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18 January 2018
RE: Darby Military Officers Association of America (MOAA) Chapter 2018-2019 Legislative Agenda 
1. The Legislative Action Committee of the Darby MOAA Chapter submits the following Legislative agenda for 2018 (see enclosures). The committee encourages all Chapter members to visit with their elected officials and/or candidates for elected office to secure their support for these initiatives which are aimed to improve the quality of life for Servicemen, their Dependents, Veterans and Military Retirees; and additionally to make the state of Arkansas a “military-friendly” state with regard to our enacted laws and policies.
2. The Darby Rangers Chapter of the Military Officers Association of America was chartered on             26 September 2009 in Ft Smith, AR and area is an incorporated non-profit Veteran Service Organization (EIN: 27-0563325, 501c(19)) with over 80 members and a mailing list of over 200 current, retired or former officers and warrant officers of the armed forces (Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, Coast Guard, US Public Health Service (USPHS) and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)). We are one of ten (10) local MOAA Chapters in Arkansas and part of a national Veteran’s Service Organization that boasts over three hundred ninety thousand (390,000) members.
3. MOAA is the nation’s largest and most influential association of military officers. It is an independent, nonprofit, politically nonpartisan organization. We are a powerful force, with members from every branch of service - including active duty, National Guard, Reserve and retired - speaking for a strong national defense and representing the interests of military officers and their families at every stage of their careers. MOAA's highest priority is providing first-class service to our members. We are the leading voice on compensation and benefit matters for all members of the military community and have consistently been named a top 50 lobby at our nation’s capitol. Our Chapter membership has very strong convictions regarding National Defense, Veteran’s Benefits and Rights, Caring for our Troops in Uniform and their families, returning our nation to its roots and upholding the Constitution of the United States. Our members are by and large politically active members of their community.
4. POC is the undersigned at (479) 650-5663 or email jposey10@cox.net.
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John Posey
1. State-level Issues



Lieutenant Colonel (Retired), US Army
2. Federal-level Issues


Chairman, Darby MOAA Legislative Action Committee
3. Completed Initiatives
Enclosure 1 – State-level Issues

State-level Issues
1. Exempt all 100% disabled Veterans in Arkansas from sales tax at the point-of-sale.
  -OK has had this for years (passed on general referendum with over 80% approval) so this is a bigger issue for border communities like Ft Smith which loses business to Oklahoma due to this. The OK Tax Commission issues the Veteran a card good for up to $20,000 per year in sales tax exemption & recently changed this law to allow spouses to make tax-exempt purchases for mobility-challenged Veterans and has extended this benefit to the surviving spouses of these Veterans.
  -At the 15May14 meeting of the Joint House/Senate Aging …Military Affairs committee in Little Rock a study was approved ahead of the 2015 General Assembly but no action was taken at that time.
2. Fund the opening and operation of Veteran’s Homes based on need.
  -Ark has 2, surrounding states have 3-8, VA pays 2/3 cost of building, state 1/3 match.

  -“Perception issue” that other states could possibly use against Arkansas in competition for defense contracts - how a state treats its aging Veterans could be a discerning factor used in these competitions? 

  -Huge benefit to our Veterans & their families (0-day look-back vs. 7 yrs for Medicaid), VA reimburses $367/day for Veterans 70% or more disabled = $11,000/month for operating costs compared to the standard monthly cost Medicaid pays for qualifying individuals!
  -There should not be a one more Disabled Veteran that goes into managed care under Medicaid or Medicare for lack of a bed in a Veterans Home NEAR THEIR LOVED ONES. 
-Communicate the need to the VA for 2/3 match funds and/or secure VA approval & promise of reimbursement dollars to establish “Veteran Wings” in civilian long-term care facilities? Entrepreneurs likely would build said facilities and some counties (like the Crittenden County Judge) are offering vacant properties (like old county hospital buildings) for conversion to a Veteran’s Homes?

  -This is on the Ark Veteran’s Coalition Taskforce list.
3. Require all county Tax Collectors and Assessors in Arkansas to maintain a permanent file copy of 100% Disabled Veterans’ VA Award Letter.
  -This relieves the Veteran of the yearly burden to physically provide a copy of his VA award letter to his local county.

