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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. 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. 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. The Association also sponsors a National Americanism Essay Program and other recognition and relief programs. In addition, the newly established FRA Education Foundation oversees the Association’s scholarship program that presents awards totaling nearly $100,000 to deserving students each year.

The Association is also a founding member of The Military Coalition (TMC), a 34-member consortium of military and veteran’s organizations. FRA hosts most TMC meetings and members of its staff serve in a number of TMC leadership roles.

FRA celebrated 85 years of service in November 2009. For over eight decades, dedication to its members has resulted in legislation enhancing quality of life programs for Sea Services personnel, other members of the uniformed services plus their families and survivors, 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 advocating recently enacted predatory lending protections and absentee voting reform for service members and their dependents.

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 regarding the FY 2011 Budget.

FRA thanks you and Members of the Subcommittee for the progress to date on enhancing funding for various military construction projects and to ensure that wounded troops, their families and the survivors of those killed in action are cared for by a grateful Nation.
FRA is deeply concerned about the backlog of claims at the Department of Veterans Affairs. The Association appreciates funding in the FY 2010 MilCon/VA appropriations bill for an additional 1,200 claim adjusters. The VA has hired nearly 4,200 more employees since January 2007, but despite the additional resources and manpower, the backlog of disability claims increased by more than 80,000 since the beginning 2009. The Association appreciates the $145 million for a paperless claims process, and $347 million to develop and implement an electronic health record at VA. FRA welcomes the enrollments in the VA health care system for some Priority 8 veterans, that will eventually (FY 2013) provide access to more than 500,000 veterans that are currently ineligible. 
As an Association made up primarily of career Navy enlisted personnel, the Agent Orange claims controversy is a high priority for the Association and FRA welcomes the $13.4 billion FY 2010 supplemental appropriations for new presumptions related to Agent Orange exposure. FRA notes that the FY 2011 VA budget for claims processing is increased by 27 percent ($460 million) over the FY 2010 budget that includes improved benefits processing through a combination of additional staff, enhanced business practices, and improved use of technology. 
Post 9/11 GI Bill

The Association understands that funding for the Post 9/11/2001 G.I. Bill is mandatory, thus eliminating the year-to-year uncertainty about adequate resources to support the authorized and dramatically increased education benefits for qualifying service members. This is a very significant program and FRA is grateful for its enactment. The VA budget also provides funding to meet the increased education claims workload resulting from the enactment of the Post 9/11 GI Bill program. This benefit program has had an immeasurable improvement on the morale of those currently serving. The Association appreciates the logistical difficulty of implementing a new system while still administering the current system. FRA welcomed additional VA processors until a new automated system is developed and implemented and appreciates that the VA issued more than 30,000 checks up to $3,000 each in October to students who had not yet received benefits. As the fall semester came to an end more than 26,000 students had not received any benefits at all. It appears that processing payments for the spring semester has been improved but more work needs to be done to improve delivery of benefits for this program. 
Wounded Warriors
FRA is cautiously 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 the 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 effectively implement a bi-directional electronic medical record as a critical first step in improved treatment of physical injuries as well as PTSD and TBI for veterans of Operations Iraqi and Enduring Freedom (OIF/OEF).

The FRA is encouraged by the improved cooperation between of the Departments of Defense (DoD) and Veterans’ Affairs (VA) in working to help our wounded warriors. For example, DoD is working with the VA to expand the Disability Evaluation System (DES) pilot program that simplifies the current disability evaluation process for wounded, injured and ill service members and is aimed at assisting wounded service members obtain faster access to TRICARE and other health care and VA benefits. A single medical examination used by both DoD and VA, with a single source disability evaluation done by VA and accepted by DoD is key to this initiative. The pilot, implemented in the National Capitol Region in November 2007, expanded to 19 additional installations last year. FRA has strongly supported a streamlined and seamless disability evaluation process and supported the legislative effort to create the pilot program. More than 700 service members have participated in the pilot program.

