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RAO HOLIDAYS  

Monday, January 21

Martin Luther King, Jr. Day (Observed)

Monday, February 18

President’s Day

NON PAYMENT OF DUES  Dues for 2002 not paid by the end of January will result in immediate closure of your mail box, and “return to sender” of any incoming mail.  Plenty of notice has been provided – no excuses!!  

VETERANS DAY  By a unanimous 415-0 vote, the House of Representatives approved a Resolution (H Res 298) that expresses the sense of Congress that Veterans Day and Election Day should remain independent from one another.

EMBASSY SECURITY  The Embassy currently allows only 50 people into the VA/Social Security area.  After the first 50 enter, new arrivals must wait for someone to depart the building in the back of the building.  If you need someone to assist you, by all means take them with you.  But PLEASE do not take a larger number of people, as each one counts against the 50 total.

PROBLEMS FOR WIDOWS CLAIMING SOCIAL SECURITY BENEFITS  In order for a nonresident alien, nonremarried widow to obtain SS benefits, she must have resided in the USA for five years.  Sometimes this is difficult to prove.  For example, her passport is not stamped on departure from the USA, and is often not stamped on return to the Philippines.  We recommend that you retain tickets, boarding passes, baggage tags, etc. for each trip to prove when you returned from the USA each time.

When you renew your Philippine passport, frequently you do not get the old one back.  We recommend that you make a complete copy of your passport before submitting it for renewal and maintain that as a record if you don’t get the canceled passport back.

SHOULD YOU RETHINK FILING A DD-214 WITH YOUR LOCAL GOVERNMENT?  One advantage to filing a DD-214 form with your local county

courthouse is that you can easily obtain copies if you ever lose your original. The disadvantage is that the form, with your Social Security number on it, becomes public record.  Unfortunately, identity thieves have become aware of this and are

taking advantage of it. 

To file or not file a DD-214 with your local county courthouse should be a very deliberate decision. Ask yourself if it would be better for you to make numerous copies of your DD-214, which can take months to replace, and store them in a safe area. Once a

document becomes part of a public record, most local and state laws forbid its removal. 

CONCURRENT RECEIPT UPDATE There are 530,000 military retirees who either 

are or could eventually be impacted by this issue.  Despite overwhelming support in Congress generated by grassroots activists at all levels [86% of House and 76% of the Senate members], the 2002 National Defense Authorization Act provides no substantive concurrent receipt provision.  Rather than eliminate the disability offset to retired pay in 

2002 as recommended by the Senate, the final bill reflects the House language that would do so only if the President recommends the necessary legislation and provides the necessary funding.  Realistically, the odds of this are slim and none, since the Bush administration formally advised Congress it opposes any such change. Simply put, disabled retiree's got little more than lip service.  

Notwithstanding this major disappointment, the bill at least takes a step in the right direction.  It expresses in law for the first time Congress’ formal support for ending this long-standing inequity. Even though it fails to provide the funds needed to actually do this, the statement of moral support gives us stronger leverage to press to complete the job.

The FY2002 Defense Authorization Act, now awaiting the President’s signature, specifies that this will only happen if the President includes the necessary legislation and funding in his FY2003 Budget Request (which is due to Congress in February).

The Administration is already on record as opposing any change to the current law, and it likely will be difficult to change that position in the next two months.  But we won’t know if we don’t try.

You can help by using TROA’s Web site to send a message to the President urging his support to change this grossly inequitable offset law.  Just visit http://capwiz.com/troa/home/ and click on the “Action Alert” link.
Veterans also need to convince legislators that co sponsorship alone is not enough in this issue. If they mean what they say, such a large number of cosponsors can and should convince their leaders to put Congress' money where its mouth is.  Concerned vets are encouraged to contact their legislators and let them know of the veteran's community disappointment in Congress' ability to correct this long standing inequity in compensation.  Veterans can also support those fraternal military organizations that are lobbying to get this legislation passed.  You can check out the Uniformed Services Disabled Retirees organization to obtain information on this subject and/or membership at www.usdr.org or info@usdr.org. This organization's sole purpose for existing and only agenda over the last ten years is to get this legislation passed.  A larger membership will enhance their clout when dealing with legislators. Lastly, do not forget to vote in your state elections for or against legislators who do or do not support you.  When all the smoke clears you will know who they are.  

We will probably not have another chance to get legislation on this until next year.  Pass the word to any retirees or disabled vets you know or meet and get active on this issue if you desire concurrent receipt to be approved and funded for 2003. 

SPECIAL DISABILITY PAY INCREASED, EXPANDED  The same legislation discussed above expands the number of disabled retirees - however modestly - that Congress agrees need some degree of financial relief right away.  The qualifying threshold is lowered from 70% to 60% disability ratings.  The $50.00 a month this new group will receive is only a token, but it’s an important symbol. 

