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               DIVISION 610 LEGISLATIVE INFORMATION

EXPECT TWO PAY DEPOSITS

Due to the near shut​down expe​ri​ence last week, most mil​i​tary will get two deposits in their bank accounts on April 15.  Accord​ing to DFAS, they are now pro​cess​ing the remain​ing seven days of mid-month pay, so ser​vice mem​bers will see their nor​mal total mid-month pay, but with more than one deposit into their account.
Note: Active duty and reservists in the Marine Corps who will receive the nor​mal sin​gle full deposit. 

Although Army, Navy, and Air Force active duty mem​bers will receive two pay​ments to cover their full mid-month pay on April 15, the most cur​rent Net Pay Advice state​ments will still only show the par​tial pay​ments for the week of April 1–8.
In addi​tion, Army, Navy and Air Force reservists will receive full mid-month pay by April 15, but again, the most cur​rent Leave and Earn​ings State​ment (LES) will still only show the par​tial pay​ments for April 1–8.  In both cases a full account​ing of April pay will be avail​able on the nor​mal end of month LES, posted to myPay accounts on April 22.

BILL TO GIVE MILITARY FUNERALS MORE PROTECTION
Families of fallen troops "have earned the right to bury their loved ones in peace," says U.S. Sen. Olympia Snowe. In the wake of a Supreme Court decision earlier this year to permit the Westboro Baptist Church to carry on its disruptive protests at military funerals, lawmakers must step in with stronger protections for those families, says Snowe, R-Maine.

On Wednesday, Snowe introduced the Sanctity of Eternal Rest for Veterans Act -- dubbed the SERVE Act -- an effort to keep raucous protesters from getting too close to military funerals and increase penalties for breaking the rules of conduct. Snowe's involvement in the issue was prompted by a Maine high school student's campaign to ban such protests.

"Those who fight and die in the service of our country deserve our highest respect," Snowe said in a prepared statement. "The SERVE Act strikes a balance between the sanctity of a funeral service and the right to free speech."

Snowe's proposal would alter federal law to increase the "quiet time" in which protests are prohibited before and after military funerals from one hour to two hours, and increase the distance that protesters must stay from services.

Current law sets a 150-foot boundary around a service and 300 feet around the access route to the service. Snowe's bill would increase the buffers to 300 feet and 500 feet, respectively. It also would impose penalties on violators, including as much as two years in prison. The Supreme Court ruled 8-1 in March that First Amendment free speech rights protect the anti-gay protests staged at military funerals nationwide by the small Westboro Baptist Church of Topeka, Kan.

The case originated with the group's protest at the 2006 funeral in Maryland of Marine Lance Cpl. Matthew Snyder, 20, who was killed in Iraq. The church members say troops are killed as an act of God in retribution for tolerance of gays and lesbians. They have protested in Maine at least once, in 2007 in Portland, at the funeral for a soldier who died in Iraq. They indicated several other times that they would come to Maine but didn't show up.

Maine law says it is a crime to taunt, insult or otherwise accost any person at a funeral. Before the Supreme Court decision, Zach Parker of Searsport High School began his campaign to outlaw protests at military funerals.

Parker's involvement led Snowe to sponsor the legislation. Her staff was at a community meeting organized by the high school senior in early January. When Snowe heard about Parker's campaign, she promised to take a look at his proposal in light of what was pending in the Supreme Court. She decided to go ahead with the legislation once the ruling was released in early March.
Among the co-sponsors by Wednesday late afternoon were Democratic Sens. Kent Conrad of North Dakota, Kirsten Gillibrand of New York, Mark Pryor of Arkansas and Jeanne Shaheen of New Hampshire, and Republican Sens. Dan Coats of Indiana, John Hoeven of North Dakota, Kay Bailey Hutchison of Texas, Mike Johanns of Nebraska and Marco Rubio of Florida, Snowe's office said.

Among the groups supporting the bill so far are the Enlisted Association of the National Guard of the United States, the Military Order of the Purple Heart, the Non Commissioned Officers Association and Veterans of Foreign Wars, Snowe's office said.

