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Climate Change Update 03  ►   Impact on U.S. Military Sites   
 

Nearly half of U.S. military sites are threatened by wild weather linked to climate change, according to a 

Pentagon study whose findings run contrary to White House views on global warming. Drought, wind and 

flooding that occurs due to reasons other than storms topped the list of natural disasters that endanger 1,700 

military sites worldwide, from large bases to outposts, said the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD). 

“Changes in climate can potentially shape the environment in which we operate and the missions we are 

required to do,” said the DoD in a report accompanying the survey. “If extreme weather makes our critical 

facilities unusable or necessitate costly or manpower-intensive workarounds, that is an unacceptable 

impact.” 
 

     The findings put the military at odds with U.S. President Donald Trump, who has repeatedly cast doubt 

on mainstream scientific findings about climate change, including this week during an interview on British 

television. Trump has also pulled the United States out of the global 2015 Paris accord to fight climate 

change. The Pentagon survey investigated the effects of “a changing climate” on all U.S. military 

installations worldwide, which it said numbered more than 3,500. Assets most often damaged include 

airfields, energy infrastructure and water systems, according to military personnel at each site, who 

responded to the DoD questionnaire. 
 

     John Conger, a senior policy analyst at the Center for Climate and Security in Washington, said the 

report’s commissioning by Congress showed a growing interest by lawmakers into the risks that climate 

change poses to national security. The study was published late last week and brought to public attention this 

week by the Center for Climate and Security.  [Source:  Reuters | Sebastien Malo | January 31, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

BRAC Update 61  ►   Pentagon Skips Annual Request This Year 

 

The Pentagon is taking a break from BRAC. With its 2019 budget request, the Defense Department has 

skipped its annual request for a round of the base realignment and closure process. Whether BRACs save 

money is debatable, but their political unpopularity is certain. The move comes as the president and 

Congress eased budget caps for national security by $165 billion through 2019. Hewing to Congress’ new 

preset top line, Monday’s request includes a record $617 billion in base budget funding and $69 billion in 

cap-exempt wartime funds. “You get the gold star, we did not ask for that in this budget,” Pentagon 

Comptroller David Norquist said at a budget rollout on Monday. “We have asked for it a number of times in 

the past, without much success.” The Pentagon is instead looking to both find common ground with 

Congress on reforms and further review excess facilities “to make better decisions about real property,” 

Norquist told reporters. 
 

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=528744240506316&set=a.302813683099374.66272.221024624611614&type=1&relevant_count=1
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     BRAC has been politically unpopular since the 2005 round cost significantly more money that initially 

expected. Lawmakers have expressed concern that their communities would be harmed if military bases 

were removed. In October, Defense Secretary Jim Mattis told Congress a new BRAC could close about 22 

percent excess capacity for an annual savings of $2 billion or more by 2027. But members of Congress have 

argued against that move, citing high upfront costs. The Senate Armed Services Committee’s No. 2 

Republican and chairman of its Readiness and Management Support Subcommittee, Sen. Jim Inhofe, of 

Oklahoma, told reporters last month a costly BRAC wouldn’t be prudent when the military is in “rebuilding 

mode.” The Defense Department’s assistant secretary of defense for energy, installations and environment, 

Lucian Niemeyer, said in an interview in November that the Pentagon would change the pitch to lawmakers: 

Instead of cost savings, it would emphasize stationing forces to maximize lethality.  [Source:  DefenseNews 

| Joe Gould | February 12, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Commissary Funding  Update 30  ►   Falling Sales | Will The Benefit Survive? 

 

Sales at on-base grocery stores have fallen six percent in the past year, 21.3 percent since 2012, putting the 

shopping benefit at greater risk, say commissary executives. The worry is that falling sales leave 

commissaries open to criticism that they’re losing relevancy as a military perk, or becoming too costly for 

taxpayers to support, given the fierce competition for customers from commercial grocers. 
 

     The Defense Department’s top two executives overseeing commissaries – one responsible for all military 

resale policies and the other for day-to-day operation of 237 commissaries worldwide – have conceded in 

separate interviews that falling sales are alarming and must be reversed. But both also said they are 

confident current actions to transform commissaries into “business-like” operations can succeed -- in 

preserving current patron savings, lowering taxpayer support and improving shopper satisfaction. The 

transformative steps include: phasing in variable pricing to replace the tradition of selling base groceries at 

cost-plus-a-five-percent surcharge; offering commissary label goods to deepen discounts; and, in time, 

adopting at least for new hires the more flexible wage schedule used in military exchanges, which run on-

base department and convenience stores at a profit. 
 

     Leading commissary operations since November has been retired Navy Rear Admiral Robert J. Bianchi. 

He is interim director of the Defense Commissary Agency (DeCA) while remaining chief executive officer 

of the Navy Exchange Service Command (NexCom). “I have been charged with instituting reforms and 

procedures [to] drive down expenses, allow us to still offer the benefit at the prescribed level [of savings] 

Congress is looking for and, hopefully, offset those expenses by running the commissary more like a 

business,” said Bianchi. The first obstacle in his way, he suggested in an hour-long interview, is a 

“significant” drop in commissary sales, from $6.1 billion in fiscal 2012 to $4.8 billion in 2017. The sales 

slide has continued into fiscal 2018 though at a slower rate. 
 

     Resale experts agree it’s a worrisome trend particularly in an industry that keeps profit margins razor thin 

in their battle to keep customers. “I’m very concerned” with falling sales, said Stephanie Barna, acting 

assistant secretary of defense for manpower and reserve affairs. “Any drop, particularly a drop of the 

magnitude you’re just described, there’s not a day that goes by that we’re not talking about ‘How do we 

counter that?’” It was Barna who persuaded Bianchi to take on his demanding dual-hat assignment during 

the most challenging period commissaries have faced. The special hiring authority she used so Bianchi could 

apply to commissaries his profit-and-lost acumen from years’ running exchanges will expire in early June. 

So sometime sooner than that, said Barna, Bianchi or a “Bianchi clone” will become full time DeCA 

director. DeCA is headquartered at Fort Lee, Va. NexCom is in Virginia Beach, Va., where, Barna said, 
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Bianchi and family have deep roots in community, a factor he must weigh in deciding if he wants the DeCA 

job fulltime. 
 

     Bianchi said he is encouraged that the rate of monthly sales decline has slowed compared to last year, the 

result he believes of a variety of actions to improve the shopping experience with fuller shelves, more 

customer friendly hours and a workforce now more focused on patron needs. Surveys show commissaries 

are the second most valued benefit after health care, Barna said. Both the department and Congress want the 

benefit sustained. At the same time, the department has set annual targets DeCA must hit to lower its 

appropriation from $1.4 billion in 2017 to $400 million by 2021. Military leaders have testified they want 

that that billion dollars in savings to applied to more critical readiness needs. 
 

     DeCA target for 2018 is to lower reliance on appropriated dollars by $150 million, according to Barna. 

Bianchi didn’t sound confident the goal would be met. “How quickly we could achieve that is really 

dependent on getting the variable pricing in place and increasing traffic and increasing sales so we can 

actually generate the margin,” Bianchi said. DeCA is transitioning to variable pricing to generate profit 

margins that will offset appropriated dollars. “But we’re not there yet,” he said. “So…we are still fully 

funded as an appropriated activity.” Falling sales toughen the task and “probably puts the benefit more at 

risk,” Bianchi said, raising concerns at DoD and in Congress about the value the benefit. “That’s clearly a 

concern,” Bianchi said, “that ‘Gee, if patrons aren’t using it, is that something we should still be funding?’” 
 

     Days after our interview Barna provided a statement on budget targets DeCA must meet. It said that 

given “additional revenue from variable pricing and private label, and other budget strategies, we are 

confident in meeting the FY 18 target. The cuts become more challenging in FY 19 and beyond, and the 

need to generate additional revenue will become more critical.” Bianchi cited a host of factors to explain 

falling sales: cuts to Army end strength, some of which Congress plans to reverse; the closing of more bases 

in Germany; more service members living off base and fewer members being married. But he spent far more 

time describing the “amped up” rivalry for patrons with commercial grocers and online shopping sites. 

Shopper choices have expanded beyond traditional supermarkets to include deep discounters like Aldi and 

Lidl and natural food markets like Whole Foods and Fresh Market. 
 

     “You’ve also had growth in the overall shopping experience at grocery markets where you can get meal 

kits or pre-prepared foods or fresh and organics. You go into some of these,” Bianchi said, “and see 

millennials eating dinner. At some of Whole Foods you can sit and get a glass of wine.” More competition 

comes from “online retailers such as Blue Apron and Amazon, with acquisition of Whole Foods, Hello 

Fresh and more. The industry itself is changing, and traditional grocers…are having to sit up and take 

notice.” Amid sweeping change to the industry, commissaries haven’t keep pace. DeCA had leaned forward 

“to some degree,” Bianchi said, but with its straight cost-plus model it didn’t try to match the aggressive 

steps taken by competitors.  “Some expression of that was folks maybe voting with their feet,” deciding the 

“value proposition” had slipped at commissaries, said Bianchi. “So, I think market forces all around drove 

some of these [sales] results.” 
 

     He compared modernizing the commissary benefit to turning an aircraft carrier, in that it takes more time 

than some reform advocates expect. “The sales decline happened over a five-year period so we’re not 

necessarily going to see immediate stellar results. This is one where we have to earn back the confidence of 

some customers [and] reaffirm our commitment to those who have been our loyal shoppers.” More patrons 

will shop on base as the experience improves, as they become more satisfied with product assortments to 

include lower-priced commissary brands, as they see shelves consistently full, and as they recognize their 

overall savings can’t be matched using commercial grocers. 
 

Will the benefit survive? 

     “If I didn’t believe in this I wouldn’t be holding down both jobs with only getting one paycheck,” 

Bianchi said. He added, “My job is to improve that customer connection and experience. I think we can do 
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that. I really do. Between industry partners, our own initiatives and working with other stakeholders on base 

and in the community, we’re in this to win it. I remain very optimistic.” 
 

[Source:  Military.com | Tom Philpott | February 12, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Pentagon Personnel Policy Update 02  ► Harassing Behavior/Offensive Jokes Banned 

 

Defense Secretary Jim Mattis, known for his own use of colorful language to inspire the troops, said a new 

Pentagon policy targeting offensive language and behavior should not be interpreted as a draconian end to 

military camaraderie. “You have to adapt to your times,” Mattis said. “There’s a rough, good humor among 

soldiers. We all know that. But I have never seen rough good humor countenance or in any way frame 

something that’s disgusting, repellent or something like that.” 
 

     On 8 FEB the Pentagon released Department of Defense Instruction 1020.03, “Harassment Prevention 

and Response in the Armed Forces.” The 23-page instruction sets a common framework to guide each of the 

services’ policies to prevent all types of harassment, ranging from offensive jokes to sexual harassment.  

 
     According to the instruction, “harassment may include offensive jokes, epithets, ridicule or mockery, 

insults or put-downs,” as well as physical threats or racially-tinged interactions that “creates an intimidating, 

hostile, or offensive environment.” “I don’t want to lose all sense of humor in the military,” Mattis said. 

“But I have never seen an ounce of belief in the military that you can denigrate someone.”  The services and 

DoD components are required to provide their implementation plans in the next 60 days, Pentagon Press 

Secretary Dana White said.  “We are doing this because we owe our all-volunteer force every protection,” 

White said.  [Source:  MarineCorpsTimes |  Tara Copp | February 9, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Defense Budget 2019   ►   MOAA's 5 Expectations 

 

Congressional leadership appears to have secured a deal to continue to fund the government and raise the 

caps on both defense and nondefense discretionary spending for the next two years. That's a great start, but 

the legislative season is just getting under way. Looking ahead, MOAA hopes to see five things in President 

Donald Trump's soon-to-be released FY 2019 defense budget request to Congress. 
 

1. Support for a full military pay raise of 2.6 percent per the Employment Cost Index (ECI), to which 

by law, military pay increases are tied. As part of the FY 2018 defense authorization legislation, the 

https://www.navytimes.com/news/your-navy/2017/08/15/mattis-to-sailors-youre-not-some-pu-y-sitting-on-the-sidelines
https://www.airforcetimes.com/news/your-military/2018/02/01/why-swearing-is-fking-good-for-you/
https://www.airforcetimes.com/news/your-military/2018/02/01/why-swearing-is-fking-good-for-you/
http://www.esd.whs.mil/Portals/54/Documents/DD/issuances/dodi/102003.pdf
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president agreed to a pay raise commensurate with ECI thus providing pay-raise parity with the 

private sector - we would like to see the trend continue. 
 

2. Matching troop levels and commensurate funding to mission requirements. Given an increasingly 

turbulent and unpredictable security environment with ongoing global requirements and 

commitments, the services need the right personnel end strength levels and funding to properly 

execute their missions.  
 

3. No major TRICARE fee increases. Given the large number of various fee increases approved last 

year to TRICARE and the impact those increases will have on beneficiaries, MOAA would oppose 

to any new proposed increases for care. 
 

4. Support to end the disability offset for medically retired servicemembers. MOAA's long-held 

position is that career servicemembers earn retired pay by service alone, and those unfortunate 

enough to suffer a service-caused disability in the process should have any VA disability 

compensation added to - not subtracted from - military retired pay.  For servicemembers forced into 

disability retirement before 20 years, commonly referred to as Chapter 61 retirees, service-earned 

retired pay should be vested as acknowledgement of their service, even though their career was cut 

short by their service-caused disability. 
 

5. Support to repeal the widows tax. Military survivors whose sponsors die of service-connected 

issues are eligible for two federal benefits: a sponsor-purchased Survivor Benefit Plan (SBP) from 

DoD and Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC) from the VA, but current law requires 

money paid from SBP to be reduced dollar-for-dollar by the amount paid by VA's DIC. MOAA 

strongly believes the widow's tax should be eliminated. These programs are paid for two separate 

reasons: SBP is a servicemember-purchased plan to ensure a continued financial benefit for a 

servicemember's survivor.   DIC is a monetary benefit paid to eligible survivors whose sponsors die 

from a service-connected injury. It remains a sense of Congress to end this offset as soon as fiscally 

possible. 
 

[Source:  MOAA Newsletter | Mike Barton | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Pentagon Exoneration  ►   Afgan War Crime Vets Wrongly Accused 

 

A North Carolina congressman says the Marine Corps is "publicly exonerating" several military veterans it 

wrongly accused of committing war crimes more than a decade ago in Afghanistan, but those blackballed by 

the ordeal remain skeptical of the Pentagon's sincerity. The Marine Corps does not intend to reexamine the 

case, according to a letter from the Pentagon released Wednesday by Rep. Walter B. Jones (R-NC), although 

top leaders have signaled their intent to provide counseling and other assistance to the 30 men who say 

they've suffered personally and professionally as a result of the military's effort to prosecute and imprison 

them. 
 

      "We are concerned to hear of the challenges many members of Fox Company are facing — which are, 

unfortunately, all too common among our combat veterans," says the letter to Jones from Maj. Gen. 

Frederick M. Padilla, who serves as staff director for the Marine Corps commandant, Gen. Robert B. Neller. 

Jones announced the development in a news release. A spokesman for Neller declined to provide further 

comment, saying Padilla's letter "articulates the service's position." 
 

     Fox Company, in 2007, was the first unit deployed into combat from what was then the Marine Corps' 

new special operations force, MARSOC. After a turbulent first month in Afghanistan, including a hellish 

battle near the Pakistan border, all 120 elite Marines were expelled from the war zone by U.S. commanders. 
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The 30-man platoon that came under attack was accused of slaughtering civilians, allegations fueled by 

erroneous media coverage immediately following the shootout and by senior American officials' 

denunciations — one commander referred to the incident as a "stain" on the military's honor — before all of 

the facts had been determined. 
 

     "Too often, the Marine Corps and the other services don't give the benefit of the doubt to the warfighter," 

Jones told The Washington Post, reflecting on his successful 14-year effort to clear the names of two 

deceased pilots falsely held responsible for a crash that left 19 service members dead. "This, to me, has 

always been an issue of fairness. Soldiers support soldiers. Marines support Marines. . . . After so many 

years, I am grateful the commandant wrote me this letter vindicating what Fox Company did during that 

firefight." The Marines were cleared of criminal wrongdoing in 2008 after a military court examined the 

case. At the time, a three-star general concluded the troops had "acted appropriately" on the battlefield. 
 

     But that phrase has been misinterpreted inside and outside the military to mean "we got away with 

murder," says Fred Galvin, 48, Fox Company's commander during the deployment. The general's 

determination was announced on the eve of a long holiday weekend, he notes, calling the timing a deliberate 

move to bury the story. As a consequence, those assigned to the unit still feel ostracized. Galvin, a combat 

decorated officer who retired from the military in 2014, was relieved of command before Fox Company was 

sent home from Afghanistan. He has condemned the institution for refusing to make a public overture 

formally absolving the unit, saying it's his obligation as their commanding officer to speak up on behalf of 

his men. 
 

     As Jones explained in a December letter to Neller imploring him to look into the matter, Fox Company's 

Marines "have not been able to hold jobs, sustain marriages and healthy relationships, and have struggled to 

maintain a level of mental and emotional health that has caused some to contemplate, or even attempt, to 

take his own life." Their hardships were documented in a five-part investigative series published in 2015 by 

Military Times. Padilla's letter, dated 19 JAN, indicates he directed a subordinate officer in charge of the 

service's Wounded Warrior Regiment to make contact with Galvin and his men "to ensure they are receiving 

appropriate and all necessary care and support." As of 7 FEB, no one from the Marine Corps had followed 

up with them, Galvin said. 
 

     Separately, Jones is trying to secure another gesture of good faith from the military: uniform badges 

designating Fox Company's eligible members Marine Raiders, as the service's commandos are known. Much 

like the coveted trident worn by Navy SEALs, the Raider insignia is a gold-colored device that represents 

the arduous training one must complete to earn the elite status. The Raiders' motto, Spiritus Invictus, is 

emblazoned on the badge. Translated from Latin, it means unconquerable spirit. Marine Raiders began 

wearing the device in 2016, long after most members of Fox Company had moved on. "These Marines: 

They've earned that," Galvin said. "It'll be a sign to others that we've been brought back into the fold, that 

we're in good standing. It'll make all the difference in the world, and the commandant doesn't have to say a 

word."  A Pentagon official said the Marine Corps has not ruled out allowing them to apply for the device.  

[Source:  The Washington Post | Andrew Degrandpre | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Pentagon Officials  ►   Increased Misconduct Case Rejection Concerns   

 

The number of complaints filed against senior military and defense officials has increased over the past 

several years, but more cases are being rejected as not credible and fewer officers are being found guilty of 

misconduct, according to data from Defense Department investigators. Overall, there were 803 complaints 

filed in the fiscal year that ended last 30 SEP, compared to 787 the previous year. But just 144 were deemed 

credible and investigated by the IG, and 49 senior officials were eventually found guilty of misconduct. 
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Allegations against the officials often involve ethical misconduct — such as having an inappropriate 

relationship — but they also include violating travel rules, wrongly accepting gifts, sending subordinates on 

personal errands or treating workers badly. 
 

     The data was released 7 FEB during a House Armed Services personnel subcommittee hearing. Glenn 

Fine, who is serving as the Pentagon's inspector general, said the decline in the number of cases being 

investigated is due to a more thorough screening process of the complaints that come in. As a result, he said, 

about one-third of the cases that are investigated are ultimately substantiated. That rate is a bit lower than 

last year, but much higher than previous years. The rate in 2008 was just 14 percent. Senior military leaders 

also told the panel that they are seeing far more so-called whistleblower complaints that can trigger 

investigations and stall careers, but only a tiny fraction of the alleged offenders are found guilty. 
 

     Fine told the House panel that just two whistleblower cases charging a senior official with retribution 

were substantiated in the 2017 fiscal year, compared to three in each of the two previous years. 

Whistleblower cases usually allege that an officer or superior has retaliated against a lower ranking service 

member or worker for making some type of complaint. According to Fine, the number of retribution 

complaints filed against senior officials increased from 145 to 165 over the past five years. But, more 

broadly, complaints against all department individuals jumped by nearly 80 percent over that same time 

period.  
 

     "Whistleblower reprisal has skyrocketed because of the misuse and misapplication of whistleblower 

reprisal against senior officials. It is off the charts," Lt. Gen. David Quantock, the Army's inspector general, 

told the committee, noting that just 4 percent of the Army cases are substantiated. He said the complaints are 

often made by a soldier or civilian after they have been held accountable for misconduct or poor 

performance. "The resulting claim of reprisal creates challenges for senior commanders who hold people 

accountable, and then are faced with an inspector general whistleblower reprisal investigation," he said. Fine 

said that he is hiring a fulltime whistleblower ombudsman to help make sure troops and workers understand 

their rights and responsibilities and to help prevent reprisals. 
 

     Lawmakers raised concerns about whether military investigators can effectively cast judgment on officers 

in their own service, and they questioned whether civilians should do those jobs. They also asked if 

offenders are treated equally across the services -- or if officers might be disciplined differently for the same 

offense depending on what service they belong to. Rep. Jackie Speier (D-CA) said she's concerned that 

lower-ranking service members are treated more harshly for violations than senior officers are. "There is a 

phrase in the military that goes like this, 'Different spanks for different ranks,'" she said. "Many senior 

leaders who should be the essential core of the chain of command are not being held to the same standard as 

the rank and file. This corrupts fairness, justice and morale." 
 

     Fine said only a small minority of senior leaders are guilty of misconduct. He added that the IG's office is 

looking into ways to help standardize investigations and also track and record cases in similar ways. The 

inspectors general also told the committee that they are understaffed, have large backlogs, and it can often 

200-400 days to investigate and complete a case.  [Source:  Associated Press | Lolita C. Baldor | February 8, 

2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Afghanistan War Update 04  ►   Pentagon: Gag Order on Afghan Data Was A Mistake 
 

In an abrupt reversal, the U.S. military on 30 JAN said it made a mistake when it ordered an independent 

federal auditor to stop providing the public with information about U.S. war efforts in Afghanistan that help 

to measure how the 16-year-old stalemated war is going. Just hours after the report was publicly released, 
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the U.S.-led NATO coalition in Afghanistan issued a statement blaming “human error” for the order, and 

provided a few segments of the data that has been restricted. The newly released information revealed that 

44 percent of Afghanistan is contested or under the control of insurgents. Other previously available 

information on the size, attrition and performance of the Afghan forces continue to be unavailable. 
 

     President Donald Trump has announced a new Afghanistan strategy aimed at breaking a battlefield 

stalemate by accelerating Afghan-led operations against the Taliban and other insurgent groups in the 

country. On 29 JAN, Trump railed against the recent string of attacks in Afghanistan, and ruled out any U.S. 

discussions with the Taliban as part of the effort to seek peace talks between the Afghan government and the 

insurgents. The auditing agency, established by Congress and known as the Special Inspector General for 

Afghanistan Reconstruction, or SIGAR, revealed the new gag order in a three-month assessment of 

conditions in Afghanistan released overnight. The restrictions seemed to contradict previous Pentagon 

assertions that it was striving to be more transparent about the U.S. war campaigns across Iraq, Syria and 

Afghanistan. 
 

     In response to the release of the report, Navy Capt. Tom Gresback, coalition spokesman, said 39 JAN 

that about 56 percent of the country’s 407 districts are under Afghan government control, 30 percent are 

contested and 14 percent are under insurgent control. “It was NOT the intent of Resolute Support to 

withhold or classify information which was available in prior reports,” Gresback said in an email. “A human 

error in labeling occurred.” Late last year, a Pentagon report said the Afghan government has control or 

influence over 60 percent of the population, while insurgents had control or influence over approximately 10 

percent of the population, with the remainder contested. In November, Gen. John Nicholson told Pentagon 

reporters that about 64 percent of the population was controlled by the government, 24 percent live in 

contested areas, and the Taliban control the remaining 12 percent. Neither the Pentagon nor Nicholson 

details the number of districts held by each side, so it is difficult to compare that with the population figures 

released by Gresback. 
 

     Over the years, the SIGAR auditing effort has revealed many dubious practices by the U.S., including 

instances of contractor fraud. Since January 2016 it had published data on the number of governing districts 

controlled by Kabul, the number controlled by the Taliban, and the number that are contested. John F. 

Sopko, head of the auditing organization, expressed disappointment that the Pentagon initially had forbidden 

release of the data on relative control of the governing districts. “The number of districts controlled or 

influenced by the Afghan government had been one of the last remaining publicly available indicators for 

members of Congress — many of whose staff do not have access to the classified annexes to SIGAR 

reports_and for the American public of how the 16-year-long U.S. effort to secure Afghanistan is faring,” he 

added. 
 

     Sopko wrote that historically, the number of districts controlled or influenced by the government has 

been falling since his office began reporting on it, while the number controlled or influenced by the 

insurgents has been rising — “a fact that should cause even more concern about its disappearance from 

public disclosure and discussion.” The war effort has sometimes faded from U.S. public attention, even 

though the U.S. has invested about $120 billion in reconstructing Afghanistan since 2002. Sopko said in his 

report that the Pentagon also classified or otherwise restricted information that his organization had 

previously reported publicly, including such “fundamental metrics” of the Afghan military and police 

performance as Afghan casualty figures and most measurements of the battlefield capabilities of the 

Afghans military.  [Source:  The Associated Press | Robert Burns & Lolita C. Baldor | January 30, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 
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Afghanistan War Update 05  ►   Pentagon: War Costing US $45 Billion Annually 
 

Forty-five billion dollars. That’s how much the Pentagon says the Afghan war is costing American 

taxpayers, and with no end in sight they may have to keep footing that bill for years to come. Lawmakers, 

skeptical about the prospects of victory, grilled the Trump administration 6 FEB on the direction of the 

nation’s longest-running war, now in its 17th year. The Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearing comes 

after a wave of shocking militant attacks in Kabul that killed more than 200 people. Randall Schriver, the 

Defense Department’s top Asia official, said the $45 billion total for the year includes $5 billion for Afghan 

forces and $13 billion for U.S. forces inside Afghanistan. Much of the rest is for logistical support. Some 

$780 million goes toward economic aid. 
 

     The costs now are still significantly lower than during the high point of the war in Afghanistan. From 

2010 to 2012, when the U.S. had as many as 100,000 soldiers in the country, the price for American 

taxpayers surpassed $100 billion each year. There are currently around 16,000 U.S. troops in Afghanistan. 

Both Republican and Democratic senators highlighted the scale of the continuing outlay from Washington. 

Six months ago, President Donald Trump unveiled his strategy for turning the tide in the war, setting no time 

limit on the U.S. military’s involvement in the war-battered country, saying it would be based on conditions 

on the ground. 
 

     Tens of billions are “just being thrown down a hatch in Afghanistan,” said Republican Sen. Rand Paul of 

Kentucky. “We’re in an impossible situation. I see no hope for it.” Democratic Sen. Ed Markey of 

Massachusetts suggested that those funds could be more effectively spent in saving American lives by 

investing in treatment for those suffering from opioid abuse. He cited research that two months of Afghan 

spending could fund an opioid center in every county in the United States. Painting a bleak picture of the 

Afghan political and security situation, Democratic Sen. Jeff Merkley of Oregon complained that every 

couple of years, U.S. administrations claim the corner is being turned in the Afghan war. He listed problems 

with corruption, government dysfunction and Afghan security forces, and said U.S. hopes of using military 

pressure to compel the Taliban to reach a political settlement were unrealistic. “Why do the Taliban want a 

political settlement? They now control more territory than they did since 2001,” Merkley said. 
 

     Deputy Secretary of State John Sullivan, who visited Kabul and met with President Ashraf Ghani and 

other Afghan government members last week, conceded it wasn’t a “rosy situation.” “The attacks last month 

were a real shock to many people in the government,” Sullivan said. “I don’t want to come here and say, 

Henry Kissinger-like, that peace is at hand ... but we’ve got a policy that we believe in. We want to stick to 

it.” He said the U.S. remains committed to brokering peace talks between the government and the Taliban. 

When Trump declared last week that the U.S. would no longer talk with the militant group, Sullivan said the 

president’s thrust was that “significant elements” of the Taliban are committed to violence and not prepared 

to negotiate. Sullivan said Ghani shared that view. But Sullivan added that the insurgent group isn’t 

monolithic and the focus is on peeling off “those elements of the Taliban that we can reconcile with.” 
 

     Separately, Defense Secretary Jim Mattis defended the decision to keep U.S. forces in Afghanistan, 

saying it was to prevent “another 9/11” being hatched from there. He told the House Armed Services 

Committee that the U.S. regional strategy “puts the enemy on the path toward accepting reconciliation.”  

[Source:  The Associated Press | Matthew Pennington | February 7, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

DoD Lawsuit ~ V-22 Osprey  ►  Denied  

 

A federal judge has ruled against a family who sued the manufacturers of the V-22 Osprey after their Marine 

son was killed in a 2015 crash in Waimanalo, Hawaii, the Honolulu Star-Advertiser reported. Lance Cpl. 

https://www.marinecorpstimes.com/news/your-marine-corps/2015/05/21/second-marine-killed-in-hawaii-osprey-crash-identified/
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Matthew J. Determan’s parents sued Boeing, Bell Helicopter Textron and Eaton Aerospace in 2016 for 

negligence and recklessness, claiming that manufacturing flaws contributed to the fatal crash. Hawaii 

District Judge Leslie E. Kobayashi ruled last week in favor of the manufacturers, ruling they qualify for 

government contractor defense, and under federal law have immunity from liability for performing 

government functions, the Honolulu Star-Advertiser reported. 
 

     Determan, an infantry rifleman assigned to 3rd Battalion, 1st Marines, died as a result of injuries two 

days after the Osprey he was aboard crashed at Marine Corps Training Area Bellows in May 2015.  In an 

investigation, the Marine Corps determined that decisions made by the pilots in low-visibility conditions 

contributed to the crash, which killed two and injured 20 others.  The father of the Marine told Marine Corps 

Times in 2016: “We are infuriated at the Pentagon for attempting to find the aircrew responsible for this 

crash in an attempt to cover up its many shortcomings while landing and taking off in brownout conditions. 

Careers, reputations and lives should not be ruined because of the many inherent problems with this 

aircraft.” 
  

      Determan was based at Camp Pendleton, California, and was deploying with the 15th Marine 

Expeditionary Unit. Lance Cpl. Joshua E. Barron, a 24-year-old tiltrotor crew chief assigned to Marine 

Medium Tiltrotor Squadron 161 (Reinforced), died immediately following the crash. The Osprey had taken 

off 100 miles offshore from the Navy’s amphibious assault ship Essex. It was flying to drop off infantry 

Marines, Marine officials said at the time of the crash.  [Source: MarineCorpsTimes | Andrea Scott | 

February 7, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Non-deployable Troops  ►   Separation Policy Under Review 

 

Service members who have been non-deployable for the past 12 consecutive months or more will be 

separated from the military, based on new Defense Department policies that are under final review. The 

“policy will require the services to process members for admin or disability separation,” according to a draft 

summary of the policy obtained by Military Times. “This memo will be followed by a [Department of 

Defense Instruction], which will take several months to complete.” The new retention policy is being 

reviewed by the service chiefs and Deputy Secretary of Defense Patrick Shanahan. 
 

     “The department intends to emphasize the expectation that all service members are worldwide deployable 

and to establish standardized criteria for retaining non-deployable service members,” said Air Force Maj. 

Carla Gleason, a Pentagon spokeswoman. “The goal of the policy is to further reduce the number of non-

deployable service members and improve personnel readiness across the force.” Approximately 11 percent, 

or 235,000, of the 2.1 million personnel serving on active duty, in the reserves or National Guard are 

currently non-deployable, according to Command Sgt. Maj. John Troxell, the senior enlisted adviser to Joint 

Chiefs Chairman Gen. Joe Dunford. As continued operations overseas have stressed the military, the 

Pentagon has begun to target that 11 percent to either get deployable, or get out. 
 

     Of that total non-deployable force, Troxell said, about 99,000 are on that list for administrative reasons, 

such as not having all their immunizations or their required dental exams. About 20,000 are not deployable 

due to pregnancy, and 116,000 are not deployable due to either short- or long-term injuries. “The 99,000 is 

the easy stuff — that’s squad leader Troxell ... walking you over to the dental clinic, and you’re going to sit 

in a dentist’s chair, and you’re going to get your annual exam so we can get you off this list,” he said.  
 

