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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 Navy.

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.

The Association is also a founding member of The Military Coalition (TMC), a consortium of more than 30 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 87 years of service in November 2011. For nearly nine 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 Standard) was an initiative of FRA, as was the Uniformed Services Survivor Benefit Plan (SBP). 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, the Fleet Reserve Association salutes you, members of the Subcommittee, and your staff for the strong and unwavering support of funding for programs essential to active duty, Reserve Component, and retired members of the uniformed services, their families, and survivors. The Subcommittee’s work has greatly enhanced care and support for our wounded warriors and significantly improved military pay, and other benefits and enhanced other personnel, retirement and survivor programs. This support is critical in maintaining readiness and is invaluable to our uniformed services engaged throughout the world fighting the global War on Terror, sustaining other operational requirements and fulfilling commitments to those who’ve served in the past.
Stop DOD Sequestration
As mandated by the 2011 Budget Control Act, failure of the Super Committee in 2011 to develop a bipartisan plan to contain the growth of the national debt will force implementation of “sequestration” in January 2013 unless Congress intervenes. Failure to act will trigger across-the-board cuts with half coming from the Defense budget. FRA agrees with Secretary of Defense, Leon Panetta, who said these cuts “would do catastrophic damage to our military, hollowing out the force and degrading its ability to protect the country.” Defense counts for 17 percent of the federal budget but will receive 50 percent of the sequestration cuts.

With the American military out of Iraq and the conflict in Afghanistan winding down, some are suggesting the possibility of a “peace dividend.” Although there have been victories in the War on Terror, there has been no peace treaty with terrorism and an additional $500 billion in defense cuts beyond the already planned reductions over the next decade beginning in FY 2013 could jeopardize essential funding of military pay and benefit programs, which would negatively impact recruiting, retention and overall military readiness. For these reasons, FRA strongly supports the “Down Payment to Protect National Security Act” (S. 2065) sponsored by Senator Jon Kyl and a House bill (H.R. 3662) sponsored by HASC Chairman, Rep. Howard P. “Buck” McKeon. These proposals would amend the Budget Control Act by excluding the DoD budget from the first year of sequestration (2013). 

Less than one percent of the population is shouldering 100 percent of the burden of maintaining our national security, and the punitive funding reductions mandated by sequestration would force major across-the-board cuts to all programs and could potentially threaten the All-Volunteer Force.
Budget Devalues Military Service
FRA’s membership is especially concerned about the Administration’s proposed FY 2013 budget which includes plans to drastically increase existing TRICARE Prime enrollment fees, implement new fees for TRICARE Standard and TRICARE-for-Life beneficiaries, and increase pharmacy co-pays. If authorized, fees would be tiered based on the beneficiary’s retired pay. These increases are a major concern to the entire military retiree community and since mid-February that concern has prompted nearly 20,000 messages to Capitol Hill via FRA’s web site Action Center. Our members are also concerned that the budget calls for the fees to be adjusted annually based on health care inflation after FY 2017.

As this statement is being written, the Senate Armed Services Committee has not marked up its version of the FY 2013 Defense Authorization bill. The House Armed Services Committee version of the legislation (H.R. 4310) did not authorize the proposed health care fee increases for all military retirees – including TRICARE for Life (TFL) beneficiaries. The panel did, however, authorize higher pharmacy co-pays. In addition, future co-pay adjustments will be tied to the Consumer Price Index which is the basis of annual military retired pay adjustments and consistent with future TRICARE Prime enrollment fee adjustments that became effective this year. The legislation also authorizes a five-year pilot program that would require TFL beneficiaries to use the mail-order, home delivery program rather than retail pharmacies for maintenance drugs, and beneficiaries could opt out of the program after one year. There would be no cost for prescriptions filled at military pharmacies.

The budget request also calls for a commission to study and propose changes to the military retirement system. This BRAC-like process would bypass the expertise of Senate and House committees and subcommittees and only allow Congress an up-or-down vote on the commission’s recommendations. All Reservists responding to a recent (February 2012) FRA survey, and 97 percent of active duty participants ranked retirement benefits as a very important benefit. More than 1,000 current and former service members participated in the survey. As Congress considers plans to reduce DoD costs by revamping the military retirement program, that benefit is particularly relevant to active duty and Reserve component personnel. Many current service members have expressed concern about the future of the retired pay and healthcare benefits they’ve been promised after they complete a career of military service. FRA appreciates SecDef Panetta assuring those currently serving that they will come under the current retirement system, but wonders why there is no similar commitment for those who served in the past? 

The budget also requests an active duty and Reserve pay hike based on the Employment Cost Index of 1.7% in 2013, and only at that level in 2014 with capped pay adjustments below that index thereafter.
FRA supports a defense budget of at least five percent of GDP that will adequately fund both people and weapons programs, and is concerned that the Administration’s spending plan is not enough to support both, particularly given ongoing operational commitments associated with the new defense strategy.