Similarly, Congress’ provision of even small increases in the special compensation amounts acknowledges the inadequacy of the current situation. (The bill would increase special compensation by $25 a month on Jan 1, 2003 for eligible retirees rated 80% or more disabled; and by another $25 as of Oct. 1, 2004, for those rated 70% or higher.)
NDAA DERAILS RETIREE FORCED CHOICE  The fiscal 2002 National Defense Authorization Act includes a provision that blocks the Administration’s plan to force military retirees with VA disabilities to choose between military or VA health care. Retiree and veterans groups have objected to “forced choice” because: (1) VA care is earned by incurring disability due to military service while TRICARE is earned through the hardships of a military career, and (2) selecting one over the other would force the beneficiary either to forego specialty care that other veterans rate, such as hearing aids and prosthetics, or to relinquish a choice of civilian providers that other military retirees rate.
FREE EYEGLASSES AVAILABLE  U.S. Military Retirees (but not dependents) are authorized to order one pair of eyeglasses per year.  Your ophthalmologist must fill out the prescription portion of DD Form 771, Eyewear Prescription. The form is available at the RAO.  You must fill out the information portion of the form, including your SSN. A DD214 is not required.  A “form letter” is also available at the RAO to use to forward the request to the Commander, Naval Ophthalmic Support and Training Activity.  Use of the FPO is recommended; we don’t know if the eyeglasses would be mailed to a local overseas address.

PATIROTIC BONDS AVAILABLE  To mark the three-month anniversary of the September eleventh attacks, the Secretary of the Department of the Treasury Paul H. O'Neill and the U.S. Treasurer Rosario Marin recently announced the Department will sell Patriot Bonds to the public. Funds raised by the Series EE bonds will contribute to the federal government's overall efforts to fight the war on terrorism. For more Information, visit the Bureau of Public Debt's Savings Bond web site (www.savingsbonds.gov).
THE GULF WAR AND AMYOTROPHIC LATERAL SCLEROSIS  A new VA and Department of Defense (DoD) study has found preliminary evidence that veterans who served in Operation Desert Shield-Desert Storm are nearly twice as likely as their non-deployed counterparts to develop amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS or commonly called Lou Gehrig's Disease). As a result of the study the VA has decided to immediately grant presumptive service connection. This means that Gulf War veterans suffering from ALS can get immediate medical treatment and care from the VA and that their families will be cared for.  This action covers members of the armed services who deployed to Southwest Asia from Aug. 2, 1990 through July 31, 1991.  Southwest Asia includes the countries of Oman, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, and other nations in addition to Iraq and Saudi Arabia.

NEXT EMBASSY VISIT  American Citizens Services, Department of Veterans Affairs and Social Security Administrations representatives will be present at our April 9 meeting.  They will not be available at the January meeting
RULING DELAYS SPECIAL DISABILITY PAY FOR SOME RETIREES  A provision in last year’s (FY 2001) defense authorization act extends eligibility for a $100 to $300 monthly “special compensation” for members who served 20 or more years and were medically retired with a 70% disability or higher, effective October 1, 2001.   But a recent Defense Department legal ruling that such members also must have a current VA

disability rating to qualify for the special compensation will delay payments for some of the new eligibles.

The problem is that some members who receive high disability ratings from their parent service don’t apply to the VA for disability compensation, since their retired pay (which would be reduced by any amount of VA disability compensation under current law) already is not subject to income tax.  For these members to receive the special compensation they are entitled to, they will have to be notified of the problem, apply to

the VA, and wait several months or longer for determination of the VA rating.  In the meantime, they will not receive the special compensation Congress authorized to begin on Oct. 1, 2001.  If the VA makes the rating retroactive, as often happens, qualifying members would get retroactive special compensation.

TROA has alerted the House and Senate Armed Services Committee staffs of the problem in hopes of inserting corrective language in the currently pending defense bill, but there is no certainty that will be possible.  House and Senate conferee negotiations to work out the final design of the NDAA continue next week.

SMALL COLA “CATCH-UP” CORRECTION IN DECEMBER PAY CHECKS  DoD plans to issue special checks in December to make good on a fractional (.1%) COLA catch up caused by a small 1999 Bureau of Labor Statistics calculation error in the Consumer Price Index.

This "glitch" led to a .1% understatement of the December 1999 cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) for Social Security annuitants, federal and military retirees and survivors, disabled veterans and other federal annuitants.  The special December check will provide a lump sum payment for the difference members would have received during 2000 and 2001 if the CPI had been correctly calculated in 1999.

The correction is small enough that it won't yield much for most recipients--and some may not receive any adjustment at all.  The January 2002 check will take the correction into account for future payments.  

1099-R FORMS   The 1099-R forms for tax year 2001 will be mailed to the home 

address on file with the Defense Finance and Accounting Service (DFAS) by 

January 15, 2002 to all DoD military retirees and annuitants. Former spouses who receive pay as a result of a court-ordered division of community property will also be receiving 1099-Rs.  Retirees in a non-pay status, such as those receiving a full VA waiver or a full Civil Service waiver, will not receive a 1099-R.  Retirees or annuitants that do not get 

their 1099-R’s by January 31, 2002 or have questions should contact DFAS at 

1-800-321-1080, Monday through Friday, between the hours of 7 a.m. and 7:30 p.m. Eastern Time. Be prepared to provide your social security number, date of retirement, if you are a recent retiree and your current mailing address. You can expect to receive the reissued 1099-R approximately seven working days after your initial request. 