     “The other numbers I’m talking about [the 116,000 injuries] ... very few of those are related to combat 

injuries. Or battle injuries. It’s related to everyday, doing their job, or during physical training that they were 

injured.” “If you are going to serve and continue to want to serve, and if you want to make this a career, 

https://www.marinecorpstimes.com/news/your-marine-corps/2015/11/23/pilot-missteps-brownout-led-to-hawaii-osprey-crash/
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you’re going to have to learn that path of recovery and get back to being healthy. Because we need healthy, 

fit warriors to defend this nation,” Troxell said. Defense Department officials could not provide the number 

of injured personnel who have been on non-deployable status for the past 12 consecutive months. 
 

Focus on readiness 

     The draft retention policy is a result of Defense Secretary Jim Mattis’ direction, in a July 21 memo, to 

focus on non-deployable troops and other factors, such as excessive training requirements, which he saw as 

impacting both “warfighting readiness and force lethality.” When asked about the new policy, Mattis 

reiterated the importance of improving force readiness — a priority he has pushed since his first day on the 

job. “Make no mistake, our enemies are watching,” he said in a statement to Military Times. “We must 

remain focused on improving warfighter readiness. That is our first line of effort — building a more lethal 

joint force that is capable of operating anywhere in the world.” 
 

     Service members can be categorized as non-deployable for many reasons. For example, service members 

in the middle of a permanent change of station, who are not up to date on immunizations, who are nearing 

retirement, who have a medical condition that will take 30 days or more to heal, or who face legal problems 

can all be classified as non-deployable. In addition, service members who fail fitness or body fat tests must 

get a waiver to be considered deployable — a challenge that the department is targeting separately in a 

review of its fitness programs and standards. For certain non-deployable personnel, such as wounded 

warriors, the services would retain the ability to grant exceptions to the retention policy. “With the cutting-

edge technology of medicine, we’ve shown that some of our wounded warriors, or some of those wounded 

outside of combat, can recover and contribute to the team,” Troxell said. 
 

     Based on the summary memo obtained by Military Times, the department will also address an appeals 

process for service members affected by the new policy in future implementing instructions. “We’ve got to 

look at each [situation] on a case-by-case basis and say, ‘Alright, you’ve been in a non-deployable status for 

500 days. … It’s time to have a path for what you are going to do,’ ” Troxell said. “And if we can’t get you 

healthy, then we probably need to process you for separation and allow [the Department of Veterans Affairs] 

to assist you, or allow you to get the help you need. “Because the more of these people we have that can’t 

deploy and do their mission, that means somebody else has to pull their weight for them, or we have a void 

or a degradation in capability, because we don’t have the requisite people.” 
 

‘A human endeavor’ 

     Based on the draft policy, the services would separate individuals through the existing Defense 

Department instructions that handle enlisted and officer administrative separations, specifically DoDI 

1332.14 and 1332.30. Each of the services currently has its own policies regarding non-deployable 

individuals. For example, in 2016, the Marine Corps made it easier for combat-injured Marines to stay in the 

service by creating an “Expanded Permanent Limited Duty Status.” As a result, Marines who have been 

wounded in combat and are willing to make a lateral move to another job field could continue to re-enlist for 

periods of 48 months. 
 

     The Air Force did not provide data on how many of its airmen are non-deployable. Although a Pentagon-

level effort to crack down on non-deployable troops could produce short-term discomfort for a service that 

needs to add personnel, in the long run it could help alleviate the burden on the rest of the force. The Air 

Force’s top leaders have long voiced their concerns about the pressure facing frequently deploying airmen. 

At a news conference last November, Air Force Secretary Heather Wilson highlighted one airman who had 

deployed 17 times, and said the service is “burning out our people,” and that they will eventually leave 

because their families can’t take it anymore. Having more airmen to share that burden could only help. 
 

     The Navy did not provide updated figures on how many of its personnel are in a non-deployable status. 

But, historically, the service’s documented limited-duty population has hovered between 3,000 and 4,000 

sailors. The one-year mandate isn’t likely to go over well with Navy leaders, who are actively working to 
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find ways to keep sailors in the ranks and keep the ships manned with trained personnel. The Navy has 

stopped administrative discharges for sailors with multiple fitness failures, opting instead to let them finish 

their enlistments and giving them more time to get into standards. “Retention of every capable sailor is 

critical to the operational readiness of the Navy,” Vice Adm. Robert Burke, the chief of naval personnel, 

wrote in December as he announced the service was ceasing physical fitness premature discharges. 
 

     Given this recent change of course, it’s almost certain the Navy would prefer to handle non-deployable 

sailors in the same way, erring on the side of more time to heal than having to lose people altogether. And in 

some cases, the official number of service members on limited-duty status might be only a fraction of the 

true number. In 2013, the Naval Audit Service found that nearly 16,000 officers and sailors — or more than 

four times the official number — were medically unqualified to deploy but were not officially on limited-

duty status. The great majority of those were “hiding” on shore duty, opting to use that time to quietly get 

healed and not allowing themselves to come up on the Navy’s limited-duty radar, which has consequences 

related to pay and promotions. The Navy’s main fix was to rework its internal tracking system. Navy 

officials say they now maintain detailed databases to track every sailor’s deployment status, and that 

information is now available to those making job assignments so there are no surprises. 
 

     The Army, which until recently was looking at a dramatic downsizing, pushed for years to reduce the 

number of non-deployable soldiers. Five years ago, the service had 50,000 active-duty soldiers who were 

non-deployable. The Army whittled that number down to 20,000 as of mid-2017, Army Chief of Staff Gen. 

Mark Milley told lawmakers on Capitol Hill.  However, estimates still put another 80,000 non-deployables 

in the National Guard and Army Reserve, where longer deployment cycles and infrequent face-time with 

commanders can make it easier to ignore an illness or injury. The majority of those personnel are non-

deployable due to administrative reasons, Sergeant Major of the Army Dan Dailey told Military Times in 

2017. Only about 2 percent of that total is permanently non-deployable due to health reasons, Dailey said. 

“Those are the soldiers where we need to make the tough decisions,” Dailey said. “Are you going to be able 

to get back to full health and be able to perform your jobs operationally? And if not, we’ve got to make the 

decision.”  [Source:  ArmyTimes | Tara Copp | February 5, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

VVMF In Memory Program  ►   Applications Due 9 MAR 2018 

 

The Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund created the 'In Memory' program to honor Vietnam veterans whose 

lives were cut short as a result of their service but are not eligible for inscription on The Wall under DoD 

guidelines.  In Memory is a way that Vietnam veterans can be honored on the National Mall. The plaque that 

honors these veterans was dedicated as a part of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in 2004.  In Memory began 

in 1999 and has since honored more than 3,200 veterans. CLICK HERE to see video from the 2017 In 

Memory Ceremony. 
 

 

http://www.vvmf.org/in-memory-video-2017
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    Examples of causes of death that do fit the criteria for inclusion in VVMF's In Memory program: 

 PTSD related illnesses / events 

 Exposure to Agent Orange and similar chemicals 

 Diabetes 

 Cancer 

 Cholangiocarcinoma 

 Hodgkin's Disease 

 Ischemic Heart Disease 

 Non-Hodgkin's Lymphoma 

 Parkinson's Disease 
 

     To have a loved one considered for the In Memory program, you must submit an application to VVMF. 

Go to http://www.vvmf.org/userfiles/files/PDF/In%20Memory%20Application%202018%20web.pdf to fill 

out an application online which are due by March 9 for the 2018 Program.. If you have a question about the 

program or are experiencing difficulty with the application, contact VVMF at (202) 393-0090 or via e-mail 

at inmemory@vvmf.org.  Along with the application there are two documents required in the application 

process.  A copy of the death certificate and a copy of the DD214. Examples of proof of service in Vietnam 

are listed on the DD214 as: 

 Vietnam Service Medal (VSM) 

 Vietnam Campaign Medal (VCM) 

 Vietnam Service Ribbon 
 

Having a loved one honored in VVMF’s In Memory program includes: 

 Inclusion in the annual In Memory Day ceremony held on the National Mall. Family and friends of 

new honorees are invited to attend the ceremony and say their loved one's name. 

 At the ceremony, you will be provided with a “Tribute” – a 9 x 12 framed certificate containing the 

Honoree’s photo and other provided information. 

 Your loved one will be included in the annual In Memory yearbook. The yearbook includes the full 

list and photos of current year’s honorees. Click here to see last year’s yearbook. 

 Your Honoree will be added to VVMF’s virtual In Memory Honor Roll. Friends and family will be 

able to share remembrances on the individual's page. Click here to see the Honor Roll. 

 Family and friends of honorees are invited to attend all future In Memory ceremonies. 
 

  [Source:  VFW Action Corps Weekly | February 2, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

DoD Fraud, Waste, & Abuse  ►   Reported 01 thru 14 FEB 2018 

 

Fat Leonard --  Another Navy officer has fallen under the specter of the ever-growing “Fat Leonard” fraud 

and corruption scandal. Former Cmdr. Troy Amundson, 50, of Ramsey, Minn., pleaded guilty 30 JAN in 

District Court in San Diego to one federal charge of conspiracy to commit bribery for trading “confidential, 

proprietary U.S. Navy information” for entertainment expenses and prostitutes, according to a statement 

from the U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of California. Amundson is the 20th of 29 defendants to 

plead guilty in the scandal and faces up to five years in prison and a $250,000 fine. 
 

     The charges stem from a decade-long conspiracy where foreign defense contractor Leonard Glenn “Fat 

Leonard” Francis of the Singapore-based Glenn Defense Marine Asia traded bribes and gifts — from cash to 

Spanish suckling pigs and luxury travel — to a slew of top Navy officers across the Pacific in exchange for 

information on ship movements and contracts, resulting in tens of millions of dollars in fraudulent over-

billing. Francis pleaded guilty in 2015 to bribery and fraud charges.  “Amundson deliberately, methodically, 

http://www.vvmf.org/userfiles/files/PDF/In%20Memory%20Application%202018%20web.pdf
mailto:vvmf@vvmf.org
http://www.vvmf.org/in-memory-program-2016
http://www.vvmf.org/honor-roll/
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and repeatedly traded his public office for entertainment expenses and the services of prostitutes, and in so 

doing, aligned himself with a foreign defense contractor over his Navy, his colleagues and his country,” U.S. 

Attorney Adam Braverman said in the statement. “We are pressing forward in this investigation until we are 

certain that all involved have been held accountable.” He was in a unique position to aid Francis and GDMA 

as the officer in charge of the Navy’s joint military exercises in the region from May 2005 to May 2013, the 

statement said. He was responsible for maintaining relationships with foreign navies. 
 

     As part of his plea, Amundson admitted that from September 2012 through October 2013 Francis paid for 

meals, drinks, transportation, other entertainment expenses and prostitutes for Amundson and other Navy 

officers. At one point, he wrote to Francis from a private email account: “Handoff? … [M]y [friend], your 

program is awesome. I am a small dog just trying to get a bone … however I am very happy with my small 

program. I still need five minutes to pass some data when we can meet up. Cannot print.” Amundson 

admitted that later that night, Francis provided the services of several prostitutes from Mongolia. 
 

     Amundson was interviewed by investigators in October 2013, the statement said. He later admitted to 

deleting all of his private email account correspondence with Francis after his interview with law 

enforcement officials. Prosecutors accused Amundson of “taking official acts for the benefit of GDMA and 

violating his official duties to the [Navy],” the statement said. The investigation was led by the Naval 

Criminal Investigative Service, Defense Criminal Investigative Service and the Defense Contract Audit 

Agency. Sentencing is scheduled for April 27 in San Diego. [Source:  Stars & Stripes | Matthew M. Burke | 

January 14, 2018 ++] 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

 

Mikel Parish --  A Georgia man was sentenced to 23 months in prison for stealing military equipment, 

according to the Department of Justice. Mikel Parish, 28, was sentenced 30 JAN and ordered to pay 

$208,024.57 in restitution. After his prison time, Parish will have three years of supervised release. Parish 

was working as a distribution process worker at the Defense Logistics Agency at Robins Air Force Base, 

Georgia, between April 2015 and March 2016. The agency provides storage and distribution support to the 

base and distributes supplies to all branches of the U.S. military around the world. He was responsible for 

entering data about those supplies when Griffin Police Department contacted Air Force Security Forces. 

According to the police department, Parish was pawning and selling what appeared to be military 

equipment, which military investigators confirmed. 
 

     The investigation revealed that Parish used his work badge to access DLA before and after normal work 

hours. He would then steal equipment, including copper wire spools, ballistic vests and rifle scopes, 

according to the DoJ. Charles Peeler, the United States attorney for the Middle District of Georgia, said, 

“Stealing from our armed forces even as they are engaged in violent conflict in defense of our nation is 

simply reprehensible,” Peeler said in the release. “I commend the cooperation between the Griffin police and 

the RAFB investigators which uncovered Mr. Parish’s theft and brought him to justice.”  [Source:  

AirForceTimes | Charlsy Panzino | February 4, 2018 ++]   
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

Defense Logistics Agency --  A division of the Department of Defense lost track of more than $800 million 

in construction projects financed for the Army Corps of Engineers and other agencies, according to an 

internal audit. The audit, conducted by Ernst & Young and obtained by Politico, found the Defense Logistics 

Agency had misstatements on its books related to construction projects that totaled at least $465 million. The 

audit also found the Defense Logistics Agency lacked sufficient documentation for $384 million in spending 

for construction projects deemed “in progress.” In its audit, Ernst & Young found the agency lacked 

evidence for items that did have some documentation, including records related to $100 million in assets for 
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the Defense Logistics Agency’s computer systems. Additionally, $46 million in computer assets were 

“inappropriately recorded.”  
 

     “The documentation, such as the evidence demonstrating that the asset was tested and accepted, is not 

retained or available,” the audit stated. The audit of the Defense Logistics Agency covered through Sept. 30, 

2016, and in the document, Ernst & Young warned the agency doesn’t have the ability to track the money it 

oversees, according to Politico. With a budget of $40 billion per year, the Defense Logistics Agency has 

25,000 employees and is responsible for overseeing 100,000 orders daily from the Army, Navy, Air Force, 

Marine Corps, as well as other agencies. 
 

     The top official with the Defense Logistics Agency has vowed to address the audit’s findings. “The initial 

audit has provided us with a valuable independent view of our current financial operations,” Army Lt. Gen. 

Darrell Williams, the director of the agency, said of the findings. “We are committed to resolving the 

material weaknesses and strengthening internal controls around DLA’s operations.” The agency also said in 

a statement to Politico it expected the audit to reveal deficiencies. “DLA is the first of its size and 

complexity in the Department of Defense to undergo an audit so we did not anticipate achieving a ‘clean’ 

audit opinion in the initial cycles,” the agency said in a statement. “The key is to use auditor feedback to 

focus our remediation efforts and corrective action plans, and maximize the value from the audits. That’s 

what we’re doing now.”  [Source:  Washington Examiner | Melissa Quinn | February 5, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

POW/MIA Recoveries  ►   Reported 01 thru 14 FEB 2018 | Eleven 

 

“Keeping the Promise“, “Fulfill their Trust“ and “No one left behind“ are several of many mottos that refer 

to the efforts of the Department of Defense to recover those who became missing while serving our nation.   

The number of Americans who remain missing from conflicts in this century are: World War II 73,025, 

Korean War 7730, Vietnam War 1604, Cold War (126), Iraq and other conflicts (5).  Over 600 Defense 

Department men and women -- both military and civilian -- work in organizations around the world as part 

of DoD's personnel recovery and personnel accounting communities. They are all dedicated to the single 

mission of finding and bringing our missing personnel home.  
 

     For a listing of all missing or unaccounted for personnel to date refer to http://www.dpaa.mil  and click 

on ‘Our Missing’.  Refer to http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/Recent-News-Stories/Year/2017  for a listing 

and details of those accounted for in 2017.If you wish to provide information about an American missing in 

action from any conflict or have an inquiry about MIAs, contact: 

  == Mail: Public Affairs Office, 2300 Defense Pentagon, Washington, D.C. 20301-2300, Attn: External 

Affairs  

  == Call:  Phone: (703) 699-1420   

  == Message:  Fill out form on http://www.dpaa.mil/Contact/ContactUs.aspx  

 

 
 

http://www.dpaa.mil/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/Recent-News-Stories/Year/2017
http://www.dpaa.mil/Contact/ContactUs.aspx
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     Family members seeking more information about missing loved ones may also call the following Service 

Casualty Offices: U.S. Air Force (800) 531-5501, U.S. Army (800) 892-2490, U.S. Marine Corps (800) 847-

1597, U.S. Navy (800) 443-9298, or U.S. Department of State (202) 647-5470.  The names, photos, and 

details of the below listed MIA/POW’s which have been recovered, identified, and/or scheduled for burial 

since the publication of the last RAO Bulletin are listed on the following sites: 

 https://www.vfw.org/actioncorpsweekly    

 http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/News-Releases   

 http://www.thepatriotspage.com/Recovered.htm  

 http://www.pow-miafamilies.org  

 https://www.pownetwork.org/bios/b/b012.htm  

 http://www.vvmf.org/Wall-of-Faces  

 

LOOK FOR 

 

 Army Air Forces 1st Lt. Eugene P. Ford was a member of the 765th Bombardment Squadron, 

461st Bombardment Group, 15th Air Force on Dec. 17, 1944.  Read about Ford. 

 Army Pfc. Lloyd J. Lobdell, 23, of Elkhorn, Wis., was a member of Company I, 3rd Battalion, 

31st Infantry Regiment, 7th Infantry Division, when Japanese forces invaded the Philippine Islands 

on Dec. 8, 1941. Read about Lobdell.  

 Army Sgt. 1st Class Alfred G. Bensinger, Jr., of Oklahoma City was a member of Company D, 

2nd Engineer Combat Battalion, 2nd Infantry Division on Nov. 25, 1950 in the Ch'ongch'on River 

area in northwestern North Korea.  Read about Bensinger. 

 Army Sgt. 1st Class Richard G. Cushman, 18, of Springville, Utah, was assigned to Company A, 

72nd Medium Tank Battalion, 2nd Infantry Division on the western side of the Korean Peninsula 

on Dec. 5, 1950. Read about Cushman. 

 Army Sgt. Ollie E. Shepard, 22, of Hugo, Okla., was a member of Company I, 3rd Battalion, 31st 

Infantry Regiment, 7th Infantry Division on the Korean Peninsula in late November 1950. Read 

about Shepard.  

 Marine Corps Pfc. Jack H. Krieger was assigned to Company A, 1st Battalion, 18th Marine 

Regiment, 2nd Marine Division, Fleet Marine Force on Nov. 20, 1943. Read about Krieger. 

 Navy Fireman 1st Class Charles R. Ogle, 20, of Mountain View, Mo. was assigned to the USS 

Oklahoma, which was moored off Ford Island, Pearl Harbor, when Japanese aircraft attacked his 

ship on Dec. 7, 1941. Read about Ogle. 

 Navy Fireman 1st Class Leonard R. Geller was assigned to the USS Oklahoma, which was 

moored off Ford Island, Pearl Harbor, when Japanese aircraft attacked his ship on Dec. 7, 1941. 

Read about Geller. 

 Navy Seaman 1st Class Donald G. Keller was assigned to the USS Oklahoma, which was moored 

off Ford Island, Pearl Harbor, when Japanese aircraft attacked his ship on Dec. 7, 1941. Keller was 

one of 429 crewmen killed in the attack. Interment services are pending. Read about Keller. 

 Navy Seaman 1st Class Eugene W. Wicker was assigned to the USS Oklahoma, which was 

moored off Ford Island, Pearl Harbor, when Japanese aircraft attacked his ship on Dec. 7, 1941. 

Read about Wicker. 

 Navy Seaman 1st Class Leon Arickx was assigned to the USS Oklahoma, which was moored off 

Ford Island, Pearl Harbor, when Japanese aircraft attacked his ship on Dec. 7, 1941. Read about 

Arickx. 
 

 [Source:  http://www.dpaa.mil | February 14, 2018 ++] 

 

 

https://www.vfw.org/actioncorpsweekly
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/News-Releases
http://www.thepatriotspage.com/Recovered.htm
http://www.pow-miafamilies.org/
https://www.pownetwork.org/bios/b/b012.htm
http://www.vvmf.org/Wall-of-Faces
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/Recent-News-Stories/Article/1428694/tulsamerican-airman-killed-during-world-war-ii-accounted-for-ford-e/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/News-Releases/Article/1425098/funeral-announcement-for-soldier-killed-during-wwii-lobdell-l/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/News-Releases/Article/1435623/funeral-announcement-for-soldier-captured-during-the-korean-war-bensinger-a/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/News-Releases/Article/1425103/funeral-announcement-for-soldier-killed-in-korean-war-cushman-r/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/News-Releases/Article/1428529/funeral-announcement-for-soldier-missing-from-the-korean-war-shepard-o/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/News-Releases/Article/1428529/funeral-announcement-for-soldier-missing-from-the-korean-war-shepard-o/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/Recent-News-Stories/Article/1429603/marine-killed-during-world-war-ii-accounted-for-krieger-j/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/News-Releases/Article/1432630/funeral-announcement-for-uss-oklahoma-sailor-killed-during-world-war-ii-ogle-c/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/Recent-News-Stories/Article/1429725/uss-oklahoma-sailor-killed-during-world-war-ii-accounted-for-geller-l/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/Recent-News-Stories/Article/1426116/uss-oklahoma-sailor-killed-during-world-war-ii-accounted-for-keller-d/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/Recent-News-Stories/Article/1431054/uss-oklahoma-sailor-killed-during-world-war-ii-accounted-for-wicker-e/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/Recent-News-Stories/Article/1431060/uss-oklahoma-sailor-killed-during-world-war-ii-accounted-for-arickx-l/
http://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/Recent-News-Stories/Article/1431060/uss-oklahoma-sailor-killed-during-world-war-ii-accounted-for-arickx-l/
http://www.dpaa.mil/
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* VA * 
 

 
 

VA Caregiver Program Update 48  ►   Program Expansion Cost vs. Savings  
 

Veterans Affairs Secretary David Shulkin insists a limited expansion of his department’s caregivers stipend 

program could save the federal government around $2.5 billion annually. But the upfront costs of the plan 

still present a major obstacle for congressional lawmakers. On 6 FEB, the House Veterans’ Affairs 

Committee renewed debate on the issue of VA’s caregiver program, which awards living stipends — 

totaling up to several thousands of dollars a month — to the families of veterans who require around-the-

clock home care. 
 

     When lawmakers created the program in 2011, it only covered veterans of the post-Sept. 11 era. For 

much of the last year, Shulkin has advocated (along with veterans groups) that the program should include 

other generations of veterans as well, especially as they age and require new medical care. “When the 

(program) launched, it was the first of its kind and incredibly innovative,” Shulkin said at the hearing. “It is 

critical that we continue to move forward and support the program in a well-thought-out and deliberate 

fashion.” 
 

     Lawmakers in both the House and Senate have been supportive of the idea, but not necessarily the cost. 

Senate lawmakers have suggested a rolling expansion of the stipend program that the Congressional Budget 

Office says would require $3.4 billion in new funding over five years, money that would require offsets 

under House rules. “No veteran and no caregiver from any generation is well-served by having access in 

name only to a program that has the deficits this one does and is as ill-prepared as this one is to accept a 

sudden influx of new beneficiaries,” said committee Chairman Rep. Phil Roe (R-TN). He noted past VA 

underestimates estimates on eligibility and usage of the stipend program, which currently serves about 

26,000 caregivers at a cost of around $400 million. 
 

     Shulkin acknowledged that a simple expansion of the existing program to all veterans would likely swell 

the participants and cost sevenfold, to more than 180,000 caregivers. He is supporting expanding the 

program to only the most severely injured and incapacitated veterans, which would add around 40,000 new 

stipends. That move, he said, could save the department $2.5 billion a year by the late 2020s, through 

reduced nursing home and medical assistance costs. Current recipients would be grandfathered into the 

program. Democrats on the committee, who have largely looked past the cost issue in the debate, framed the 

expansion as another opportunity for “choice” in veterans medical care, an echo of the president’s promises 

to give veterans more flexibility in private-sector care options. 
 

     And veterans groups framed the debate as one of basic fairness, calling the cutoff date for eligibility in 

the program arbitrary and unfair. “It is unconscionable to tell veterans that only some of them will be 

helped,” said Sarah Dean, associate legislative director at Paralyzed Veterans of America, adding that 

“Congress continues to find excuses to deny access.” Veterans groups have been opposed to most funding 

trade offs for a caregiver expansion, and Democrats have blasted Republican colleagues for adding to the 

national debt with tax cut legislation but lamenting the costs of critical veterans programs. 
 

     Roe promised more deliberations on the issue, but not any quick fixes. The Senate expansion plan — 

coupled with a community care overhaul expected to cost tens of billions more — has seen little support in 
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the House thus far, and remains stalled in the Senate chamber. Meanwhile, lawmakers from both parties said 

VA officials must continue work on the current program to ensure better delivery of existing benefits.  
 

     Non-monetary support services are available to caregivers from every war generation, and current stipend 

recipients have complained about processing and changing eligibility problems with the current system. 

Shulkin said work is being done to address those complaints, including some program changes that do not 

require legislative intervention. But he also said those reviews should not slow down progress on future 

expansions. “We need to be adding that one piece to the program that has been missing,” he said. “These 

caregivers are already unbelievably burdened.”   
 

     Shulkin told reporters following the hearing Tuesday that he would present new eligibility standards to 

Congress, which would be responsible for any final decision. “We’re just going to provide the very best 

recommendations that we can to congress,” Shulkin said. “It’s up to them. They built these eligibility 

standards into the current law, so it will be theirs to decide to change.”  
 

     The VA initiated a review of the program last April, following an NPR investigation that found 32 VA 

medical centers had cut the number of families from the program since 2014, some of them by more than 

half. There were inconsistent decisions across the VA system about who should be removed, and some 

caregivers and veterans were kicked out erroneously. “Needless to say, significantly higher-than-expected 

demand for the program has created set-backs,” Roe said. “There has been miscommunication, confusion, 

and frustration from veterans, caregivers and VA employees alike concerning practically every aspect of this 

program.” 
 

     Since April, the agency stopped removing veterans from the program for three months while it trained 

employees who work with caregivers, Shulkin said. Prior to the training, the VA removed an average of 237 

caregivers each month from the support program. Now, an average of 192 are removed. The VA was 

seeking input recently from the public about possible changes, such as how injured a veteran must be to 

qualify, how often their eligibility should be reassessed and how the VA should calculate monthly stipend 

amounts. The one-month public comment period ended 5 FEB and garnered about 300 responses. The VA 

will go through the answers in the next six to eight weeks, find patterns and use the answers to guide 

regulatory changes, Shulkin said.  [Source:  ArmyTimes | Leo Shane III | February 6, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

VA Claim Fast Tract System  ►   Speeds Up Process  

 

The Agent Orange Fast Track Claims Processing System is dedicated to processing claims for Vietnam 

Veterans who are claiming service connection for any of the following conditions who served in the 

Republic of Vietnam or in-land waterways between January 9, 1962 and May 7, 1975.:           

 Ischemic Heart Disease 

 Hairy Cell and other B-Cell Leukemias 

 Parkinson's Disease 

 Diabetes Type II 

 Prostate Cancer 

 Multiple Myeloma 

 Hodgkin’s Disease 
 

    The Fast Tract system is exclusively a web-based platform.  Whereas, veterans can simply log on to the 

VA web portal and submit their claims documentation, supporting medical evidence from all sources and 

any other documentation needed to establish and verify their service-connected claim.  VA doctors will have 

access to the Fast Tract system, that will enable them to take the veteran out of the role as middle man 

http://www.veteranprograms.com/ischemic-heart-disease.html
http://www.veteranprograms.com/b-cell-leukemias.html
http://www.veteranprograms.com/parkinson-s-disease.html
http://www.veteranprograms.com/diabetes-type-ii.html
http://www.veteranprograms.com/prostate-cancer.html
http://www.veteranprograms.com/multiple-myeloma.html
http://www.veteranprograms.com/hodgkins-disease.html


23 

 

between care providers and VA.   VA doctors can then fill out the forms and submit them online quickly and 

easily.  VA rating specialists will be able to log on to the system, identify outstanding information on the 

way to fully developing a claim (FDC) and give a suggested rating at the end of the automated process. 
 

     You can apply for VA disability compensation and pension online through eBenefits at  

www.ebenefits.va.gov.  For disability compensation claims, you can also upload all supporting evidence you 

may have and make your claim a Fully Developed Claim.  

 To file a claim for VA disability compensation electronically, go to eBenefits, select Apply for 

Benefits and then Apply for Disability Compensation. You will need to create an eBenefits account 

to apply for disability compensation online.   

 To file a claim for VA pension electronically, go to eBenefits, select Apply for Benefits, and then 

select Apply for Veterans Benefits via VONAPP. Once you submit your claim, you can track the 

status using eBenefits  
 

     The Fully Developed Claim (FDC) Program is the fastest way to get your claim processed and there is no 

risk to participate!  To participate in the FDC Program, if you are making a claim for veterans disability 

compensation or related compensation benefits, simply submit your claim in accordance with the "FDC 

Criteria" shown on VA-Form 21-526EZ, Application For Disability Compensation and Related 

Compensation Benefits.  If you are making a claim for veterans non service-connected pension benefits, use 

VA Form 21-527EZ, Application for Pension.  If you are making a claim for survivor benefits, use VA Form 

21-534EZ, Application for DIC, Death Pension, and/or Accrued Benefits.  VA forms are available at 

www.va.gov/vaforms.  
 

     Veterans who find computers challenging may want to consult with their VSO or find help from a 

computer specialist to help them navigate the Fast Track system.  Some veterans have reported that the Fast 

Tract system seems cumbersome and confusing.  [Source:  U.S. Veteran Compensation Programs | David 

Fuller | February  9, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

 

 

VA Whistleblowers Update 54  ►   Inside Trump's New VA Office 
 

Dan Martin is chief engineer for Veterans Affairs hospitals in northern Indiana, but he hasn’t done much 

engineering for almost a year — or much of anything for that matter. After he reported concerns about 

possible contracting improprieties at the hospitals, managers stripped him of his duties last March, alleging 

he had been mean and used inappropriate language with his employees. They isolated him in an out-of the-

way office in Marion, Ind., his lawyers say, and in December, moved to fire him.   
 

     Such stories have been legendary for years at the VA, but since President Trump created a whistleblower-

protection office at the agency by executive order in April, the office has stepped in to help Martin and more 

than 70 other VA employees by delaying discipline against them until further investigation can be 

conducted. It’s unclear what the end results will be — the director of the office, Peter O’Rourke, told USA 

TODAY in an exclusive interview that 41 of those cases remain open and a “very small number” of the 

others were decided in favor of the employees. 
 

     The office, which has operated largely in secret until now, had a rocky start and still faces staffing 

challenges and deep skepticism among some whistleblowers that it will succeed in the long run.  But the 

early moves to help them are nonetheless drawing praise from longtime advocates who say they are 

unprecedented. “There’s no agency in the executive (branch) that’s come close to providing temporary relief 

http://www.veteranprograms.com/fully-developed-claim.html
http://www.ebenefits.va.gov/
http://www.va.gov/vaforms
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for over 70 people in less than a year,” said Tom Devine, who is legal director at the nonprofit Government 

Accountability Project and has worked on federal whistleblower cases since 1979. Devine, whose group is 

representing Martin and a handful of other alleged whistleblowers at the VA, said if only a fraction of cases 

are decided in the employees’ favor, it would represent an improvement. He said whistleblowers historically 

get relief in only 2% to 5% of cases. 
 

     Since June, the VA Office of Accountability and Whistleblower Protection has fielded more than 1,000 

complaints about operations at the VA, according to statistics compiled by the office. They included roughly 

300 alleging employees had violated rules or laws, abused their authority or were engaged in 

mismanagement. In 28 other cases, the office determined they involved threats to public health or safety. A 

total of 232 complaints alleged retaliation against whistleblowers for speaking out about problems. 

O’Rourke, a member of Trump’s transition team who landed at the VA as part of his administration’s 

beachhead team at the agency, said he designed the office to take quick, decisive action on complaints and 

track them until they are resolved. 
 

 
  

    They are triaged, investigated, and if founded, shared with all levels of the agency, from headquarters in 

Washington to regional and local officials in the field. “In the past, people make a complaint, who knows 

who saw it? Maybe the medical center saw it, maybe they didn’t, maybe my supervisor never sent it 

anywhere,” said O’Rourke, a Navy veteran and former business consultant. “The process we have now, that 

disclosure now gets visibility… so these things cannot be hidden.” He said the identities of employees 

reporting wrongdoing are kept secret unless the employees give permission to reveal them. In cases of 

retaliation, he said that permission may be necessary to fully vet the complaints. 
 

