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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.
FRA’s mission is to act as the premier “watch dog” organization on Capitol Hill in maintaining and improving the quality of life for Sea Service personnel and their families. The Association also sponsors a National Americanism Essay Program and other recognition and relief programs. In addition, the FRA Education Foundation oversees the Association’s scholarship program that presented awards totaling over $120,000 to deserving students last 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 and active participant in The Military Coalition (TMC), a 34-member consortium of military and veteran’s organizations. 
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
Madame Chairwoman 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 2013 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 funding parity with Department of Defense (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. FRA is also deeply concerned about the impact of “sequestration” (automatic cuts) mandated by the 2011 Budget Control Act on Coast Guard programs effective January 2013 unless Congress intervenes.
It’s also important to note that FRA believes that military service is unlike any other career or occupation, and requires service members’ compensation commensurate with the demands of service plus a robust benefits package and retirement system. In addition, FRA fully concurs with Admiral Robert Papp’s State of the Coast Guard comment that, “The Coast Guard’s value to the Nation has never been greater.”
Coast Guard Authorization
FRA appreciates the enactment of the FY 2011 Coast Guard Authorization Act (H.R. 3617) in the 111th Congress that addresses several important personnel-related issues.  The Association supports the “Coast Guard Authorization Act” (S. 1665), sponsored by Senator Mark Begich, Chairman of the Senate Oceans, Atmosphere, Fisheries and Coast Guard Subcommittee, that among its other provisions increases Coast Guard end strength to 49,350. This bill was approved by the Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee and placed on the Senate Legislative Calendar.

FRA also supports the “Coast Guard and Maritime Transportation Act” (H.R. 2838) sponsored by Rep. Frank A. LoBiondo, Chairman of the Coast Guard and Maritime Transportation Subcommittee. That legislation extends the U.S. Coast Guard Authorization through FY 2014 and authorizes $8.6 billion for fiscal year 2013, and $8.7 billion for fiscal year 2014. The bill passed the House last year and is awaiting action in the Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee.

Provisions of the bill would establish greater parity with DoD for the Coast Guard and its personnel. During consideration of the bill, the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee noted that active, reserve, and retired members of the Coast Guard and their dependents do not always receive the same benefits available to members of the other armed services. The legislation also mandates that the Commandant submit a report to Congress on service member housing. 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 and challenging 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. FRA opposes the Administration’s proposed retiree TRICARE fee hikes commencing in 2013. Just last year, The National Defense Authorization Act (H.R. 1540) authorized a TRICARE Prime fee increase of 13 percent for military retirees and future adjustments are pegged to the CPI so as to not erode retired pay.

Health care benefits are important to every segment of FRA’s membership. The continued growth in health care costs is not just a military challenge but a challenge for the entire country. FRA believes that military service is a unique profession and notes minimal projected savings associated with DoD management efficiencies and other initiatives in FY 2013 and beyond, while retirees are targeted for major fee hikes.
Our members are also very concerned about a proposed new TRICARE-for-Life (TFL) enrollment fee beginning in FY 2013. This is viewed as another failure to honor commitments to those who served past careers in the military. These personnel pay Medicare Part B premiums and many have not benefited from the significant pay and benefit enhancements enacted since 2000.
Due 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 TRICARE 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 committed to helping address these challenges in order to improve health care access for all Coast Guard personnel, particularly those stationed in remote locations.
Pay Increase
It’s appropriate that the Coast Guard and other Armed Forces are excluded from the multi-year pay freeze for federal employees announced by President Obama on November 29, 2010. The Association strongly supports the proposed 1.7 percent military pay increase for 2013, based on Employment Cost Index (ECI) data. Congress has in recent years improved military compensation that, in turn, enhanced the recruitment and retention of quality personnel in an all-volunteer environment, 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 consistently supports pay increases that are at least equal to the ECI to keep pace with civilian pay. FRA urges the Subcommittee to ensure adequate appropriations to fund the pay increase in the Coast Guard’s budget, plus other benefit enhancements that may be authorized by the respective Armed Services Committees.
Housing
The Coast Guard currently owns 4,013 family homes, at an average age of 40+ years, with an extensive maintenance and recapitalization project backlog. These costs are compounding and funds are not available to keep pace with essential maintenance and replacement requirements. FRA supports authorization and funding 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 due to no authorization and inadequate resources to do so. The result is that over 12,000 Coast Guard members and their families are living in aged, substandard housing that are expensive to maintain and have recurring and costly maintenance issues.

The vast majority of Coast Guard personnel and their families use private housing and collect Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH) usually based on different types of housing than the one in which they choose to live. (FRA supports reform of DoD housing standards that inequitably depress BAH rates for mid-to-senior enlisted members due to types of housing they choose to reside in compared to the type of housing associated with their pay grades which determines their BAH level.)
The Coast Guard is conducting an assessment of its housing needs that includes a housing market survey to determine availability of rental housing in lieu of government-owned housing and FRA understands that this report on housing will be available at the end of May 2012, and that the Coast Guard has diverted $8.8 million from other programs to be used for housing needs. 
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. The Coast Guard operates nine child development centers (CDCs) that operate under the same standards as similar DoD facilities. In addition, a child care subsidy program allows members affordable access to private sector child care centers, and whenever possible access to DoD facilities.

High-cost child care can often be attributed to the fact that most of the duty locations preclude access to DoD and Coast Guard CDCs. The Coast Guard continues to explore ways to assist with child care costs for members in remote, high cost areas and FRA supports these efforts. Authorization and appropriations to support access to child care plus updates and enhancements are equally important. The FRA agrees with Rep. Frank LoBiondo, Chairman of the House Coast Guard and Maritime Subcommittee, who does not believe there is Coast Guard parity with DoD in terms of child care and housing.
End Strength
“For the third consecutive year the Coast Guard will screen hundreds of E-5 through E-9 personnel to reduce its enlisted force by 861 Coast Guardsmen by June 2012.
” The involuntary retirement screening by a enlisted review board is focused of enlisted personnel with twenty or more years of service.

The FY 2013 Coast Guard budget request reduces Coast Guard end strength by 1,000. This includes the elimination of 222 positions from Coast Guard Headquarters and reductions to the recruiting program. Reduced re-enlistment bonuses are also proposed.

The Association also notes that the authorized Coast Guard Reserve End Strength is 10,000, however only 8,100 Reserve personnel are funded and the level has remained unchanged for a number of years. FRA is concerned that budget-driven, vice mission related cuts create inadequate end strength that further stresses Coast Guard personnel and their families. Repeated deployments for active duty personnel and increased reliance on Reserve personnel are associated results. Although the FY 2013 budget mandates an authorized end strength reduction, there is no corresponding reduction in Coast Guard operational demands. End strength must be adequate to meet operational commitments that limit lengths of deployments and allow sufficient dwell time between deployments. As Admiral Papp noted in his recent State of the Coast Guard address, “We will not allow our service to become a hollow operational force.”
Yellow Ribbon Program
The Coast Guard in 2011 established a Yellow Ribbon Program, in partnership with DoD, to enable more than 1400 deploying Coast Guardsmen and their families to connect with resources before, during, and after deployment. Family support is critical to ensure there are no unnecessary family problems to distract from duties and demands of deployment, and adequate resources are essential to sustaining this important program.
Conclusion
Madame Chairwoman, 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 you, the Ranking Member and the other members of this distinguished Subcommittee and your staff 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.
� Navy Times, Feb, 13, 2012 P. 32, Coasties Face Retirement Screening Sam Fellman
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