1.  MONTGOMERY G.I. BILL:  What follows is an excerpt from testimony AFSA delivered to the House Veterans Affairs Committee on February 11.  While this is just a small portion of the testimony, it highlights some issues pertaining to the Montgomery G.I. Bill that AFSA is trying to get signed into law later this year.  You can help us by letting your congressional district representative and two United States senators know that you agree:

     "Mr. Chairman, an examination of the VA FY 2004 budget plan once again shows that any improvement in this area will need to come from Congress.  In recent years, this committee singularly has done a masterful job of increasing the value of the Montgomery G.I. Bill (MGIB).  As a member of the Partnership for Veterans' Education, we continue to ask that you transform the program to something similar to the post-WW II G.I. Bill.  We ask that you work toward funding a program that fully pays for books, tuition, and fees, and that the benefit be annually indexed to reflect the actual costs of education.  When our young men and women opt for military service, they should know that this "company" will provide them with a complete education, as do numerous companies in the private industry.  Also we ask that you work to overcome the exclusion of many servicemembers from these VA education programs."

     "-  PROVIDE VETERANS WITH A FULL EDUCATION.   Despite the extremely

commendable, recent increases in the MGIB which will bring the value up to $985 per month for 36 months by October 1 of this year, more needs to be done.  If this nation is going to have a program that sincerely intends to satisfy the purpose of the program, it certainly should mirror civilian industry by providing a comprehensive educational program and not an insufficient one.  According to the "College Report," an annual evaluative report published by the education "industry," average monthly educational costs are approximately $1,400 at this time.  This figure reflects the cost of books, tuition, and fees at the average college or university for a commuter student.  Of course, that average cost will increase in the future due to inflation.  We ask that you fully fund the already-authorized increase, but look toward further increases in the program.  Payment for full books, tuition, and fees for a four-year degree with annual indexing to maintain the value of the benefit, at least, ought to be provided for those who make the military a career."

     "-  FUND AN ENROLLMENT WINDOW FOR MILITARY MEMBERS NOT CURRENTLY ENROLLED IN THE MGIB.  There are well over 100,000 military members still serving who declined the opportunity to enroll in Veterans Educational Assistance Program (VEAP)-the predecessor program to the Montgomery G.I. Bill (MGIB).  VEAP was a relatively poor, two-for-one matching program, that was poorly advertized, incorrectly counseled, and which was actually discouraged because "something better" was coming along.  Unfortunately, those who turned down VEAP were not allowed to convert to the MGIB.  If this committee desires, we can provide ample "real life" examples of people who were so excluded with their reasons for declining VEAP enrollment.  In the Air Force alone, over 35,000 currently serving members (DoD statistics) turned down VEAP enrollment and are now approaching retirement with no transitional educational program.  Since the end of the VEAP program, tens of thousands more have declined enrollment in the MGIB-most did so because they are given a one-time, irrevocable enrollment opportunity at basic military training when they simply cannot afford to give up $100 per month for the first 12 months of their career.  In fact, in the Air Force alone, there are now over 50,000 on duty who came in during the MGIB era who turned the MGIB down.  Hundreds communicate with us that they want a second chance to get into the MGIB, now that they can afford to do so.  As I said earlier, thanks to the fine work of this committee, the MGIB value has been dramatically increased each year for the past few years.  Although more work needs to be done, the MGIB benefit is now a far cry above that which most VEAP and MGIB non-enrollees turned down.  For that reason alone, fairness would dictate an enrollment opportunity for any military member not currently enrolled in the MGIB."

    " -  ELIMINATE THE $1,200 MGIB ENROLLMENT FEE.  This fee alone often causes young servicemembers to decline enrollment.  They are given a one-time, irrevocable decision when they are making the least pay--under the pressure of initial training.  Those who decline enrollment-many due to financial necessity-do not have a second chance to enroll in the program. This is one of the biggest complaints we get from many young airmen.  They feel that, in a sense, it is a "dirty trick" to offer such an important program when it is clearly a financial burden to enroll in the program. This sends a very poor message to those who enter service expecting a world-class educational benefit.  We ask that you exercise your oversight role and eliminate the $1,200 enrollment fee.  This alone will eliminate the non-enrollment problem.  At the same time, it will reintroduce some honesty into the recruitment promises made concerning educational benefits. Additionally, we have been told that a good case could be made to show that eliminating the fee will not be "pricey" since the administration of the fee costs nearly as much as the fee itself."

