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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.

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.

The Association is actively involved in the Veterans’ Affairs Voluntary Services (VAVS) pro-gram and a member of the National Headquarters’ staff serves as FRA’s National Veterans Ser-vice 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.

In addition to FRA’s National Veterans’ Service Officer re presenting veterans throughout the claims process and before the Board of Veteran’s Appeals, 196 FRA Shipmates provided volunteer support at 33 VA facilities throughout the country in 2008, 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 joining 24 other nationally recognized Veterans’ Service Organizations on this important 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 34 nationally-known military and veteran’s 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 84th anniversary on 11 November 2008. Over eight decades of 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 regarding the FY 2010 Budget.

FRA’s membership extends sincere gratitude to you and Members of the Subcommittee for the progress to date on enhancing funding for 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.  The substantial increases in the Department of Veterans’ Affairs (VA) budget during the 110th Congress are significant and include additional resources so important to providing health care for our Nation’s veterans along with additional funding for research and treatment for Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).  The legislation also allocated money for additional VA case workers who are sorely needed to help reduce the major backlog of claims. These and other enhancements were strongly supported by FRA and sent a clear message with 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.

The Association was pleased that for the first time in 15 years, Congress passed the FY 2009 VA budget on time, and that the Military Construction, Veterans’ Affairs Appropriations (MilCon/VA) is five percent more than requested and 14 percent above FY 2008 appropriations. The measure provides increased funding for military housing, BRAC related initiatives and other important construction projects and for the Veterans’ Health Administration; plus an increased mileage reimbursement rate (41.5 cents per mile) for veterans traveling long distances to VA medical faculties; enrollment in the VA health care system for some Priority 8 veterans; and 2,000 additional claims processors.  

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 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, is slated to expand to 19 additional installations through June 1, 2009. 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. Recently 19 more installations have been 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 and FRA believes it should be made permanent. It is significant that Secretary of Defense Robert Gates and Secretary of Veterans’ Affairs Eric Shinseki are co-chairing the SOC until the appropriate deputy secretaries’ appointments in each department have been confirmed. FRA advocates that a truly seamless transition can not be implemented and maintained without the oversight of a permanent joint VA/DoD agency that is staffed by both DoD and VA personnel.

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 woefully 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. 

Department of Veterans’ Affairs Budget

FRA appreciates the Administration’s plan to submit a FY 2010 VA budget of $113 billion, a $15 billion increase from the 2009 enacted budget.  The request calls for $52.5 billion in discretionary funding; an increase of $4.9 billion, or 10.3 percent over 2009 funding levels. The bulk of discretionary spending goes to VA medical care. FRA notes that this budget actually exceeds by $1.3 billion the recommendations of the FY 2010 Independent Budget supported by FRA. The Association also appreciates the Majority and Minority leaders of the House Veterans’ Affairs Committee recommending that the House Budget Committee provide additional “ head room” in the budget.  Further, the new Administration has proposed increased funding ($25 billion over the baseline) over the next five fiscal years. Although the numbers projecting spending in the out years beyond FY 2010 are not binding on future budgets, they do indicate that the Administration understands that veteran’s benefits and services are part of the cost of war.  The Association also notes that the Administration has not proposed raising prescription drug co-payments, or an enrollment fee for lower priority group beneficiaries seeing VA medical care. FRA is also encouraged by Secretary of Veterans’ Affairs Eric K. Shinseki’s plans to transform VA into a 21st century organization. FRA appreciates the continuing focus of the Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs and this distinguished Subcommittee’s attention to timely implementation of the Post-9/11 G.I. Bill and the infusion of IT funding to improve the Veterans’ Benefits Administration (VBA) paperless system. The Association also welcomes the long overdue inclusion of some Priority Group 8 veterans for VA health care services that have been excluded from coverage since 2003. 

FRA’s membership appreciates the unprecedented budget outline reference to the importance of further expansion of the concurrent receipt of disability compensation and retirement pay for those who are medically retired from the service. Full concurrent receipt for all disabled veterans is a long standing legislative priority for FRA and the Association urges adequate appropriations to support this initiative.