     The office has faced some challenges that have drawn sharp criticism and fueled  skepticism that it will 

be different from previous initiatives that failed to fix problems at the agency and protect whistleblowers. 

The office inherited a number of employees and cases from the now-defunct VA Office of Accountability 

Review, an Obama-era effort that targeted senior leaders for discipline but that some whistleblowers viewed 

as ineffective. That meant some complainants received emails about their cases from an investigator at the 

Obama-era office one month and then from the same investigator at the new Trump whistleblower office a 

few weeks later, sowing doubt that it was a new office at all. 
 

     O’Rourke also interviewed a prominent whistleblower, Katherine Mitchell, a physician who has testified 

before Congress about threats to patient care at the Phoenix VA and is well-connected to dozens of VA 

whistleblowers. She said he offered her a position at the new office in August but then reversed himself in a 

two-sentence email in October and hasn’t responded since. Mitchell also hasn't seen any progress on a case 

she filed with the office alleging she is still suffering retaliation because the agency has not allowed her to 

perform duties related to specialty care contained her job description. She is now working in a regional 
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office performing unrelated tasks, including reviewing and distributing policies from headquarters. “As far 

as I can tell, they’re not doing anything substantially beneficial for anyone,” Mitchell told USA TODAY. 

“I’ve not heard anybody say that the office of whistleblower protection has helped them at all.” 
 

     Those sentiments were echoed by others, including Shea Wilkes, a social worker who exposed problems 

with wait lists at the VA in Shreveport, La., and co-founder of a national group of whistleblowers, VA Truth 

Tellers. “Most of us are trying to figure out what exactly the Office of Accountability & Whistleblower 

Protection does,” Wilkes said in an email.   To some degree, that's because the office has operated in virtual 

secret. O’Rourke has never participated in a media interview before, the number of whistleblowers the office 

has helped was not public, nor was Martin’s or other cases. The VA says it is still working on Mitchell’s 

case, trying to match her with a position that meets her needs. The agency contends she wasn’t officially 

offered a job with the new whistleblower office, and she turned down an offer in October to work in a VA 

ethics office. 
 

      O’Rourke concedes not everything has been smooth sailing. The office is still staffing up. Currently, it 

has only 65 of the roughly 100 employees expected. And he said many of the complaints received so far 

have not been fully vetted or addressed. “We’re kind of building the airplane as we fly it, is the analogy 

that’s been used quite a bit,” O’Rourke said. One of the most high-profile moves he made was hiring a 

different whistleblower from the Phoenix VA, Brandon Coleman, and tasking him with outreach. Coleman, 

who suffered retaliation in Phoenix after he disclosed poor treatment of suicidal veterans, started work at the 

office in August and said he has seen first-hand the progress it has made, both in uncovering problems with 

veteran care and in forestalling disciplinary actions against whistleblowers. “I was here when we did one of 

our first holds, and it brought a tear to my eye because that didn’t exist when I was going through my stuff,” 

Coleman said in an interview. 
 

     O’Rourke said Coleman provides valuable insight on cases and policies from a whistleblower's 

perspective. “I thought it was just a no brainer to have a subject-matter expert on the field that I’m 

supposedly managing be able to tell me when I’m full of crap or not,” he said. "There's not much that we do 

that he doesn’t at least get to have an opinion about."  For many in the whistleblower community, though, 

it’s too soon to tell if the office will be a success. 
 

     Representatives of the Office of Special Counsel, which has been working regularly with the office on 

whistleblower cases, and the Project on Government Oversight, a nonprofit that works with whistleblowers, 

both said they are reserving judgment. “The jury's still out on the office,” said Nick Schwellenbach, director 

of investigations at POGO. “…I have heard almost nothing about what it's concretely doing to protect 

whistleblowers, making the VA a culture where employees feel comfortable raising concerns, and improving 

the quality of VA healthcare.”  [Source:  USA TODAY | Donovan Slack | January 17, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Vet Predatory Loans Update 01  ►   Churning | Nine Lenders Warned 

 

Nine lenders have been warned by the U.S. that they will be kicked out of a top mortgage program within 

months unless they find ways to stop costly rapid refinances of veterans’ loans. The warnings stem from a 

probe by Ginnie Mae, a government-owned corporation that makes mortgages cheaper by protecting bond 

investors against homeowner defaults.  
 

     Ginnie Mae guarantees about $2 trillion in bonds containing loans backed by agencies including the 

Department of Veterans Affairs. Some lenders have boosted their revenue through repeated, unneeded 

refinancing of veterans’ home loans, according to regulators. That process, called “churning,” lowers prices 
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investors are willing to pay for bonds, effectively raising rates for veterans, first-time home buyers and 

others whose loans are included in Ginnie Mae-backed securities. 
 

     Letters sent to the nine lenders this week warn that they are at risk of being forced to issue “custom 

pools” of Ginnie Mae mortgage-backed securities instead of the traditional Ginnie Mae bonds that most 

lenders offer. Those bespoke securities probably would be shunned by investors because they would be 

harder to trade and carry much higher refinance rates. The possibility that aggressive lenders will tone down 

their efforts, resulting in slower prepayment speeds for the bonds they service, gave some Ginnie Mae 

mortgage-backed securities a boost compared to similar Fannie Mae bonds in 8 FEB trading. The swap 

spread between some Ginnie Mae and Fannie Mae securities rose by as much as 0.31 cents before pulling 

back.  
 

     In a research note on 8 FEB, analysts with Wells Fargo Securities wrote that Ginnie’s moves would be 

positive for its securities. “Overall, momentum continues to build on all fronts to curb borrower churning,” 

they wrote. The letters are the latest step in the government’s effort to stamp out churning. In December, 

Ginnie Mae restricted how often a lender is allowed to put a mortgage to a particular borrower into a bond it 

backs. 
 

     The targeted lenders include NewDay Financial and Nations Lending Corp., which were given 30 days 

to respond to the letter, according to a person familiar with the matter. Others, including Freedom 

Mortgage Corp., LoanDepot.com LLC and Flagstar Bank, were given 60 days, according to the person. 

Representatives for NewDay and Flagstar said that they do not comment on agency communications but do 

not churn mortgages. A spokeswoman for Freedom said the company’s chief executive officer wasn’t 

available to comment. Representatives for the other lenders didn’t respond to requests for comment. 
 

     “We are targeting our actions at outliers, not at lenders who are genuinely helping to support responsible 

lending,” Ginnie Mae Chief Operating Officer Michael Bright wrote in a statement through a spokesman. 

Removing bad actors from the program would cut mortgage rates for veterans and others by as much as half 

a percentage point, Bright said in the statement. Over the past three months, some loans within Ginnie Mae 

mortgage bonds serviced by Freedom Mortgage refinanced at speeds that were more than five times as fast 

as that of similar loans serviced by lenders as a whole, according to data compiled by Bloomberg. 
 

     Some veterans have been sent misleading fliers that claim rapid refinances will allow them to skip 

mortgage payments, while others have gotten new loans that cut their interest rate by a tiny amount and then 

been targeted for another refinance a few months later.  Former Ginnie Mae president Ted Tozer has said 

that some of the lending practices he observed seemed to be similar to those of the boom era of predatory 

lending.  
 

     The letters require the lenders to submit a detailed plan to reduce the refinance rate of their bonds to be 

more comparable with those of other lenders. If they don’t, or if Ginnie Mae doesn’t think the response is 

satisfactory, they’ll be exiled from the main bond program. Not all of the lenders are necessarily churning 

loans themselves. Ginnie Mae says some are making mortgages with rates far above those of other lenders, 

in effect setting up the borrower for a refinance shortly after the initial loan is made. 
 

     Susan Bergesen, a Flagstar spokeswoman, said in a written statement that “we can say very firmly that 

Flagstar does not churn” and that it guards against such activity by third-party loan originators. “The record 

is abundantly clear that NewDay does not churn veteran loans,” NewDay said in a statement. The company 

said it supports the S.2304 legislation below and that “policymakers should also ensure that well-meaning 

efforts to end loan churning will not have the unintended consequences of denying veterans’ access to their 

hard-earned VA benefits.”  
 

     Senate bill would prevent homeowners with VA-backed loans from refinancing their deals within six 

months of signing them, one of multiple ways its authors hope to limit loan “churning” and prevent veterans 
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from succumbing to loan scams. Sens. Thom Tillis, R-N.C., and Elizabeth Warren, D-Mass., introduced the 

Protecting Veterans from Predatory Lending Act of 2018 (S.2304) on 11 JAN alongside 10 co-sponsors, 

evenly split between Republicans and Democrats. In addition to limiting how soon a veteran could refinance 

a loan while keeping it federally guaranteed under the Veterans Affairs Department benefit, the legislation 

would: 

 Require lenders to provide borrowers with a “net tangible benefits test” that outlines the full 

financial scope of the refinanced loan, so borrowers have a complete picture of what they’re paying 

and saving over time. 

 Mandate that fees associated with refinanced VA loans be recouped within 36 months. 

 Impose minimums on interest rates for the refinanced loans ― the new loan must have a rate at 

least 50 basis points lower than the old fixed rate, for instance. Loans that didn’t meant such 

requirements wouldn’t be backed by VA.   

     The bill would, for example, allow a new VA loan for a particular borrower only if the fixed rate would 

drop by at least half a percentage point. “Companies that are churning loans at the expense of veterans and 

taxpayers should be held fully accountable,” said Sen. Warren in a statement through a spokeswoman, 

adding she supported Ginnie’s actions. [Source:  Bloomberg | Joe Light | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

VA HUD-VASH Update 06  ►  FY 2018 Program Funding Intact     

 

The Department of Veterans Affairs issued a memorandum in early FEB that officially reverses plans to 

shift millions of dollars from a VA account dedicated to combating veteran homelessness. Steve Young, VA 

deputy undersecretary for health, sent the memo Tuesday to all VA network directors, homeless 

coordinators and medical center directors. It states the VA will not reallocate funds this fiscal year 

earmarked for a veteran housing program known as HUD-VASH, in which the VA provides case 

management for veterans who receive housing vouchers from the Department of Housing and Urban 

Development. 
 

     The memo eased concerns among collaborators who help veterans get shelter through HUD-VASH. 

Collaborators spoke out in December when they discovered VA Secretary David Shulkin planned to 

reallocate $460 million specifically geared toward the program into hospitals’ general-purpose accounts. 

Shulkin quickly backtracked after swift outcry from the collaborators and lawmakers, but doubts lingered. 

“This does give us more confidence,” Leon Winston, chief operating officer of Swords to Plowshares, said 

of the memo. Swords to Plowshares is a nonprofit organization that helps house veterans in Northern 

California. 
 

     It was clear in January during a hearing of the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs that a rift existed 

between collaborators, such as Swords to Plowshares, and the VA. At the time, Kathryn Monet, chief 

executive officer of the National Coalition for Homeless Veterans, still worried the funding could be cut 

from HUD-VASH. On 8 FFEB, Monet said the memo alleviated some of her doubts. “The National 

Coalition for Homeless Veterans is pleased that the [VA] has announced a decision not to move HUD-

VASH case management funding for the rest of the fiscal year,” she wrote in an email. “This commitment 

must remain in the years to come.” 
 

     Shulkin explained to Congress last month that his intent was to move funding from HUD-VASH into a 

general-purpose account to provide more flexibility for local leaders, who could then decide how to combat 

veteran homelessness in their geographical area. Though the memo states the VA won’t shift funding in 

fiscal year 2018, which ends 30 SEP, there could be future changes. According to a HUD report from 
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December, there were 585 more homeless veterans at the beginning of 2017 than in 2016. It was the first 

increase of homeless veterans since 2010. Because of that, the HUD-VASH program needs a “reboot,” 

Shulkin said. Winston would support more funding flexibility for local VA leaders but said there must be a 

process for garnering input before any changes are made. The VA’s lack of communication in December 

was worrisome, he said. “The messaging was so mixed up, based on who you talked to and what day of the 

week it was,” Winston said. “It was conflated. That’s why everybody was so very troubled.” 
 

     In a hearing last month, Sen. Patty Murray (D-WA) asked Shulkin for more transparency, stating many 

members of Congress didn’t know about the proposed shift in homelessness funding until some nonprofit 

groups spoke against it. Monet agreed if the VA were to make changes, stakeholders should know 

beforehand. “We hope VA will carefully examine any changes it may propose to critical programs for 

homeless veterans to ensure there will be no unintended confusion for, or adverse impact on, the veterans 

these programs serve,” she said. Tuesday’s memo followed another VA directive in January that delayed 

shifting the homeless funding. That directive said funds could still be re-allocated in fiscal year 2019.  

[Source:  Stars And Stripes | Nikki Wentling | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

VA Accountability Update 51  ►   Trump Did Not Exaggerate Figures on Dismissals 

 

Veterans Affairs revealed on 31 JAN several hundred employee firings that had not been publicly reported. 

The revised tally matches comments made by President Donald Trump during his State of the Union 

address. Trump said more than 1,500 VA employees had been fired since he signed new accountability 

legislation last summer. Military Times on Tuesday night reported that Trump had exaggerated that number, 

citing VA’s own statistics on its website. On 31 JAN, the VA said Trump’s figure included about 700 

probationary dismissals not previously publicly reported. 
 

   During his address to Congress on 30 JAN, Trump listed several veterans policy accomplishments among 

his administration’s most notable work of the past year. That included sweeping new rules for the hiring and 

firing of VA workers, which Republicans on Capitol Hill had sought for several years. “Last year, the 

Congress passed, and I signed, the landmark VA Accountability Act,” Trump told lawmakers at the event. 

“Since its passage, my administration has already removed more than 1,500 VA employees who failed to 

give our veterans the care they deserve, and we are hiring talented people who love our vets as much as we 

do.” VA officials have publicly posted all employee firing, demotion and suspension data online since last 

July. Those reports showed 1,046 worker removals since mid-June, after the new legislation was signed. 
 

     But on Wednesday, following questions about Trump’s speech assertions, VA spokesman Curt Cashour 

said the firing total should include 691 probationary dismissals not previously made public by the 

department. Including those new firings would bring the total number of VA workers fired since the bill’s 

signing to more than 1,700 individuals. Official accountability reports posted weekly on the department’s 

website do not include any information about firings of workers during their initial probationary period. 

Cashour said starting 1 FEB, those dismissals will also be included in the weekly report updates. “In the 

interest of transparency and to provide the most accurate picture of VA’s total firings, we have decided to 

include them in our public tally going forward,” he said. VA officials have touted transparency as a key to 

department reforms throughout the last year, and said listing of employee firings would help inform broader 

debate about accountability and cultural changes at VA.  
 

     In a separate statement following the speech, VA Secretary David Shulkin praised Trump for helping 

guide “the largest transformation and modernization effort in decades” at the department, adding that 

officials are now “tackling head-on issues that have lingered for years, including accountability, 

whistleblower protection, improving transparency and customer service.” Federal unions have been critical 
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of the accountability bill, saying it unfairly targets lower-level workers and has limited effectiveness in 

changing the culture of VA. But Republicans and Democrats on Capitol Hill have praised the legislation as 

an overdue tool for rooting out poor-performing workers. For comparison, in the five months before the 

accountability bill signing, 995 VA workers were fired, including 474 employees in their probationary 

period whose dismissals were not previously made public. 
 

     Cashour said firings at the department were up nearly 27 percent from 2016 to 2017, with nearly all of 

the difference coming in dismissals of employees who had already completed their probationary review. 

Also in the State of the Union speech, Trump vowed that he would continue pressing lawmakers and VA 

officials for additional reforms.  “I will not stop until our veterans are properly taken care of, which has been 

my promise to them from the very beginning of this great journey,” he said.  [Source:  ArmyTimes | Leo 

Shane III | January 31, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

VA Accountability Update 52  ►   More Proposed Firings, Fewer Settlements Seen 
 

The Veterans Affairs Department under the first full year of the Trump administration fired 2,537 people — 

about 500 more federal employees than the agency let go in 2016. VA recently clarified its disciplinary data, 

which the department posts publicly on its website every two weeks. The latest statistics now include the 

number of employees who have been removed during their one-year probationary periods. Since President 

Donald Trump signed the VA Accountability and Whistleblower Protection Act into law at the end of last 

June, the department has fired 1,737 people, including 1,046 removals and another 691 employees who 

didn’t make the cut during their one-year probationary period, VA spokesman Curt Cashour said in an email 

last week. 
 

     It fired 2,001 people in 2016, which included 983 removals and another 1,018 probationary removals, 

Cashour said. The president touted the success of the VA Accountability and Whistleblower Protection Act 

in his State of the Union address last week and called on Congress to extend the law’s authorities to every 

cabinet secretary. During calendar year 2017, VA fired 1,443 people and removed 1,094 probationary 

employees, Cashour said. Among the department’s removals for calendar year 2017 are: 

o 177 housekeeping aides, leads or supervisors, 

o 84 food service workers, 

o 40 physicians, 

o 116 nurses, 

o 28 veterans service representatives, 

o 9 contract specialists, 

o 9 human resource specialists and assistants, 

o 8 senior leaders, and 

o 12 supervisors. 
 

 

     Housekeeping aides, custodians and cafeteria workers still made up the bulk of the department’s 

removals in 2017, but federal employment lawyers say they’re seeing more GS-11s and 12s, or others with 

the means to hire an attorney, request their services in recent months. “There’s definitely been a shift. I see it 

every day,” said Debra D’Agostino, a federal employment attorney with the Federal Practice Group. “We 

have gotten bombarded with VA removal cases, and I don’t think we’re alone. I’ve heard from some of my 

opposing counsels who work at the VA that they’re completely swamped with these cases. It does seem like 

there’s been a big uptick and at higher levels where people are filing appeals and hiring lawyers to challenge 

the removals.” 
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     Michael Macomber, a partner with Tully Rinckey, said his law firm has also seen more matters from VA 

employees since the accountability act became law but acknowledged he’d started to see a growing number 

of VA cases before then as well. But VA Secretary David Shulkin’s decision to require senior level approval 

for employee settlements of $5,000 and above has perhaps sparked the most noticeable difference. 

“Settlements have completely [ground] to a halt, which means more cases are being litigated at the 

taxpayer’s expense,” D’Agostino said. Macomber agreed, adding that the decision has put a “kibosh on 

settlement discussions” at the department. “It’s posed some unique problems on cases that really should 

come to some sort of resolution but can’t,” he said. “I have a fee petition out there right now, which for all 

purposes, the agency’s dead to rights on, but I can’t get any discussions on it. We had to file a whole fee 

petition [and] everything else, costing more and more money, which the agency’s going to be responsible for 

on the back end because we couldn’t resolve it, and we tried.” 
 

     Under the VA Accountability Act, the department must show “substantial evidence” that an employee or 

senior executive committed misconduct or performed poorly — a lower standard than the current 

“preponderance of evidence” that most other agencies must demonstrate when faced with a similar 

disciplinary case. Macomber noted that VA human resources specialists and managers still seem to be 

confused by the evidentiary burden.  
 

     “For the most part, it is a lower evidentiary burden,” he said. “The agencies are equally confused by that 

at times. When this first came out, I don’t think they knew how this was going to shake out. I still think 

there’s a fair level of uncertainty to it, as there’s very little case law to support that — what process is due, 

what does the agency need to consider, do they still need to consider mitigating evidence or not even if it is 

at the administrative level? There’s a lot of uncertainty even through the local HR offices and things of that 

nature.” 
 

     Earning their managers’ support to remove employees, as well as the services they received from their 

agency’s human resources office, were among the other challenges supervisors mentioned in MSPB’s 

survey. “The perceptions reported by supervisors indicate that there is not just one barrier that poses a 

challenge to removing employees, but it also shows that many of the strongest barriers that potential and 

proposing and deciding officials face come from within their own agencies,” MSPB wrote. “The good news 

for agencies is that if agencies are the source of the problem, then they can be the source of the solution.” 
 

     Better training could help career leaders better understand the authorities they already have to hold their 

employees accountable, but improved education could also help political appointees understand why career 
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executives struggle to fully use those authorities, Valdez said.  [Source:  Federal News Radio |  Nicole 

Ogrysko | February 5, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

VA Performance Update 12  ►   Steps Taken to Raise Lowest VAMC Facility Ratings 

 

On 1 FEB the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced steps that it is taking as part of an 

aggressive new approach to produce rapid improvements at VA’s low-performing medical facilities 

nationwide. VA defines its low-performing facilities as those medical centers that receive the lowest score in 

its SAIL star rating system, or a one-star rating out of five.  VA currently has 15 such one-star facilities: 
 

Hampton (Virginia); Harlingen (Texas); Roseburg (Oregon); Washington (DC); Big Spring 

(Texas); Denver (Colorado); Dublin (Georgia); El Paso (Texas); Jackson, (Mississippi); Loma 

Linda (California); Memphis (Tennessee); Murfreesboro (Tennessee); Nashville (Tennessee); 

Phoenix (Arizona); and Walla Walla (Washington). 
 

 The steps VA is taking to produce rapid improvements at its low-performing facilities include: 
 

1. Central, national accountable leadership – VA has designated Dr. Peter Almenoff, Director of 

VA’s Office of Reporting, Analytics, Performance, Improvement and Deployment (RAPID) 

Healthcare Improvement Center, to oversee improvement at each of the centers.  Dr. Almenoff 

reports directly to Dr. Carolyn Clancy, Executive in Charge of the Veterans Health Administration 

(VHA). 

2. Comprehensive analysis and identification of improvement targets – VA is employing a new 

initiative, known as Strategic Action Transformation (STAT), that uses a rigorous and formal 

approach based on clinical performance indicators to identify vulnerabilities in each low-

performing facility and set specific targets for improvement. 

3. Provision of national resources for improvement – VA’s RAPID team of experts will use 

sophisticated statistical tools to track the progress of improvement against these targets, and, where 

warranted, will dispatch a team of expert improvement coaches quickly to the medical centers to 

assist them in meeting the goals. 

4. Accountability for results –VA’s Central Office will review each of the facilities quarterly, and if 

the facilities fail to make rapid substantial progress in their improvement plan, VA leadership will 

take prompt action, including changing the leadership of the medical center. 
 

     “President Trump has made it clear that our Veterans deserve only the best when it comes to their 

healthcare, and that’s why we are focusing on improving our lowest performing facilities nationwide,” said 

VA Secretary David Shulkin. “We will employ tight timelines for facilities to demonstrate improvement, 

and if low performance persists, we will make swift changes -- including replacing facility leaders -- until 

we achieve the rapid improvements that Veterans and taxpayers expect from VA.”  
 

[Source:  VA News Release  February 1, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

VA Loans  ►  Time in Service Requirement 
 

From credit scores to appraisal reports, much of the loan process hinges on the applicant or the property 

meeting certain benchmarks. But before you start pricing houses, be sure you’ve met one eligibility 

requirement that your real-estate agent or banker can’t fix: The time in service needed to access the benefits 

https://www.va.gov/QUALITYOFCARE/measure-up/Strategic_Analytics_for_Improvement_and_Learning_SAIL.asp
https://www.militarytimes.com/home-hq/2018/01/16/va-appraisal-rules-amp-regulations-why-location-matters/
https://www.militarytimes.com/home-hq/va-loan-center/2017/11/13/7-reasons-to-consider-a-va-loan/
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of the VA loan program.  Here are the basics, and some exemptions, from VA’s official Lenders Handbook 

and its eligibility website. 

Wartime service, Part I: Service members whose time in uniform falls in these date ranges, must have 90 

days of active-duty service to qualify: 

 Sept. 16, 1940-July 25, 1947. 

 June 27, 1950-Jan. 31, 1955. 

 Aug. 5, 1964-May 7, 1975 (Note: For those who served in the Republic of Vietnam, this era begins 

Feb. 28, 1961, per the lenders handbook). 
 

Wartime service, Part II: For loan purposes, VA considers “Gulf War” service beginning Aug. 2, 1990, 

and continuing through present day. Service members must have completed 24 months of continuous active-

duty service to be eligible, or at least 90 days and have a) completed the full term of service, or b) been 

discharged for hardship cases, reduction-in-force, “convenience of the Government” or other similar 

reasons. 
 

Peacetime service: If your time in uniform doesn’t apply to the date ranges above, you’ve got another date 

to worry about. If you were enlisted and separated on or before Sept. 7, 1980, or if you were an officer and 

separated on or before Oct. 16, 1981, you need 181 continuous active-duty days to qualify. If your service 

came after that, you need 24 months of time in, or at least 181 days and a) a complete term of service or b) a 

discharge for reasons similar to the section above.  
 

Current service: Troops on active duty become eligible after 90 days of continuous service. That eligibility 

goes away after separation and must be re-established.  
 

Reserve-component service: Reserve and National Guard members become eligible after six creditable 

years in service. 
 

Service-connected disability: If you’re discharged for this reason, you become eligible regardless of 

service length. 

Spouses: Eligibility may be granted under these conditions: 

 Spouse of a deceased veteran, if the veteran died while in service or from a service-connected 

disability and if the spouse did not remarry. 

 Spouse of a prisoner of war, or a service member listed as missing in action. 

 Surviving spouse receiving Dependency and Indemnity Compensation benefits. 
 

Fine print: Congress has extended eligibility for the program to various groups over the decades, so VA 

advises lenders that if there is any question on eligibility, process the loan application and let VA make a 

final ruling. 

Are you eligible? Take the next steps via our VA Loan Center. 
 

[Source:  MilitaryTimes |  Kevin Lilley | January 31, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

VA Welcome Kit  ►   Launched to Guide Veterans to the Benefits/Services They’ve Earned 
 

VA’s onboarding process can be overwhelming at times. Veterans who have visited a VA outreach booth, 

VA eligibility office, or have gone through a Transition Assistance Program know that VA has no shortage 

of technical handouts, benefits books and materials. But, even with all of these resources, Veterans are 

telling us “Where do I start?” Now, VA can point all Veterans to the VA Welcome Kit.  Click on 

https://www.vets.gov/welcome-to-va to check it out.  No matter where you are in life, the new welcome kit 

https://www.benefits.va.gov/warms/pam26_7.asp
https://www.benefits.va.gov/HOMELOANS/purchaseco_eligibility.asp
https://www.militarytimes.com/home-hq/va-loan-center/
https://www.vets.gov/welcome-to-va/
https://www.vets.gov/welcome-to-va
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will help you use the VA benefits and services you have earned. In addition to step-by-step enrollment 

instructions, the kit also lists points of contact for dozens of VA program offices. 
 

 
 

     “The welcome kit is so simple, it’s the way everything needs to work in VA,” said VA Secretary Dr. 

David Shulkin. The kit is now available on Vets.gov and will soon be sent to all separating service members 

as part of VA’s existing welcome home process. The Veterans Experience Office created the kit using 

human-centered design principles, including the feedback of more than 150 Veterans throughout the 

country. The guide will continue to be updated based on additional feedback and information. 
 

     The kit was distributed and warmly received at the Student Veterans of America conference in San 

Antonio, Texas. Veterans commented, “I wish I had this when I got out” and “I’ve never seen something 

from VA like this.” While the VA kit does not provide all of the technical information on VA’s 

programs included in the Federal Benefits for Veterans, Dependents and Survivors handbook, it does 

provide a summary and the steps required to enroll in VA services. Download the kit, print it out and share it 

and please give us your feedback on it!  [Source:  VAntage Point | February 1, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

VA TECS Program  ►   Criticized As Subpar for Eye Care 
 

A Department of Veterans Affairs program aimed at increasing access to eye exams for rural and homeless 

veterans utilizes a technique that some optometrists consider subpar care. Through the program, veterans 

receive eye screenings using technology called auto-refraction to check for vision problems and disease. The 

results are used as the basis for eyeglass or contact lens prescriptions. During a typical eye exam, auto-

refraction is a starting point for an eyeglass prescription, not the primary source, said Matt Willette, director 

of congressional relations with the 40,000-member American Optometric Association. The association has 

raised concerns with the VA that the method could lead to missed diagnoses and imprecise eyeglass 

prescriptions. It is a claim the VA disputes.  
 

     "This is an experimental protocol," Willette said. "No one has tested to see if it's close to an eye exam, or 

if it misses a lot of stuff. That really worried us, veterans being experimented on." The program, called 

Titled Technology-Based Eye Care Services, or TECS, started in 2015 in clinics surrounding the VA 

medical center in Atlanta. The following year, the state of Georgia enacted a law requiring prescriptions for 

eyeglasses to be issued after an in-person, comprehensive exam and not limited to information from an auto-

refractor. Because the VA is a federal agency, the law does not apply. The American Optometric 

Association has issued complaints about TECS since about mid-2016, Willette said. The organization has 

recently increased its protest after learning the VA might expand the program to more sites nationwide. 
 

https://www.vets.gov/welcome-to-va/
https://www.blogs.va.gov/VAntage/44459/women-veterans-featured-student-veterans-americas-2018-national-conference/
https://www.blogs.va.gov/VAntage/44459/women-veterans-featured-student-veterans-americas-2018-national-conference/
https://www.va.gov/opa/publications/benefits_book.asp
https://www.vets.gov/welcome-to-va/
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     In response to criticisms that TECS offers substandard care, VA spokesman Curtis Cashour said those 

claims were "not at all accurate." There's a quality-assurance system in place, he said, that "tracks outcomes 

and ensures high-quality care." The screenings are conducted by licensed and certified ophthalmologists, he 

said. Last January, leaders of TECS published early findings that the program saved time for veterans and 

physicians and led to cost savings for the VA when compared to face-to-face exams at VA hospitals. 
 

     The VA is also touting it as a method to improve veterans' access to care. Of the 2,690 veterans who 

received a checkup in the program's first 13 months, 33 percent secured a same-day appointment, and 98 

percent got an appointment within 30 days of requesting one, according to the published findings. "The goal 

of the program is to reduce health care disparities in veterans by providing better access to eye care for rural 

and homeless veterans," Cashour said. "These populations are medically underserved, and VA is working to 

modernize and improve the way we deliver eye care to our veterans to prevent blindness." 
 

    But Willette argued veterans failing to get an appointment at a VA facility could turn to the Choice 

program for a comprehensive eye exam, rather than settling for an inferior checkup. The Choice program, 

created in 2014 to reduce wait times, allows VA patients to receive private-sector medical care. Willette also 

contends the VA isn't doing enough to warn veterans that the TECS screenings aren't comprehensive exams. 

"VA is essentially trying to pass it off as an eye exam, but it's not," he said. Cashour said brochures and 

other educational materials about the TECS program emphasize the screenings don't replace in-person 

exams. 
 

     Sen. Johnny Isakson (R-GA) wrote a letter to the VA in February 2017 with concerns TECS was 

providing a lesser level of care for veterans and "providing them with a false sense of security" that they 

were receiving treatment on par with a complete eye exam. Isakson's office said Wednesday that his staff 

members received a briefing about TECS weeks after the letter was sent. "It was very helpful, and we were 

satisfied with the information we received," said Amanda Maddox, Isakson's spokeswoman. Another 

senator, Republican John Boozman of Arkansas, questioned VA Secretary David Shulkin about the program 

in June. Boozman, a trained optometrist, has expressed concerns about the TECS screenings being based on 

experimental technology that hasn't been tested for accuracy and provides only limited results. "That truly is 

third-world," Boozman told Shulkin at a congressional hearing. "There is no example of this going on in 

private practice in America." Shulkin, new to the job at the time of the hearing, said he would look into the 

program. 
 

     AMVETS, a national veterans service organization, also has spoken out about TECS. Joe Chenelly, its 

executive director, described it as "misguided." "They appear to be reducing the quality of service for 

veterans," he said. As of now, the program is based at several VA medical centers in addition to the one in 

Atlanta and about 8,000 veterans have been screened through TECS, Cashour said. "We don't know where 

to go from here," Willette said. "I certainly don't want to bash the VA, they've got a difficult job, but this is 

one of the things they need to deal with."  [Source:  Stars & Stripes | Nikki Wentling | February 1, 2018 ++]  

 

*********************** 

 

VA EHR Update 11  ►  $2 Billion Blown in Modernization Attempts 

 

The Veterans Affairs Department blew almost $2 billion over three attempts to modernize the electronic 

health records system it uses to provide care to 9 million veterans. A recent audit by the Government 

Accountability Office identified $1.1 billion in wasted spending on two VA projects from 2011 to 2016, the 

Integrated Electronic Health Record and Veterans Health Information Systems and Technology 

Architecture. Nextgov identified another $600 million VA spent on a third program, the HealtheVet 

initiative, which began in 2001 but was deemed a “failed" project, according to the audit, and canceled in 

2010. The HealtheVet spending was not included in GAO’s audit because VA said it no longer possessed 
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spending records. Agencies are required by the Federal Acquisition Regulation to keep contract records for 

six years after final payment, the audit notes. 
 

