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The FRA

The Fleet Reserve Association (FRA) is the oldest and largest organization serving the men and women in the active, Reserve, and retired components plus veterans of the Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard. The Association is Congressionally Chartered, recognized by the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) and entrusted to serve all veterans who seek its help.

The Association is actively involved in the Veterans Affairs Voluntary Services (VAVS) program and a member of the National Headquarters’ staff serves as FRA’s National Veterans Service Officer (NVSO) and has a seat as a national representative on the VAVS National Advisory Committee (NAC). FRA testifies regularly before the House and Senate Veterans Affairs Committees and Appropriations Subcommittees, and before other special panels including the Veterans Disability Benefits Commission. 

In 2007, 195 FRA Shipmates volunteered at 32 VA facilities throughout the country, enabling FRA to achieve VAVS “Service Member” status. Members of the Ladies Auxiliary of the Fleet Reserve Association are also actively involved in the VAVS program and hold an Associate Membership seat on the committee which requires involvement at 15 or more VA facilities.

In August 2007, FRA became the newest member of the Veterans Day National Committee. FRA joined 24 other nationally recognized Veterans Service Organizations on a committee that coordinates National Veterans Day ceremonies at Arlington National Cemetery. FRA also is a major participant in The Military Coalition (TMC), a group of 35 nationally-known military and veteran organizations representing the concerns of over five million collective members. In addition, FRA staff members serve in a number of TMC leadership roles. 

FRA celebrated its 83rd anniversary on 11 November 2007. Over eight decades its dedication to its members has resulted in legislation enhancing quality of life programs for Sea Services personnel, retirees, veterans and their families.

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 other distinguished Members of the Subcommittee: The Fleet Reserve Association (FRA) appreciates the opportunity to present its recommendations.
Ensuring that wounded troops, their families and the survivors of those killed in action are cared for by a grateful Nation remains an overriding FRA priority. The Association therefore, wants to express its sincere gratitude to this Subcommittee, the full Committee, and its Senate counterparts for funding the largest annual budget increase in the Department of Veterans Affair’s 77-year history. The increase includes additional health care funding with an emphasis on research and treatment for Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). The legislation also provides money for much needed additional VA case workers to reduce the major backlog of claims. These and other enhancements were strongly supported by FRA. This Subcommittee sent a clear message that there is no higher funding priority than to ensure proper treatment, housing and support facilities for all of our wounded warriors and their families to which we owe so much.

Wounded Warriors
FRA is optimistic about the progress toward establishing the joint DoD-VA office that will oversee development of a bi-directional electronic medical record per provisions in the FY 2008 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA). The creation of a bi-directional electronic health record is a critical element in developing a seamless transition process between DoD and VA care. Despite jurisdictional challenges, this Subcommittee should ensure that this office has adequate funding to implement an electronic medical record as a critical first step in improved treatment of physical injuries as well as PTSD and TBI for veterans of OIF/IEF.

In addition to this distinguished Subcommittee, FRA salutes the Dole-Shalala Commission, the Marsh-West Independent Review Group, the VA Interagency Task Force on Returning Veterans, the Mental Health Task Force, and the previously authorized Veterans’ Disability Benefits Commission, and the House and Senate Armed Services and Veterans Affairs Committees for the attention to the need for meaningful reform with regard to care and support for our wounded warriors and their families.
FRA supports the vast majority of these task force and commission recommendations, and we’re pleased that the Wounded Warrior Act provisions were included in the FY2008 NDAA. That said, the work to provide the best care available for our wounded warriors is still a work in progress, and adequate funding is critical for success.

FRA asks this Subcommittee to ensure that the VA has adequate funding to assist the Wounded Warrior Resource Center so it can effectively serve as a single point of contact for service members, their families, and primary caregivers to report issues with facilities, obtain health care and receive benefits information. 
In addition, it’s important to provide adequate funding and staffing for the VA to ensure that a comprehensive description of entitlements is developed for service members upon their separation or retirement as a result of serious injury or illness. It’s also essential that the VA has resources to do its part in working with DoD to jointly establish a standard service member’ disabilities rating that takes into consideration all medical conditions; and ensure that the VA has adequate funding to provide comprehensive treatment for TBI, PTSD, other mental health conditions and military eye injuries, as well as the creation of centers of excellence focused on these conditions.

Department of Veterans Affairs Budget

FRA appreciates the more than $47 billion requested for the VA in FY 2009, which represents a $1.7 billion increase over this year’s budget and includes increases for mental health care (PTSD and TBI) by nine (9) percent, OEF/OIF veterans’ care by 21 percent, and 24 percent for technology that will be used to implement the electronic health record that will help provide a seamless transfer from DoD to VA care. However, this amount is about $3 billion short of what is needed according to the “Independent Budget” that is supported by FRA.