2.  EXHIBITS AT THE 2003 AFSA CONVENTION AND MILITARY CONFERENCES:   The

2003 AFSA Convention and Military Conferences will be held from August 17 through 21 at the Rio Hotel in Las Vegas, Nevada.  For the last few years, we have been fortunate to have many military exhibits during the convention/conferences.  As a matter of fact, several MAJCOM/Wing-specific exhibits were on display last year at the AFSA Convention in Jacksonville, Florida, that did a wonderful job of relating the great job our enlisted men and women do at various mission locations around our Air Force.  The degree of pride and professionalism conveyed by these Wing/MAJCOM displays greatly added to the overall convention.  Why not demonstrate the mission, accomplishments, and pride of the men and women in your wing and they play an important role in military history.

I am glad to announce that we will once again be able to accommodate such exhibitors at the 2003 AFSA Convention in Las Vegas.  Major arrivals of delegates and exhibitors will be on Sunday, August 17, with departure on Friday, August 22 (some exhibitors will need to arrive Saturday, August 16). You may wish to consider local AFSA members or other outstanding enlisted members to support or represent you in presenting an exhibit.  Each year, the Air Staff has authorized government-funded TDY for those supporting an Air Force exhibit (annual authorization letter is expected soon).  For more information or to reserve a space for an exhibit, contact AFSA's Directorate of Marketing and Communications at (800) 638-0594, (301) 899-3500, or at this e-mail address.

3.  GUARD AND RESERVE RETIREMENT: With AFSA's leadership and grassroots participation, we made great strides last year in the effort to lower the earliest Guard/Reserve retirement age from 60 to 55.  As promised, Representative Jim Saxton, R-NJ, has reintroduced the legislation this year. The new bill number is H.R. 742.  It is a very simple bill with no impact whatsoever on point calculations or in the retirement formula.  It simply reads as "A bill to amend title 10, United States Code, to reduce the age for receipt of military retired pay for non-regular service from 60 to 55." It would take effect on "the first day of the first month beginning on or after the date of the enactment of this Act and shall apply to retired pay payable for that month and subsequent months."  We finished the 107th Congress with 160 sponsors, so we must now work to recapture those and increase the number significantly.  The co-sponsors are signing back on. Already, the following members of the House have signed on as co-sponsors of H.R. 742:  Rep Michael Bilirakis, R-FL; Rep John Boozman, R-AR; Rep. Corrine Brown, D-FL; Rep. Richard Burr,  R-NC; Rep Ander Crenshaw, R-FL; Rep. Jo Ann Davis, R-VA; Rep. Tom Davis, R-VA; Rep. Bob Filner, D-CA; Rep. Mark Foley, R-FL; Rep. Joel Hefley, R-CO; Rep. Joseph M. Hoeffel, D-PA; Rep. Tim Holden, D-PA; Rep. Nancy L. Johnson, R-CT; Rep. Patrick Kennedy, D-RI; Rep. Frank A. LoBiondo, R-NJ; Rep. Betty McCollum, DFL-MN; Rep. Mike McIntyre, D-NC; Rep. Jeff Miller, R-FL; Rep. Tom Osborne, R-NE; Rep. Ciro Rodriguez, D-TX; Rep. John Shimkus, R-IL; Rep. Rob Simmons, R-CT; Rep. Adam Smith, D-WA; Rep. Christopher H. Smith, R-NJ; Rep. Jim Turner, D-TX.  How can you help? Please do this:

     (1) Determine your district representative for the United States House of Representatives.  To identify and get contact information for your representative in the U.S. House, you may go to one of the following: http://www.congressmerge.com/onlinedb/index.htm. or you may use: http://www.house.gov/house/MemberWWW_by_State.htm.  Call AFSA's Military and Government Relations directorate at (301) 899-3500 or (800) 638-0594 if you need assistance.