     An analysis by big data analytics firm Govini reveals nearly half of the $600 million spent on HealtheVet 

went to Hewlett-Packard for hardware, software and other IT services. The agency also paid a large amount 

to CACI, as well as Systems Made Simple, which Lockheed Martin bought and then spun off as part of the 

IT business it sold to Leidos. “It is truly amazing how much federal agencies spend on electronic health 

records,” said Matt Hummer, director of analytics and professional services at Govini. The audit and 

spending trail on failed IT projects is important as VA embarks on its fourth attempt to modernize its health 

IT and records systems—this one an expected $10 billion sole-source contract to Cerner Corp. Cerner 

ranked as the 13th highest-paid contractor in VA’s failed iEHR and VistA programs, according to GAO, 

receiving $13.4 million from the agency.  Cerner is also partnering with Leidos to build the Defense 

Department’s next-gen health records systems—valued at $4.3 billion over 10 years. When the Defense 

Department’s MHS Genesis platform and VA’s Cerner-built platform are fully operational, they are 

expected to be interoperable, or able to share records of soldiers and veterans seamlessly between each 

other. 
 

     However, as GAO’s audit warns, this is VA's fourth attempt at modernizing its health records system. In 

the previous three instances, the agency’s planning, management and execution led to billions of dollars 

wasted. “The department’s dedication to completing and effectively executing the planning activities that it 

has identified will be essential to helping minimize program risks and expeditiously guide this latest 

electronic health record modernization initiative to a successful outcome—which VA, for almost two 

decades, has been unable to achieve,” the audit states.  [Source:  NextGov | Frank Konkel | January 31, 2018 

++] 

 

*********************** 

 

VA Claim Filing Update 10  ►   Ensuring Maximum Entitlement Receipt 

 

After you file your claim, VA will send a letter verifying receipt of your claim and notifying you of the 

information they need. This will include release forms they will need you to fill out in order to request files 

from civilian doctors you have seen.  
 

 Be sure to read everything very carefully. Sometimes the dates can be wrong or VA might be 

asking for the wrong information. In addition, you may have better luck getting documents from 

doctors than will the VA. When you forward medical release letters to civilian medical providers 

for their records, be sure to follow up with a phone call to ensure they understand what you are 

requesting, especially for psychologists. Leave nothing to chance and never expect the VA will 

figure out how to contact these people for you.                           
 

 At the examination for conditions like PTSD, VA has examination criteria online. Google whatever 

condition to read about the experience of other veterans after their exams. This can help a lot. First, 

it will help you frame your condition in terms that the VA examiner will use in their analysis of 

your condition. Second, it will help you think through relevant dates and issues prior to the 

evaluation. This increases your credibility factor with the examiner.                          
 

 Write a one or two page summary about your condition. Use bullet points with brief explanations of 

each and every treatment for that particular condition. Be careful to not overwhelm your examiner. 

Ask if the examiner has viewed your C-File before the exam. If not, you may have a claim for a 

review if the examiner gives you and adverse finding. If the C-File is not present for the exam, be 
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sure to note the fact. A lack of C-File can bias your exam and be cause for a new one if you do not 

get the results you think you deserve.   
 

 Be patient. The whole process can take up to one year or longer. So, do not expect the cash to start 

flowing in quick enough to pay next month’s rent.   
 

     Note that there are several conditions where the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) will propose a 

reduction in a veteran's service-connected disability rating. It is very important for all veterans to know that 

a proposal is not yet a decision, therefore, veterans have time to challenge the proposal to reduce their rating 

and to provide medical evidence as to why a rating should not be reduced at all, or not as much as VA 

proposes. Many VSOs suggest that veterans not send the “Notice of Disagreement” form 

[https://www.vba.va.gov/pubs/forms/VBA-21-0958-ARE.pdf] to "appeal" the proposal, as a veteran can 

only formally disagree with a decision or appeal an actual decision. 
 

     If a veteran asks for a personal hearing within 30 days of notification of a proposal to reduce their rating, 

the VA will not reduce the rating until the veteran has a chance to present appropriate evidence. If the VA 

continues paying at a veterans’ current rate until a hearing has taken place (if necessary) and the veteran is 

not successful in convincing the VA not to reduce their rating, this may create an overpayment that the VA 

will definitely recoup from the veteran as soon as humanly possible. For certain conditions, when a veteran 

gets a high rating on a disability, a VA decision letter will oftentimes indicate that "since there is likelihood 

of improvement, the rating is not considered permanent and is subject to future review."  
 

      This means the VA will contact the veteran at some point in the future to re-evaluate the status of his/her 

disability. Disabilities such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) or migraine headaches may improve 

with medication or sit-down talking therapy of some sort and is therefore, oftentimes, subject to future 

scrutiny and examination by the VA. It is very important if a veteran is service-connected for a condition the 

VA says is subject to future review that the veteran continues to see a medical provider to report current 

symptoms, which will factor into any future evaluation of the particular disability. 
 

     Another example of when VA will propose a reduction is when a veteran is service-connected for a 

cancer. When cancer is present and for a certain time after treatment stops, a veteran will be rated at 100 

percent for this disability. However, if the cancer goes into remission and the veteran is no longer 

undergoing any treatment such as radiation or chemotherapy, the VA will rate the veteran on the residuals of 

the cancer.  For example: if a veteran is service-connected for prostate cancer and was 100 percent during 

treatment and for a certain time after the treatment ends and the cancer goes into remission, the VA will 

propose a reduction to a percentage that reflects the residuals (side effects) the individual has such as urinary 

leakage, urinary frequency, erectile dysfunction, bowel urgency, the use of absorbent materials, and other 

factors related to treatment. 
 

     It is important to read the letter and understand what percentage is given for residuals (side effects), and 

that the veteran report to his doctor all residuals so when a veteran receives a proposal for a reduction, the 

veteran will know whether or not it accurately reflects residual symptoms and if not, have medical evidence 

to submit to request a higher rating.  
 

     Another example of a VA proposed reduction is if the veteran is receiving 100 percent disability under 

Individual Unemployability (IU), and the veteran does not return the form the VA sends every year asking 

for verification of employment status. If the veteran ignores the “IU Letter” and does not return the form to 

the VA, the VA may send the veteran a letter saying they are going to reduce the current rating to the 

combined rating held before the veteran was awarded 100 percent under I.U.   
 

      The same holds true for letters the VA sends randomly to veterans receiving additional compensation for 

dependents (veterans rated at 30 percent or higher). This letter will ask a veteran to verify there has been no 

change in their dependent status. If the veteran does not respond, the VA will send a letter saying they are 

https://www.vba.va.gov/pubs/forms/VBA-21-0958-ARE.pdf
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removing the dependent and that the veteran owes the dependent rate portion of their compensation back to 

the date they last had confirmed dependent information.  
 

     It is very important for a veteran to always report any change in dependent status to the VA, such as a 

divorce, death of a spouse, child who marries, death of a child, etc.  Also, and of great importance, the 

veteran should always make copies of any documents sent to the VA.  Many veterans have great success in 

sending documents to the VA with a certified stamp.  That will show proof the VA received or did not 

receive the veterans’ documents.  [Source:  U.S. Veteran Compensation Programs | February 1, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

PTSD Update 240  ►   White House Opposed to VA Marijuana Treatment Research 

 

Frustrated with traditional therapies for chronic pain and post-combat stress disorders, a growing number of 

military veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars are turning to medical marijuana for their treatment, a 

move that has put them at sharp odds with the Trump administration. The White House has resisted calls 

from Democrats in Congress, pro-reform activists and even the American Legion, the nation's largest 

wartime veterans service organization, to support research into whether marijuana can help veterans, 

apparently fearing that any move by the Department of Veterans Affairs to study its effectiveness will be 

another step toward nationwide legalization. 
 

     The VA thus becomes the latest flash point in the national debate over marijuana legalization, pitting 

proponents of greater study or medical use against an administration that has tried to halt or roll back a 

steady movement toward greater tolerance of marijuana. "We all understand that if the VA is able to 

prescribe medical cannabis and they determine this is the right way to go, then all of a sudden it is available 

in all 50 states and territories and the calculus changes dramatically," said Rep, Tim Walz (D-MN), a 24-

year Army veteran who is the top Democrat on the House Veterans Affairs Committee. 

 

     In December, VA Secretary David J. Shulkin refused a request by Democrats on the House committee to 

launch a study of marijuana's effects on chronic pain and post-combat stress, asserting that federal law 

"restricts VA's ability to conduct research involving medical marijuana or to refer veterans to such projects." 

In a letter to the Democrats, Shulkin claimed a review of previous research found links between marijuana 

use and suicide, mania and psychotic symptoms. "The VA is saying, 'We don't even want to investigate 

whether medical marijuana is valid," said Rep. Mark Takano (D-Riverside), another member of the House 

committee. "But veterans continue to suffer in large numbers and we should be exploring all the possible 

alternatives out there." 
 

     Post-traumatic stress disorder, a sometimes severe psychological condition that stems from exposure to 

combat and other disturbing events, afflicts an estimated 9% of VA patients and at least 20% of Iraq and 

Afghanistan veterans, according to the VA. VA doctors treat PTSD, as the disorder is known, with therapy 

and prescription drugs, as well as yoga, acupuncture, and other nontraditional therapies. But some soldiers 

say those treatments are inadequate or produce undesirable side effects. Some former service members move 

on to abuse alcohol or illegal drugs, and even attempt suicide. Twenty-six states, including California, offer 

access to medical marijuana for patients who obtain a physician's recommendation. Neither the VA nor the 

Defense Department, however, uses marijuana therapy or allows their healthcare providers to recommend it 

for medical purposes. Under federal law, marijuana is still classified in the same category as heroin, and 

repeated efforts since the 1970s to reclassify it have failed. 
 

     The American Legion, with about 2 million members, traditionally has been a conservative voice on 

social and political issues. But it stepped up its push for the VA to undertake research into the medical 

benefits of marijuana after commissioning a poll last year that found 92% of veteran families favor more 
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study. At the group's national convention last August, it adopted a resolution calling on the VA to allow its 

physicians and other health providers to discuss the use of medical marijuana with veterans, and to 

recommend it in states where it is legal — steps that are prohibited at the VA. 
 

     Dan Schmink, a 31-year-old former Army infantryman, said he was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress 

disorder and a herniated disc in his back after a combat tour in Iraq in 2006 and 2007, one of the most 

violent periods of the war. After leaving the Army and returning home to Arizona in 2009, Schmink 

received opioid painkillers from the VA for his back pain. He resisted taking prescription medication for his 

depression, insomnia and bouts of hyper-alertness, which are frequent symptoms of traumatic stress. 

Attending nursing school, he found himself unable to cope with routine daily situations. "I'd sit in the back 

in class and keep my eyes down to avoid talking with anybody," he said in a telephone interview. "I drank a 

lot. Sometimes that was the only way to turn it off." 
 

     After a friend offered him marijuana — which he says he had never tried before — his back pain eased 

and he felt less anxious. In 2012, Schmink got a prescription for medical marijuana and began smoking it 

regularly. "I didn't have the hyper-awareness. I wasn't having hundreds of thoughts at once," he said. "You 

got to a really good meditative state." When he told his VA psychologist he was using marijuana, the 

reaction was "completely negative," Schmink said. A notation was put in his medical record and he was 

placed on a watch for possible substance abuse. Another VA doctor was more receptive, allowing Schmink 

to ask questions about cannabis use. But when he sought another prescription for medical marijuana, the 

doctor refused, saying it was against the law. Now living in San Diego, Schmink says he smokes marijuana 

every morning, and has figured out the right dose to avoid lethargy and anxiety. "It's allowed me to become 

more of the person I was before I went into the service and started playing war," he said. 
 

     Demonstrating the benefits of marijuana with scientific data has proven more difficult, in part because of 

the VA's reluctance to participate, researchers say. The challenge has been clear in Phoenix, where 

researchers have been unable to complete a $2.1-million clinical trial that was approved by the Food and 

Drug Administration in 2011. It is the first study to try to determine whether marijuana can effectively treat 

PTSD. For the findings to be statistically valid, the researchers needed to enroll 76 combat veterans who had 

suffered post-traumatic stress symptoms, were resistant to other treatment protocols and were not abusing 

marijuana. But only 38 — half the total — have agreed to participate so far. 
 

      Marcel Bonn-Miller, a researcher at the University of Pennsylvania who is overseeing the study, said the 

research has been slowed, in part, because the Phoenix VA hospital refused to allow its doctors and 

therapists to mention the study to patients or let researchers put up fliers seeking participants, citing federal 

restrictions on marijuana research. That forced researchers to comb through social media and make 

telephone cold calls to search for potential participants. The study required the patients to visit a private 

Phoenix clinic 10 times over 18 weeks, followed by six months of follow-up visits. Asked about the study, 

Curt Cashour, a spokesman for the VA in Washington, said that federal law restricts the agency's "ability to 

conduct research involving medical marijuana, or to refer veterans to such research projects." But 

researchers, he added, are "free to work with veterans service organizations and state veterans officials who 

may not face such restrictions." 
 

     Bonn-Miller said the VA is confused about federal restrictions on marijuana research. But the Phoenix 

study is politically explosive because it could establish for the first time whether marijuana has beneficial 

effects for veterans, he said. "If [the VA] were to cooperate it would make things easier," said Bonn-Miller. 

"The VA can't recommend, give or prescribe cannabis for veterans, regardless of whether it's legal in the 

state or not, but research is a separate thing."  [Source:  Los Angeles Times |  David S. Cloud | February 9 , 

2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 
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PTSD Update 241  ►   Vet With PTSD Convicted of Wife's Unintentional Murder 

 

An Iraq War veteran Zachary Gardner, 33, of Winfield Kansas with PTSD who shot and killed his wife 

was found guilty of murder, but jurors said it was unintentional. was found guilty 7 FEB of unintentional 

second-degree murder in the death of his wife, Melissa Gardner 15 JAN.  The verdict came after three days 

of testimony. 
 

     Prosecutors, led by Cowley County Attorney Larry Schwartz, sought a guilty verdict of second degree 

murder-intentional, saying there was enough evidence to show intent and pointing out inconsistent 

statements made by Gardner. Gardner’s defense, led by attorney Chad Giles, did not dispute that their client 

pulled the trigger, but asked that the jury consider a lesser conviction. They said the jury should consider 

issues faced by Gardner after his military service and to find the state did not meet its burden of proof. 

Earlier that day, Gardner was called to the stand as the only witness in his defense. Prosecutors had rested 

their case on Tuesday. 
 

     Gardner, a U.S. Army veteran, described his service and tour of duty to Iraq in 2005 and 2006, including 

a hit from an IED that resulted in the amputation of his right foot. The incident led to his being diagnosed 

with post-traumatic stress disorder and traumatic brain injury. As a result, he was discharged from the Army 

at 100 percent disability. Gardner said he is periodically re-evaluated and still has a 100 percent disability 

rating. Mental effects from his service and injury include paranoia, depression, sleep issues and hyper 

vigilance, Gardner said, and he startles easily and is very reactionary. These issues would be brought up in 

testimony on whether Gardner’s actions were intentional. Gardner said treatment, including counseling and 

medication, worked when he used it, but he didn’t feel like himself on the medications and scaled back. 
 

     About six months after discharge, Gardner said he began turning to illegal drugs, including 

methamphetamine, opioids and marijuana, to cope. The weekend of his wife’s murder, Gardner admitted 

they both had been using methamphetamine. According to a stipulation, or a fact agreed upon by both the 

defense and prosecution for the jury to consider, a blood draw taken from Gardner the night his wife’s body 

was discovered, tested positive for methamphetamine and other drugs. At issue during Gardner’s testimony, 

were some statements that were inconsistent with testimony given by other witnesses, including statements 

given by Gardner to law enforcement. 
 

     One of these issues was what caused Gardner to wake in the middle of the night, point the .40 caliber 

Smith & Wesson handgun he had brought to bed with him down the hallway and pull the trigger, striking his 

wife. Some of Gardner’s statements to law enforcement indicated he had heard a scream from his wife, 

which is what woke him. However, Gardner on said at least once he wasn’t sure what woke him up, and the 

scream may have come after the trigger was pulled.  Gardner said he didn’t sight a target before firing into 

the hallway, contrary to testimony offered by witnesses 6 FEB based on previous statements he had made. 

Gardner testified he was asleep with his head facing the foot of the bed and the weapon in his right hand, 

pointed toward the door and the hallway. When asked by Giles if he had intentionally shot and killed his 

wife, Gardner said no. 
 

     Also at issue was when the gun was loaded. Previous witnesses testified that the gun was unloaded before 

being stored, and Gardner had placed a safety lock on it. He, however, said on 7 FEB that he didn’t 

remember making statements about the gun being unloaded. At some point, Gardner decided to put a single 

bullet in the magazine after becoming concerned about two men in the house doing drugs with his wife, and 

he brought the weapon to bed with him. He could not remember exactly when this occurred, but he said it 

was probably after becoming high.  
 

     Gardner was asked about his lack of action after the shooting. When questioned about this by Giles, 

Gardner said he was “completely freaking out” and experiencing shock and grief. He attempted to render aid 
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to his wife, even after she became unresponsive. “I still thought I could do something. I thought I had the 

power, but didn’t,” he said. During cross examination by Schwartz, Gardner said he lost his composure and 

“made stupid decisions.” In the amount of time that elapsed between the shooting, which took place during 

late night Jan. 14, 2017, or early morning hours of Jan. 15, 2017, and when it was discovered around 6:30 

p.m. Jan. 15, Gardner said he walked around numb, going between trying to do something and blacking out, 

then coming to again. 
 

     In his closing statement, prosecutor Schwartz asked the jury to focus on inconsistent statements made by 

Gardner to law enforcement, and to consider all the testimony, including that from Melissa Gardner through 

her autopsy results. Schwartz said there was overwhelming evidence showing Gardner’s intent to kill his 

wife. “I’m asking you to be strong, do your deliberations, and come back with a guilty verdict of murder in 

the second degree,” he told jurors. Giles, in his statement, said the jury should find the defendant guilty of 

involuntary manslaughter. There is no doubt a crime occurred, said Giles. “You can’t fall asleep with a 

firearm, shoot someone and get away with it,” he said. If the state hadn’t met the burden of proof, he said, 

the only choice would be to find Gardner not guilty. Sentencing will take place 12 MAR at Cowley County 

District Court in Winfield.  [Source:  Cowley Courier Traveler | Rebecca McCutcheo | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

VA Vet Choice Update 69  ►  The Time For Congress to Act Is Now 

 

Dan Caldwell, the executive director for Concerned Veterans for America, submitted the following Op-Ed to 

the Washington Examiner on CVA's concerns over Congressional treatment of this vet healthcare legislation  

 

     With the nation watching, President Trump used his first State of the Union speech to remind the public 

that important work remains to improve veterans’ healthcare. Specifically, Trump highlighted the need for 

veterans to have healthcare choices outside of VA medical facilities. The president’s comments will 

hopefully jump-start congressional negotiations over legislation reforming the VA’s choice and community 

care programs that stalled at the end of 2017. This comes on the heels of a series of policy recommendations 

from Trump to the House and Senate that urge Congress to adopt clearer standards for when and where a 

veteran can access care outside of the VA.  
 

     These recommendations should be advanced in legislation that will expand healthcare choice for veterans 

at the VA and prevent VA bureaucrats from blocking veterans from receiving care outside of the VA. The 

nudge is needed because, despite nearing the four-year anniversary of the Phoenix VA scandal that exposed 

gross negligence and misconduct at the VA, there are still reports that veterans are not receiving the 

adequate care they deserve. 
 

     In the last year, some important steps have been taken to reform and fix the VA. As the president 

reminded us last week, federal employees derelict in their responsibility to care for our veterans are being 

fired much more rapidly due to the passage of the VA Accountability and Whistleblower Protection Act. 

Additionally, the VA has started to publicly release more data about its performance compared to the private 

sector – which is a critical tool in helping veterans make the proper decisions about their healthcare. But 

there is still much more to be done. Since the VA wait-list scandal broke in 2014, Congress has been 

struggling to pass a more permanent and far-reaching fix to improve the way we deliver care to our veterans. 

Instead, the VA has been subjected to a series of temporary measures that contain bureaucratic restrictions 

that make it nearly impossible for veterans to access care outside of the VA when they want to. 
 

     That’s the opposite of what the president called for when he endorsed giving veterans more “choice in 

their healthcare decisions.” To provide more choice, Congress will need to embrace the administration’s 

recommendations establishing clearer eligibility guidelines for veterans looking to receive care outside of 
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the VA system. Additionally, the White House is asking lawmakers to steer clear of imposing hiring quotas 

in VA facilities. We know that increasing VA personnel is the wrong way to improve veteran care, because 

we can look at the effects of legislation passed in the wake of the Phoenix VA scandal. A recent National 

Public Radio report found that even after an influx of nearly $16 billion as part of the Veterans Choice and 

Accountability Act of 2014, poor decisions (including distributing personnel unevenly and failing to rein in 

the bureaucracy) meant that increased resources did little to reduce wait times and improve care. 
 

     The White House is right to ask for fiscal responsibility this time around — it’s not about penny-

pinching, it’s about making sure resources are actually used to care for the brave men and women who put 

their lives on the line to defend our freedoms. There are a number of common-sense proposals out there, 

including one by Sens. John McCain (R-AZ) and Jerry Moran (R-KS), that would shore up and consolidate 

the VA’s existing outside care programs while setting the stage for bolder reforms giving veterans greater 

control over their own care.  
 

     Congress owes it to our veterans to ignore special interests in Washington, D.C. who want to preserve the 

status quo at the VA. It must act decisively to send to the president’s desk a bill that empowers veterans with 

more control over their healthcare. The White House has provided lawmakers with a good blueprint. The 

time for Congress to act is now.  [Source:  Washington Examiner | Dan Caldwell | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

VA Lawsuit | Luke Kirk  ►   Therapist Sexual Advances 

 

A veteran has filed a lawsuit claiming a U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs therapist made sexual 

advances toward him and threatened to report him as dangerous. The Oregonian/OregonLive reported 

Monday that Luke Kirk seeks $500,000 in emotional damages from the department, claiming the federal 

agency is liable for the therapist's professional misconduct. Kirk filed a complaint against Ami Diane 

Phillips in June 2016. On the same day, Phillips falsely reported that Kirk had threatened to kill her and was 

extorting her for money. Phillips pleaded guilty to attempted coercion and initiating a false report and was 

sentenced in January 2017 to two days in jail, two years of probation, mental health counseling and 40 hours 

of community service. Veterans Affairs spokesman Curt Cashour declined comment on the pending 

litigation.  [Source:  The Associated Press | February 6, 2018 +] 

 

********************** 

 

VA Lawsuit | Michael Williamson  ►   Home Health Care Stopped After 17 Years 

 

Facing a federal lawsuit, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs announced 2 FEB that it had reached an 

agreement to extend in-home health care through April for a Springfield veteran with Lou Gehrig's disease 

who needs around-the-clock care. Michael Williamson sued the federal agency on 23 JAN in U.S. District 

Court in Eugene after a VA contract company notified him that his home health care of nearly 17 years 

would halt on 134 FEB because it couldn't find caregivers, according to the suit. The company, New 

Horizons, contracts with the VA's medical facility in Roseburg. 
 

     Seven days later, the Department of Veteran Affairs reached an agreement with New Horizons to extend 

care for another 60 days, Assistant U.S. Attorney Adrian Brown wrote in a court document. Veterans Affairs 

also will continue to work toward a long-term solution to keep Williamson in his home, U.S. Attorney Billy 

J. Williams said in a prepared statement. Officials at Roseburg VA Health Care System told Williamson that 

they had no other approved caregiving agencies in the area and that he would have to move to a nursing 
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home in San Francisco, Boise or Washington's Puget Sound, according to the lawsuit filed on Williamson's 

behalf by Disability Rights Oregon, an advocacy agency. 
 

 
 

 

 

     Emily Cooper, legal director of Disability Rights Oregon, said the VA's action violated its own 

regulations, which directs the department to offer a choice of providers and provide continuity of care. 

Cooper said of the temporary agreement, "It's a promising first step, but the fight's not over." Williamson, 

51, served 14 years in the U.S. Air Force. He served in Iraq in 1988 and was in Saudi Arabia before, during 

and after Desert Storm in the early 1990s. Eleven years after serving in Iraq he was diagnosed with 

amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, ALS, a progressive neurodegenerative disease that attacks nerve cells in the 

brain and spinal column, taking away the ability to move, speak, eat and breathe. He is on a ventilator and 

has a feeding tube for sustenance and medications. But his mind is fully intact, Cooper said. 
 

     In 2001, the VA recognized a connection between ALS and Gulf War veterans, giving them full 

disability and survivor benefits. After his diagnosis, Williamson received 100 percent permanent and total 

service-connected disability benefits, the suit says. New Horizons has provided Williamson with nurse-

directed care that includes caregivers who stay around-the-clock in his home. The suit doesn't detail how 

much that care costs. According to the agreement that Disability Rights Oregon reached with the federal 

agency, Veterans Affairs "will continue to make best efforts to explore other possible arrangements with in-

home care providers to permit Mr. Williamson to remain in his home for the long term. Such efforts may 

include working with state administrators and other licensed home health agencies." 
 

     Having the VA reach out to state-licensed home care providers will help not only Williamson but other 

veterans in Oregon, Cooper said. "By filing in court, we not only jump-started these talks," but now the 

court may monitor the issue to make sure the VA upholds its agreement, she said.  [Source:  The 

Oregonian/OregonLive | Maxine Bernstein, | February 2, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

VA Fraud, Waste & Abuse  ►   Reported 01 thru 14 FEB 2018 
 

Miami, FL --  Two Miami men are charged with stealing items meant for homeless veterans that were worth 

more than $300,000. The volunteer, Miami director of the non-profit, Florida Veterans Foundation, Antonio 

Colmenares, 57, was arrested by Florida Department of Law Enforcement agents on first degree grand 

theft. Also arrested was Colmenares’ friend, Antonio Sabatier, 60, who did not hold an official position 
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with the organization. The charges stem from a complaint filed by the Florida Department of Veterans 

Affairs in March 2015 which was investigated by the FDLE. The two men allegedly had sold 27,000 

blankets and 9,700 ready-to-eat meals that were donated to the Florida Veterans Foundation for use by 

homeless vets. Money from the sale, according to the FDLE, was deposited into the bank account of a 

company owned by Sabatier, Nike Management. The investigation also found that other donated items 

meant for homeless veterans had been sold for profit. The Florida Department of Veterans Affairs Inspector 

General’s Office assisted in the investigation. Colmenares and Sabatier are out on a $20,000 bond each after 

being booked into the Miami-Dade Jail. [Source:  Off The Base | Off The Base | January 31, 2018 ++] 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

Boston MA -- A Leominster woman was arrested 31 JAN and charged in U.S. District Court with theft of 

Social Security and veterans benefits.  Joyce Progin, 70, was indicted on two counts of theft of public 

funds, according to the office of U.S. Attorney Andrew E. Lelling. She was released after appearing before 

U.S. District Court Chief Magistrate Judge David H. Hennessy. According to the indictment, from 

November 2009 through March 2017, Ms. Progin stole approximately $55,267 in Social Security benefits, 

and from November 2009 through November 2017 she stole approximately $269,978 in benefits from the 

Department of Veterans Affairs. The indictment did not describe in detail how she allegedly stole the 

benefits. Ms. Progin faces up to 10 years in prison, 3 years of supervised release, and a fine of $250,000 or 

twice the gross gain or loss, whichever is greater, according to the U.S. attorney’s office.  [Source: DoJ 

Middle District of FL | January 24, 2018 ++] 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

Kansas City MO --  Timothy A. Garrison, United States Attorney for the Western District of Missouri, 

announced today that former owners of a local construction company, Patriot Company, Inc., have pleaded 

guilty in federal court to their roles in a “rent-a-vet” scheme to fraudulently obtain more than $13.8 million 

in federal contracts.  Jeffrey K. Wilson, 53, of the Village of Loch Lloyd in Belton, Mo., pleaded guilty 

today before U.S. District judge Howard F. Sachs to one count of government program fraud. Paul R. 

Salavitch, 57, of Kansas City, Mo., pleaded guilty on 30, JAN 2018, to a misdemeanor charge of making a 

false writing. 
 

     Wilson, who is not a veteran, managed the day-to-day operations and the long-term decision making of 

Patriot Company from May 2005 to January 2014. Salavitch is a service-disabled veteran who falsely 

certified that he was involved in the day-to-day operations of Patriot Company. Salavitch’s purported active 

management qualified Patriot Company to obtain set-aside contracts to which it was not entitled. Wilson 

admitted he used Salavitch’s veteran and service-disabled veteran status in a “rent-a-vet” scheme to obtain 

20 government contracts for which Patriot Company received more than $13.8 million. As a result of the 

fraud scheme, legitimate veteran-owned-and-run businesses were not awarded these contracts. 
 

     Wilson’s plea agreement cites 20 contracts with the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs and the U.S. 

Army, totaling $13,819,522, which were fraudulently obtained by Wilson, Salavitch and Patriot Company. 

The contracts, which ranged as high as $4.3 million, included construction projects in Missouri, South 

Dakota, Texas, Nebraska Oklahoma, Michigan, Indiana, Tennessee, Iowa, Illinois and North Dakota. In 

September 2013, the Veterans Administration conducted an unannounced site visit of Patriot Company. The 

site inspector discovered that Salavitch was working 40 miles away at his full-time job as a federal employee 

with the Department of Defense in Leavenworth, Kan. In November 2013, Salavitch falsely certified to the 

Missouri Division of Purchasing and Materials Management that Patriot Company was a legitimate service-

disabled veteran-owned small business when he knew it was not because he did not actively run the 

company. In December 2013, the Veterans Administration de-certified Patriot Company. 
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     Under the terms of theplea agreement, Wilson is subject to a sentence of up to 18 months in federal 

prison without parole. Salavitch is subject to a sentence of up to one year in federal prison without parole. 

Wilson and Salavitch must also consent to the federal civil forfeiture of approximately $2.1 million. 

Sentencing hearings will be scheduled after the completion of presentence investigations by the United 

States Probation Office.  [Source: DoJ Western District of Missouri | U.S. Attorney’s Office | January 31, 

2018 ++] 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

Harrisburg, PA -- A man admitted 1 FEB his role in a conspiracy that fraudulently obtained more than $24 

million from the Post 9/11 GI Bill. David Alvey, 51, pleaded guilty before U.S. District Judge Katharine S. 

Hayden in Newark federal court to an information charging him with one count of conspiracy to commit 

wire fraud.  “Alvey and his codefendants stole money that was intended to provide educational opportunities 

to the armed services members who served following the attacks on 9/11,” U.S. Attorney Carpenito said. 

“Their scam targeted unwitting veterans, enrolling them in unapproved online courses without their 

knowledge.  

 

“Defrauding this important VA program costs our nation’s taxpayers and VA and does a tremendous 

disservice to our veterans,” Sean Smith, Special Agent in Charge, Northeast Field Office, U.S. Department 

of Veterans, Office of Inspector General, said. “VA OIG is committed to working closely with our fellow 

law enforcement partners and thanks the U.S. Attorney’s Office, District of New Jersey, for its dedication to 

this time-intensive, complex case.” According to documents filed in this case and statements made in court: 

 From 2009 through August 2013, Alvey – founder and president of Ed4Mil – Lisa DiBisceglie and 

Helen Sechrist, both of whom previously pleaded guilty to a similar wire fraud conspiracy count, 

and others, conspired to fraudulently obtain millions of dollars in tuition assistance and other 

education-related benefits under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. 

 DiBisceglie, then an associate dean at Caldwell University, helped Alvey get approval from 

Caldwell’s administration to develop and administer a series of non-credit online courses for 

veterans in Caldwell’s name. In order for the courses to be eligible for education benefits under the 

Post-9/11 GI Bill, DiBisceglie, Alvey, and others prepared and submitted an application with the 

Veterans Administration stating that the courses were developed, taught, and administered by 

Caldwell faculty and met Caldwell’s stringent educational standards. The courses were 

subsequently approved, and Alvey, Sechrist, and others aggressively marketed the courses to 

veterans who were eligible to receive the benefits. 

 Caldwell did not participate in developing or teaching the online courses. The veterans were instead 

enrolled in online correspondence courses developed and administered by a sub-contractor of 

Ed4Mil. Neither Ed4Mil nor its sub-contractor were disclosed to the government, and neither were 

eligible to receive Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits. 