The pilot was initiated at the Washington D.C. VA Medical Center and at three Military Treatment Facilities in the National Capitol Region – Malcolm Grow Medical Center at Andrews Air Force Base, Md., Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington, D.C., and National Naval Medical Center in Bethesda, Md. More installations were added to the study, including Fort Carson, Colo., Naval Medical Center San Diego, Calif., and Elmendorf Air Force Base, Alaska.

The FY 2008 National Defense Authorization Act established a comprehensive policy on the care and management of wounded service members in order to facilitate and enhance their care, rehabilitation, physical evaluation, transition from DoD care to the VA, and transition from military service to civilian life.

Although DoD and VA have made great progress in sharing information and resources, much more is needed, particularly with regard to access standards, to truly provide a “seamless transition” from military service to veteran status. The Special Oversight Committee (SOC) is important to this process. FRA advocates that a truly seamless transition can not be implemented and maintained without the adequate funding of a permanent joint VA/DoD office is staffed by both DoD and VA personnel.

FRA supports the Administration’s efforts to modernize the administration of veterans’ health care by creating a Joint Virtual Lifetime Electronic Record (VLER). The creation of a VLER for every service member would be a major step toward FRA’s long-standing goal of a seamless transition from military to veteran status. The VLER ultimately would permit a health care provider (DOD, VA or a private provider) a timely, seamless access to an individual's (service member/veteran) health data. 
Although these and other reforms are improvements, the fact remains that the VA disability process and the VA health care system is still overwhelmed. 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 inadequate in recognizing and treating cases of TBI and PTSD, even though more than 3,900 new mental health employees have been hired since 2005 – bringing our total number to more than 17,000. Soaring medical costs, decades of inadequate appropriations and increasing demand for medical services have severely hampered timely access to quality health care for our Nation’s sick and disabled veterans. 

VA 2011 Budget Outline
Under the Advanced Funding law, the Administration is now able to request two budgets for the VA: one to provide fiscal 2011 total funding and another to provide fiscal 2012 funding for certain VA medical accounts. 
For fiscal year 2011, the Administration has proposed a VA budget of $125 billion, an $11 billion increase (7.6 percent) from the 2010 enacted budget. The Administration is requesting $51.5 billion in resources for VA medical care, an increase of $4.1 billion over fiscal year 2010 levels. For fiscal year 2012, the Administration has requested a 5 percent increase in funding above the amounts requested for fiscal year 2011. The VA has requested a $460 million increase for processing disability claims, a 27 percent increase over the current fiscal year. The proposed budget adds $44 million for a new automated claims system for processing Post 911 GI Bill education benefits. Since the VA expects education benefit claims to increase by nearly 30 percent in FY 2011.

FRA supports the FY 2011 Independent Budget (IB) and welcomes the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) budget being excluded from the Administration’s freeze on discretionary spending and the implementation of advanced funding for VA health care for FY 2012 ($54.3 billion).

The proposed FY 2011 VA budget includes a $5 billion increase ($51.5 billion) over FY 2010 levels for medical care programs, and the IB recommends an additional $500 million more ($52.0 billion) for medical care programs. The budget also contains a significant increase in funding for the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), the VA agency charged with providing compensation and benefits to veterans. The President's budget recommends $2.1 billion for VBA, an increase of $460 million over the FY 2010 appropriated level. This funding increase reflects a real commitment toward bringing down the massive claims backlog and providing timely, accurate education benefits to service members and veterans eligible for the Post-9/11 GI Bill.