While the Association supports the current VHA efforts to recoup any or all costs from a veteran’s insurance carrier for non-service-connected injuries or illnesses, FRA opposes any effort to allow VHA to demand payment from a veteran’ s personal insurance carrier for the cost of care related to a disability or injury that occurred during military service. The Association advocates that it is the exclusive obligation of the VA to care for the service-connected injuries and illnesses of veterans, and appreciates the Administration’s withdrawal of this controversial program. 

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.

Education Benefits

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 last year. FRA also appreciates continuing oversight of the implementation plan by the House Veterans’ Affairs Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity as the program ramps up to the 1 August 2009 effective date.

Regarding the Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (VR&E) Program, if authorized, FRA supports adequate funding to increase the monthly stipend comparable to the BAH payments level in the Post 9/11 G.I. Bill and to cover books, fees and adaptive equipment for veterans in this program. 

Medical And Prosthetic Research

Medical and prosthetic research is one of the most successful aspects of all VA medical programs and FRA appreciated the FY 2009 appropriation of $510 million for this vital research and calls on this distinguished Subcommittee to ensure that FY 2010 funding levels remain predictable and stable, taking into account rising administrative and medical costs.  Adequate funding of VA Medical and Prosthetic Research is paramount to ensure that the VA can continue providing state of the art prostheses and world class medical care and support for all veterans.  

Disability Compensation Claims Processing

FRA is deeply concerned about the chronic and growing backlog of claims at the Department of Veterans’ Affairs and supports adequate funding to support reform of the antiquated Veterans’ Benefits Administration (VBA) paper claims system. As of 21 February 2009, there were 402,986 disability rating cases pending, 671,808 claims and pension (C & P) cases pending, and 168,769 disability rating cases awaiting appeal. As of 21 March 2009, there were 403,197 disability rating cases pending, (84,126 of these have been pending for over 180 days) 700,917 claims and pension (C & P) cases pending, and 170,456 disability rating cases awaiting appeal. FRA notes with concern the increases in these categories during only one month. 

It’s critically important to process disability claims in a timely manner, and the VA must ensure a credible and effective system which includes appropriate and effective oversight to correct     deficiencies as they become evident. Despite significant attention to this issue, problems associated with IT applications and inadequate capacity persists and the claims backlog continues to grow. Utilizing new technology, ensuring the availability of adequate resources and staffing to expedite development and implementation of a “paperless” claims system are essential to addressing this challenge, which is integral to a seamless transition process for beneficiaries. FRA congratulates the VA on the steps taken to incorporate the “paperless” claim folder for transitioning service members utilizing the Benefits Delivery Before Discharge (BDD) program, plus the pension consolidation effort leading to a totally electronic claims process for newly developed pension and DIC claims. 

The Association welcomes efforts by the Advisory Committee on Disability Compensation and believes it is necessary to periodically revise and adjust the VA schedule for disability ratings.

FRA is extremely concerned about allegations from an Office of Inspector General (OIG) report that found claims-related material placed in “shred bins” in Detroit, St. Petersburg, Waco, and St. Louis VA Regional Offices. In response, the Veterans’ Benefits Administration (VBA) has begun special temporary claims-handling procedures and has developed a plan to strengthen current policies and procedures to safeguard veteran’s paper records. FRA urges the Committees to provide adequate resources to complement continuing oversight and implementation of safeguards to provide legitimacy to the claim adjudication process.

Military Construction

As discussed by senior enlisted leaders of the Navy, Marine Corps, Army and Air Force during their 4 February 2009 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 newly appointed Master Chief Petty Officer of the Navy (MCPON) Rick West, and Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps Carlton Kent. FRA also appreciates the invitation from Chairman Edwards for comments by Navy Reserve Force Master Chief Ronnie A. Wright to provide input on Reserve issues and the Returning Warrior Program that has helped more than 2,200 service members adjust after returning from the combat zone.