The health care portion of the budget is significantly less than the Independent Budget ($43.3 billion) and calls for $39.1 billion in discretionary funding for veterans’ health care, which represents nearly $2 billion increase in discretionary spending over the current year’s budget. As painfully indicated in the health care funding emergency in 2005 and last year’s Walter Reed Army Medical Center debacle, during a time of war it’s important to anticipate significant numbers of new patients. And with health care costs skyrocketing, FRA questions the planning and foresight with regard to future requirements and believes the Administration’s proposal is inadequate to meet the health care needs of the growing number of veterans eligible to seek care from the VA. Accordingly, the Association requests your support for additional health care funding to meet these pressing needs. In addition, FRA strongly supports adequate funding to support the extension of access to VA health care for returning service members from two to five years.
The Association notes that the number of veterans filing disability claims has increased by more than 38 percent between FY 2000 and FY 2006. The number of veterans receiving compensation increased by nearly 400,000 since 2000 – from just over 2.3 million veterans to almost 2.7 million and according to the Independent Budget, disability claims increased 29 percent in FY 2007. Given these statistics, FRA is concerned that as with health care costs, the ongoing war on terror and the “surge” in Iraq are only expected to further increase the number of VA disability claims and associated processing and compensation workload. 
Health Care Fees

FRA again strongly opposes the Administration’s plan to impose a tiered enrollment fee for veterans in Priority Groups 7 and 8 within the Department of Veterans Affairs Health Care System in FY 2009. The Administration’s request also includes a recommendation to nearly double prescription drug co-payments from $8 to $15, for a 30-day supply – a plan FRA also opposes. The VA FY 2009 budget includes a request for a tiered annual enrollment health care fee based on annual family income above $50,000 and an increase on pharmacy co-pays from $8 to $15 for Priority Group 7 and 8 beneficiaries. Annual family income above $50,000-74,999 would require a $250 enrollment fee; $75,000-99,999 would require $500 annual enrollment fee; and $100,000 and above would require $750 annual enrollment fee.

There are approximately 2.4 million veterans in these Priority Groups and FRA adamantly opposes shifting costs to them for care they’ve earned in service to our Nation. FRA is further concerned that the revenue from these fees will be directed to the Treasury and will not be re-invested back into the VA. 

Although not under the oversight of this Subcommittee, FRA continues its strong opposition to TRICARE fee increases for military retirees and believes other cost-saving options must be implemented prior to adjusting fees for these retirees. The Association also appreciates your leadership on this issue Mr. Chairman, by sponsoring “The Military Retiree Health Care Protection Act” (H.R. 579.)
The Association is also very concerned about the lengthy appointment waiting times veterans are experiencing.

Medical and Prosthetic Research 

The Department of Veterans Affairs is widely recognized for its effective research program and FRA continues to strongly support adequate funding for medical research and for the needs of the disabled veteran. The value of both programs within the veterans’ community cannot be overstated. The Association is concerned with a $38 million cut (8%) in the FY 2009 proposed VA Budget for Prosthetics and Medical Research, which is one of the most successful of all VA medical programs. Accordingly, a FRA request enhanced funding for these important programs and strongly supports the Independent Budget’s recommendation for a $75 million increase to $555 million.
Disability Compensation Claims Processing

The VA can promptly deliver benefits to veterans only if it has adequate resources and staffing to process and adjudicate claims in a timely and accurate fashion. The FY 2008 appropriations, with funding and staffing increases, long overdue should have an impact on the backlog of disability cases.
FRA is concerned that the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) has a backlog of more than 650,000 claims and over 25 percent of these have been pending for more than six months.  Specifically The VA’s disability rating claims backlog continues to be at an unacceptable level and the VBA has been unable to gain any significant ground on its pending disability rating claims backlog, but we are thankful that the percentage of disability claims pending more than 6 months has declined nearly 3 percent (from 28.3 percent a year ago to 25.2 percent last month) from a year ago.

The VA must have appropriations necessary to increase staffing and training for the Compensation and Pension Service. The Administration’s FY 2009 budget only increases VBA by $50 million which is less than a four percent increase from FY 2008 and this seems woefully inadequate.

In addition, the US Court of Appeals for Veterans Claims is still experiencing a significant backlog of cases. FRA appreciates the 2007 re-call of retired judges to speed up the adjudication of claims, and the Association recommends that this distinguished Subcommittee consider additional funding for staff and judges to ensure timely adjudication of appeals. Congress should also require the Court to submit detailed annual reports to allow ongoing Congressional oversight to more accurately access the Court’s workload and monitor its need for additional resources.

MGIB

The Montgomery GI Bill (MGIB) is important and aids in the recruitment and retention of high-quality individuals for service in the active and Reserve forces; assists in the readjustment of service men and women to civilian life after they complete military service; extends the benefits of higher education (and training) to service men and women who may not be able to afford higher education; and enhances the Nation by providing a better educated and productive workforce.

Double-digit education inflation is dramatically diminishing the value of MGIB. Despite periodic increases, benefits currently fall well short of the actual cost of education at a four-year public college or university. Unfortunately, not all of MGIB objectives are being achieved, particularly for mobilized members of the National Guard and Reserve forces.

There are thousands of senior enlisted personnel who entered military service during the Veterans Education Assistance Program (VEAP) era and are not enrolled in the MGIB. The Association continues to advocate for the adoption of an open enrollment period for these personnel and if authorized, strongly supports appropriations to fund this program. 