Chief Justice John Roberts said in the court's decision that the protests are "hurtful" and don't contribute much, if at all, to public discourse, but that doesn't mean the protesters can be banned. "As a nation, we have chosen a different course -- to protect even hurtful speech on public issues to ensure that we do not stifle public debate," Roberts said.
DEFENSE UNDERFUNDED IN BUDGET DEAL

A key Republican senator is not pleased with level of defense spending included in the 2011 budget agreement reached by lawmakers and the White House last week, saying the budget is too small and that some of the military’s money is really being diverted to other purposes. The House and Senate are expected to vote on budget plan today.

Sen. John McCain of Arizona, ranking Republican on the Senate Armed Services Committee and the GOP presidential candidate who lost to President Obama in the 2008 election, said Wednesday the $530 billion in non-contingency defense spending included in the agreement is $19 billion less than the Obama administration’s request and $10 billion less than Defense Secretary Robert Gates testified was the minimum amount the department needed to execute its national defense mission.

The 2011 budget also includes $157.8 billion for overseas contingencies — and that does not include any money for the U.S. role in enforcing a no-fly zone over Libya. McCain said the cost of the Libya mission already is more than $650 million and “will most likely increase” through the end of the fiscal year on Sept. 30.

“While this may seem like a defense funding level that we can live with in a tough fiscal climate, this is not what it appears to be on the surface,” McCain said, estimating there is $8 billion in items added to the budget that Congress never requested. An example, he said, is nine F-18s included in war-contingency funding that were not requested by the administration, “even though we have not lost any F-18s in the current conflicts.”

By doing this, Congress is shortchanging money for the war and possibly forcing the Defense Department to take money from some other program to cover war-related expenses, McCain said. Missile defense expenses also are included in contingency funds, McCain said. “This bill uses gimmicks and shell games to artificially lower the defense base budget, rather than playing by the rules,” he said. “It takes billions of dollars that were originally requested for ongoing combat operations in Iraq and Afghanistan to support our troops where it is most needed,” he said.

McCain also criticized the inclusion of $1.4 billion in projects that are not core defense responsibilities and were never requested by the Pentagon. That includes $473 million in medical research not directly linked to the military and $227 million in medical research related to the military but not requested.

There also is $550 million in roads and schools funding never requested by the military, plus funding for the Red Cross, Special Olympics and youth mentoring. McCain said those “are good programs” but “have no place in the Department of Defense.”
NOT WILLING TO RAISE TRICARE FEES: JUST YET ANYHOW

The chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee’s personnel panel said Wednesday that while he is looking for personnel-related savings in the 2012 defense budget, he is not ready to raise Tricare health care fees for retirees.

Sen. Jim Webb, D-Va., a Marine combat veteran who grew up in a military family and whose son is an Iraq veteran, said he continues to believe that higher health care fees are a mistake because medical benefits are part of a “moral contract” with service members. He said he would “keep an open mind” but isn’t ready to back the Pentagon’s latest call to raise fees.

Defense Department officials have proposed modest increases next year — no more than $5 a month — for retirees under age 65, with future increases tied to medical inflation. Full details on future increases have not been made available. Tricare fees aside, Webb said he is prepared to cut spending. He said he would be reviewing personnel programs to determine “what they cost and whether they are achieving their goals.”

Those that aren’t successful “should be eliminated,” Webb said. “Those that are successful should be kept and even expanded.” Webb said he was reviewing programs to do his part in a larger congressional effort to cut federal spending — an effort from which “DoD is not immune.”

When Webb finished describing his plans for reviewing personnel programs, Sen. Bill Nelson, D-Fla., asked the subcommittee to help pass decade-old legislation that would allow survivors of service members who die on active duty to receive full military and veterans survivors benefits without offset, if they are eligible for both payments.

Nelson’s plan, supported by major military associations including Gold Star Wives, would cost $6.6 billion over 10 years. Nelson said he does not have a way to pay for ending the current dollar-for-dollar offset made in military survivor benefits for those also eligible for Dependency and Indemnity Compensation paid by the Veterans Affairs Department.

Below are some current pieces of legislation that may be of interest beside those mentioned above.

