improvements; and

· Senate Sec. 1073 to allow veterans and service members out of uniform the option of saluting the flag.
For additional information please contact John Davis FRA’s Director of Legislative Programs at (703) 683-1400 ext.110 for additional information.

Your consideration of these recommendations is appreciated.

Sincerely,


JOSEPH L. BARNES


National Executive Secretary

JLB:aal

cc:
The Honorable Susan Davis


The Honorable John McHugh
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