 Alvey and others concealed the true nature of the courses from the government and the veterans 

who enrolled in the courses. Thousands of veterans enrolled in the online courses believing they 

were taking courses from Caldwell. The scheme caused the United States to pay more than $24 

million in tuition benefits under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. 

     “David Alvey knowingly and willfully abused his position for personal gain and did so at the expense of 

those who truly deserve better – our veterans who were looking to make their dreams of a higher education a 

reality,” Debbi Mayer, Assistant Special Agent in Charge of the U.S. Department of Education Office of 

Inspector General's Eastern Regional Office, said.  “The guilty plea by David Alvey sends a clear and 

unequivocal message that the FBI and our law enforcement partners will relentlessly pursue those who 

defraud the government.  This is the third conspirator who pleaded guilty in this fraud scheme. These crimes 
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are especially egregious since they target our veterans and the educational system,” Timothy Gallagher, 

Special Agent in Charge of the Newark FBI Field Office, said. 
 

     The wire fraud conspiracy charge carries a maximum potential penalty of 20 years in prison and a 

$250,000 fine, or twice the gross gain or loss from the offense. As part of his plea agreement, Alvey has 

agreed to a prison term of five years and to forfeit proceeds of the crime, including $702,073 in cash 

proceeds, as well as artwork, and stock.  Sentencing is scheduled for May 15, 2018. [Source: DoJ District of 

New Jersey | U.S. Attorney’s Office | February 1, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

VA OPC Norfolk NE  ►   Unauthorized Waiting List 

 

Veterans Affairs employees in Norfolk, Nebraska, were trying to “do the right thing” when they jotted down 

the names and phone numbers of veterans interested in a new type of eye exam. But the employees’ use of 

an unauthorized waiting list violated Department of Veterans Affairs rules and led to disciplinary action 

against several employees at a Norfolk VA medical clinic. 
 

     Don Burman, director of the VA Nebraska-Western Iowa Health Care System, said he received an 

anonymous tip in early November about a “secret” waiting list for a new program, called technology-based 

eye care services. Within days, VA investigators from outside the clinic found a folder with names and 

addresses of 56 veterans seeking the care in a locked drawer at the Norfolk Community-Based Outreach 

Clinic. Burman would not say how many employees were disciplined or what punishments they received. 

He said 19 clinic employees were retrained in the use of the VA’s official electronic waiting list. “They were 

trying to do the right thing, but they were doing it in the wrong way,” Burman said. “We identified it, we 

took swift action, and we corrected it.” 
 

     The discovery in Norfolk followed revelations by The World-Herald in October that hundreds of veterans 

referred for psychotherapy treatments at the Omaha VA hospital had received delayed care, or none at all, 

after their names were placed on an off-the-books spreadsheet. The unauthorized lists dated back to at least 

2006, according to an internal investigation, and were stopped in 2015 but were restarted in early 2017. At 

least three former managers in the hospital’s mental health department left the VA after the list was 

discovered. The fallout from the psychotherapy list in Omaha prompted Burman to write a memo to staff at 

the Omaha VA hospital, and to all the system’s clinics across Nebraska and Western Iowa. His message: He 

wanted nothing even faintly resembling an unauthorized list. 
 

     Such lists became toxic across the Department of Veterans Affairs after a series of reports, centered on 

the Phoenix VA health care system, surfaced in 2014. Those reports showed that hundreds of veterans had 

languished on secret lists for months while waiting to be seen by VA doctors. Some of those veterans died. 

The issue at the Norfolk clinic arose in early September, when brochures for the new eye program were 

placed in the lobby. The program allows veterans to come into the clinic for examination with a new 

machine that takes photographs and measures pressure inside the eyes. The scan can then be reviewed by an 

ophthalmologist at another clinic for serious vision problems including cataracts, glaucoma, macular 

degeneration and diabetes-related blindness. 
 

     The addition of such eye services is welcome in Norfolk, said Gregg Hanson, Madison County veterans 

service officer. Until now, northeast Nebraska veterans typically had to drive to Omaha or other distant 

clinics for care. “That’s a good thing, if it’s supposed to happen,” Hanson said. “It’s not a good thing if 

there’s a (unauthorized) list.” The brochures quickly began to generate calls. But the eye care equipment 

didn’t arrive on time, Burman said, and no technician had been trained in how to use it. So the Norfolk staff 

began taking the names and phone numbers of veterans who wanted to use the service and put them in a 
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folder, according to the summary of an investigative report released to The World-Herald. That violated VA 

rules, which state that only a single, approved computerized list may be used for prospective VA patients. 
 

     “What they should have done was refer them where the program actually is being done now (in Lincoln 

and Grand Island),” Burman said. They could also have offered them a chance to get the service at a private 

eye clinic through the Veterans Choice program, he said. Created in 2014, Veterans Choice gives vets a 

private-sector option if care isn’t available near their home or if the wait time will be longer than 30 days. 

Staff weren’t permitted to take the veterans’ names and offer to call them back when the care became 

available, even though that was the option requested by veterans whose names were on the unauthorized list. 
 

     Burman launched the investigation 8 NOV. A Norfolk manager — whose name was redacted from the 

report — told investigators she had instructed the staff to stop using the ophthalmology folder after receiving 

Burman’s memo but did not order the folder destroyed. The names were not transferred to an “authorized” 

list, either. “My tolerance level for a secret list was not very high,” Burman said. “The person who was 

involved should have known.” 
 

     After investigators sent by Burman to Norfolk found the list, a supervisor returned the following week 

with orders that all veterans whose names were in the folder be contacted by Nov. 17 and offered eye care at 

another VA clinic, or an opportunity to schedule an appointment at a non-VA clinic. The report said 33 of 

the veterans chose non-VA care. Others used another VA clinic or declined care. Teresa Forbes, a VA 

spokeswoman, said technology-based eye care services aren’t yet available at the Norfolk clinic. The 

equipment to perform the tests is now there, and the VA is recruiting a technician who will be trained to 

operate it. [Source:  Omaha World-Herald | Steve Liewer | February 11, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

VAMC Bedford MA Update 02  ►   $1M Fraud Exposed by Whistleblower 

 

When the Bedford, Massachusetts, VA Medical Center spent $1 million hiring landscapers and ordering 

rock salt, mulch and crushed stone, one whistleblower in the department found it suspicious that the supplies 

never showed up. Turns out they were never delivered and that an employee had steered the contract to her 

brother's landscaping business, according to a recent investigation by the Office of Special Counsel (OSC), 

an independent federal agency that investigates whistleblower claims. The employee was also allowed to 

keep her federal job. She was demoted only one pay grade, despite President Donald Trump's VA 

Accountability Act, which allows quick removal of employees who violate standards or break the law in the 

troubled agency. 
 

     Information about the landscaping scheme came to OSC from a persistent whistleblower who led 

investigators to nearly $1 million in improperly spent or documented purchases at the Bedford VA. 

Garneau-Harvey denied knowledge of her family's ownership of the company to criminal investigators. But 

later emails proved her knowledge, the OSC said. Her father, Dennis Garneau, who was also employed by 

VA, has resigned. Helping the financial interest of a family member is a violation of VA and government 

ethics regulations, the OSC said. 
 

     Curt Cashour, press secretary for the Department of Veterans Affairs, agreed that the disciplinary action 

highlighted in this report, "is wholly inappropriate and isn't anywhere close in proportion to the offense that 

necessitated it. Veterans deserve to know VA will hold employees accountable when the facts demonstrate 

they have failed to uphold the high standards taxpayers expect from us," he said in an emailed statement. 

"That didn't happen here, and as a result we will be reinforcing with each and every VA facility leader the 

importance of ensuring disciplinary actions correspond appropriately with the misbehavior that warranted 

them," Cashour said. "We are looking into the actions of the leaders who made the decision not to remove 
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the employee in question and will take whatever action is appropriate after that review, which will be 

complete by close of business 9 FEB 
 

     Firing federal employees has long been a fraught issue inside VA and entire federal government. 

President Barack Obama signed a bipartisan 2014 VA reform bill to hasten the firing of VA's senior 

executives. But it's no longer enforced, following a legal battle. Under the Trump administration, Congress 

passed the legislation in June making it easier to fire VA employees and shortening the time they can hold 

hearings or fight the charges. But the law's impact on improving accountability at the department remains 

unclear: VA employees were fired at about the same rate as during Obama's last budget year, for instance, 

according to VA itself and an Associated Press story fact checking the issue.  
 

     One egregious example of the difficulty in terminating VA employees came in March, when VA 

Secretary David Shulkin said he was horrified that he couldn't fire an employee of the Michael DeBakey 

Veterans Affairs Medical Center in Houston caught watching pornography while with a patient. VA 

immediately removed the employee from patient care and placed the person on administrative duties. But 

due to what was then the law, the deciding official couldn't make a final determination for 30 days from the 

date that the proposal for removal was made. The new law shortens that time to seven days in most cases. 

Federal unions argue the 30 days are important because employees deserve the time to respond to 

allegations.  [Source:  The Washington Post | Emily Wax-Thibodeaux | February 7, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

VAMC Orlando FL Update 09  ►   Substandard Care Complaints 

 

The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs Office of Inspector General found security at the Orlando Veterans 

Affairs Medical Center (VAMC) was vulnerable, due to the facility setting up a wireless network without 

coordinating with the VA Office of Information and Technology. In doing so, the medical center introduced 

vulnerabilities that could have been leveraged to gain authorized access to VA systems. VA OIG audited the 

Orlando provider after officials received a complaint that VAMC was developing the Veterans Services 

Adaptable Network on its own and funding for the project wasn’t given through proper channels. 
 

     Funding issues weren’t discovered. Instead, VA OIG confirmed the network wasn’t properly coordinated 

-- and the network lacked security controls in line with VA policies. Further, the hospital’s network wasn’t 

segmented from the VA Network. The unnecessary risks introduced into the system were caused by a lack 

of oversight, VA OIG officials found. And those risks could have resulted in compromising other VA 

systems. Fortunately, officials said it appears that was not the case. However, management failed to allocate 

the necessary resources to perform assessments and make sure the right security controls were put in place, 

officials said. 
 

     VA OIG officials made numerous recommendations to shore up security at Orlando VAMC. The Office 

of Under Secretary for Health executive and Office of Information and Technology executive must ensure 

all networks, control systems and external air-gaps are segmented and meet VA security requirements. 

Unfortunately, the Orlando provider is not the only organization with these types of failures. IT must be 

involved with all network and software projects to ensure proper installation and make sure security 

mechanisms are in place. Unauthorized installations leave organizations vulnerable to attacks and can 

expose data and systems to the public. Organizations should scan systems regularly to ensure there are no 

open ports or gaps in the system, while also ensuring no rogue software or devices have been installed 

without authorization.  [Source:  Healthcare ITNews | Jessica Davis | February 9, 2018 ++] 
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Green Alerts  ►   Missing Vulnerable Veterans Location System 

 

Wisconsin might become the first state in the nation to create a Green Alert system for missing vulnerable 

veterans.  The system would be similar to state Amber and Silver alerts for missing children and older 

adults, respectively. The state Senate passed legislation to create the system last week, and the state 

Assembly is expected to take up the bill in February. “We’re hoping this goes national,” state Democratic 

Sen. LaTonya Johnson told the newspaper. Johnson had introduced the bill. “Veterans give so much.” 

Johnson said. Referring to an Air Force veteran whose death prompted her to introduce the bill, she said that 

the vet had “served (three) tours and he came home safe. If he made it home safe we should have done 

everything to make sure he was made whole.” Republican state Assemblyman Joel Kleefisch, a sponsor of 

the bill, said he expects it to pass the Assembly and be on Gov. Scott Walker’s desk by the end of February. 

“I will not be surprised if we see Green Alert in every state of the union in the next three to four years,” 

Kleefisch told the newspaper. [Source:  The Republican | Diane Lederman | January 12, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

Obit | Dale Beatty ►   12 FEB 2018 

 

Dale Beatty, an Army veteran from Statesville North Carolina who lost both legs beneath the knees in Iraq 

and devoted his life to helping other vets, died unexpectedly 12 FEB at age 39, his nonprofit organization 

said. "It is with a heavy heart that we inform you of the sudden passing of our beloved Co-Founder, Dale 

Beatty," Purple Heart Homes said on Facebook and Twitter. "None of the family, staff, or friends were 

prepared for this great loss. Our thoughts and prayers are with Dale's wife and family." No cause of death 

has been released, and Purple Heart Homes said arrangements for Beatty's service are still being arranged. 
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     Beatty and John Gallina, also from Statesville, were wounded when a mine detonated through the floor of 

their Humvee in northern Iraq in 2004. Gallina suffered brain trauma. The two friends were in high school 

when they enlisted in the North Carolina National Guard in 1996. They founded Purple Heart Homes 

(https://purplehearthomesusa.org)  in 2008 because many injured veterans need new homes when they return 

from conflicts, Beatty and Gallina told the Observer in 2009. Others need improvements to their homes, 

especially as the veterans age and can't do the repairs themselves. But too often the vets get no aid, they said 

The organization has helped veterans in the Carolinas and other states coast to coast with new or renovated 

homes, often with volunteers providing everything from donations to labor. Purple Heart Homes completed 

its 300th housing project in November. 
 

     Time magazine recognized Beatty and Gallina on its Aug. 29, 2011, cover, with three other U.S. veterans 

likewise committed to improving the lives of others. "The New Greatest Generation," the magazine called 

them. Beatty was a staff sergeant when he was wounded. Gallina was a specialist. Beatty told Time how his 

left leg was amputated just below the knee at Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington. He talked 

about how he was given the choice whether to have the other one amputated. If he kept the leg, he'd have to 

spend two years in therapy and would still never be able to walk without pain. He told the doctors to 

amputate the right leg, too, in the same place as the left one. 
 

     Beatty always said the veterans his organization served were in much more need than he ever was. "I get 

around better than he does, and I'm missing both legs," Beatty told the Observer about a veteran his 

organization was helping in 2009. At least 165 people had posted remembrances of Beatty on the Purple 

Hearts Home Facebook page within hours of the announcement of his death. "I only had a few opportunities 

to meet him, but every time we talked, he was like talking with your brother," Samuel Lograsso wrote. "... 

Rest in peace, Dale, you are an American hero in so many ways." "A truly great American," wrote Jim 

Wesson. "A hero of our armed forces and a hero to all of the veterans that have been helped by Dale and his 

company. RIP Dale!"  [Source:  The Chronole Observer | Joe Marusak | February 12, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

GI Bill Update 248  ►   Things the 'Forever' Bill Will Do for Vets 

 

“This legislation will enable veterans to use the education benefits they’ve earned through the G.I. Bill when 

and how it suits them best, setting them up for future success in whatever career they pursue,” said Rep. Phil 

Roe, of Tennessee, chair of the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, after the Forever G.I. Bill was 

signed by the president. While it will indeed erase the expiration date on the benefits themselves for current 

and former service members and their dependents — it’s certainly not all it will do.  Here’s virtually every 

provision (26 to be exact) in the bill that officially became law on August 16, 2017. 
 

~ Eligibility Fix.  Time spent in recovery due to battlefield injuries will count towards G.I. Bill eligibility 

effective August 1, 2018 
 

~Purple Hearts Get More.  Approximately 1,500 Purple Heart recipients will become eligible for the G.I. 

Bill effective  August 1, 2018. 
 

~ More Children Get the Yellow Ribbon Program.  Children who lost a parent in the line of duty will 

have access to the Yellow Ribbon Program effective August 1, 2018.  
 

~ More National Guard & Reservists Get Their G.I. Bill.  Authorizes additional G.I. Bill funding for 

members of the National Guard and Reserve. It increases money and eligibility for individuals who served at 

least 90 days but less than six months on active duty, from 40% to 50% benefit payable. It also does the 

same for individuals who serve at least six months but not 12 months, from 50% to 60% benefit payable 

effective  August 1, 2020 
 

https://purplehearthomesusa.org/
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~ National Guard & Reservists Get Their Benefits Back.  Education benefits that were pulled 

unexpectedly from Reservists and National Guard members in 2015 — when Congress repealed the Reserve 

Educational Assistant Program (REAP) — will have them reimplemented effective immediately. 
 

~ Housing Stipends Improve.  A student taking online classes will be compensated more accurately for 

their cost of living.  It happens by changing the way living stipend amounts are calculated — from the living 

stipend payment being based on where the school is located to having it calculated based on where the 

student takes classes. Effective August 1, 2018. 
 

~ Vets Won’t Be Charged a Whole Month for Testing.  Under the old rules, a veteran would be charged a 

whole month’s entitlement to pay for any national test (GMAT, GRE, SAT, etc.) or one for state licensing. 

It’ll now change, to pro-rate just the cost of the test itself effective August 1, 2018. 
 

~ Restoring Benefits Wasted on Schools That Closed.  It gives back benefits lost at schools that closed out 

of nowhere and it continues education assistance programs for vets who were disapproved or who “would 

not have the term during which their studies were interrupted count toward the aggregate of their G.I. Bill 

entitlement.” It also allows vets to continue collecting payments for education assistance “through the end of 

the term, quarter, or semester in which the school closes, or for 120 days from the date of the school closure, 

whichever is less.” Effective November 14, 2017 (applies to closures after January 1, 2015). 
 

~New Transferability Option.   A vet can now transfer months worth of a G.I. Bill to another dependent if 

the original dependent owner dies without getting through all of the benefits. A dependent can also transfer 

benefits to another dependent after the death of the service member or veteran. Effective August 1, 2018. 
 

~STEM Scholarship.  The VA can now offer a scholarship (additional G.I. Bill funds) to allow a student 

veteran to finish a STEM (science, technology, engineering and math) degree effective August 1, 2018. 
 

~End of 15-Year Time Limit.  The 15-year time limitation to use the G.I. Bill will no longer exist for new 

service members effective immediately for service members and dependents discharged on or after January 

1, 2013.  Effective immediately for service members and dependents discharged on or after January 1, 2013. 
 

~Pro-Rate Housing Allowance for Activations.  The VA can now pro-rate housing stipends for Reservists 

who get called up for active duty during the middle of a month effective August 1, 2018 (for members of the 

Reserve component of the Armed Forces pursuing an educational program using current G.I. Bill benefits). 
 

~VA Must Now Submit Performance Reports.  The Secretary of the VA must now submit reports from 

institutions on students’ performance to Congress (no later than March 1 of every year) effective 

immediately. 
 

~$30 Million to Improving Claims Process. About $30 million will go to improve G.I. Bill claims 

processing, an IT system effective fiscal years 2018 and 2019. 
 

~Tech Pilot Program.  The VA will create a five-year pilot program that gives vets the chance to enroll in 

tech courses, like coding boot camp, garner IT certifications, and more. It’ll provide tuition and other 

payments on a scale while also giving the participating schools an incentive to graduate the veteran students 

as well as help them find a career within their field of study effective no later than 180 days after August 1, 

2018 
 

~Work-Study Program Extended.  Repeals the sunset date of the VA work-study benefits for outreach to 

student veterans effective immediately. 
 

~DEA Benefits Consolidated.  The number of months of entitlement changes for those eligible for the 

Survivors’ and Dependents’ Educational Assistance Program (DEA) from 45 months to 36 months (similar 

to other programs) effective August 1, 2018. 
 

~DEA Payments Increased.  Monthly payments for assistance under the DEA will be increased by $200 

per month effective October 1, 2018 (applies to all survivors eligible for DEA benefits). 



51 

 

 

~Independent Study Programs.  Someone eligible to receive G.I. Bill benefits can now use them toward 

accredited independent study programs (including open circuit television) at qualifying schools and 

institutions effective immediately (for those currently using G.I. Bill benefits). 
 

~G.I. Bill Comparison Tool Addition.  This useful tool provided by the VA will now have to include 

whether or not a school a priority enrollment system in place especially for veterans effective immediately. 
 

~VA Advisory Committee on Education (VACOE). Extends the authority of the VACOE from December 

2017 to December 2022 effective immediately. 
 

~Codification of Vet Success on Campus (VSOC).   Right now there are almost 100 schools with a VSOC 

program, a system that provides a counselor at each participating institution to assist vets with their 

transition from military to college. Effective immediately. 
 

~12304(b) Reservist Equity.  Individuals who serve under the 12304, 12304(a) and 12304(b) orders will 

now be eligible for Post-9/11 G.I. Bill benefits. Effective August 1, 2018 (applies to National Guard 

members and Reservists who have received 12304(b) orders after June 30, 2008). 
 

~12304(b) Reservist Order Equity for Vocational Rehab.  Vets receiving Vocational Rehab (VR&E) 

benefits will now be able to “pause” their benefit time after being called up for 12304(a) and 12304(b) active 

duty orders. Effective immediately (for National Guard members and Reservists with service-connected 

disabilities). 
 

~Housing Allowance Fix. Some time ago, the annual percentage increase to active duty BAH (Basic 

Allowance for Housing) was reduced to 1% a year for five years, but G.I. Bill payments were exempt. They 

will now be aligned so that a G.I. Bill recipient will get the same allowance as an E-5 active-duty service 

member with dependents. Effective January 1, 2018 (for those using G.I. Bill benefits after this date). 
 

~World War II Mustard Gas Exposure Restitution. The Department of Defense will be tasked with 

investigating the sites of mustard gas exposures during World War II, then submitting their findings to the 

VA and Congress effective February 12, 2018. 
 

     To see the Secretary of Veterans Affairs David Shulkin publicly commenting on what’s officially called 

the Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2017 go to https://youtu.be/VwmYkVX8tHI.  To check on your 

G.I. Bill benefits, or apply for them online, click here.  [Source:  The*SITREP | Kevin Hobster | August 17, 

2017 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

Vet Housing Update 13 ►   Oregon to Fund 71 New Affordable Homes 

 

The state is dedicating nearly $8.9 million to help build housing for homeless veterans, the Oregon Housing 

and Community Services agency announced Thursday.The money will fund 71 new affordable homes for 

Oregon veterans and their families in developments in North Bend, Klamath Falls, Oregon City, and 

Northeast Portland. "We are grateful to Oregon Housing and Community Services, the Governor and our 

legislative partners for their efforts to ensure that every veteran facing homelessness or a mental health crisis 

has the resources and care they need to get back on their feet," said Mitch Sparks, Acting Director of the 

Oregon Department of Veterans' Affairs. 
 

     The more than $8,880,000 is mostly supported by the document recording fee, which is the state’s only 

dedicated source of funding for affordable housing and homeless services. The Klamath Falls and North 

Bend developments also received funding from legislation passed in 2015 to help people with mental illness 

or substance use disorders. "Our veterans have bravely served our country and we owe it to them to ensure 

https://youtu.be/VwmYkVX8tHI
http://go.id.me/2vcTf6D
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they have a safe and stable place to call home," Governor Kate Brown said in a press release. "This 

legislative session, via House Bill 4007, we have an opportunity to expand the critical resources of the 

document recording fee, and the chance to make a difference in the lives of hundreds more of our veterans."  

[Source:  KATU ABC 2 | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

Vet Service Dogs Update 23  ►   American Airlines Settles Lawsuit 

 

American Airlines has settled a 2016 lawsuit filed by an Army veteran who complained that the company 

had mistreated her because of her service dog. Mississippi resident Lisa McCombs alleged that airline 

employees had blocked her from boarding a flight in Kansas two days in a row in October 2015 despite 

documentation showing Jake, her dog, is a service animal trained to help her with post-traumatic stress 

disorder. She called the experience "an emotionally scarring ordeal" that continued during a layover at DFW 

International Airport. 
 

     McCombs claimed that American Airlines had violated federal law that forbids air carriers from 

discriminating based on disability. But American Airlines argued that courts have ruled the law does not 

allow for McCombs to privately sue. The woman and the airline reached a settlement late last month. Their 

representatives declined to discuss the terms, citing confidentiality, though both said the case was resolved 

"to the satisfaction of all parties." Matt Miller, a spokesman for the airline, thanked McCombs for her 

military service. 
 

     McCombs, whose service took her to Iraq and Afghanistan, told a federal court that her dog, Jake, was 

trained to move his body close to hers to distract her during panic attacks. On the day of the flight, Jake was 

harnessed and wearing a vest identifying him as a service animal, but American Airlines representatives 

gave her conflicting information and treated her and her dog with disdain even though she had a doctor's 

letter, according to her lawsuit. "Ummmm, are you trying to fly with that?" McCombs says an airline 

employee told her. 
 

     The issue of how to accommodate fliers with disabilities and their animals in plane cabins has come 

under increased scrutiny as travelers show up to their flights with all kinds of creatures — a pig in 

Connecticut, a duck in North Carolina and a peacock in New Jersey, for instance. Delta and United Airlines 

recently decided to tighten their rules for service animals as the perception grows that some travelers are 

acting fraudulently by bringing in pets. Miller said American Airlines is also reviewing its policy, but not in 

response to a particular incident. "Our goal is to protect our team members and our customers who have a 

need for a service or support animal," he said. A key distinction for airlines is the kind of assistance that 

animals provide to travelers. 
 

     The Air Carrier Access Act gives a broad definition for service animal — basically any animal 

individually trained to help a person with a disability, or any animal that provides emotional support to a 

person with a disability. Airline employees are instructed to look for clues such as harnesses or tags 

identifying service animals, or they can ask a flier what kind of assistance the animal provides. That can be 

obvious with guide or hearing dogs, but the relief offered by animals that help with mental impairments 

might not be as conspicuous. Generally, airlines can't require that a traveler show documentation to allow a 

service animal in the cabin — that is, unless the traveler fails to give "credible verbal assurance," per federal 

rules. Yet when it comes to emotional support animals and "psychiatric service animals," federal officials 

allow airlines to request specific documentation and advanced notice 48 hours before the flight. 
 

     Certain animals don't have to be allowed in the cabin at all, according to the U.S. Department of 

Transportation. That list includes snakes and other reptiles, ferrets, rodents, sugar gliders (a kind of possum) 
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and spiders. Airlines also have the flexibility to bar entry to animals that are too large for the cabin, too 

disruptive, or a risk to the safety of others. American Airlines' policy for service animals follows federal 

rules, Miller said. The airline lists its documentation requirements for emotional support and psychiatric 

service animals on its website. Miller's advice for travelers with animals is to call the airline ahead of time to 

ask questions or to add a note to their reservations. In the instance of service animals, it's always particularly 

helpful," he said.  [Source:  The Dallas Morning News | Julieta Chiquillo | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

Vet Service Dogs Update 24  ►   Eviction Over Dogs Leads to Vet Death 

 

A despondent military veteran — slated for eviction because of complaints about his service dogs, Roxie 

and Ranger — was shot to death after police say he pointed a gun at officers on Monday afternoon near 

Homestead. Raymond Bishop, 84, died inside his home at the Hidden Grove apartments. Miami-Dade 

police officers had rushed to the home after receiving a call of an armed man threatening to kill himself. At 

least four Miami-Dade officers wound up opening fire on Bishop from just outside the doorway where he 

stood, gun in hand — but only after pleading with him extensively to put his weapon down, law-

enforcement sources told the Miami Herald. One officer even praised Bishop’s military background in an 

attempt to get him to surrender peacefully. 
 

     “These officers begged this gentleman to put the weapon down,” said Florida Police Benevolent 

Association President John Rivera. “They had no choice. These are situations officers are confronted with 

daily, and it’ll remain with them forever.” The dogs were inside the apartment and were not harmed, one 

source said. Bishop, who served in the Korean War, was upset about the apartment complex’s eviction 

attempt, according to a neighbor. Bishop lived there, according to court records, under a Miami-Dade 

County government subsidy program. “They were throwing him out. He had nowhere to go,” said neighbor 

Jonathan Rodriguez, who often fed Bishop and took him to the veterans hospital for medical treatment. 
 

     Bishop was fighting his eviction from the apartment complex, which went to court in July 2017 to try and 

get him booted from his ground-floor unit at 13831 SW 270th St. According to the lawsuit, Bishop was 

“harboring unauthorized pet dogs,” allowing them out without a leash. One of them, the suit said, attacked 

and injured another resident, according to the suit. His animals were a 13-pound pooch named Roxie, and a 

30-pound one named Ranger. Bishop, who was disabled and used a walker, was being treated for “mood 

disorder,” according to court records. He also owned fish. A psychiatrist at the Miami Veterans Affairs 

Medical Center said the dogs had a “tremendously favorable influence” on Bishop. “Mr. Bishop’s pets, in 

this case, has provided invaluable emotional therapeutic benefit,” Dr. Ernesto Grenier wrote in a letter filed 

in the court record. 
 

     The case had been in mediation, but talks between the two sides had failed, according to the court record. 

The case was ongoing. The killing stunned his lawyer, Christopher Brochyus, of Legal Services of Greater 

Miami, which represents low-income clients.  He was a really nice guy to talk to,” Brochyus said. “He loved 

his animals.”  [Source:  Miami Herald | Charles Rabin & David Ovalle | February 12, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

Vet Unemployment Update 14  ►   Below 4% For The First Time on Record 

 

Veteran unemployment hit a record low in 2017, creeping below 4 percent for the first time on record, 

federal statistics show.  The drop to 3.7 percent continues a downward trend in veteran unemployment since 

the percentage of veterans without jobs was at its peak in 2010, according to Bureau of Labor Statistics data. 

https://www.militarytimes.com/education-transition/jobs/2017/09/01/unemployment-drops-for-post-911-vets-in-august/
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The lower unemployment rates were true for all veteran subgroups, including post-9/11 veterans, whose 

yearly average dropped to 4.5 percent last year from 5.1 percent in 2016. Between December and January, 

though, unemployment rose slightly for all veterans, in particular for post-9/11 veterans and their Gulf War-

era predecessors. Experts warn against putting too much stock in the monthly figures, however, since 

veteran unemployment data are drawn from a smaller sample size than the overall U.S. population.  

Meanwhile, U.S. unemployment remained stagnant at 4.1 percent in January, with jobs added in the 

construction, food and drink services, health care and manufacturing industries.  [Source:  MilitaryTimes | : 

Natalie Gross | February 2, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

Vietnam Vets [27]  ►   John Canley | MOH Nominee 
 

 “We’d all be dead if it wasn’t for the gunny,” said a former Marine private first class who served under 

Medal of Honor nominee retired Sgt. Maj. John Canley. Canley’s actions during the battle of Hue City, 

Vietnam, in 1968 have him one step away from receiving the nation’s highest award for combat valor, the 

Medal of Honor. The former private first class, John Ligato, and others who served under Canley, then a 

gunnery sergeant during the infamous battle, have led a nearly 13-year effort to upgrade Canley’s Navy 

Cross to the Medal of Honor. A formal recommendation for that upgrade is now on President Donald 

Trump’s desk. 
 

 
Retired Sgt. Maj. John Canley's actions during the battle of Hue City, Vietnam, in 1968 have him one step away from receiving 

the nation’s highest award for combat valor, the Medal of Honor. 

 

     Facing nearly impossible odds, then-Gunny Canely’s undersized company with the 1st Marine Division 

headed into Hue City at the outset of the Tet Offensive. “I don’t know if you know the actual odds going in,” 

Ligato told Marine Corps Times 30 JAN. “The intel was off. They told us for several days there was only an 

undersized company of NVA [North Vietnamese Army], and historians have later determined that number at 

10,000 NVA.” The city was completely under enemy control when Canley’s unit entered the city, and the 

company commander was injured early in the fight. “We didn’t have any officers at the time because the 

company commander was seriously wounded right away, and I basically took charge,” Canley told Marine 

Corps Times. 
 

     From Jan. 31- Feb. 2, 1968, gunny kept his men alive by “sheer will,” Ligato said. Canley rarely slept 

during the battle, and was seen repelling multiple attacks almost single-handedly on his unit’s position. He 

was “literally charging machine gun positions with law rockets and hand grenades” on several different 

occasions, Ligato recounted. Canley said, “For a leader, basically the only thing you’re thinking about is 

taking care of your people and defeating the enemy.” Canley’s efforts saved the lives of many of his men. 

“He’s a national treasure,” Ligato said. 
 

     Canley was scheduled to be in attendance at the 30 JAN State of the Union on Capitol Hill. The retired 

Marine will be there as a guest of Rep. Julia Brownley (D-CA) who helped Canley and his men spearhead 
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through bureaucratic red tape that left the gunny’s upgrade in limbo for more than a decade. On 29 JAN, 

President Trump signed a bill lifting a five-year time restriction on awarding the Medal of Honor, allowing 

the upgrade to proceed. Secretary of Defense Mattis still has to present the award and citation to Trump so 

that it can be signed and awarded to Canley. “My love for the Marine Corps was leading Marines in combat 

and training Marines in that order,” Canley said.  [Source:  MarineCorpsTimes | Shawn Snow | January 30, 

2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Vet Jobs Update 229  ►   Best Places to Work in 2018 

 

The social-media site Facebook has been named the best place to work among U.S. large employers, with 

the ranking based entirely on employee feedback.  The company is No. 1 on Glassdoor’s 2018 Best Places to 

Work list of U.S. companies with more than 1,000 workers. In the 10 years Glassdoor has been compiling 

this list, Facebook has made the list eight times and earned the No. 1 spot three times. 
 