  -Requiring the Veteran (some are mobility challenged) to bring their VA letter to the courthouse each year is an outdated procedure. With today’s computerized data automation technology the elected county officials should have access to and be able to maintain a good database of all 100% Disabled Veterans in their respective county?
4. Provide statewide access to Veteran’s Treatment Courts.
  -$1 million was included in the Governor’s most recent budget to start this program. However, work remains to be done to implement this fully state-wide.

  -Recent gains have been made in several jurisdictions.

  -This is on the Ark Veteran’s Coalition Taskforce list.
5. Exempt local Veteran Service Organizations (VSO’s) from all real and personal property taxes.
  -VSO’s such as MOAA, DAV, VFW, American Legion, DAV, VVA, etc that possess a valid 501-c(19) tax exempt status from the IRS

  -Currently it is up to each respective county Assessor whether to charge or exempt VSO’s from property taxes in their county (i.e. – Sebastian County DOES NOT tax VSO’s).

  -State Representative Charlene Fite has championed this issue and at the 15May14 meeting of the Joint House/Senate Aging …Military Affairs committee in Little Rock asked for a study prior to the 2015 General Assembly.
Notes: 
-Arkansas law (Revenue Stabilization Act) requires a balanced budget. Therefore for any initiatives involving state funds to be passed they MUST be included in original budget proposals; either the Governor’s or the Legislature’s proposed budget. 