  S.260 End Survivor Benefit Plan Offset - A bill to amend title 10, United States Code, to repeal the requirement for reduction of survivor annuities under the Survivor Benefit Plan by veterans' dependency and indemnity compensation. By Sen Blill Nelson  (D-FL)

S.344 Retired Pay Restoration Act of 2011 - Full Concurrent Receipt ; it allow qualified military retirees to receive both their VA disability compensation and DoD pensions at the same time. Concurrent receipt of retirement pay and disability compensation has been expanded in recent years, but it still does not apply to military retirees with service-connected disabilities rated less than 50 percent. By Sen. Harry Reid (D-NV)

S. 423: A bill to amend title 38, United States Code, to provide authority for retroactive effective date for awards of disability compensation in connection with applications that are fully-developed at submittal, and for other purposes. By Sen Tom Coburn (R-OK)

S. 491 Honor America’s Guard-Reserve Retirees Act of 2011. Honors as a veteran any person entitled to retired pay for nonregular (reserve) service or, but for age, would be so entitled. Provides that such person shall not be entitled to any benefit by reason of such recognition. By Sen Mark Pryor (D-AR)
  H.R.178 Military Surviving Spouses Equity Act. This bill would repeal the requirement for reduction of survivor annuities under the Survivor Benefit Plan (SBP) to offset the receipt of veterans’ dependency and indemnity compensation (DIC). By  Rep Joe Wilson( R-SC)
  H.R. 181, the "National Guardsmen and Reservists Parity for Patriots Act," This bill would amend title 10, United States Code, to ensure that members of the reserve components of the Armed Forces who have served on active duty or performed active service since September 11, 2001, in support of a contingency operation or in other emergency situations receive credit for such service in determining eligibility for early receipt of non-regular service retired pay. By Rep. Joe Wilson, (R-SC)

 H.R. 186, to amend title 10, United States Code, to expand the eligibility for concurrent receipt of military retired pay and veterans' disability compensation to include all members of the uniformed services who are retired under chapter 61 of such title for disability, regardless of the members' disability rating percentage. By Rep Joe Wilson (R-SC)

  H.R. 237 to amend the Homeowners Assistance Program Department of Defense to give the Secretary of Defense flexibility regarding setting the commencement date for homeowner assistance for members of the Armed Forces permanently reassigned during the mortgage crisis. by Rep. Gerry Connolly (D-VA) 

  H.R.287 “Homes for Heroes Act of 2011” to provide housing assistance for very low income veterans. by Rep. Al Green (D-TX)
  H.R. 319 Veterans Day Off Act Entitles veterans who have been employed by an employer for at least 12 months, except those employed by a public agency, to leave from such employer on Veterans Day upon request if such veteran would otherwise be required to work on Veterans Day. Authorizes employers who employ 50 or more employees to deny leave if providing leave to veterans would negatively impact public health or safety or cause the employer significant economic or operational disruption. By Rep Bruce Braley, (D-IA)
  H.R. 303 “Retired Pay Restoration Act” to amend title 10, United States Code, to permit additional retired members of the Armed Forces who have a service-connected disability to receive both disability compensation from the Department of Veterans Affairs for their disability and either retired pay by reason of their years of military service or Combat-Related Special Compensation and to eliminate the phase-in period under current law with respect to such concurrent receipt. by Rep. Gus Bilirakis (R-FL) 
H.R. 544 amend the Service members Civil Relief Act to permanently extend the period of protections for service members against mortgage foreclosures, and for other purposes extend from 90 days to 9 months after military service the period of protection against mortgage sale or foreclosure, as well as the stay of proceedings, in the case of an obligation on real property of a servicemember that originated before the period of military service. (Under current law, such period reverted from 9 months to 90 days on January 1, 2011.) By Bob Filner  (D-CA)
  H.R.687 Military Spouses Employment Act: introduced by John Carter (R-TX), this bill would offer employers a tax credit for hiring spouses of members of the Armed Forces on extended active duty for more than 90 days
H.R. 743 Hire A Hero Act of 2011: Hire A Hero Act of 2011 - Amends the Internal Revenue Code to allow certain small business employers a work opportunity tax credit for hiring a member of the Ready Reserve or the National Guard. By Lynn Jenkins (R-KS)

H.R. 806 End Veteran Homelessness Act of 2011. End Veteran Homelessness Act of 2011 - Extends through FY2011, and increases the amount of, the authorization of appropriations for Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) comprehensive service programs for homeless veterans.