      Sheryl Sandberg, Facebook chief operating officer, notes the company’s employee-friendly policies, 

telling Glassdoor: “We believe that the 21st century needs 21st-century workplace policies, and that we have 

a responsibility to do that. Everything from maternity and paternity leave to really being there for people 

when times are hardest and offering bereavement leave.” Facebook’s own CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, is out on 

paternity leave for all of December. Employees at his company are entitled to four months of paid parental 

leave. Other noteworthy Facebook employee perks include: 

 Free meals and snacks 

 On-site health and dental centers 

 Laundry services 
 

     Silverline Systems, the No. 1 company on Glassdoor’s 2018 Best Places to Work list for small and 

medium U.S. employers, also offers some rare perks. Employee benefits at Silverline, a tech company 

serving businesses, include: 

 Unlimited vacation 

 Flexible work options 

 Education reimbursement programs 

 Learning & development programs 
 

     While tech companies are prominent on Glassdoor’s lists, a wide variety of companies were included. 

They include grocery stores, fast-food chains, airlines, religious and health-care organizations, and 

pharmaceutical and financial companies. The top 10 companies on the list of large, small and medium  

employers are: 

 LARGE:  Facebook, Bain & Co., Boston Consulting Group, In-N-Out Burger, Google, Lululemon 

Athletica, HubSpot, World Wide Technology, St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital, and Ultimate 

Software. 

 SMALL & MEDIUM: Silverline Solutions, New Home Star, Next Century, Acceleration Partners, 

Zoom Video Communications, OppLoans, Glint, Life Church, CB Insights, and CarShield. 
 

     If you’d fancy a new job for the new year, check out “Land Your Dream Job Even When There Seems to 

be No Opening.”  [Source:  MoneyTalksNews | Karla Bowsher | February 1, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

Vet Mental Health Care  ►   NASEM Report on OEF/OIF/OND Vet Needs 

 

While the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) provides mental health care of comparable or superior 

quality to care provided in private and non-VA public sectors, accessibility and quality of services vary 

across the VA health system, leaving a substantial unmet need for mental health services among veterans of 

https://www.glassdoor.com/Award/Best-Places-to-Work-LST_KQ0,19.htm
https://www.glassdoor.com/Award/Best-Places-to-Work-LST_KQ0,19.htm
https://www.glassdoor.com/Award/Best-Small-and-Medium-Companies-to-Work-For-LST_KQ0,43.htm
https://www.moneytalksnews.com/slideshows/land-your-dream-job-even-when-there-seems-to-be-no-opening/
https://www.moneytalksnews.com/slideshows/land-your-dream-job-even-when-there-seems-to-be-no-opening/
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the recent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, says a new congressionally mandated report from the National 

Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM). A survey of these veterans developed and 

fielded by the committee that conducted the study found that approximately half of those who may have a 

need for mental health care do not use VA or non-VA services, indicating that a large proportion of veterans 

do not receive any treatment for conditions such as post-traumatic stress disorder, substance use disorder, or 

depression. In addition, more than half of veterans who screened positive in the survey for having a mental 

health care need do not perceive a need for mental health services. 
 

     Approximately 4 million U.S. service members took part in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. In 

Afghanistan, Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) began on Oct. 7, 2001, and ended on Dec. 31, 2014. In 

Iraq, Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) began on March 20, 2003, and on Sept. 1, 2010, operations there 

continued under the name Operation New Dawn (OND). To help carry out its charge, the committee 

conducted site visits and sought input on the use of VA mental health services directly from veterans of 

these wars, their families and caregivers, health care providers, and others at each of the Veterans Integrated 

Service Networks across the U.S. 
 

     A lack of awareness about how to connect with the VA for mental health care is pervasive among 

OEF/OIF/OND veterans, the report says. Among veterans who have a mental health care need and who have 

not sought VA mental health services, their main reasons for not doing so are that they do not know how to 

apply for VA mental health care benefits, they are unsure whether they are eligible, or they are unaware that 

VA offers these benefits. Other barriers to seeking VA mental health care services, the committee found, 

include lack of transportation options to and convenience of medical facility locations; concerns about 

taking time off work and potentially harming their careers; and fears that discrimination could lead to a loss 

of contact with or custody of their children, or lead to a loss of medical or disability benefits. 
 

     Many veterans who are aware of these services say that the process of accessing VA mental health 

services is burdensome. However, a majority of OEF/OIF/OND veterans who use the VA report positive 

experiences with its mental health services, including the availability of services, privacy and confidentiality 

of medical records, the ease of using VA mental health care, and the staff's skill, expertise, and courtesy 

toward patients. "As the nation's largest provider of mental health care services, the VA system has a unique 

and unparalleled opportunity to address the mental health care needs of veterans in a truly integrated and 

strategic manner," said committee chair Alicia Carriquiry, distinguished professor of liberal arts and 

sciences in the department of statistics at Iowa State University. "The VA needs to make high-quality mental 

health care consistently and predictably available at every facility for all veterans." 
 

     The VA should set a goal of becoming a reliable provider of high-quality mental health care services 

throughout its system within three to five years, the report says. It should develop a comprehensive strategic 

plan that addresses ways to enhance and facilitate timely access to patient-centered care, hire and retain 

diverse, skilled staff, expand the use of virtual care technologies, and overcome facility and infrastructure 

barriers to access, such as lack of parking. For example, the VA, along with the U.S. Department of Defense, 

should re-examine the processes for transitioning services from DOD to VA to enhance the coordination and 

continuation of health care services. The implementation of the strategic plan should be regularly monitored, 

reviewed, and updated as needed during that time frame. 
 

     While evidence-based mental health care services are available to veterans and are mostly in agreement 

with clinical standards and policy mandates, there are significant gaps in care delivery, the report says. 

Adequate clinical and office space and staffing are necessary to reduce wait times, lessen clinician burnout 

that may contribute to high staff turnover, improve the reliability of treatment, and increase adherence to 

clinical practice guidelines. 
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     The VA should take steps to ensure that its diverse patient population—including racial and ethnic 

minorities, women, LGBT, rural-dwelling, and homeless veterans—receives readily accessible, high-quality, 

integrated mental health care services, the report says. Demographic data show that the OEF/OIF/OND 

veteran population is more racially and ethnically diverse and has more women than other veteran cohorts. 

Women veterans who served in OEF/OIF have a higher need for mental health care compared with women 

veterans from previous conflicts, and also are significantly more likely than men veterans who served in the 

same wars to believe that they are not entitled to or eligible for VA mental health services. 
 

     The report also includes recommendations for examining best practices for VA facilities to forge 

community partnerships, addressing workforce shortages, and developing and implementing standardized 

performance measures to assess and improve care for veterans with mental health conditions.  [Source:  

Medical Xpress | January 31, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

National Recreation Therapy Recreation Month ►   February 

 

February is National Recreation Therapy Recreation Month.  Join the more than 860 recreation therapists 

and creative arts therapists, and the Veterans they serve, in celebrating national Recreation Therapy 

Recreation Month. Along with focusing on health promotion, disease prevention and improving quality of 

life, recreation therapy and creative arts therapy enhance or maintain motor, physical, social, and cognitive 

functioning. These therapies provide opportunities to build confidence, develop coping skills, and integrate 

the skills learned in treatment settings into community settings. The uniqueness of recreation therapy and 

creative arts therapy is they provide unconventional treatment methods for those individuals who resist other 

treatment approaches or who are unaware of their conditions or issues inhibiting their rehabilitation. 

Recreation therapy and creative arts therapy provide a spectrum of services, opportunities, and choice for 

Veterans across the continuum of care to maximize their rehabilitation potential, increase independence, and 

sustain a healthy and meaningful leisure lifestyle. For more about VA’s Recreation Therapy Service, visit 

http://www.rehab.va.gov/rectherapy. [Source:  Veterans Today | Michael Isam | February 1, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

AFL Q&A 18 & 19  ►  Camp Lejeune Claim & VA Housing Certificate 

 

Q.  I need to know is there any way I can get help with my VA claim from Camp Lejeune? I have a letter 

stating I am service connected since 2015. I have a fully develop claim. Atlanta Regional has denied me my 

rights to receive healthcare and my compensation they are saying the information I received is erroneous. 

Help me please! Been going through this since 2001. 
 

A1:  You should contact the nearest DAV office. The presumptive diseases associated with exposure to 

contaminants in the water supply at Camp Lejeune, NC are: 

o Adult leukemia 

o Aplastic anemia and other myelodysplastic syndromes 

o Bladder cancer 

o Kidney cancer 

o Liver cancer 

o Multiple myeloma 

o Non-hodgkin's lymphoma, and 

o Parkinsons disease. 
 

http://www.rehab.va.gov/rectherapy
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     Official military documentation must show you served under official orders or other assignment at Camp 

Lejeune or the Marine Corps Air Station New River in North Carolina for any period of time between 

August 1, 1953 and December 31, 1987, in either an active duty, reserve, or National guard capacity. The 

medical evidence must show you have a current disease on the list of presumptive conditions related to 

Camp Lejeune.  (AP)  12/3/16 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

Q.  What good is the housing certificate if your credit score is not 620 and above? 

 

A1:   The housing certificate is only a guarantee to the lender in the event that you default on the loan that 

the VA will cover the loss by reselling or assuming the loan. You still must meet the basic credit 

requirements of the lender, one of which is a credit score above 620.  (AP)  12/3/16 
 

A2:   When I bought my home back in 2001 all I used was secondary credit. Cell Phone bill, storage unit 

bill, Truck Insurance payments. But things changes with time.  (JK)  12/4/16 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

If you have a question you want answered  you can submit it at http://www.armedforceslocator.com/ask-a-

question.html.  Armed Forces Locator  was developed to help veterans, active duty, 

servicemembers, Reservists, National Guard members and ROTC members locate old friends, current 

colleagues, and family members who serve or have served in the armed forces. Their mission is to 

provide an opportunity for those who served to reconnect again with war buddies.  Also, locate many topics 

that are of interest to veterans, active duty servicemembers, and veterans organizations.  [Source:  

http://www.armedforceslocator.com | February 14, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

Retiree Appreciation Days  ►  Scheduled As of  15 FEB 2018 
 

Retiree Appreciation Days (RADs) are designed with all veterans in mind. They're a great source of the 

latest information for retirees and Family members in your area. RADs vary from installation to installation, 

but, in general, they provide an opportunity to renew acquaintances, listen to guest speakers, renew ID 

Cards, get medical checkups, and various other services. Some RADs include special events such as dinners 

or golf tournaments.  Due to budget constraints, some RADs may be cancelled or rescheduled.  Also, 

scheduled appearances of DFAS representatives may not be possible.  If you plan to travel long distances to 

attend a RAD, before traveling, you should call the sponsoring RSO to ensure the RAD will held as 

scheduled and, if applicable, whether or not DFAS reps will be available.  The current updated schedule for 

2017 is available at: 

== HTML: http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html 

== PDF:     http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.pdf 

== Word:   http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.doc 
 

     This schedule has been expanded to include dates for retiree\veterans activity related events such as 

Seminars, Veterans Town Hall Meetings, Stand Downs, Resource\Career Fairs and Other Military Retiree & 

Veterans Related Events for all military services. To get more info about a particular event, mouse over or 

click on the event under Event Location.  Please report comments, changes, corrections, new RADs and 

other military retiree\veterans related events to the Events Schedule Manager at milton.bell126@gmail.com.  
 

 (NOTE:  Attendance at some events may require military ID, VA enrollment or DD214.”@“ indicates event 

requires registration\RSVP.)   
 

http://www.armedforceslocator.com/ask-a-question.html
http://www.armedforceslocator.com/ask-a-question.html
http://www.armedforceslocator.com/
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.pdf
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.doc
mailto:milton.bell126@gmail.com
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     For more information call the phone numbers indicated on the schedule of the Retirement Services 

Officer (RSO) sponsoring the RAD.  To quickly locate events in your geographic area just click on the 

appropriate State\Territory\Country listed at the top of the schedule.  They will look like this: 
 

Click On Following State\Territory Code Or Country To Select Location:  

AK   AL   AR   AS   AZ   CA   CO   CT   DC   DE   FL   GA   GU   HI   IA   ID   IL   IN   KS   KY   

LA   MA   MD   ME   MI   MN   MO   MP   MS   MT   NC   ND   NE   NH   NJ   NM   NV   NY   OH   

OK   OR   PA   PR   RI   SC   SD   TN   TX   UT   VA   VI   VT   WA   WI   WV   WY   Belgium   

Germany   Italy   Japan   South Korea   Netherlands   

 

[Source: RAD List Manager & Army Echoes | Milton Bell | February 14, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

Vet Hiring Fairs  ►   Scheduled As of 15 FEB 2018  

 

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s (USCC) Hiring Our Heroes program employment workshops are 

available in conjunction with hundreds of their hiring fairs. These workshops are designed to help veterans 

and military spouses and include resume writing, interview skills, and one-on-one mentoring. For details of 

each you should click on the city next to the date in the below list. To participate, sign up for the workshop 

in addition to registering (if indicated) for the hiring fairs which are shown below for the next month.  For 

more information about the USCC Hiring Our Heroes Program, Military Spouse Program, Transition 

Assistance, GE Employment Workshops, Resume Engine, etc. refer to the Hiring Our Heroes website 

http://www.hiringourheroes.org/hiringourheroes/events.  Listings of  up upcoming Vet Job Fairs nationwide 

providing location, times, events, and registration info if required can be found at the following websites.  

You will need to review each site below to locate Job Fairs in your location: 

 https://events.recruitmilitary.com  

 https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/events/hiringfairs    

 https://www.legion.org/careers/jobfairs 

[Source: Recruit Military, USCC, and American Legion | February 14, 2018 ++] 
 

 
 

*********************** 

 

State Veteran's Benefits & Discounts  ►   Pennsylvania 2018 
 

The state of Pennsylvania provides several benefits to veterans as indicated below.  To obtain information on 

these plus discounts listed on the Military and Veterans Discount Center (MCVDC) website, refer to the 

attachment to this Bulletin titled,  “Vet State Benefits & Discounts  – PA” for an overview of the below 

benefits.  Benefits are available to veterans who are residents of the state. For a more detailed explanation of 

each of the following benefits listed refer to http://www.dmva.pa.gov/Pages/default.aspx  and 

http://militaryandveteransdiscounts.com/location/oregon.html 

http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#AL
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#AR
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#AS
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#AZ
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#CA
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#CO
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#CT
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#DC
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#DE
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#FL
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#GA
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#GU
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#HI
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#IA
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#ID
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#IL
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#IN
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#KS
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#KY
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#LA
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#MA
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#MD
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#ME
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#MI
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#MN
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#MO
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#MP
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#MS
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#MT
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#NC
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#ND
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#NE
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#NH
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#NJ
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#NM
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#NV
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#NY
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#OH
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#OK
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#OR
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#PA
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#PR
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#RI
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#SC
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#SD
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#TN
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#TX
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#UT
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#VA
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#VI
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#VT
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#WA
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#WI
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#WV
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#WY
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#BEL
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#GER
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#ITA
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#JPN
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#KOR
http://www.hostmtb.org/RADs_and_Other_Retiree-Veterans_Events.html#NETH
http://www.hiringourheroes.org/hiringourheroes/events
https://events.recruitmilitary.com/
https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/events/hiringfairs
https://www.legion.org/careers/jobfairs
http://www.dmva.pa.gov/Pages/default.aspx
http://militaryandveteransdiscounts.com/location/oregon.html
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 Financial Benefits 

 Employment Benefits 

 Education Benefits 

 Recreation Benefits 

 Other State Sponsored Veteran Benefits 

 Discounts 
 

[Source: http://www.military.com/benefits/veteran-state-benefits/pennsylvania-state-veterans-benefits.html 

FEB 2018 ++]           

                                                             

 

* Vet Legislation * 

 

 
 

Note:  To check status on any veteran related legislation go to https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress for any 

House or Senate bill introduced in the 115th Congress.  Bills are listed in reverse numerical order for House and then 

Senate.  Bills are normally initially assigned to a congressional committee to consider and amend before sending them on to the House 

or Senate as a whole. 

 

Military Death Benefits Update 01 ►   H.R.1928 | Families of Fallen Service Members  

 

The Enlisted Association (TREA) is proud to support for H.R. 1928, the Families of Fallen Service 

Members First Act.  Originally sponsored by Congressman Gerry Connolly (D-VA), it ensures that from 

now on military surviving families do not experience any delays in receiving death gratuities and related 

benefits in the event of a government shutdown. When a service member dies on active duty, his or her 

family is entitled to a tax free payment of $100,000, known as the death gratuity. Bereaved military families 

rely on this money to meet any financial hardships they may incur, immediately following the loss of their 

loved one. No family entitled to this relatively modest benefit should ever have to experience a delay in 

payment, simply because Congress temporarily fails to perform its primary duty of funding the U.S. 

Government. It is unconscionable that this legislation has been introduced five times now without passing 

both the House and the Senate. Surviving family members of fallen servicemembers should not be pawns in 

the games of politicians.  Unfortunately, the last action on this latest bill was 5 APR 2017 when it was 

referred to the House Committee on Appropriations.  [Source:  TREA Washington Update | January 31, 

2018 ++] 

 

********************** 
 

Claims and Appeals Update 01  ►   H.R.506 |  Vet Financial Protection Legislation 

 

The VFW has formally endorsed H.R. 506, the Preventing Crimes Against Veterans Act of 2018. This 

legislation is the latest effort to close an existing loophole that allows individuals and businesses to target 

http://www.military.com/benefits/veteran-state-benefits/pennsylvania-state-veterans-benefits.html
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress
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veterans seeking to file disability compensation, pension, and aid and attendance claims, and charge them 

exorbitant fees for little to no actual assistance. As this practice is illegal, the legislation would close the 

current loophole in federal law and finally give prosecutors the ability to punish those found guilty. Penalties 

include fines, imprisonment up to five years, or both, for any person who knowingly engages in any scheme 

or artifice meant to defraud an individual of veterans’ benefits, or in connection with obtaining benefits for 

that individual. Read more.  [Source:  VFW Action Corps Weekly | February 9, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 
 

Vet Gun Control Update 14  ►   S.2386 | A Bill to Provide Vet Protections 
 

A group of bipartisan U.S. Senators has filed legislation to reverse the fact that some vets are losing their 

right to keep and bear arms because someone is handling their finances. On 6 FEB, Senate Judiciary 

Chairman Chuck Grassley — joined by fellow Iowa Republican Sen. Joni Ernst and West Virginia 

Democrat Sen. Joe Manchin — introduced S.2386, which could tackle how the Department of Veterans 

Affairs reports veterans to the FBI’s National Criminal Background Check System. 
 

     Currently, a veteran assigned a fiduciary trustee to act on their behalf is automatically declared “mentally 

defective” and is reported to NICS, the database Federal Firearms Licensees use to determine whether a 

prospective buyer is eligible to buy guns. Grassley feels to do so is a Second Amendment violation. 

“Veterans are losing their Second Amendment rights because they have someone managing their 

checkbook,” Grassley said on the floor of the Senate. As of Dec. 31, 2016, NICS had active records on 

167,824 veterans reported by the VA for mental health reasons. This figure is down from 260,381 in 2015. 

Still, Grassley points out that 98 percent of the names in the gun check system listed by federal agencies for 

mental health reasons come from the VA alone. 
 

     Termed the Veterans’ Second Amendment Rights Restoration Act of 2018, the language of the bill 

would force the VA to overhaul who they report to NICS. Rather than use the fiduciary rule, similar to one 

proposed by the Social Security Administration and repealed by Congress, the VA would have to submit 

individuals to a board made up of three former judicial officers or administrative law judges or through a 

judicial process. While it would not automatically remove those currently reported to the FBI, those with 

active files would be able to challenge their classification and all would be given notice by the VA of their 

rights to due process. “When a constitutional right is involved, the burden must always be on the 

government,” said Grassley. The measure has been referred to the Committee on Veterans’ Affairs.  

[Source:  Guns.com |  Chris Eger | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Homeless Vets Update 85  ►   H.R.4099 | Homeless Veteran Families Act 

 

Congressman Jim Banks (IN-03), a member of the House Veterans Affairs Committee, has announced he is 

cosponsoring the Homeless Veteran Families Act, bipartisan legislation that aims to assist community 

agencies with housing costs to help homeless veterans with dependents. “During a town hall meeting in Fort 

Wayne last week, a constituent raised the issue of homelessness among female veterans,” said Banks. “This 

legislation is one way we can help all veterans who have families and ensure that female veterans have more 

access to services during times of hardship. As a nation, we need to ensure that keeping veterans and their 

families together is a top priority.” 
 

     Currently, the VA does not have the statutory authority to provide reimbursements for the costs of 

services for minor dependents of homeless veterans. A Government Accountability Office (GAO) report 
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found that this led to a financial disincentive for providers, and in turn, limited housing for veterans and their 

children. This disproportionately affects the female veteran population. 
 

      The Homeless Veteran Families Act, introduced by Representatives Mike Coffman (R-CO) and Julia 

Brownley (D-CA), would allow reimbursement to GPD providers at a 50 percent rate for the costs of 

housing minor dependent(s) of homeless veterans while the veteran receives services from the grant 

recipient. The following veteran service organizations support this bill: The American Legion, The 

Wounded Warrior Project, Disabled American Veterans, Paralyzed Veterans of America, Got Your 6, 

Veterans of Foreign Wars, Military Order of the Purple Heart and American Veterans (AMVETS).  [Source:  

The News Times | February 7, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Transition Assistance Program Update 03  ►   H.R.4954 | TAP Reform 

 

Lawmakers on Capitol Hill want service members to get more training for civilian life before transitioning 

out of the military. Legislation introduced in the House of Representatives this week seeks to boost 

participation in specialized workshops offered through the Defense Department’s Transition Assistance 

Program, or TAP. The bill, introduced by Rep. Stephanie Murphy (D-FL) would require service members to 

opt out of the additional training provided in addition to the program’s core curriculum, rather than opt in.  
 

     “In my view, the core curriculum is necessary, but not sufficient, to enable most departing (service 

members) to successfully transition to the civilian world,” Murphy said in her speech introducing the 

legislation. Transitioning service members “should supplement the core curriculum with at least one of the 

two-day workshops, so they can receive training tailored to their specific personal and professional goals — 

whether that involves going to school, learning a trade, or starting a business.” 
 

     The bill, called the Better Access to Technical Training, Learning and Entrepreneurship for 

Servicemembers Act, has the backing of Republican Reps. Jack Bergman of Michigan, a retired Marine 

Corps general, and Carlos Curbelo of Florida, as well as Democratic Rep. Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona. 

Veteran service organizations, including Veterans of Foreign Wars and Student Veterans of America, have 

also expressed their support. “The VFW views the TAP program as an integral part of preparing these young 

men and women for the next step in life,” VFW legislative director Carlos Fuentes said in a statement. 

“Making supplemental TAP classes mandatory for all transitioning (service members) would ensure they 

obtain skills to take full advantage of the benefits and services they have earned.” 
 

      TAP currently offers three tracks that transitioning service members can pursue to dig deeper into higher 

education, career technical training opportunities or how to start a business. According to a recent 

Government Accountability Office report, only 15 percent participate in these additional, two-day 

workshops. Ryan Gallucci, a spokesman for the VFW, told Military Times in an email that the VFW’s 

interactions with service members on military installations reinforce the report’s findings. When asked why 

they don’t attend these workshops, offered over a two-day period, many told the organization they had work 

and time demands or that they didn’t know about the additional training. “One of the most jarring comments 

came from an enlisted Marine who wrote ‘the command did not find me suitable to participate,’” Gallucci 

said. “Another soldier also wrote that ‘my unit was not aware of the voluntary tracks and I was not able to 

plan in advance.’” 
 

     Murphy spokesman Javier Hernandez said 8 FEB the congresswoman will likely seek to have the 

legislation added to the 2019 National Defense Authorization Act. The proposed legislation is a good first 

step to reforming TAP, said Will Hubbard, vice president of government affairs for SVA, which has been 

advocating for changes to the program. SVA’s president also wrote a statement in support of Murphy’s 



63 

 

proposal. “The core curriculum is good, but ultimately I think the tracks themselves additionally need some 

improvement,” Hubbard said. “It’s not a perfect step, but it’s a very, very strong first step to making that 

program better.”  [Source:  MilitaryTimes | Natalie Gross | February 6, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

VA Burial Benefits Update 43  ►   S.2372 | Veterans Cemetery Benefit Correction Act 

 

U.S. Sen. Johnny Isakson (R-Marietta) and U.S. Rep. Austin Scott (R-Tifton) have introduced the Veterans 

Cemetery Benefit Correction Act, which would require the U.S. Department of the Interior to provide 

outer burial receptacles for veterans buried in cemeteries under the control of the National Park Service. 

Federal law requires the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs to provide an outer burial receptacle to a 

veteran buried in a national cemetery under control of the National Cemetery Administration, a VA branch. 

The VA also can reimburse a family if the family chooses to purchase one instead of a government-

furnished grave liner. 
 

     National Park Service cemeteries are not currently covered by the statute, which means neither the VA 

nor the National Park Service can provide the benefit for veterans buried in NPS cemeteries. “Currently, 

there is a gap in benefits for veterans who are buried in a cemetery managed by the National Park Service,” 

Isakson, a U.S. military veteran who chairs the Senate Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, said. “This creates 

an undue burden on the veteran and their family. “With this bill, we are seeing to it that all veterans and their 

families are receiving the burial benefits they have earned.” Scott echoed Isakson’s statement. “To honor 

their sacrifices and commitment to our country,” Scott said, “it is our duty to take care of our warfighters 

and their families, which is why I am pleased to introduce this commonsense legislation alongside Sen. 

Isakson to ensure our veterans receive equal burial benefits regardless of where they are laid to rest.” 
 

     Called the Veterans Cemetery Benefit Correction Act, the proposal would amend federal law to require 

the Interior Department to provide an outer burial receptacle for each new veteran’s grave in a national 

cemetery under the control of the National Park Service. The bill also provides for the reimbursement of a 

veteran’s survivors who provide a privately purchased outer burial receptacle for use in an NPS cemetery. 
 

     Of the 14 national cemeteries controlled by the National Park Service, two are active: Andersonville 

National Cemetery and Andrew Johnson National Cemetery, the latter of which is located in Tennessee. The 

act was co-sponsored by U.S. Sens. Lamar Alexander (R-TTN), Steve Daines (R-MT). Dean Heller (R-NV), 

Jon Tester (D-MT), and Thom Tillis (R-NC). Scott introduced companion legislation (H.R.4910) in the 

House with Rep. Sanford Bishop, D-Albany, on 30 JAN.  Refer to https://www.cem.va.gov/burial_benefits 

for the National Cemetery Administration's current benefits.  [Source:  Rome News-Tribune | February  6, 

2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Military Spouse Employment Update 04  ►   Military Spouse Employment Act 

 

A Senate bill (S.2379) introduced 6 FEB aims to reduce military spouse unemployment by addressing 

persistent issues surrounding frequent moves, federal hiring practices and child care availability. While 

many of the provisions of the bill call for further study of perennial problems for spouses, some aspects 

could could offer solutions sooner, if the bill becomes law. It’s difficult to quantify the rate of 

unemployment among military spouses, but a number of surveys have estimated it to be “between 12 to 25 

percent, which is 3 to 6 or 7 times higher than the national average,” said the bill’s author, Sen. Tim Kaine 

https://www.cem.va.gov/burial_benefits
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(D-VA), a member of the Senate Armed Services Committee and co-chair of the Senate Military Family 

Caucus. 
 

     Kaine said he hopes the bill will be considered by the Senate Armed Services Committee as part of its 

defense authorization bill for the fiscal year 2019. “If we can make their path a little easier, it’s a good thing 

for military readiness, family happiness, and it keeps people in the military longer if they know their spouse 

continues to have opportunities,” he said. The bill would: 
 

 Increase access to federal jobs.  Federal hiring authority would expand so that federal agencies 

can hire military spouses faster. Agencies could noncompetitively appoint a qualified spouse of an 

active-duty service member, something that’s now allowed only if the spouse is relocating, and 

pending other limitations. The proposed regulation specifies that criminal history background 

checks must be initiated and overseen by people who are trained and vetted experts — responsible 

for personnel security or for human resource functions. 
 

 Speed child care hiring.  The Defense Department would be required to allow base officials to 

issue interim or provisional authorization to hire child development center staff while the formal 

vetting process is pursued. DoD’s tightened background-check process has led to sluggish hiring in 

recent years, reducing the capacity of the centers. 
 

 Improve program access.  Spouses would be able to attend transition assistance programs with 

their service member. Currently they can only attend when space is available. Families also would 

get access to Military OneSource programs for a year after leaving the military, up from six 

months. 
 

 Start studies . DoD would need to look into several programs and issues involving spouse and 

family issues, including: 

o The effects of permanent change-of-station moves on spouse employment, with 

recommendations for minimizing negative consequences. 

o Ways to boost child care availability, as well as the use and availability of child care 

subsidy programs. Kaine said high child care costs, which can approach or exceed a 

spouse’s salary, may limit the spouse’s ability to work. 

o Ways to increase participation of military spouse-friendly businesses in DoD contracts, 

and to help military spouses launch small businesses on installations. 

o Whether spouses are aware of, and using, the My Career Advancement Account 

scholarship program, which can help them obtain certificates and training geared toward 

employment. 
 

     Kaine, who introduced the bill with Sens. Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY)and Patty Murray (D-WA) said it 

was crafted after discussions with a number of military spouses, who expressed concerns about employment 

challenges. Last October, he held a roundtable in northern Virginia with spouses, DoD officials and 

representatives from private industry. These issues are longstanding ones in the military community, and 

DoD has launched a number of efforts to help address many aspects, including forming partnerships with 

companies who specifically seek out military spouses to hire; providing career counseling for spouses; and 

its tuition assistance program through MyCAA. 
 

     But many issues persist. “This is very heartening and very exciting for us. When these issues get elevated 

in this way, it gives all of us hope,” said Kathy Roth-Douquet, CEO of the nonprofit Blue Star Families, 

who helped provide input for the content of the bill. “We want to stay in the military. We want to serve the 

country. We just don’t want it to hurt our families that much. “Right now, it’s hurting our families because 

of how hard it is for spouses to work and work at the level they’re trained to. If we can solve this, it will go a 

long way to make this lifestyle sustainable for those who serve and those who want to serve.” [Source:  

ArmyTimes |  Karen Jowers | February 7, 2018 ++] 
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********************** 

 

VA Debt Billing Policy Update 02  ►    S.2341 | Vet Debt Fairness Act of 2018 

 

Senators Tester, Brown, and Blumenthal introduced the Veteran Debt Fairness Act of 2018. This legislation 

is the result of countless news and media reports over the last few years that shed light on the harmful debt 

collection policies that VA employs. During an Oct. 25, 2017, hearing before the House Veterans’ Affairs 

Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs, the VFW highlighted several issues with the 

current system and explained to lawmakers some of the steps that need to be taken in order to correct the 

most egregious problems. This bill would require VA to take those steps by limiting VA’s ability to collect 

debts that occur as a result of an error or fraud on the part of a veteran or their beneficiary; requiring that VA 

garnish no more than 25 percent of a veteran’s monthly payment when recouping an overpayment or debt; 

and preventing VA from collecting debts incurred more than five years prior. The VFW applauds Senators 

Tester, Brown, and Blumenthal for their support and leadership on this often overlooked topic.   [Source:  

TREA Washington Update | January 24, 2018 ++] 

 

 

* Military * 

 

 
 
 

Army Recruiting Update 05  ►   $5,000 Bonus for College Sophomores 

 

College sophomores on the fence about joining the Army may have 5,000 more reasons to do so. For the 

first time, the Army is offering  a $5,000 bonus to sophomores who join Reserve Officer Training Corps, or 

ROTC. The bonus is intended for sophomores as lateral entry cadets who only have two years of school left, 

Lt. Col. Chris Belcher, a U.S. Army Cadet Command spokesman, told Army Times. It’s also aimed at 

enticing potential cadets who haven’t received a scholarship through ROTC, he said. Students who are 

interested must join ROTC before basic camp begins this summer. “If they don’t accept [the offer] in time to 

be registered for basic camp, they won’t be able to accept [the bonus],” Belcher said. 
 