The Navy’s top concerns include availability and affordability of child care for Navy families; suitable, safe and affordable family housing; continued funding for the “Safe Harbor” program to help injured Sailors with reintegration to active duty or civilian life; recruiting challenges; and improvements to Navy Reserve forces.

The Navy child care expansion plan includes adding 7,000 new child care spaces. Current child care capacity is 72 percent but needs to grow to 80 percent of potential need in order to reduce waiting lists for child care placement to one to three months. The current waiting list is three to six months. 

The Navy has successfully further eliminated inadequate housing since FY 2008. The Navy bachelor housing (BH) however is currently inadequate to meet all needs. In response the Navy has doubled up single rooms to accommodate Homeport Ashore Sailors. Even with this effort the Navy will still have 2,100 Sailors living aboard ships in fleet concentration areas by FY 2010 (Norfolk and San Diego). Over 200 of the 1850 BH facilities are over 50 years old and 70 percent of permanent party barracks are rated as partial or non-mission capable. The Navy has recently awarded two BH PPV projects that will provide housing for 4,250 Sailors (E1-E6). FRA believes it is vital that the Navy provide housing that is equal with service members in the other branches of the military. 

The Marines’ top concerns include adequate end strength for the conflicts of today and tomorrow; increased emphasis on family readiness; helping Marines and their families deal with the stress of the operational deployment cycles; and improved quality of life for Marines and their families.

The Marine Corps will achieve 202,000 end strength by the end of FY 2009, which is two years ahead of schedule, and the Marines have expanded family readiness programs with Family Readiness Officer Billets in more than 400 units. Further, they have expanded and enhanced pre- and post-deployment training to sustain Marines and their families through multiple deployments. As with the Navy child care, spaces are inadequate (64%) to meet current demand. FRA urges additional Congressional support for child care. 
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 and the FRA strongly supports adequate funding to support these service priorities FY 2010 and beyond. 

BRAC

FRA is thankful 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 to provide funding to rebuild Armed Forces Retirement Home in Gulfport, Miss. Construction is progressing on the new facility and 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 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. Thanks again for the opportunity to present the Association’s recommendations for your consideration.

Joseph L. Barnes

National Executive Director, FRA

Joseph L. (Joe) Barnes has served as the Fleet Reserve Association’s (FRA’ s) National Executive Director since September 2002. He is FRA’s senior lobbyist and chairman of the Association’s National Committee on Legislative Service. He is also the chief assistant to the National President and the National Board of Directors, and responsible for managing FRA’s National Headquarters in Alexandria, Virginia.

A retired Navy Master Chief, Barnes served as FRA’s Director of Legislative Programs and ad-visor to FRA’s National Committee on Legislative Service since 1994. During his tenure, the Association realized significant legislative gains, and was recognized with a certificate award for excellence in government relations from the American Society of Association Executives (ASAE).

In addition to his FRA duties, Barnes was elected Co-Chairman of the 34-organization Military Coalition (TMC) in November 2004 and testifies frequently on behalf of FRA and TMC on Capitol Hill. He’s also a member of the Defense Commissary Agency’s (DeCA’s) Patron Council.

He received the United States Coast Guard’s Meritorious Public Service Award for providing consistent and exceptional support of Coast Guard from 2000 to 2003 and was appointed an Honorary Member of the United States Coast Guard in September 2001. Barnes is also an ex-officio member of the U.S. Navy Memorial Foundation’s Board of Directors.

Barnes joined FRA’s National Headquarters team in 1993 as a writer/editor. While on active duty, he  was the public affairs director for the United States Navy Band in Washington, DC. His responsibilities included directing marketing and promotion efforts for extensive national concert tours, network radio and television appearances, and major special events in the Nation’s capital. His awards include the Defense Meritorious Service and Navy Commendation Medals.

Barnes holds a bachelor’s degree in education and a master’s degree in public relations manag ement from The American University, Washington, DC, and earned the Certified Association Executive (CAE) designation from ASAE in 2003. 

He is a member of the FRA Branch 181 board of directors and has served in a variety of volunteer leadership positions in community and school organizations.