Revises provisions concerning payments for providing services for homeless veterans to direct the Secretary of Veterans Affairs to annually adjust the rate of such payment to reflect anticipated changes in the cost of furnishing services and to take into account the cost of providing services in a particular geographic area. Directs the Secretary to make such payments quarterly, while requiring quarterly statements from recipients on amounts expended.

Requires the Secretary to ensure that each VA medical center that provides treatment and services under the supported housing program of the United States Housing Act of 1937 employs or provides one or more specialists to handle program issues and to conduct outreach to landlords to encourage and facilitate program participation. Directs the Secretary to coordinate with the Secretary of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to provide assistance to homeless veterans in accessing HUD's Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-Housing Program.

Authorizes appropriations for FY2012 and thereafter for VA financial assistance for supportive services for very low-income veteran families occupying permanent housing. Authorizes, in connection with VA authority to advertise in the national media concerning available VA benefits, a special emphasis to be placed on promoting awareness of assistance for homeless women veterans and homeless veterans with children.
H.R. 865 Veteran Employment Transition Act of 2011 - Veteran Employment Transition Act of 2011- Amends the Internal Revenue Code to revise the definition of "qualified veteran" for purposes of the work opportunity tax credit to mean recently discharged veterans and any veteran receiving specified benefits.

Defines "recently discharged veteran" to mean: (1) any individual who has served on active duty (other than active duty for training) in the Armed Forces for more than 180 consecutive days, (2) any individual who has been discharged or released from active duty for a service-connected disability, and (3) any member of the National Guard who has served for more than 180 consecutive days in active duty, full-time National Guard duty, or duty in state status. 

Defines "veteran receiving specified benefits" as any veteran who is certified as being a member of a family receiving assistance under a supplemental nutrition assistance program and is entitled to compensation for a service-connected disability. Requires the Department of Defense (DOD) and the National Guard to inform military personnel who are discharged or released from active duty of the work opportunity tax credit and provide them with documentation relating to eligibility for and use of such credit. 

H.R. 1169 National Guard Technician Equity Act - National Guard Technician Equity Act - Provides a person the right to be employed as a non-dual status technician if: (1) the technician position has been designated to be filled only by a non-dual status technician, or (2) the person occupying the technician position has at least 20 years of service as a dual status military technician.

Repeals: (1) the permanent limitation on the number of non-dual status technicians, and (2) the prohibition against overtime pay for National Guard technicians. Provides for: (1) continued compensation for a military technician who was hired as a dual status technician but who is no longer a member of the Selected Reserve; and (2) certain enlistment, reenlistment, and student loan benefits for military technicians.

Provides for a technician's rights of grievance, arbitration, appeal, and review beyond the current stage of the adjutant general of the jurisdiction concerned. Makes a dual status military technician eligible for early retirement if separating from the Selected Reserve or ceasing to hold a specified military grade after: (1) completing 25 years of technician service, or (2) becoming 50 years old and completing 20 years of such service. Increases annual paid employment leave to 30 days for reserve or National Guard duty. Revises specified provisions regarding employer health plan contributions for members of a reserve component of the Armed Forces. Reduces to 55 the eligibility age for retired pay for non-regular service

H.R. 1178: Disabled Veterans Commissary and Exchange Store Benefits Acts.   Allow certain disabled veterans who are not retired use of commissary and exchanges.   By, Rep Jeff Fortenberry ( R-NE)

H.R. 1285 Military Health Care Affordability Act - Expresses the sense of Congress that: (1) so long as the United States sends men and women into battle, the United States will be faithful to care for them upon their return; (2) as the veteran answered the call of duty, so too, is the United States duty-bound to answer the call of the veteran; and (3) the Department of Defense (DOD) and the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) have the tools and ingenuity to provide continued excellent health care without increasing TRICARE payments from the veteran before fiscal year 2014.

Extends through FY2013 (under current law, through FY2011) the prohibition on increases in certain health care costs and restrictions on health benefit adjustments for members of the Armed Forces, retirees, and their dependents, including charges and premiums under TRICARE (a DOD managed care program) and cost-sharing requirements under the DOD pharmacy benefits program.

If any of these issues are pertinent to you, need more information or want to know what other pieces of legislation are happening regarding military and veterans. Please visit www.thomas.gov and type in the specific piece of legislation for all the current information and updates. Likewise, if you want more action contact your elected official exercise your right to voice your opinion.
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