FRA is troubled by the level of funding recommended for construction projects and information technology. With VA facing a massive backlog of important construction requirements and states becoming ever more reliant on VA to contribute to the funding for construction of long-term care facilities, now is not the time to reduce this critical funding. Likewise, there are a number of critical information technology initiatives that need to be addressed. Finally FRA wants to express doubts about the projection that VA will be able to get $3.3 billion from third-party insurers. 
Health Care Fees
FRA continues its strong opposition to establishing a tiered enrollment fee structure for veterans in Priority Groups 7 and 8 within the VA Health Care System. Past proposals include fees based on annual family income adjusted by region averaging approximately $30,000 and above, along with an increase on pharmacy co-pays from $8 to $15 for Priority Group 7 and 8 beneficiaries. There are approximately 1.3 million veterans in these groups and FRA supports adequate appropriations to prevent shifting costs to them for care they’ve earned in service to our Nation. Although not under the oversight of this Subcommittee, FRA continues its strong opposition to TRICARE fee increases for military retirees and believes there are other cost-saving options which must be implemented prior to adjusting fees for younger retirees. The Association salutes Chairman Edwards for his leadership on this issue and strongly supports the “Military Retirees Health Care Protection Act” (H.R. 816) which he sponsored along with Rep. Walter Jones (N.C.)

Rather than focus efforts on cost-shifting to beneficiaries, the VA should look at other cost-saving measures. The VHA should focus on improving wellness systems, such as “My HealtheVet,” expanding outreach to work on prevention, early, effective interventions, and innovative methods of motivating beneficiaries toward healthy life styles. These measures could result in substantial savings for the VHA in the coming years.

Medical And Prosthetic Research
The VA’s research should focus on improving treatments for conditions that are unique to veterans. Medical and prosthetic research is one of the most successful aspects of all VA medical programs. That is why FRA is concerned that there is no increase ($3.345 billion) in medical research budget which could result in possible cuts in research. The Association, however, appreciates and supports the eight percent increase ($148 million) in prosthetic research for 2011.

Military Construction
FRA is concerned that the Administration’s FY 2011 military construction budget is reduced by 19.5 percent and the family housing budget is reduced by 19.3 percent from the current fiscal year. Child care facilities, work spaces and associated structures, and barracks construction are top concerns for enlisted personnel. FRA appreciates that the FY 2011 Navy budget includes improving bachelor quarters, including sustained funding for Homeport Ashore initiatives. FRA welcomes the Marine Corps hiring an additional 400 full-time family-readiness officers on the battalion level per provisions in the FY 2011 budget. Currently the Marines are meeting 64 percent of potential day-care needs (same as last year) and need 3,000 additional spaces to reach the DoD standard of 80 percent. The Marines plan to increase 2,615 child-care spaces over the next 18-24 months. The Navy added more than 7,000 child care spaces in the current fiscal year and plans to reach the 80 percent child care goal by the end of FY 2011. It is often said that the individual enlists but it’s the family that re-enlists. The Navy and Marine Corps child care programs are highly valued benefits for military families and are a critical element in maintaining adequate retention numbers.

FRA wants to express it gratitude to this distinguished Subcommittee for extending an invitation the senior enlisted leaders of the Navy, Marine Corps, Army and Air Force to discuss Quality of Life issues with the Subcommittee. These issues include child care facilities, work spaces and associated structures, and barracks construction and other top concerns of the enlisted community.

BRAC

FRA notes that the recently enacted “American Recovery and Reinvestment Act” includes funding for new military construction, renovation projects and funding for VA hospitals. 

The Association remains concerned, however, about the 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.

AFRH
FRA appreciates support from appropriators for funding to rebuild the Armed Forces Retirement Home in Gulfport, Miss. Construction is progressing on the new facility and FRA members who were residents at the Home and forced to relocate due to damage caused by Hurricane Katrina in 2005, are eager to go home. The new facility is scheduled to re-open sometime in October 2010 and is scheduled to have opening ceremonies on November 9, 2010. FRA thanks this distinguished Subcommittee for its supporting this important project.

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. Thanks again for the opportunity to present the Association’s recommendations for your consideration.
# # # #

John R. Davis

Director of Legislative Programs

Fleet Reserve Association

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 President of FRA Branch 181 (Arlington, Virginia). 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 healthcare, tort reform, education, insurance, taxation, and labor law.

In 2005 John received a Masters of Public Policy (MPP) degree from Regent University, Alexandria VA. John has a BS degree from Illinois State University in Political Science and History. John has two children: Anne age 26 and Michael age 23 who is currently serving in a Marine Corps Reserve unit deployed in Afghanistan.
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