-Most Legislative study sessions to explore possible issues for legislative action are conducted during the off year from the meeting of the General Assembly – i.e. there will be study sessions on-going during 2018 in preparation for the General Assembly in January of 2019  
Enclosure 2 – Federal-level Issues
Federal-level Issues:
1. Ensure any TRICARE reform sustains access to top-quality care and avoids disproportional TRICARE fee increases. Who is affected? All military beneficiaries, including active duty troops and retirees and their family members and others entitled to DoD's health care.        The issue: Reforms to the Military Health System must sustain an operationally ready force with a ready medical force. MOAA strongly agrees the military's health care system needs to evolve beyond what it is today into a modern, high-performing, integrated system. However, this interdependent relationship between health care and the readiness-laden infrastructure must not lose sight of either imperative. The health care benefit is a commitment our nation makes to service members and their families, military retirees, and survivors for their years of service. Any reform of TRICARE must take into account the decades of service that constitute a prepaid, in-kind premium worthy of a top-tier health benefit. Over 80 percent of those in Congress have not served in uniform and likely do not understand the toll service has on individuals and military families.                                                                                                                          The remedy: Personal stories from constituents have a lot of impact on Capitol Hill. MOAA's members, councils, and chapters are a great source of grassroots support. Remind congressional legislators that any TRICARE reform not only must serve to strengthen the interdependent relationships between health care and readiness but also take into account that veterans prepaid for their health benefits through decades of service and sacrifice.
2. Sustain military pay comparability with the private sector.                                                                                                 Who is affected? All active duty currently serving uniformed personnel and their families.                                                                                                         The issue: Budget pressures might tempt Congress to reduce military pay raises, widening the gap between military pay and civilian-sector pay and hurting recruiting and retention.                                                                                                                                                                                                                    The remedy: We must work to ensure annual military pay raises approved by Congress remain tied to the Employment Cost Index.
3. Block erosion of compensation and non-pay and quality-of-life benefits.                                                                        Who is affected? All currently serving uniformed personnel and their family members.                                                                                                              The issue: Future proposals likely will reduce the value of compensation, to include non-pay and quality-of-life benefits such as the Basic Allowance for Housing, Special Incentive Pays, and commissary, exchange, and morale, welfare, and recreation benefits, harming recruiting and retention.                          The remedy: MOAA will continue to oppose proposals to reduce the value of compensation or undermine long-term retention.
4. Protect military retirement and COLAs.                                                                                                                                 Who is affected? All new entrants into military service after Jan. 1st 2018, as well as those with less than 12 years of active military service who choose to opt in to the new blended retirement system (BRS).                                                                                                                                                                                      The issue: Budget constraints might lead to further reductions in the value of the military retirement benefit earned after 20 years of service.                         The remedy: Extend the period of government matching funds beyond 26 years to actual retirement. Oppose any efforts to reduce or eliminate the mandatory 12-years-of-service bonus in the BRS. Continue to seek comprehensive implementation of legislation authorizing concurrent receipt of uniformed service retired pay and VA disability compensation, to include a heightened focus on Chapter 61 retirees (those medically retired with less than 20 years of service).
5. Sustain wounded warrior programs and expand caregiver support.                                                                                  Who is affected? More than 52,000 service members who were wounded in action, 1,000 battle-injured with major limb amputations, 327,000 traumatic brain injuries, and hundreds of thousands of individuals with service-connected conditions acquired since Sept. 11, 2001.                                                                  The issue: While DoD, the VA, and the military services continue to maintain programs to care and support our most vulnerable service members, MOAA has seen reductions in resources and funding for these programs.                                                                                                                                                          The remedy: MOAA is committed to moving DoD and the VA to establish a more unified and integrated system of care and benefits that will provide comprehensive, wrap-around services to facilitate the health and well-being of the nation's wounded, ill, and injured. The Military and Veteran Caregiver Services Act of 2017, sponsored by Sen. Patty Murray (D-Wash.) and Rep. James Langevin (D-R.I.), is one step in that direction.
6. End financial penalties to disabled service members.                                                                                                         Who is affected? Veterans with service-connected injuries.                                                                                                                                                           The issue: Veterans forced into disability retirements before completing a full career (also known as Chapter 61 retirees) are prohibited from receiving military retired pay concurrently with VA disability compensation.                                                                                                                                                             The remedy: Sen. Dean Heller (R-Nev.) and Rep. Sanford Bishop (D-Ga.) have introduced legislation - S. 66 and H.R. 333, respectively - to expand concurrent receipt for disabled retirees.
7. End financial penalties to survivors (commonly referred to as the “Widows Tax”).                                                                                                                                     Who is affected? Military survivors.                                                                                                                                                                                               The issue: Approximately 63,000 military survivors whose sponsors died of service-connected causes suffer from the widows tax, a dollar-for-dollar offset of DoD's Survivor Benefit Plan (SBP) from the VA's Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC). Retiring service members can purchase SBP coverage to provide their spouses 55 percent of their retired pay in the event of their death for any reason. SBP coverage is provided automatically for deaths on active duty. When the VA determines the death was caused by service, it pays the survivor Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC) in the amount of $1,254 monthly (for 2016, = $15,048 per year). Under current law, the amount of DIC must be deducted from military SBP annuities. The offset wipes out most or all of the SBP check for the vast majority of survivors. The Veterans Disability Benefits Commission (VDBC) concurred with MOAA and other veterans associations that when military service causes the member’s death, the VA indemnity compensation should be paid in addition to the SBP annuity, not subtracted from it. DIC is not deducted from federal survivor annuities for military veterans in civil service jobs so why is it deducted for the widow when the serviceman dies in service to our country?                                                                                                                                                                                       The remedy: Sen. Bill Nelson (D-Fla.) and Rep. Joe Wilson (R-S.C.) introduced legislation - S. 339 and H.R. 846, respectively - to eliminate the SBP-DIC widows tax.
8. Ensure the Guard and Reserve system adequately supports requirements for an operational reserve.                    Who is affected? Members of the reserve components and their families.                                                                                                                                     The issue: Members of the Guard and Reserve community have proven their mettle many times over during the past 16 years of armed conflict. Meanwhile, the paradigm for reserve component usage has changed from a strategic reserve to a combat-ready war fighting element incorporated into current and future war planning. As the demands on Guard and Reserve troops have evolved, so has the need for benefits comparable to their active duty counterparts.                                   The remedy: MOAA will continue to work with Congress to generate and support legislation strengthening legal protections for Guard and Reserve members in their civilian employment and in consumer contracts.

9. Recruiting and retention of an all-volunteer force require alignment of spouse and family support programs.           Who is affected? Every service member who has or will have a family.                                                                                                                                       The issue: The decision to remain in service often is made around the kitchen table and considers the evolving needs of the entire family, including the employment, educational, and health care needs of non-serving family members; access to child care; and the frequency of relocations.                                  The remedy: Decrease the military spouse unemployment rate, which remains four to six times higher than the national rate. Increase the synergy between family support and health care systems, along with initiatives to address schools lacking appropriate resources to keep mobile military children on track.
10. Ensure timely access to VA health care and preserve veterans' earned benefits.                                                                                  Who is affected? There are 21 million veterans in the U.S., with 6.7 million receiving care from the Veterans Health Administration.                                     The issue: The demand for VA health care and benefits continues to grow, even as the agency has received insufficient funding from Congress and faced frequent proposals for budget cuts.                                                                                                                                                                                                   The remedy: MOAA continues to press for VA health care and benefit system transformation, including investments in technology, financial systems, and infrastructure. 