Future spending on national defense as a percentage of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) will be reduced despite significant continuing war related expenses and extensive operational and national security commitments. Wall Street Journal editorial writers noted, “Taken altogether, the (defense) budget could shrink by over 30% in the next decade. The Administration projects outlays at 2.7% of GDP in 2021, down from 4.5% last year (which included the cost of Iraq and Afghanistan). That would put U.S. outlays at 1940 levels – a bad year. As recently as 1986, a better year, the U.S. spent 6.2% of GDP on defense with no detrimental economic impact. What’s different now? The growing entitlement state. The Administration is making a political choice and sparing Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid, which are set to hit nearly 11% of GDP (without health care reform costs) by 2020.”

Make no mistake about the importance of these entitlement programs; however, DoD and VA benefits are also important and essential to maintaining that All Volunteer Force and our national security.
TRICARE Fee Increases
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 society. 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. These proposals also follow the 13-percent military retiree TRICARE Prime increase imposed this year. 

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 have not benefited from the significant pay and benefit enhancements enacted since 2000.

The Association believes that military retirees have earned their TRICARE benefits with twenty or more years of arduous military service with low pay. As you know, many retirees believe that they were promised free health care for life. 

FRA strongly opposes premium increases for TRICARE beneficiaries’ based on health care inflation. The Consumer Price Index (CPI) is the basis for military retiree annual cost-of-living-adjustments (COLAs), the purpose of which is to maintain purchasing power for the beneficiary. The Association strongly supports adequate funding of the Military Health Service (MHS) without the drastic fee increases and extreme pharmacy co-pays for all retirees proposed by the Administration.
Retirement Commission
The Administration proposed the creation of a BRAC-like commission to review and “reform” the current military retirement system. Numerous studies and commissions have focused on the military retirement as an opportunity to reduce overhead costs for the Pentagon. The latest is the Defense Business Board (DBB) proposal to replace the current system with a 401(k) plan similar to what corporations offer their employees. This concept has created significant anxiety in the career active duty community. An FRA online survey released last October resulted in strong opposition responses to proposals to “civilianize” the current military retirement system. More than 1,700 current and former service members responded and nearly 95 percent believe retiree benefits offer the most appeal if they were joining today. More than 80 percent of active duty and Reserve component respondents said they’d shorten their term of service if retirement benefits were changed to conform with the recommendations. 

FRA believes that military service is unlike any other career or occupation, and requires a unique retirement system. Career senior NCOs are the backbone of our military and their leadership and guidance are invaluable and a result of many years of training and experience. 
Wounded Warriors
FRA believes post traumatic stress should not be referred to as a “disorder.” This terminology adds to the stigma of this condition, and the Association believes it is critical that the military do all it can to reduce the stigma associated with PTS and TBI. 

FRA also believes the Armed Services and Veterans Affairs Committees should remain vigilant regarding their oversight responsibilities associated with ensuring a “seamless transition” for wounded warriors transitioning from DoD’s Military Health System (MHS) to the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). FRA strongly supports efforts to create and adequately fund a Joint Virtual Lifetime Electronic Record (VLER) for every service member and believes this would be a major step towards the long-standing goal of a truly seamless transition from military to veteran status for all service members and would permit a DoD, VA, or private health care provider immediate access to a veteran’s health data.

According to Navy Times editors, “Even before sequestration takes effect budget cuts have impacted the Office of Wounded Warrior Care and Transition Policy with the elimination of 40 percent (44 positions) of the staff, and all 15 contract employees in the transition policy section that leaves only two full-time civilian employees.
” Budget cuts have also resulted in the cancellation of the Virtual Transition Assistance Program (VTAP) website that was scheduled to replace the current Turbo TAP website. FRA is concerned that these cuts could negatively impact transitioning wounded warriors.