The Nation’s active duty, Guard and Reserve forces are effectively being integrated under the Total Force concept, and educational benefits under the Montgomery GI Bill should be re-structured accordingly. Understanding jurisdictional responsibilities, FRA appreciates the changes last year to allow Reservists to apply for benefits after their military service. 
FRA recommends significant additional funding to allow the MGIB benefits to keep pace with the cost of a college education for active and reserve personnel, and to cover expanded transferability authority to family members which may cost as much as $2 billion annually if authorized.
Military Construction

As discussed by senior enlisted leaders of the Navy, Marine Corps, Army and Air Force during the 7 February 2008 Quality of Life hearing by this distinguished Subcommittee, child care facilities, work spaces and associated structures, and barracks construction are top concerns. These programs are particularly important to the Navy and Marine Corps per testimony by Master Chief Petty Officer (MCPON) of the Navy Joe Campa, and Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps Carlton Kent.

It should be noted that this is the only Subcommittee in Congress that regularly invites our outstanding senior enlisted leaders to testify each year. Our membership salutes you Mr. Chairman, and Ranking Member, Zack Wamp and members of this distinguished Subcommittee for consistently inviting them to testify on all important military quality of life issues.

FRA strongly supports funding the Navy’s goals of adding 13 additional Child Development Centers by 2013. There are more than 8,000 children on waiting lists and the average waiting time for child care is six months and up to 12 months in fleet concentration areas. The Navy has 124 child care centers, 103 youth centers and 3,115 child development homes and plans to increase child care capacity by 6,907 in FY 2009.

The Association also supports expanding the Navy’s Homeport Ashore project which provides pier side housing for single Sailors. As noted by MCPON Campa, these personnel include 9,000 of our junior sailors who are still living aboard their respective ships. 

FRA also supports funding to support the Marine Corps plans to add 10 child care centers by FY 2013 since it has not met its DoD goal of providing 80 percent of its potential child care goals. Currently the Marine Corps has only achieved 71 percent of its child care goals. Further FRA supports efforts to expand child care opportunities by leasing off-base facilities, and converting housing units into child care centers. 

The Association also strongly supports funding necessary for the Marine Corps to build barracks to house the Service’s growing end strength including $1.168 Billion for new construction of 35 new barracks for bachelor housing for enlisted Marines in FY 2009. 
FRA is also monitoring the implementation plan for relocating Marine Corps personnel and their families from Okinawa to Guam and urges approval and adequate funding to support the construction of barracks, family housing, fitness and child care centers and other facilities to ensure adequate work spaces, support services, quality of life and other associated programs.
BRAC

The Association remains concerned about inadequacy of funding for implementation plans for other DoD transformation initiatives, global repositioning, and BRAC actions. During the current wartime environment, it’s important to establish and maintain support services and quality of life programs for active and reserve service members their families, and retirees at affected sites.
FRA notes the recent ruling by the DoD General Counsel determining that commissary construction projects that are necessitated by BRAC or re-stationing can not be paid out of the commissary surcharge fund, but must be funded via BRAC or MILCON funding. The two immediate projects impacted by this ruling are new commissaries at Fort Bliss and Fort Riley that will be built with BRAC and MILCON funding thus freeing up DeCA surcharge dollars for other important projects. 
AFRH

FRA appreciates support from appropriators to provide funding to rebuild Armed Forces Retirement Home in Gulfport Miss. Many FRA members, who were residents at the Home, who were forced to relocate due to damage caused by Hurricane Katrina in 2005 are eager to go home. The Association welcomes the $240 million appropriated for reconstruction of the Gulfport facility at the same site of the old building that was damaged beyond repair from the hurricane. The ground breaking ceremony occurred this month and the new facility is scheduled to be completed by July 2010. FRA thanks this distinguished Subcommittee for its efforts to expedite this project and hopes that if additional resources are required for the reconstruction, this Subcommittee would act expeditiously to appropriate the resources to complete this project in a timely manner.

Conclusion
Mister Chairman, FRA sincerely appreciates all that you and members of your distinguished Subcommittee – and your outstanding staff do, to support our magnificent service members and veterans. And thanks again for the opportunity to present the Association’s recommendations for your consideration.
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 is in his third year as FRA’s Director, Legislative Programs and is a member of FRA Branch 181.

John worked for nearly 13 years with the National Federation of Independent Business, including nine years as Director of the Illinois chapter and three and a half years in the federal lobbying office in Washington, D.C. John has lobbied on a variety of issues including health care, tort reform, insurance, taxation, and, labor law.

In 2005 John received a Masters of Public Policy (MPP) degree from Regent University, Alexandria, Virginia. John has a BA degree from Illinois State University in Political Science and History. John lives with his wife of more than 29 years in Vienna, Virginia. They have two children: Anne age 25 and Michael age 22 who is currently serving in the Marine Corps Reserves and has been mobilized for Operation Iraqi Freedom. John’s wife, Kathy serves as a member of the unit’s Key Volunteer Network.