     (2) Immediately contract the local (in-state) office of your representative and tell them you want them to co-sponsor H.R. 742.

    (3) Then take a few minutes to compose and send a letter similar to the one below to the Washington, D.C. office of your district representative. Personalize your letter and add your reasons why you think that lowering the Guard and Reserve retirement age is the right thing to do.  Here is a sample letter upon which to base yours (with your modifications):

Date)

The Honorable (Name of Representative)

House of Representatives (or United States Senate)

Washington, D.C.  20515

Dear Representative __________,

     I am a voter, and I serve in the _______________ ( ______ Reserve or Guard).  As an individual citizen, I ask you to support the effort to lower the earliest retirement age from 60 to 55 for Guard and Reserve members.  In the U.S. House of Representatives, Rep. Jim Saxton has introduced H.R. 742 which would make this important change.  As you know, Guard and Reserve members are now integrated seamlessly into this nation's Armed Forces.  In fact, today tens of thousands of Reserve and Guard members have been mobilized in support of Operations Enduring Freedom, Noble Eagle, and for impending military action in other locations.  These efforts simply could not succeed without the invaluable contribution of the Guard and Reserve. Yet, Guard and Reserve members are the only federal retirees who must wait until age 60 to collect retired pay.

     Equity would dictate that we treat Guard and Reserve members fairly. It is bad enough that these servicemembers who "voluntarily" subject themselves to unlimited liability cannot begin receiving retirement pay and benefits when they have satisfied the requisite number of "good years." What is worse is that they must wait until age 60, oftentimes well over a decade after military service before they can collect retirement.

     The current system stagnates the force by stifling career advancement. Because the Guard and Reserve primarily promotes by vacancy, those who are over 55 but not yet 60 occupy slots that could otherwise provide upward mobility for others.  Additionally, some members continue serving past age 55 to accumulate a few more points to factor into their retirement pay equation (which is significantly lower than active duty military retired pay).  When this happens, jobs that would allow for upward mobility are frozen; again, the primary means of career advancement (promotion) in the Guard and the Reserve is through vacancy.

     In the 107th Congress the Department of Defense strongly based its opposition to lowering the earliest Guard and Reserve retirement age strictly on the prospective  expenditure of the additional retirement dollars this change would cause.  However, the cost (including projections of increased health care) were greatly unrealistic and exaggerated.  Bottom

line:  this is an issues whose time has come simply because it is the right and fair thing to do to one segment of the military that has been intentionally neglected in order to avoid providing these patriotic men and women an equitable retirement.

     Because passing this initiative is one of fairness and equity (and not merely a budgetary burden), I strongly believe that the time has now come for Congress to take the lead on behalf of Guard and Reserve members.  I urge you to support H.R. 742; it will send a strong signal of support to the guardsmen and reservists that you directly represent.  Please let me know if you will support this effort.

Sincerely,

(Your Name and Contact Information--include contact information such as address, phone numbers, e-mail addresses, etc.)

Another action you can take is to contact any OTHER Private Military Associations you may be affiliated with and tell them you want them to STRONGLY come out in favor of H.R. 742.

As a side note, H.R. 331, by Rep. Joe Wilson, R-SC, which would provide for immediate annuity upon accumulation of "good years" retirement requirements was introduced about five weeks ago.  It has no co-sponsors to date.  While AFSA's eventual goal is elimination of the "gray area," we believe that H.R. 742 and lowering the earliest Guard and Reserve retirement age to 55 is an "achievable"goal for the immediate future that we can build upon.  We believe that, at this time advocating full, immediate elimination of the gray area is unrealistic in the current fiscal environment.  For that reason, we urge you to contact your congressional representative and call for immediate support of H.R. 742.  After we win the 60-to-55 battle, we will urge you to fall behind AFSA in working for Rep. Joe Wilson's bill for immediate annuity.

4.  Please share the information this update provides with those you lead and with whom you work.  If you have questions about this update, contact AFSA's Military and Government Relations Directorate at 1-800-638-0594.  We truly appreciate your support and the work you do for this great nation.