     The Fort Knox, Kentucky-based camp is a month long introduction to the Army and leadership training 

for students who want to complete ROTC in two years instead of four. Cadets will receive the $5,000 bonus 

after they’ve completed basic camp and signed an ROTC contract, Belcher said. “This is the first time we’ve 

ever offered a bonus for basic camp,” he said. “With the Army increasing its end strength, we also have to 

increase the number of officers in the Army, so this is a way to let us meet the mission of going from about 

5,400 officers a year to 6,000 commissions in 2020.” 
 

     The bonus isn’t available to students already in ROTC or in the Army, he said. “This is intended for 

someone who’s a college sophomore who hasn’t decided what they want to do and might be thinking that 

the Army is a possible career,” Belcher said. “It’s a possible incentive for them to go to basic camp and 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/2341/text
https://www.vfw.org/advocacy/national-legislative-service/congressional-testimony/2017/10/examining-how-vba-can-effectively-prevent-and-manage-overpayments
http://images.search.yahoo.com/images/view;_ylt=AwrTcXnVDYtSxZAAsKOJzbkF;_ylu=X3oDMTIybmJkMmI3BHNlYwNzcgRzbGsDaW1nBG9pZANmN2M4YThiYTcxNzE2YTRmYjNlNDE4NjY0YTYxZjVkOQRncG9zAzgEaXQDYmluZw--?back=http://images.search.yahoo.com/search/images?_adv_prop=image&va=military+logo&fr=yfp-t-900&tab=organic&ri=8&w=1593&h=1044&imgurl=www.dingking.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Military-Logo.jpg&rurl=http://www.dingking.com/gi-bill/&size=503.9KB&name=<b>Military</b>-<b>Logo</b>.jpg&p=military+logo&oid=f7c8a8ba71716a4fb3e418664a61f5d9&fr2=&fr=yfp-t-900&tt=<b>Military</b>-<b>Logo</b>.jpg&b=0&ni=21&no=8&ts=&tab=organic&sigr=110o0jeie&sigb=13b12r8s6&sigi=11tc3o6v1&.crumb=56Y089kbxWn&fr=yfp-t-900
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contract as a cadet with a career in two years when you graduate from college.”  [Source:  ArmyTimes |  

Charlsy Panzino | February 1, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

Air Force T-6 Trainer  ►   Grounded After Pilot Hypoxia Incidents 

 

The chairman of a House Armed Services subcommittee blasted the Air Force’s deputy chief of staff for 

operations 6 FEB over the service’s inability to get to the bottom of the hypoxia problem plaguing pilots. “I 

could not be more disappointed by your presentation,” Rep. Michael Turner (R-Ohio),chairman of the 

subcommittee on tactical air and land forces, said after Lt. Gen. Mark Nowland finished his opening 

statement. “There is something wrong with the systems that these pilots are relying on for their lives.” 

Turner was irked by Nowland’s suggestion in his opening statement that training will be critical as the Air 

Force tries to solve the hypoxia problem. “Should we start doing hearing training where we ask you to come 

before us and then let’s have you hold your breath for a minute in the first hearing, and then in the second 

hearing we’ll have you hold your breath for two minutes?” Turner said. “It makes no sense.” 
 

     Nowland stressed that he was not blaming pilots when he referred to training. He said that the Air Force 

believes it is finding that maintenance problems may be at the root of hypoxia problems with the T-6 Texan 

II, which has been grounded since 1 FEB after pilots had 13 hypoxia-like incidents in a single week. The Air 

Force hasn’t set proper procedures for maintaining the T-6’s onboard oxygen generation system, or OBOGS, 

and hasn’t trained its maintainers properly on how to maintain it, Nowland said. He said the Air Force thinks 

there is a fix for the OBOGS, but has not yet confirmed it. T-6s have flown 2.1 million hours, with 1.95 

physiological incidents for every 100,000 hours flown. Hypoxia or hypoxia-like incidents have mushroomed 

in the T-6 this fiscal year, with 22 being recorded so far in fiscal 2018. The T-6 typically has between two 

and five incidents each year. Nowland also said F-22 aircrews, who also have reported hypoxia-like 

incidents, weren’t trained properly on how to wear their life support equipment. 
 

     The Air Force loses 700 training flights a day while the T-6 is grounded, Nowland said, which will hurt 

the service’s pilot training. It couldn’t come at a worse time for the Air Force, which is trying to fix a serious 

pilot shortfall.  Maj. Gen. Patrick Doherty, the commander of the 19th Air Force who ordered the T-6 

groundings, is working on two solutions, Nowland said. The first is to find the problems with the OBOGS 

and fix them, he said. But if the problems remain, Nowland said, they could go to an interim solution. This 

could include taking the oxygen masks off the OBOGS and keeping aircraft between 6,000 and 7,000 feet. 

Solo flights would be off-limits. 
 

     Rep. Trent Kelly (R-Mississippi) noted that he represents Columbus Air Force Base, where T-6 Texan II 

pilots experienced 10 hypoxia-like incidents in a single week that led the Air Force to ground those trainers 

1 FEB. There were three other hypoxia incidents at Vance Air Force Base in Oklahoma and Sheppard Air 

Force Base in Texas. “There’s multiple issues, and we haven’t figured it out at any level, and we’ve got to 

figure it out what’s causing this — whether it’s maintenance, whether it’s lack of training, whether it’s 

improper use of equipment, whether it’s the equipment itself,” Kelly said. “It’s critical that we get it right.”   
 

     Hypoxia is a condition in which the body or a region of the body is deprived of adequate oxygen supply 

at the tissue level. Generalized hypoxia occurs in healthy people when they ascend to high altitude, where it 

causes altitude sickness leading to potentially fatal complications: high altitude pulmonary edema (HAPE) 

and high altitude cerebral edema (HACE). Hypoxia also occurs in healthy individuals when breathing 

mixtures of gases with a low oxygen content, e.g. while diving underwater especially when using closed-

circuit rebreather systems that control the amount of oxygen in the supplied air.  [Source:  AirForceTimes | 

Stephen Losey | February 7, 2018 ++] 
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*********************** 

 

USS Gerald A. Ford Update 09  ► Six Year Shock Testing Delay Requested 

 

The Navy has asked Defense Secretary Jim Mattis to delay shock testing on the super carrier Gerald R. Ford, 

a traditional process ships undergo to determine how well they can withstand an attack. In its proposed 

budget for fiscal year 2019, the Navy removed funding for testing on its new $12.9 billion “100,000 ton 

message to the world.” Originally scheduled to start late next year, the Navy is now requesting that shock 

testing be pushed it back at least six years, according to Bloomberg. 
 

     This decision creates tension between the Navy’s goal to have an 11-carrier fleet ready to deploy as soon 

as possible and the Pentagon’s warning against deploying the Ford for initial combat duty until it has 

undergone tests. Mattis must balance the need for rigorous weapons testing with the demands of his national 

defense strategy. The Ford, currently scheduled for its first deployment in 2022, has already endured several 

years of uncertainty and delays. Last June, the U.S. House of Representatives considered striking a clause in 

the National Defense Authorization Act that requires ships to endure shock tests before their first 

deployment. The proposal was supported by fleet schedule planners who did not want to delay deploying the 

ship. 
 

     “There are four major new systems on this aircraft carrier” for launching and landing aircraft, detecting 

aircraft and missiles and moving ordnance in elevators from deep inside the vessel, Robert Behler, the 

Pentagon’s new chief of testing, told Bloomberg. “I think we have to know if those systems continue to 

work in a combat environment,” he said. During shock testing, the ship endures a series of detonated 

underwater charges to check the resilience of key systems. The results are used to judge vulnerabilities and 

design changes that may be needed. 
 

     Ford “is making progress, however, reliability of the newly designed catapults, arresting gear, weapons 

elevators, and radar, which are all critical for flight operations, have the potential” to limit Ford’s abilities, 

Behler wrote in a memo to Mattis, according to Bloomberg. The survivability of these systems will remain a 

question mark until they undergo full rounds of testing, he added. The Navy still needs to spend 

approximately $780 million on the Ford to conduct shock testing, and still needs to finish deferred work and 

correct deficiencies, according to a July report from the Government Accountability Office.  [Source:  

NavyTimes | : Nicole Bauke | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

MAVNI Program Update 05  ►   Troops & Vets Now 'Protected' From Deportation 

 

The approximately 800 service members whose military service was put in limbo by President Donald 

Trump’s decision to end the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, or DACA, program will not be 

deported, Defense Secretary Jim Mattis said 8 FEB.  Congress has been at an impasse over DACA, which 

provides a protected status for some younger undocumented immigrants who were brought to the U.S. as 

children. Mattis told reporters that he has finalized an agreement with Department of Homeland Security 

Secretary Kirstjen Nielsen to put the military’s ”Dreamers” in a protected status.  
  

     The Military Accessions Vital to National Interest pilot program is one way service members may gain 

U.S. citizenship; the program has been on hold since summer 2017. “Anyone who is in the delayed 

enlistment program, in other words they are already signed up and they are waiting to go into boot camp, 

anyone on active duty and anyone in the active reserves and anyone with an honorable discharge is, right 
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now, except for two possible exceptions, they will not be subject to any kind of deportation.”  The 

exceptions are: 

 If for some reason they have committed a serious felony, and I realize even a low-level felony 

apparently does not put you in that category ... that could jeopardize them. They are just like any 

other citizen,” Mattis said.  

  If a federal judge has signed a final order of deportation — that would be a judicial action that 

obviously would havet o be obeyed.  
 

     Mattis did not provide additional details on the agreement but said it was his understanding that DACA 

military service members were always protected.  “They’re protected,” Mattis said.  He also said he thinks 

the program will live on.  “I think that it is not coming to an end right now either,” Mattis said. “You can 

sign up right now, as I understand.”  
 

     In January a federal court issued a preliminary injunction ordering the Department of Homeland Security 

to resume accepting DACA applicants.  The controversy over DACA in Washington is fueled by Trump’s 

requirement that any agreement to extend DACA would include broader immigration policy changes, 

including a border wall. The issue split Congress to the extent that the government shut down over the issue 

in January.  [Source:  AirForceTimes | Tara Copp February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

USCG Icebreakers Update 04  ►   Polar Star Completes Mission Despite Challenges 

 

Despite incidents involving engine failure and flooding, the crew of U.S. Coast Guard Cutter Polar Star 

completed their mission on 6 FEB, cutting a resupply channel through 15 miles of Antarctic ice in the Ross 

Sea and escorting supply vessels to the continent.  The Polar Star sailed from Seattle to assist in the annual 

delivery of operating supplies and fuel for National Science Foundation research stations in Antarctica 

during Operation Deep Freeze.  
 

     “Although we had less ice this year than last year, we had several engineering challenges to overcome to 

get to the point where we could position ourselves to moor in McMurdo,” said Captain Michael Davanzo, 

the commanding officer of the Polar Star. On 16 JAN, Polar Star’s shaft seal failed causing flooding in the 

cutter’s engine room at a rate of approximately 20-gallons per minute. The crew responded quickly, using an 

emergency shaft seal to stop the flow of freezing, Antarctic water into the vessel. The crew was able dewater 

the engineering space and effect more permanent repairs to the seal to ensure the watertight integrity of the 

vessel.  Prior to that, on 11 JAN, the vessel's progress was slowed after the one of her three main gas 

turbines failed. The crew uses the cutter’s main gas turbine power to breakup thick multi-year ice using her 

propellers. The crew found a programming issue between the engine and the cutter’s 1970s-era electrical 

system.  
 

     “If the Polar Star were to suffer a catastrophic mechanical failure, the nation would not be able to support 

heavy icebreaker missions like Operation Deep Freeze, and our nation has no vessel capable of rescuing the 

crew if the icebreakers were to fail in the ice,” said Vice Adm. Fred Midgette, commander, U.S. Coast 

Guard Pacific Area in Alameda, California. “The crewmembers aboard Polar Star not only accomplished 

their mission, but they did so despite extreme weather and numerous engineering challenges. This is a 

testament to their dedication and devotion to duty.” The 399-foot cutter r is expected to return to the U.S. in 

March 2018. 
 

     Polar Star is the only operational heavy icebreaker in the U.S. fleet. She was commissioned in 1976, 

weighs 13,500 tons and uses 75,000 horsepower to break ice up to 21 feet thick. The Coast Guard also 

operates one medium icebreaker, the 11,000-ton Healy. Commissioned in 1999, Healy can break ice up to 
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10 feet thick.  Polar Star's sister ship Polar Sea, also commissioned in 1976, left service since 2010 due to 

repeated failure of her main diesel engines. Last year, the Coast Guard determined it would be too costly to 

refurbish her even though her hull was sound, instead designating her has a parts donor to Polar Star. 

Instead, the Coast Guard has plans to build three heavy and three medium icebreakers, as part of plans to 

replace both vessels. The first newbuild is expected to be delivered in 2023.  
 

     Russia has nearly 40 icebreaker ships in service, with five more under construction and six more planned. 

Finland has seven, and Canada and Sweden each have six.  [Source:  MarEx | February 6, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

ACTUV Update 03  ►   Unmanned Warship Expanding Role 

 

The U.S. Navy accepted delivery of a revolutionary uncrewed surface ship, one capable of traveling long 

distances and conducting missions all without a human on board. The Sea Hunter Anti-Submarine Warfare 

Continuous Trail Unmanned Vessel—or ACTUV for short—could someday lead to fleets of unmanned 

warships plying the world’s oceans, doing everything from hunting submarines to acting as spy ships. The 

U.S. Navy ordered the ACTUV in 2012 as part of the Pentagon’s broader push into unmanned air, sea, and 

land systems. It was envisioned as a platform to test the autonomous concept in surface ships, explore how 

to safely and securely operate unmanned ships for months at a time over thousands of nautical miles, and 

create a vessel capable of tracking enemy diesel-electric submarines. 
 

     Built at the Christensen Shipyards in Vancouver, Washington, the 132 foot long, 140 ton ship is the 

world’s largest uncrewed ship. The pilothouse, necessary for a human crew to control the ship, can be 

unbolted and removed. The ACTUV has a single hull with two outrigger floats to enhance stability at sea, 

and has a maximum reported speed of 27 knots. From above the ship looks like a Klingon Warbird, its hull 

and two floats slicing through the water, leaving three wakes. 
 

     An autonomous ship like the ACTUV would make an excellent submarine hunter. Conventionally-

powered submarines, which make up the bulk of the world’s submarine fleets, can stay underwater for up to 

two weeks at a time. That’s longer than a helicopter or fixed-wing aircraft can stay on station, and a crewed 

surface ship puts the hunter at risk of becoming the hunted. An uncrewed ship, however, can track an enemy 

submarine as long as it takes for the sub to make a fatal mistake, then attack with a lightweight homing 

torpedo. 
 

     The ACTUV went to sea in October 2016, and spent 2017 undergoing a series of progressively more 

difficult tests at sea. Along the way, DARPA realized some important things. For one, the ship was also 

useful for launching the TALON elevated sensor mast. TALON is basically a militarized parasail towed 

behind a ship, lifting a 150 pound payload up to 1,500 feet above sea level. Possible payloads for TALON 

include communications relays in situations where satellite-based communications are unavailable and so-

called “intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) sensor packages. 
 

     Along the way, DARPA has expanded the potential roles for the ACTUV. No longer just an anti-

submarine warfare platform, in 2016 DARPA was referring to the ship as a “payload truck” and the name 

was changed to Sea Hunter. TALON aside, the possibilities for an uncrewed surface ship are pretty much 

endless. Uncrewed ships could shoot it out with swarms of Iranian speedboats in the Straits of Hormuz, lay 

in ambush for a Chinese Navy surface task force, brimming with anti-ship missiles hidden under a stealthy 

exterior, or sail up and down the North Korean coastline, scooping up radio signals with a spy package 

hovering a third of a mile above it on TALON, all without exposing a single friendly sailor to danger. 

Uncrewed ships could even conduct resupply runs in dangerous waters, bring fresh missiles, torpedoes, and 

other supplies to ships at sea while sending injured sailors back to the rear. 
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     Ships like Sea Hunter are also the future because they have to be. The U.S. Navy has only a limited 

number of crewed hulls to handle missions at hand, and the personnel costs involved in crewing those ships 

are a major part of the Navy’s budget. Small uncrewed ships offer a clever, cost-effective alternative. Sea 

Hunter doesn’t have an engineering section, or ship’s mess section, or anyone else whose role is to keep the 

ship and crew running. Sea Hunter’s autonomous nature means that a land-based crew need only man the 

ship’s sensors and weapons, when the ship is in action. A single crew could likely operate multiple Sea 

Hunters, only “crewing” them when the ship is in action. 
 

     Sea Hunter will operate under the Navy’s Office of Naval Research, where it will “develop (Sea Hunter) 

technologies, including automating payload and sensor data processing, rapidly developing new mission-

specific autonomous behaviors, and exploring autonomous coordination among multiple (Unmanned 

Surface Vehicles)”. After that, likely some time in 2018, Sea Hunter will move on to become part of the 

broader U.S. Navy and could be assigned to actual real-world missions.  [Source:  Popular Mechanics | Kyle 

Mizokami | February 5, 2018 +] 

 

********************** 

 

USS Michael Monsoor (DDG-1001) Update 01  ►   Acceptance Trials Completed 

 

The second Zumwalt-class guided-missile destroyer has completed acceptance trials last week, according to 

a statement from Naval Sea Systems Command. Michael Monsoor (DDG-1001) is now pier-side at General 

Dynamics Bath Iron Works in Maine after the Navy evaluation ahead of delivery to the service in March. 

The second ship in the three-ship class conducted a battery of tests at the shipyard and underway in the 

Atlantic Ocean overseen by the Navy’s Board of Inspection and Survey. 

 “[INSURV] reviewed the ship and its crew during a series of demonstrations both pierside and 

underway, evaluating the ship’s construction and compliance with Navy specifications,” according 

to the NAVSEA statement. 

 “Many of the ship’s onboard systems including navigation, damage control, mechanical, electrical, 

combat, communications, and propulsion systems were tested to validate performance met or 

exceeded Navy specifications.” 
 

     Monsoor’s first sets of builder’s trials were curtailed in December following problems discovered in the 

ship’s Integrated Power System (IPS). “A harmonic filter aboard Michael Monsoor (DDG-1001) failed one 

day after the ship left the yard on Dec. 4,” NAVSEA told USNI News in December. “Harmonic filters are 

used in complex electrical systems to prevent unintended power fluctuations from damaging sensitive 

equipment.” The IPS is complicated propulsion system that gives the Zumwalt-class massive power 

capability for a non-nuclear ship. The system is built around two Rolls Royce MT-30 gas turbines and two 

Rolls Royce MT-5 auxiliary gas turbines that can generate 75 megawatts. 
 

     Monsoor is the second of the three-ship, 23-billion class of guided-missile destroyers. The third, Lyndon 

B. Johnson (DDG-1002) is still under construction.  [Source:  USNI News | Sam LaGrone | February 5, 2018 

++] 

********************** 

 

Military Tattoo Criteria Update 11  ►   Marine Corps Commandant's Position 

 

It's a fact of life: Marines love their tattoos. And despite updates to regulations in 2016 that clarified rules 

and gave troops slightly more flexibility on where they can put their ink, some still complain that the Corps 

is too restrictive, keeping out some potential recruits and resulting in denied reenlistment for others. Some 
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services are making dramatic changes in order to improve recruiting among millennials. The Navy in 2016 

adapted the military's most lax tattoo rules, changing its policy to allow neck tattoos, sleeves, and even 

tattoos behind the ears. By contrast, Marine Corps rules remain relatively restrictive, barring full sleeve 

tattoos and limiting the size of ink designs that wrap around an arm or leg. 
 

     In an interview with Military.com in December, Marine Corps Commandant Gen. Robert Neller revealed 

the one thing that would prompt him to reconsider current tattoo restrictions. "If the recruiters came to me 

and said, 'we can't make mission with this policy,' I would have to go back and look," Neller said. And he 

asks recruiters about the matter regularly, he said. Neller said he has a practice of approaching recruiters at 

national meetings and inquiring if they have trouble making monthly quotas because they have to turn away 

prospective recruits with tattoos. So far, he said, he has always been told that recruiters are making mission, 

even with regulations in place. "So do we lose certain applicants? Yes. But [recruiters] can make it? Yes," 

Neller said. 
 

     Neller said he's not concerned with being a stickler, and doesn't want to deny applicants who are just over 

the line, with a tattoo that falls a quarter inch into a no-ink zone or a word hidden under a watch band. That 

said, he's not inclined to give in on one of the most common requests from inked-up Marines. "I'm not doing 

sleeves; I'm not," he said. "My wife [D'Arcy Neller] disagrees with me, she thinks I'm stupid. She says, 'how 

can you judge them on their ink?' I said, 'I don't judge them; I just don't want them being Marines.'" 
 

     There have been times in the past when commandants' spouses have swayed them on matters of 

personnel policy. In 2014, then-commandant Gen. Jim Amos reversed his unpopular decision requiring 

Marines to wear their sleeves rolled down, saying his wife, Bonnie Amos had "beat the crap out of him" 

over the matter. In this case, though, Neller said it goes to the identity and image of the Marine Corps. "This 

is not an episode of [History Channel show] Vikings, where we're tattooing our face. We're not a biker gang, 

we're not a rock and roll band. We're not [Maroon 5 lead singer] Adam Levine," Neller said. "You can get 

70 percent of your body covered with ink and still be a Marine. Is that enough?"  [Source:  Military.com |  

Hope Hodge Seck | January 31, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Destroyer Collisions Update 03  ►   Personnel Charges/Reprimands Announced 

 

Four sailors, including the former executive officer and command master chief of the destroyer USS 

Fitzgerald, have been found guilty at non-judicial punishment for dereliction of duty in the case of two 

deadly ship collisions last summer, and the Navy has set dates for preliminary hearings on more serious 

charges, the service announced 1 FEB.  Cmdr. Sean Babbitt and Master Chief Petty Officer Brice Baldwin, 

who were relieved of their posts in August following the June collision of the Fitzgerald and a commercial 

container ship off the coast of Tokyo, were given punitive letters of reprimand at NJP Jan. 25, officials said 

in a statement. One additional Fitzgerald officer was also found guilty of dereliction and reprimanded, while 

another officer had a finding of guilt set aside based on review. 
 

     For the destroyer John S. McCain, which collided with a tanker in August outside the Straits of Malacca, 

one enlisted sailor was found guilty of dereliction of duty at NJP and received a punitive letter of reprimand, 

forfeiture of half pay for two months, and demotion by one pay grade, according to the announcement, 

although the pay forfeiture and demotion were suspended for six months. NJP charges against another 

McCain officer and enlisted sailors were dismissed. Article 32 preliminary hearings for former commanding 

officers of both ships and three additional officers from the Fitzgerald have been set for early March, the 

statement said. 
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     McCain's former commanding officer, Cmdr. Alfredo Sanchez, faces charges of dereliction of duty, 

hazarding a vessel, and negligent homicide. Sanchez and McCain executive officer Cmdr. Jessie Sanchez 

were relieved from their leadership positions in October after the Navy determined the McCain collision, 

which left 10 sailors dead, was "preventable." A command investigation would determine confusion over 

who had control of steering and throttle functions on the bridge, and some sailors' lack of knowledge as to 

how to drive the destroyer, had contributed to the crash. Sanchez, the former McCain commander, will have 

his Article 32 March 6 at the Navy Yard in Washington, D.C., officials said. 
 

     Cmdr. Bryce Benson, former commanding officer of the Fitzgerald, also faces charges of dereliction, 

hazarding a vessel, and negligent homicide. An investigation showed the Fitzgerald collision, which killed 

seven sailors, resulted in part from ineffective watchstanding and failure to react in a timely manner after the 

bridge discovered it was on a collision course with another ship. Benson's hearing is set for March 7 at the 

Navy Yard; a joint hearing for three additional Fitzgerald officers, including two lieutenants and a lieutenant 

junior grade, has been scheduled for the following day. 
 

     Navy officials said additional disciplinary actions by Adm. Frank Caldwell, the consolidated disposition 

authority in the collision cases, were still pending. "As appropriate, information will be available when 

action is complete," officials said in a statement. "This is required to ensure a fair, thorough and equitable 

process and that members are afforded their rights." Leveling criminal charges against service members after 

a deadly accident is extremely rare. The last time the Navy sent a ship's commanding officer to court-martial 

was 1989, when Cmdr. John Cochrane was charged with dereliction and negligence after a destroyer, the 

Kinkaid, collided with a freighter in the Straits of Malacca, killing one sailor and leaving 17 more injured. 

Cochrane was ultimately acquitted.  [Source:  Military.com | Hope Hodge Seck | February 1, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Destroyer Collisions Update 04  ►   Military Justice Process 

 

We are all well aware of the tragic collisions last year involving USS Fitzgerald and USS John S McCain. 

Seventeen sailors died, both ships were severely damaged, and the lives of the surviving crewmembers were 

forever changed. What’s left to say? Well, a lot, especially about an aspect of the aftermath now unfolding 

but less well understood — the military justice process. If you are a current or former military officer or 

senior enlisted member, the odds are you’ve had some interaction with the military justice process. You may 

have had someone in your unit disciplined at nonjudicial punishment or even imposed the punishment 

yourself. You are much less likely, however, to have had any interaction with the court-martial process 

simply because courts-martial occur far less often. 
 

     Why is this a concern for the Fitzgerald and McCain cases? Because if you aren’t familiar with the 

process, when you hear announcements about how cases are being handled, you may reach premature or 

inaccurate conclusions about the fairness of the process, the precedent such actions may set, and the possible 

outcomes of any court-martial proceedings. And, if you are in a leadership position, you’ll need to be ready 

for the inevitable questions that will come from your subordinates and members of the civilian community 

who look to you for insight into all things military. So, let’s take a closer look at the process. 
 

     After each collision, the Navy convened “dual purpose” investigations to determine what happened. The 

investigations are dual purpose because they not only establish the facts for attorneys representing the Navy 

in any monetary claims or litigation that may result, but they also may be used to assess accountability for 

those involved. Because dual purpose investigations are prepared at the direction of Navy attorneys in 

contemplation of litigation and may contain opinions and recommendations in addition to facts, they cannot 

be publicly released the way investigations without liability considerations typically are. The Navy has, 

however, released reports on both collisions. 
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     Although some Fitzgerald and McCain crewmembers had already received nonjudicial punishment or 

other administrative actions, on Oct. 30, the vice chief of naval operations determined that it would be more 

appropriate for a single authority to consider all of the cases from both collisions. Accordingly, the vice 

chief designated Adm. Frank Caldwell to serve as a consolidated disposition authority. His instructions were 

“to review the accountability actions taken to date in relation to USS Fitzgerald (DDG 62) and USS John S. 

McCain (DDG 56) collisions, and to take additional administrative or disciplinary actions as appropriate.” 
 

     What does this mean? It means the vice chief gave Caldwell complete, independent authority to review 

the investigations into the collisions and to decide how to assess accountability for those involved. This was 

a rational move because it avoids inconsistent treatment and the perception of an unfair process that might 

result if multiple commanders assessed accountability for these similar incidents. Caldwell essentially has 

four options under Rule for Courts-Martial 306, all of which begin with a thorough review of the evidence 

and the consideration of factors relevant to the allegations. These factors include the nature and 

circumstances surrounding the allegations and the extent of harm caused. With respect to each individual 

involved, Caldwell can: 

 Decide to take no action, dismissing any pending charges; 

 Take administrative action, like counseling and other corrective measures; 

 Resolve the allegations at nonjudicial punishment; or, 

 Initiate the process to have the allegations considered by a court-martial. 
 

    Given that the first two options are straightforward and unlikely to spark debate at least in terms of 

process, let's focus on the more complex nonjudicial punishment and court-martial options. 
 

     Nonjudicial punishment, also known as captain’s mast or admiral’s mast in the Navy depending upon 

who imposes it, is a disciplinary measure — but as the name implies, the imposition of punishment at mast 

does not result in a judicial finding of guilt. Instead, if the individual is found to have committed the offense, 

administrative punishment is imposed. Admittedly, imposing punishment at mast impacts the recipient’s 

career, especially if he or she is an officer or a senior enlisted sailor. But the recipient will have no federal 

conviction and the punishments are far less significant than those that can be awarded by a court-martial. 

Thus far, 17 Fitzgerald and McCain sailors have received nonjudicial punishment. 
 

     Because nonjudicial punishment is administrative, the Navy protects the privacy of those on whom it is 

imposed. That is why you will rarely see the results of nonjudicial punishment hearings publicly released, 

unless the service member involved is a “public figure” and the public’s need to know outweighs the 

individual’s right to privacy. Commanding officers, executive officers, and command master chiefs are 

usually considered public figures. Other crewmembers must be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 
 

     The court-martial process begins when charges are “preferred” against the accused. For the Fitzgerald 

cases, the consolidated disposition authority decided to prefer charges against the commanding officer, two 

lieutenants, and one lieutenant junior grade. The charges include dereliction of duty, hazarding a vessel, and 

negligent homicide. For McCain, the consolidated disposition authority decided to prefer the same three 

charges against the commanding officer. Also for McCain, a dereliction of duty charge is being preferred 

against a chief petty officer. 
 

     Preferring charges is a legal term that means the charges have been formally alleged on a charge sheet, 

commencing the disciplinary process. None of the individuals from Fitzgerald or McCain against whom 

charges have been preferred have been found guilty of anything. In fact, everyone is presumed innocent 

unless and until prosecutors prove the defendants’ guilt beyond a reasonable doubt at a court-martial. Once 

charges have been preferred, the consolidated disposition authority may decide to “refer” the charges to a 

summary or special court-martial. These courts-martial have limits on the types and amounts of punishments 

that may be imposed if the accused is found guilty by the court. In fact, officers cannot be tried by summary 
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court-martial and the range of sanctions a special court-martial can impose on officers is very limited. To put 

the special court-martial into the civilian context, think of it as court that can award sanctions appropriate for 

misdemeanor offenses. 
 

     The final type of court-martial is the general court-martial. Like the special court-martial, a general court-

martial entitles the accused to all of the rights associated with being a defendant in a military criminal trial, 

including representation by qualified counsel and trial by jury (in the military, the jurors are called 

“members”). Unlike the special court-martial, the general court-martial may impose the full range of 

sanctions — from no sanction to the maximum allowed — for each offense for which the accused is found 

guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. 
 

     No charge can be tried by a general court-martial unless it has been investigated at an Article 32 hearing 

(or the accused waives the Article 32 hearing requirement). This is where we are in the Fitzgerald and 

McCain officer cases — the charges preferred against the officer defendants from both ships are pending 

investigation at an Article 32 hearing. “Article 32” is simply a reference to the section of the Uniform Code 

of Military Justice that governs the process for formally investigating preferred charges. Loosely translated, 

the purpose of an Article 32 hearing is similar to that of a civilian grand jury, but the Article 32 is generally 

open to the public and gives greater rights to the accused. 
 

     To begin the Article 32 process (which is set out in Rule for Courts-Martial 405), the consolidated 

disposition authority appoints an experienced officer, usually a judge advocate (military lawyer), to conduct 

a hearing. At the hearing, the prosecution presents the government’s evidence supporting each charge. The 

defense is not only present, but it may also cross-examine government witnesses. In turn, the defense may 

present any evidence or call any witnesses it desires, although the defense has no obligation to do so because 

the burden of proof rests entirely on the government. 
 

     After the hearing, the Article 32 officer will issue a report to the consolidated disposition authority 

concluding whether there is probable cause to believe the accused committed the offenses charged. The 

Article 32 officer must also make a recommendation as to how the consolidated disposition authority should 

dispose of the charges (e.g., dismiss the charges, take administrative action, resolve at non-judicial 

punishment, or trial by special or general court-martial). 
 

     After considering the Article 32 officer’s report, the consolidated disposition authority will determine the 

next step in the process. The consolidated disposition authority is not bound by the recommendations of the 

Article 32 officer, but he must consider them. In addition, he must consider the advice of his military lawyer 

(the staff judge advocate). Only after weighing this information can he determine what the next step will be. 