11. Make funding for the VA a priority.                                                                                                                                                               –Extend advance (2 year) funding authority to all VA accounts (Veteran’s pensions, etc) - not just health care - to protect Veterans in the event of a budget impasse in Congress that results in a no continuing resolution(s0 being passed and a government shutdown happening.
12. Establish a single organization to determine military and VA disability ratings. 

-Either the military healthcare system, the VA or the Social Security Administration (SSA) – not three different and often opposing systems and rating standards.

13. Provide funding to complete Interstate 49 in the western portion of Arkansas (from the MO border to the LA border).
-While not strictly a Veteran or military issue the completion of I49 and its accompanying economic development of the western Arkansas region will benefit all.
Enclosure 3 – Completed Initiatives

2. Economic Stimulus Program to Exempt all retired military pay from state income taxes. 

  -Needed to make Arkansas comparable and economically competitive with neighboring states.

  -Per UALR Economics Dept study, initially cost is $9.9 million, declines as Arkansas attracts military retirees. 250 more military retirees per year (that’s roughly 4 per county per year) renders this tax neutral in 5-6 years and yields $450-$500 million in annual economic impact! Target of Incentives is to grow 4,500-5,000 Retirees/Veterans bringing $25-$28k in annual retired pay.

  -Arkansas looses more military retirees than this each year from just Little Rock Air Force Base (LRAFB) alone! Convincing the LRAFB retirees each year to retire in the state would go a long way toward making this initiative tax-neutral.
  -Arkansas is the only state between NM & the Atlantic that taxes military retired pay, MD is latest state to exempt mil retired pay & Iowa recently enacted this also. Arkansas is shockingly behind neighboring states in Military-friendly legislation (only OR & NH are worse in providing incentives for attracting working-age military retirees). 12 states (neighboring states like AL, MS, TN, TX & FL) do not tax any pensions or SSA benefits – Arkansas isn’t one of them.

  -Provides an economic stimulus, 250,000 military retirees in Arkansas = $2.5 billion to the state’s economy (includes VA spending), that’s fourth behind Agriculture, Tourism and Wood/Paper Products but goes to the heart of our values as a people; Question, would you support these initiatives if there were no tangible economic impact?

  -Perhaps the fact that 36 other states, and all the states surrounding Arkansas, have enacted similar military/Veteran-friendly tax codes was used against us in Lockheed-Martin not getting the new “HMMWV Super-Project” at Camden? Oshkosh (Wisconsin which exempts military retired pay) was awarded the contract over Lockheed-Martin in Arkansas and Virginia and AM General in Indiana (Arkansas, Virginia & Indiana all TAX military retired pay). It’s likely that these defense contractors all employ many Veterans & military retirees – and these employees are likely opposed to moving to a state that taxes their military pension and costs them 7% per year to live there? Our federal-level elected officials are likely “ham-strung” by our tax code relative to Veterans/military retirees when competing with other states in our region?

  -The Governor recently established state-wide military/base community council to enhance efforts to attract the defense dollar to Arkansas. Our own tax code likely projects the perception that we are not a military/Veteran friendly state. 

  -Information from the Ark Veteran’s Coalition lobby team is that close to the end of the 2015 General Assembly the Senate Revenue & Taxation Committee (State Senator Jake Files) had identified General Improvement Funds (GIF) to offset the $9.9 million cost to implement this but were told by the Governor’s office to not advance this out of committee? Also the House R&T Committee was prepared to advance a similar House Bill but were waiting to see if the Senate version would clear committee.

  -Our information is that during the 2013 General Assembly, the Senate Committee on Revenue and Taxation tabled a bill to exempt up to $40,000 of retired military pay by 2017 at the urging of then Governor Mike Beebe’s Chief of Staff. However, at the 15May14 meeting of the Joint House/Senate Aging …Military Affairs committee in Little Rock a study was approved ahead of the 2015 General Assembly. 

  -This is #1 on the Ark Veteran’s Coalition Taskforce list. 

Completed 7 February 2017 with the Governor signing into law effective 1 January 2018 
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