The Association also notes the importance of the Navy’s Safe Harbor Program and the Marine Corps Wounded Warrior Regiment (WWR) that are providing invaluable support for these personnel and recommends adequate funding to support these programs.
Suicide Rates
Suicide in the military is a serious concern for FRA and the Association notes that active duty suicides have been reduced or at least leveled off, but suicides for non-active duty Reserve Component personnel are increasing. “More than 2,000 service members killed themselves in the past decade, including 295 in 2010 compared with 153 in 2001.
” 
In 2011 there were 51 Navy active duty suicides and seven Navy Reserve suicides which represents an increase from 39 active duty suicides and six Reserve suicides in 2010. To reduce the suicide rate the Navy has implemented a multi-faceted approach with communication, training, and command support, designed to reduce individual stress and strengthen psychological health of Sailors. The Navy efforts fall within the scope of their broader family readiness programs and require adequate resources to sustain these efforts.
In 2011 there were 33 Marine suicides and 171 failed suicide attempts. During the previous year, 37 Marines committed suicide and there were 172 failed attempts. The Marines have deployed peer-to-peer suicide prevention training and are working with the DoD Suicide Prevention Office to implement the recommendations of the DoD Joint Task Force on the Prevention of Suicide. Despite these initiatives, suicides continue and efforts to address the reasons for suicides must continue to be a top priority. FRA appreciates the provision in the FY 2012 Defense Authorization Act that requires pre-separation counseling for Reservists returning from successful deployments. In addition, FRA supports Rep. Thomas Rooney’s bill (H.R. 208) that authorizes reimbursement for mental health counseling under TRICARE and requests full funding to support this program if authorized.
COLA Adjustments
Under current law, military retired pay cost of living adjustments are rounded down to the next lowest dollar. For many of these personnel, particularly enlisted retirees, their retired pay is sometimes the sole source of income for them and their dependents. Over time, the effect of rounding down can be substantial for these personnel and FRA supports a policy change to rounding up retiree COLAs to the next highest dollar.
Reserve Early Retirement
A provision of the FY 2008 NDAA reduces the Reserve retirement age requirement by three months for each cumulative 90-days ordered to active duty. This is effective upon the enactment of the legislation (January 28, 2008) and NOT retroactive to October 7, 2001 and the Association supports “The National Guardsmen and Reservists Parity for Patriots Act” (H.R. 181) sponsored by the House Personnel Subcommittee Chairman, Rep. Joe Wilson, to authorize Reservists mobilized since October 7, 2001, to receive credit in determining eligibility for receipt of early retired pay. Since 09/11/2001 the Reserve Component has changed from a strategic Reserve to an operational Reserve that now plays a vital role in prosecuting the war efforts and other operational commitments. This has resulted in more frequent and longer deployments impacting individual Reservist’s careers. Changing the effective date of the Reserve early retirement would help partially offset lost salary increases, promotions, 401(k) and other benefit contributions. The Association urges support and funding for this important legislation.

Retention of Final Full Month’s Retired Pay
If authorized, FRA urges the Subcommittee to provide funding to support the retention of the full final month’s retired pay by the surviving spouse (or other designated survivor) of a military retiree for the month in which the member was alive for at least 24 hours. FRA strongly supports “The Military Retiree Survivor Comfort Act” (H.R. 493), introduced by Rep. Walter Jones, which addresses this issue.

Current regulations require survivors of deceased armed forces retirees to return any retirement payment received in the month the retiree passes away or any subsequent month thereafter. Upon the demise of a retired service member in receipt of military retired pay, the surviving spouse is to notify the department of defense of the death. The Department’s financial arm (DFAS) then stops payment on the retirement account, recalculates the final payment to cover only the days in the month the retiree was alive, forwards a check for those days to the surviving spouse (beneficiary) and, if not reported in a timely manner, recoups any payment(s) made covering periods subsequent to the retiree’s death. The recouping is made without consideration of the survivor’s financial status. 

The measure is related to a similar VA policy. Congress passed a law in 1996 that allows a surviving spouse to retain the veteran’s disability and VA pension payments issued for the month of the veteran’s death. FRA believes military retired pay should be no different. 

Concurrent Receipt
FRA supports legislation authorizing and funding concurrent receipt of full military retired pay and veterans’ disability compensation for all disabled retirees. The Association strongly supports Senate Majority Leader, Harry Reid’s “Retired Pay Restoration Act” (S. 344) and Rep. Sanford Bishop’s “Disabled Veterans Tax Termination Act” (H.R. 333). Both proposals would authorize comprehensive concurrent receipt reform, and Rep. Gus Bilirakis’ “Retired Pay Restoration Act” (H.R. 303) would authorize current receipt for retirees receiving CRDP with a disability rating of 50 percent or less.

FRA also strongly supports House Personnel Subcommittee Chairman Joe Wilson’s bill (H.R. 186), that expands concurrent receipt for service members who were medically retired with less than 20 years of service (Chapter 61 retirees) and would be phased-in over five years. This proposal mirrors the Administration’s proposal from the 110th Congress. In 2008, Congress voted to expand eligibility for Combat-Related Special Compensation (CRSC) coverage to Chapter 61 retirees and the proposed legislation would, in effect, extend eligibility for Concurrent Retirement and Disability Pay (CRDP) to all Chapter 61 retirees over five years. A less costly improvement to pursue in an austere budget year would be fixing the so-called “glitch” for CRSC that result in compensation declining when the VA disability rating increases.

Military Resale System

FRA strongly supports adequate funding for the Defense Commissary Agency (DeCA) to ensure access to the commissary benefit for all beneficiaries. Since 2000, DeCA’s budget has remained flat in real dollars, meaning the agency has done more with less for the past 11 years.

The Association also strongly supports the military exchange systems (AAFES, NEXCOM and MCX), and urges against revisiting the concept of consolidation. FRA instead urges a thorough review of the findings of an extensive and costly ($17 million) multi-year study which found that this is not a cost-effective approach to running these important systems
Conclusion
FRA is grateful for the opportunity to provide these recommendations to this distinguished Subcommittee.
� Navy Times Editorial, January 16, 2012, Page 4


� ABC News, Rising Suicides Stump Military Leaders, September 27, 2011, Kristina Wong
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