WISCONSIN TAX RELIEF FOR RETIREES  Effective with tax year 2002, all military retirees who claim Wisconsin as home for income tax purposes will be exempt from paying State taxes.

FEHB VS TRICARE FOR LIFE  All retirees and survivors who are eligible for TRICARE for Life should suspend, not cancel their FEHBP enrollment.  All who want to suspend their FEHBP enrollments, should contact the Office of Personnel Management at 1-888-767-6738 (or by e-mail to retire@opm.gov) to obtain the appropriate forms. It is vitally important that people wishing to suspend their FEHBP coverage to join TRICARE for Life complete the required OPM forms and provide the documentation that OPM will request. The requested documentation will verify the individual’s entitlement to TRICARE for Life. People who file the proper forms and evidence of TRICARE for Life entitlement will be paving the way for an easy return to FEHBP coverage in the future, if that should prove necessary.

JOB OPPORTUNITIES  The Aviation and Transportation Security Act of  2001 requires that the Federal Aviation Administration develop standards for hiring airport security personnel that require military veteran retirees to receive a preference. These standards will apply to both federal and non-federal employees.  Existing veterans preference rules and regulations are not affected by the provisions of the new law.  Retirees who would like to be considered for one of these critical positions should send their name and email address to: screener@ost.dot.gov or call the DOT Connection at 202-366-9392 or 800-525-2878 to leave your name and address.  You will be sent application information as soon as it is available.  Those interested in the Federal Air Marshal positions may contact the Aviation Careers Division by telephone at 

405-954-4657, e-mail at 9-AMC-AMH-300@mmacmail.jccbi.gov, or by fax 

at 405-954-6397.  More detailed information on both the Federal Air Marshal and Security  Screener positions are available on the Internet at http://jobs.faa.gov/.

GULF WAR ILLNESS PERIOD EXTENDED FIVE MORE YEARS BY VA   The VA has issued new regulations in the Federal Register that would extend the presumptive period for disabilities due to Persian Gulf Undiagnosed Illness for an additional five years. The current regulations were set to expire at the end of this year. This authorization extends the presumptive period for disabilities due to undiagnosed illnesses that become manifest to a degree of 10 percent or more through December 31, 2006.
RAO DUES You have from now until the end of January. Dues remain the same at $2.00 per month or $20.00 if paid prior to 31 Jan 2002.  Dues not paid prior to Jan 31 will result in that box being immediately closed and all mail and checks returned to sender. The $20.00 payment of dues in cash or check for U.S. dollars gets you a two month discount. Dues paid in Pesos will be at the daily exchange rate at the time you pay.

 “FORCED CHOICE” FUNDING DENIED, BUT ISSUE NOT DEAD  The VA-HUD Appropriations Act for FY 2002 denies funds to implement “forced choice” -- a budget-driven plan developed by the Administration to force military retirees to give up either their TRICARE or VA healthcare benefits.  But the Administration is not giving up on the idea.

The White House press release on the VA-HUD Appropriations Act for FY 2002

(H.R. 2620), which President Bush signed into law on Nov. 26, acknowledged that funds were not included in the Act to implement “forced choice”.  But it also said the President still believes the idea a good one:  “The VA/DoD Medical Care Choice initiative would ensure that all military retirees annually choose either the Department of Defense or the

Department of Veterans Affairs as their health care provider.  This would enhance quality and continuity of care and prevent duplication of services and costs.”

DoD and VA care are significantly different, in terms of services and the population served.  Many retirees are willing to drive long distances to obtain specialized VA care for spinal injuries, prosthetics, etc., but obtain their routine care through local doctors under the TRICARE system.  TROA believes strongly that they earned access to both systems and should not be forced to give up one or the other.

Congressional leaders like House Armed Services Committee Chairman Bob Stump (R-AZ), House Veterans Affairs Committee Chairman Chris Smith (R-NJ), Senate Veterans Affairs Committee Chairman John D. Rockefeller III (D-WV) and Sen. Max Cleland (D-GA) agree that solving government budgeting problems on the backs of retirees is not the right answer.  Stump has championed pending language in the House version of the Defense Authorization Bill to preserve dual eligibility.  The other leaders wrote last summer to Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and VA Secretary Tony Principi expressing their opposition to forced choice.

 MEDICARE PART (B) You have from now until March 31 2002 to apply for Medicare part B. Failure to apply now will result in you waiting until next year Jan-Mar. For all you “fence sitters” you have seen this year that the system works so get off your rumps and get in line for medical care you worked for and deserve.

RAO CALENDARS AND BALLCAPS  We now have the 2002 calendars for sale. We also have plenty ball caps, calendars are P80 ea, ball caps are P125.
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