Just like the consolidated disposition authority, we should let the military justice process work its way 

through the Article 32 investigations. If we do that, we will be on the right course for fairness, impartiality, 

and accountability, whatever that course may be.  [Source: War On the Rocks | Capt. David E. Grogan | 

February 6, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Military Berets  ►   Use Is A Relatively Recent Phenomenon 
 

Military forces have worn distinctive uniform items for centuries to create a psychological advantage and 

boost their esprit de corps, but the military use of berets is a relatively recent phenomenon. In the 16th and 

17th centuries, the Blue Bonnet became a de facto symbol of Scottish Jacobite forces.  The French 

Chasseurs alpins, created in the early 1880s, are recognized as the the first regular unit to wear military beret 

as their standard headgear. One of the reasons that the beret is attractive to the military as a uniform item is 

that they are cheap, easy to make in large numbers and can be manufactured in a wide range of colors.  From 
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the soldier's view, the beret can be rolled up and stuffed into a pocket (or beneath a shirt epaulette) without 

damage, and it can be worn while wearing headphones. Military berets are usually pushed to the right to free 

the shoulder that bears the rifle on most soldiers (though some country's armies - mostly Europe, South 

America and Iran have influenced the push to the left. 
 

     The widespread use of the beret among Western armies didn’t begin until the 20th century, when French 

tank crews in World War I wore both the small Basque version and a larger, floppier variety. In the 1920s, 

British tank crews had an issue with their stiff khaki service-dress cap.  The cap had to be worn backwards 

in order to use the gunner’s sights, with the chin strap down to keep it on the tanker's head. And because it 

was a light wool serge fabric, it soon became a magnet for grease stains as it was clutched and adjusted by 

soiled fingers.  And so, they started looking for an alternative. It was in 1924 when the tankers came up with 

the black wool beret, of a size falling between two French versions. The beret was bound with black leather 

featuring an adjustable ribbon that ran around to tie in the back.  And any grease stains became invisible on 

the black wool. 
 

     When the British tankers added their traditional “Fear Naught” emblem positioned above the left eye, 

they had a snappy piece of headgear that quickly became famous for its distinctiveness and later grew to be 

the symbol of armored formations around the world. The military popularity of berets soared during the 

World War II era when various British units donned the headgear in several colors - including a khaki brown 

variety adopted by Special Air Services troops and a maroon variety worn by Britain’s first airborne force, 

the Parachute Regiment, that became affectionately known as the “cherry berry.” Legend has it that the color 

was picked by novelist Daphne du Maurier, wife of Maj. Gen. Frederick Browning, one of Britain’s highly 

decorated World War II heroes. 
 

Berets Debut in U.S. Military 

The first use of the modern beret in the U.S. military was in 1943, when an Army battalion of the 509th 

Parachute Infantry was given maroon berets by their British counterparts for their service in the war. In 

1951, the Marine Corps experimented with green and blue berets, but dismissed them because they looked 

too “foreign” and “feminine.” The first widespread use of the headgear by U.S. forces came shortly after, 

when a new Army organization that was specially trained for insurgency and counterguerrilla warfare began 

(unofficially) wearing a green variety in 1953. It took another eight years for the Army’s Special Forces — 

the “Green Berets” — to win presidential approval from John F. Kennedy to make their headgear official, 

and in 1961 the green beret of the US Army Special Forces was formally adopted. 
 

     In the 1970s, Army policy allowed local commanders to encourage morale-enhancing uniform 

distinctions, and the use of berets boomed. Armor personnel at Fort Knox, Ky., wore the traditional British 

black beret, while U.S. armored cavalry regiments in Germany wore the black beret with a red and white 

oval.  Troops of the 82nd Airborne Division at Fort Bragg, N.C., started wearing the maroon beret in 1973, 

while at Fort Campbell, KY, the trend exploded - with post personnel wearing red, military police donning 

light green, and the 101st Airborne Division taking light blue as their color. At  Ft. Richardson, AK, the 

172nd Infantry Brigade began using an olive green beret. 

In 1975, the Airborne Rangers got approval from the Army Chief of Staff to use the black beret as their 

official headgear. 
 

    Over the next few years, the whole thing got out of hand, so in 1979 senior Army officials "put on the 

brakes". Army leadership allowed the Rangers to keep their black berets.  In 1980, airborne troops were 

allowed to continue wearing the maroon version. But all other beret varieties were declared off-limits. 
 

Air Force Berets 

Wear of berets in the Air Force began in the 1970s. In 1979, enlisted personnel in the Tactical Air Control 

Party (TACP) AFSC (job) were authorized to wear the black beret. In 1984, two airman from Pope Air 

Force Base, North Carolina submitted a design for the flash and crest design, which was approved for all 

https://www.thebalance.com/air-force-enlisted-job-descriptions-3344255
https://www.thebalance.com/air-force-enlisted-job-descriptions-3344255
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TACP airman in 1985. Air Liaison Officers (ALOs) were also authorized to wear the black beret after they 

graduated from the Joint Firepower Control Course, conducted at Nellis Air Force Base, Nevada. Instead of 

the crest, they wear their rank insignia on the beret.  Air Mobility Liaison Officers (AMLOs) 

were authorized to wear the black beret in the Air Force, as well. 
 

Present-Day Berets 

These days, the United States is on the low end of the spectrum among NATO allies in terms of the variety 

of berets worn by their military forces. While most country's military have four or five colors authorized for 

various segments, Turkey, Greece and Luxembourg have authorized only three colors for various segments 

of their forces. Belgium has seven and the United Kingdom has the most variation with nine. On Oct. 17 

2001, Army Chief of Staff Gen. Eric Shinseki announced that the black beret would become standard Army 

headgear in the following year. The rationale was to use the sense of pride that the beret had long 

represented to the Rangers to foster an attitude of excellence among the entire Army as it moved forward 

with its sweeping transformation effort to a lighter, more deployable, more agile force. 
 

     This decision, however, set off a firestorm in both the active-duty and veteran Ranger community as well 

as in the Army’s other two special operations camps, the Special Forces and the airborne. In 2002, the Army 

made the tan-color beret the official beret of the U.S. Army Rangers, and all Army soldiers began wearing 

the black beret. 

In June 2011, Army Secretary John McHugh announced that the traditional patrol cap was to be worn with 

the utility uniform. However, the black beret may be authorized with utility uniforms at commander's 

discretion for special ceremonies, and the beret remains part of the Army's dress uniform for all units. 
 

Current Army Berets 

 Black - Worn by all other Army troops with Class A uniform and Army Service Uniform as 

standard headgear. 

 Maroon - Airborne-designated units (the maroon beret is an organizational item, so it is worn by 

all assigned soldiers - airborne-qualified or not) 

 Tan "Buckskin" - 75th Ranger Regiment, Ranger Training Brigade (Light infantry) 

 Green - Special Forces Groups, John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center and School (Commando, 

officer) 
 

Current Air Force Berets 

 Black - Tactical Air Control Party (TACP), Air Liaison Officers (ALO), and Air Mobility Liaison 

Officers (AMLO) 

 Maroon - Combat Rescue Officers and Pararescuemen (PJs) 

 Red (scarlet) - Combat Controllers & Special Tactics Officers 

 Royal Blue - Security Forces and United States Air Force Academy First-Class Cadets & Basic 

Cadet Training cadre 

 Grey - Special Operations Weather Technician  

 Green - Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape (SERE) Specialists 
 

[Source: The Balance | Rod Powers | September 08, 2016 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Hooah!  ►   Where Did The Term Come From? 
 

Hooah!" You can hear it echoing from the hallowed halls of Fort Benning, Ga.'s Infantry Center to the 

ranges at Fort Lewis, Wash. It is uttered at award ceremonies, bellowed from formations, and repeated 

https://www.thebalance.com/air-force-enlisted-job-descriptions-3344268
https://www.thebalance.com/air-force-enlisted-job-descriptions-3344253
https://www.thebalance.com/air-force-enlisted-job-descriptions-3344341
https://www.thebalance.com/air-force-enlisted-job-descriptions-3344227
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before, during and after training missions. You can hear it shouted by Air Force Security Forces, Pararescue, 

and Combat Controllers. The word HOO-YAH is thundered out by Navy SEALs, Navy Divers, and Navy 

EOD, and by United States Marines who pronounce their motivational cheer as "OohRah!". All are said to 

be derivations of each other, but it appears the term "Hooah" came first. 
 

     So, where do the terms originate? The simple answer is that nobody knows, although there are dozens of 

theories. In fact, nobody can even agree on the correct spelling of these widely used military "words." No 

matter how one might spell the word -- with or without a hyphen, a U instead of two Os, and so on -- the 

word is still an expression of high morale, strength, and confidence. And, when powered by an 

overwhelmingly proud, and usually loud, tone of voice, "hooah / hooyah / oohrah" seems to stomp out any 

possibility of being bound by the written word. 
 

     "It's an affirmation that I fully agree with and support the idea or intent expressed by the person to whom 

I make that response," said Maj. Gen. F.A. Gorden, Military District of Washington commander. "It applies 

not only to the letter of what was said but to the spirit of what was said." Former Army Chief of Staff Gen. 

Gordon R. Sullivan has his interpretation. "I don't know how exactly to spell it, but I know what it means," 

Sullivan said. "It means we have broken the mold. We are battle focused. Hooah says -- "Look at me. I'm a 

warrior. I'm ready. Sergeants trained me to standard. I serve America every day, all the way.'" 
 

     One theory is that the word originated with the Second Dragoons in Florida as "hough" in 1841. In an 

attempt to end the war with the Seminoles, a meeting was arranged with the Indian Chief Coacoochee. After 

the meeting, there was a banquet. Garrison officers made a variety of toasts, including "Here's to luck" and 

"The old grudge" before drinking. Coacoochee asked Gopher John, an interpreter, the meaning of the 

officers' toasts. Gopher John responded, "It means, How d'ye do.' The chief then lifted his cup above his 

head and exclaimed in a deep, guttural voice, "hough." Another theory is that during the Vietnam War many 

American soldiers used Vietnamese and Vietnamese-French expressions interchangeably with English. One 

widely used term was the Vietnamese word for "yes," which is pronounced "u-ah." When assigned a task or 

asked a question, soldiers would often answer with "u-ah." This term -- used for many years after the war by 

many soldiers, is easily changed to "hooah." 
 

     There are dozens of stories circulating about the etymology of hooah. A popular story among Army 

Rangers is the following account: 
 

On D-Day, 1944, on Omaha Beach, near the sea cliffs at Point Du Hoc, General Cota, the 29th 

Division Assistant Division Commander, jogged down the beach toward a group of Rangers from 

the 2nd Ranger Battalion, and asked, "Where's your commanding officer?" They pointed him out 

and said, "Down there, sir." General Cota reportedly followed their direction and, on his way down 

the beach, said, "Lead the way, Rangers!" The Rangers from 2nd Bat reportedly said, "WHO, US?" 

General Cota thought he heard them say "HOOAH!" He was so impressed with their cool and calm 

demeanor, not to mention their cool term, hooah, he decided to make it a household name. 
 

     Nobody knows why the United States Marines pronounce the word, "OohRah!" When and where did it 

start? Is it related to similar cries now in use by other military services? Nobody knows for sure. Most 

everybody has an opinion, but there is no single theory that has been shown to be fact. MSgt Jim Meade 

(USAF Retired) speculates that The Marine version of "Hooah" (OoRah) may have originated in Australia. 

"Many Marines were medevac down here [Australia] during the Pacific island battles of WWII and may 

have picked it up then. b"OoRah" is an Aussie colloquialism for Farewell or Until Then." 
 

     A couple of the more popular "opinions" on this include that "OohRah" comes from either (take your 

pick) a Turkish or a Russian battle cry, and was somehow adopted by U.S. Marines. Many lean in the 

direction that it may have originated with the 1956 film, The DI, starring Jack Webb as T/Sgt Jim Moore, 

who, in that movie, commands his recruit platoon, "Let me hear you ROAR, tigers!" Some say the term 
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"HOOAH" is another way of spelling H.U.A.-- which is an acronym for Heard, Understood, and 

Acknowledged. But the term can definitely be traced back to the Revolutionary War and into the Civil War 

and the words,  "Hurrah", " Hooray", and even "Hoosah".  Different variations likely occurred with dialects 

of the military units from different regions of the South and North as well as from foreign advisers (German 

/ French) during the years prior to the Revolutionary War.  [Source:  The Balance | Stew Smith | November 

23, 2017 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

West Point Update 02  ►   10 Ways to Improve Your Chance of Getting In 
 

It’s no surprise that West Point is consistently ranked among the most selective colleges in the nation. As 

America’s first military academy, West Point attracts the nation’s best and brightest students with its 

gorgeous riverside campus in upstate New York, free tuition, and unparalleled opportunities for international 

travel and leadership. Add to that the camaraderie of the corps of cadets and the physical challenge of 

military training—and it’s no wonder that more than 14,000 students apply each year for roughly 1,000 

spots. So how do you become one of the lucky ones? Well, as you might imagine, it’s not about luck. Here 

are the top 10 tips for getting into West Point. While they’re not comprehensive or fail-proof, they’re tried 

and true recommendations that can give you a head start in the process.  
 

1.  LEARN THE LINGO.  You’re not accepted into West Point; you’re “appointed.” When you step on 

campus, you’re not a student, you’re a “candidate.” These differences may not seem significant right now, 

but if you’re hoping to be a member of the Long Gray Line, it’s important to learn the lingo. The admissions 

process for West Point is different than any other college in the nation, and while it’s easy to learn the lingo 

as you go, Admissions counselors notice when you use the correct terms. 
 

2.  TAKE THE TESTS. STUDY. TAKE THE TESTS AGAIN.  Test scores are a critical component of 

your application to West Point. According to Prep Scholar, the average SAT score to get into West Point is 

1340, and the average ACT score is 29. (Hint: that’s pretty high.) To get your scores above average, 

consider using the “Super Score” method. West Point always takes your top two verbal and math SAT 

scores, but they don’t have to be earned on the same day. That means you can study your tail off for the 

math section, then, on another test day, focus all of your energy on increasing your verbal score. Whatever 

you do, make sure you take the writing component of either test. That’s required. 
 

3.  START EARLY, BUT NOT TOO EARLY.  Many students dream of attending West Point as early as 

middle school. That’s a little too early to start applying. But, if you’re a senior in high school, that might be 

too late. West Point’s admissions process includes lots of steps and a bit more time. High School juniors 

should begin the admissions process during their second semester. So don’t hesitate. After all, you can 

always decide later not to apply, but if you’re too late, then you may miss out on an opportunity that you 

wish you’d had. 
 

4.  COMPLETE THE CANDIDATE QUESTIONNAIRE AND APPLY FOR SLE.  The Candidate 

Questionnaire (CQ) is the first step in your application to West Point and becomes available to high school 

juniors every January. Have on hand your GPA, high school course load, SAT or ACT scores and any other 

relevant information from your high school experience. There is no save and go back feature when 

completing the CQ, so make sure you’re ready to fill out the entire form when you begin. After you submit a 

completed CQ, your information will be reviewed, and if found eligible, you’ll receive a “second step kit” 

which will include login information to the application portal, and a series of documents to download. Also, 

consider that the CQ can double as an application to West Point’s optional Summer Learning Experience 

(SLE). Though it has no bearing on admissions decisions, the week-long summer camp for rising seniors 

will allow you to experience cadet life and may help determine if West Point is right for you. 
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5.  BUILD STRONG RELATIONSHIPS WITH YOUR TEACHERS.   West Point requires applicants 

submit an “SOE,” or School Official Evaluation. The SOE will include four letters of recommendation to be 

completed by a Math teacher, Chemistry or Physics teacher, English teacher, and the Physical Education 

instructor or coach that performs your Candidate Fitness Assessment (more on that later). Without strong 

relationships with your teachers, these letters will feel forced or impersonal—neither of which will be great 

for your application. It’s not that you need to brown-nose your way into a strong SOE. Simply spend some 

extra time getting to know the people who’ve devoted their lives to educating you. It will pay off, whether 

you get into West Point or not. 
 

6.  INVEST IN LEADERSHIP.  Long before you begin your application to West Point, it’s important to 

become a leader in your school and community. Admissions counselors look highly on Eagle Scouts and 

Girl Scout Gold Award recipients. Consider looking into representing your school at Boys or Girls State—

which also goes far in the admissions process. You can even tell coaches or faculty members that you’re 

applying to West Point, and that you’d love to serve in a leadership role, if possible. Every student at West 

Point earned that position because the Admissions committee saw potential for leadership in the Army and 

beyond. Your experience with service and leadership will show that you’re worthy of that same investment. 
 

7.  SPEAK WITH YOUR RC AND FFR.  West Point’s admissions counselors are called Regional 

Commanders (RC). Check out this list of contacts to discover who your point of contact should be during 

the application process. If applicable, reach out to the Regional Commander for Diversity Outreach as well. 

It’s always beneficial to meet with someone in person, too, so ask to get in touch with your local Field Force 

Representative (FFR). Typically, FFRs are West Point Graduates who are either retired or serving on active 

duty as Army officers. FFRs are passionate about two things: their alma mater and helping potential 

applicants. Though they don’t have any official decision-making capacity, their input with the Admissions 

team is instrumental. Not only can your FFR answer your questions, they will provide your RC with some 

great perspective on who you are in person, rather than just on paper. 
 

8.  GET A NOMINATION.  The nomination process is perhaps the most enigmatic part of applying to a 

service academy. To even be considered for candidacy, every applicant to West Point must receive a 

nomination. The majority of nominations are congressional, meaning they are awarded by either your state’s 

U.S. Congressional Representative or one of your Senators. Don’t let this step intimidate you. Every year, 

each Member of Congress can award up to ten nominations West Point. If you request a nomination from 

both Senators from your state and the Representative from your Congressional District, you have up to 30 

opportunities to be awarded a nomination. That’s a lot! Here’s a sample nomination request letter. Use 

senate.gov and house.gov to find your representatives’ contact information and requirements. Additionally, 

sons and daughters of career military personnel and JROTC cadets have a chance to receive service-

connected nominations. Check out the rules and make sure to apply for every possible nomination for which 

you qualify. 
 

9.  FOCUS ON FITNESS.  Every cadet at West Point is an athlete. Whether they are on a Division I sports 

team, club athletic squad, or intramural team—every student is required to stay physically active. That’s 

why application will include a medical exam, and you’ll be required to pass the Candidate Fitness 

Assessment (CFA). The CFA includes a kneeling basketball throw, pull-ups or arm-hang, shuttle run, 

crunches, push-ups and a 1-mile timed run. Don’t get caught off guard on the day you take the CFA. It’s 

smart to practice for every scored event and train regularly so that you’re in peak physical performance and 

ready to do your best on the official test date. 
 

10.  HEDGE YOUR BETS – CONSIDER ROTC OR ENLISTING.  Are you also considering other 

colleges? Let’s say you’ve done everything you can think of to earn an appointment. Do you have a backup 

plan? If you’re really interested in serving as an officer in the U.S. Army or if receiving an affordable 

education is your motivation, consider joining ROTC. There are plenty of colleges and universities with top-

http://www.usma.edu/admissions/SitePages/Contact.aspx
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notch ROTC programs, and at the end of four years, you will earn your degree and you’ll be commissioned 

as an officer, no different than if you attend West Point. And if West Point is still your dream, you can 

always apply again. Having joined ROTC will only strengthen your application. And finally, don’t forget 

that West Point draws applicants from active duty as well. If you’ve just joined the Army as an enlisted 

soldier, West Point has a specific recruiter just for you. 
 

 -o-o-O-o-o- 
 

     Ultimately, even in the admissions process, West Point is seeking out students who can create and follow 

through with a strategy, step by step. If your dream is to become a West Point cadet, then by all means, do 

what it takes to make that dream a reality. But there are many paths up the same mountain. If you don’t get 

into West Point, know that your passion for leadership and service is needed wherever you go.   
 

[Source:  Aspire | https://www.blog.westpointadmissions.com | January 26, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Beards In Uniform Update 02  ►   Army Senior Enlisted Adviser Opinion 
 

The hipster beard of the 2010s is still going strong, as is the groundswell from service members who want to 

be able to wear one while in uniform. In a bid to be more inclusive, the Army in 2017 authorized beards for 

Sikh soldiers as part of an ongoing study into how facial hair and head coverings affect the integrity of gas 

masks designed to protect troops in chemical attacks. But if it were up to the military’s most senior enlisted 

adviser, the issue would be off the table. “Sometimes, obviously, there is a right time and a right place for 

relaxed grooming standards,” Command Sgt. Maj. John Troxell, the senior enlisted adviser to the chairman 

of the Joint Chiefs, told Military Times on 23 JAN. 
 

     During the Global War on Terror, for instance, special operators have been authorized to grow beards to 

better blend in with local populations in Middle Eastern countries. “But if you ask me my opinion, … in 

some cases, people look at beards like it’s a tangible gimmick,” Troxell said. “ ‘Okay, I feel good about 

myself because I have a beard.’ Or because it’s part of pop culture, having this beard.” But the military is 

about standards and discipline, he said, and its members “are the ethical standard-bearers, globally, for 

everything that is right about our country.” Relaxing standards takes away from that, he added. “Now all of 

my retired buddies and special operator buddies will probably pepper my rib cage for saying something like 

that,” he said. 
 

     On the other side, Sergeant Major of the Army Dan Dailey has said that he would consider supporting the 

authorization of beards, as long as they fell into a prescribed grooming standard and could be revoked in an 

environment with a high-risk of chemical attack. “I’m not opposed to having a beard,” Dailey told Army 

Times in 2017. “I’ve socialized this with several people, including [Army Chief of Staff Gen. Mark Milley] 

— how do we do that to maintain standards? I think that we have to continue that study.” 
 

     Troxell, however, suggested finding other ways to express one’s self. “In some cases, I think somebody 

wants to wear a beard because they’ll feel good about themselves if they had a beard,” he said. “I think you 

need to look internally — as a soldier, sailor, airman, Marine and Coast Guardsman — and find that inner 

self to feel good about yourself.” Personally, he added, he is a much bigger fan of tattoos. “I will tell you, 

some of our most elite war fighters — and I’ve seen this over 16 years of combat — have sleeve tattoos. 

And I don’t think that’s a bad thing,’ he said. Troxell himself has five tattoos, he said, but they are not 

visible when he’s in his dress uniform. “But I think if they are going to represent us in a uniform, in this 

uniform, they ought to look like professional service members,” he said of face, neck and hand tattoos. “I 

think that detracts, as I think facial hair does.” [Source:  MilitaryTimes | Meghann Myers | January 28, 2018 

++] 

https://www.blog.westpointadmissions.com/
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********************** 

 

Swearing  ►   Turns Out It is F**king Good For You 
 

Humans aren’t the only primates who can curse, but we’re really good at it, as anyone in the military might 

know. And, it turns out, it’s good for us. Cursing can promote teamwork and trust, and even make us more 

tolerant to pain, according Emma Byrne, author of the new book “Swearing is Good for You.” An interview 

with Byrne is available on National Geographic. 
 

 
A Marine yells orders to his squad members during an Integrated Training Exercise 

 
     How can cursing can build teamwork and increase pain tolerance? “Using swear words appropriate for 

that person shows how well you know them; and how well you understand their mental model,” Byrne told 

National Geogrpahic. She also notes that at research shows that people who are swearing can withstand 

much more pain than people who are otherwise quiet. More important, other primates can curse? Yep, 

chimpanzees taught sign language develop signed swear words that they use not only in their daily lives, but 

they also teach the signed words to younger chimps. So, swearing not only builds teamwork and tolerance 

for pain, it’s arguably in our f**cking nature.  [Source:  ArmyTimes | Ken Chamberlain | February 1, 2018 

++] 

 

********************** 

 

Warships That Will Change The Future  ►  BPC Dixmude Carrier 

 

 
This French amphibious assault ship is ready and able to take over an entire country if it really needed to. Depending on how it 

is outfitted, the boat is able to carry well over 40 tanks, 450 soldiers, or 30 helicopters. The ship can even be turned into a 

hospital ship with the capabilities to sit offshore and treat up to 69 patients at a single time. In fact, the vessel is able to reach 

anywhere in the world in under a week! 
 

*********************** 
 

https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2018/01/science-swearing-profanity-curse-emma-byrne/
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2018/01/science-swearing-profanity-curse-emma-byrne/
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Overseas Troops  ►   Capt. Rebecca Bergstedt 

 

 

U.S. Marine officer in charge of the Female Engagement Team. 

 

 

* Military History * 

 

 
 
 

Tet Offensive Update 02  ►   The First 36 Hours 
 

It was just after 2 a.m. on Jan. 31, 1968, when the crackle of celebratory fireworks in South Vietnam’s 

capital gave way to the pounding of machine guns, grenades and rockets. As the country celebrated Lunar 

New Year, communist forces launched a wave of surprise attacks that became known as the Tet Offensive 

and would change the course of the Vietnam War. From Saigon to Hue to Nha Trang, North Vietnamese and 

Vietcong forces attacked the major population centers that they had until then avoided. From the jungles and 

rice fields of the north, an estimated 80,000 fighters brought the war south with coordinated attacks on 39 of 

South Vietnam’s 44 provincial capitals, 64 district headquarters, nearly every allied airfield and Saigon. 
 

     In Saigon, fighting raged across the city, including an ambitious attack on the American Embassy. While 

the battles went on for a month in some place like Hue, the Tet Offensive was ultimately seen from a strictly 

military standpoint as a defeat for the communist forces. But the campaign had a lasting impact on the war, 

raising questions about Washington’s strategy and deepening the American public’s doubts about U.S. 

involvement in the campaign. The AP’s Peter Arnett reported on the Vietnam War from 1962 until its end in 

1975. On the 50th anniversary of the Tet Offensive, the AP is published an edited extract from his book 

“We’re Taking Fire: A Reporter’s View of the Vietnam War, Tet and the Fall of LBJ.”  To read the extract 

https://www.facebook.com/182249954768/photos/a.360794549768.147593.182249954768/10152068911104769/?type=1&relevant_count=1
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refer to the attachment to this Bulletin titled, "Vietnam Tet Offensive".  [Source:  The Associated Press | 

Peter Arnett | January 31, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

WWII Marines at Sea  ►   Bravery, Discipline, and Very Long Journeys  
 

US Marines played a huge part in WWII in the Pacific. Their daring and discipline were the foundation on 

which many Allied victories were built. Focusing on their actions on land overlooks the other side of a 

Marine’s life. Away from the action and in the build-up to battles, they spent a lot of time on board ships. 
 

 

 

Sea Sickness and Long Journeys 

Many young men joined the Marines at the outbreak of WWII. They chose that unit for the chance to fight 

the Japanese and serve their country, not out of an attraction to the sea. Many had never even been on a ship. 

For many, their first journey to war was also their first encounter with sea sickness. The heads, or shipboard 

toilets, were filled with vomit as men learned the hard way what the sea could do to a land-living man. The 

situation was made worse by storms and long voyages. The journey across the Pacific from America was a 

long one. The need to avoid submarines added to its length, as ships took diversionary tactics across the 

ocean. 
 

Overcrowded 

The situation was made more uncomfortable by overcrowding. In considering how many men to squeeze 

into a ship, the needs of the war trumped the comfort of the soldiers. Packed in like sardines, the Marines 

found everything from eating to sleeping to using the head was harder than it had been back on land. Queues 

and close quarters were the order of the day – every day. 
 

Discipline 

Under such circumstances, it was particularly important for military discipline to be maintained and 

inspections were carried out. Soldiers’ bags were also searched when they returned from shore leave. 

Little details reinforced that it was military life. While crossing the Pacific, Marines were banned from 

throwing their cigarette butts overboard in case they left clues of their presence for Japanese submarines. 
 

Time in Port 

Time on shore could be as eye-opening for the Marines as their time on the rolling waves. For many, it was 

the first time they had been so long away from home. For most, the journey would take them to new places. 

While in port, they were not allowed to leave the ship all day or every day. Shore leave was granted though, 

to relieve the pressure of life inside a tin can. The men visited bars, theaters, and cinemas. They bought 

newspapers, books, and sweets to keep them entertained during their voyages. It provided a chance for some 
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sightseeing as well. As they mustered in west coast ports such as San Francisco, young men went to see the 

Golden Gate Bridge, then under guard due to the war. Further afield, they went ashore in Australia and New 

Zealand. There they encountered cultures subtly different from their own. They chatted up local girls and 

picked up the slang. 
 

Tensions on Board 

Relations with the locals were often more positive than relations with the crew of the ships. 

It is easy to see how tensions arose between the crew of a ship and the Marines crammed into its hold. For 

the crew, it was their home, one they suddenly had to share with hundreds of others. For them, Marines 

meant crowding and discomfort. The hostility of the swabbies, as the sailors were referred to, fostered 

resentment among the Marines. They noticed that swabbies served each other first at the ship’s store, leaving 

them with leftovers. When malfunctions added to their discomfort, conspiracy theories blamed it on the 

swabbies. 
 

Crossing the Equator 

For ships that crossed the equator, there was a chance for relief from the tension, in the form of naval 

tradition. It was common in the Navy for crews to haze men crossing the equator for the first time. A crew 

member dressed up as Neptune, ruler of the seas, and set his minions to cartoonishly tormenting the new 

men, to the entertainment of onlookers. Some Marines got to see their lieutenants subjected to this ritual, a 

moment of entertainment and bonding with the crew. For once, they were on the same side. 
  

Work Details 

While they were on the ship, the Marines were put to work like any other member of the crew. They 

cleaned, tidied, and repaired. Among their tasks was chipping away the old paint accruing on many ships, 

which would have ignited if the ship caught fire. When in a dock, their labors included unloading and 

loading provisions. Sometimes, they unloaded supplies and equipment and then reloaded them. The order in 

which things were packed when approaching combat needed to be different than during a peaceful voyage, 

so they unloaded and reloaded heavy crates of bullets and shells. 
 

Training 

As they approached the war zone of the western Pacific islands, training began. Live rounds were issued. 

Gunners practiced loading and firing. The ships’ guns were also fired, as sailors prepared to face enemy 

vessels and shore bombardments. When circumstances allowed, Marines practiced beach landings. Weighed 

down with all their combat equipment, they boarded landing craft and raced to the shore of friendly or 

uninhabited islands. It provided relief from the monotony, but there was also frustration when things went 

wrong. 
 

Lies, Damned Lies, and Orders 

To prevent the Japanese learning of their plans, commanders did not tell the Marines where they were going 

or when. Training and repacking meant that action was imminent, but there were no details. The 

announcement of a training exercise could be a cover for upcoming combat. It was a waiting game, but each 

man knew they were heading to fight. 
 

[Source: War History Online | Andrew Knighton | January 7, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Siege of Bien Hoa Air Base  ►   Pilots Scrambled to Bomb Own Base 

 

On the first full day of the Tet Offensive, F-100 Super Sabre pilot 1st Lt. “Fearless” Fred Abrams was given 

a mission like no other. The Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army had sprung multiple, coordinated 

surprise attacks on U.S. and South Vietnamese forces. The situation was especially dire at Bien Hoa Air 
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Base, where Abrams was stationed with the 531st Tactical Fighter Squadron and where Viet Cong forces 

launched an early morning attack on Jan. 31, 1968. By the end of the day, Abrams and his wingman, the late 

Maj. Joe Bulger, had carried out danger-close airstrikes on the building where the VC had dug in to make 

their last stand, ending the battle. Abrams said it is believed to be the only time in Air Force history that the 

service’s fighter jets were scrambled to carry out airstrikes on their own base. 
 

     Fifty years later, almost to the very hour, Abrams and other F-100 pilots gathered at the Smithsonian 

National Air and Space Museum’s Udvar-Hazy Center in Chantilly, Virginia, to commemorate the battle. 

The event, organized by the Super Sabre Society, took place in the shadow of an F-100 that was stationed at 

Bien Hoa ― about 16 miles northeast of the city formerly known as Saigon ― during the Tet Offensive, 

though not one of the two that flew that day. A painting of the F-100 taking off during the battle by 

renowned aviation artist Keith Ferris was unveiled during the ceremony and added to the Smithsonian’s F-

100 display. Before the ceremony, Abrams reflected on the extraordinary battle that took place a half-

century ago. 
 

 
Col. Fred Abrams (ret.) stands in front of a F-100 Super Sabre at the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum Udvar-

Hazy Center. 

 

     The battle began at 3 a.m., when the VC attacked the base. For hours, Air Force security forces and Army 

troops at Bien Hoa battled the enemy, pushing them back until the Viet Cong established a defensive 

position in and around a white building on the east end. They were dug in, Abrams said, and no amount of 

pounding from the Army soldiers and helicopters or security forces could dislodge them. Artillery also 

wouldn’t work, because the troops were too close to the enemy. So they called in the Super Sabres. “The 

whole east end was hot,” Abrams said. 
 

     Abrams and Bulger were eager to get in the air, but there was a problem: The VC had already destroyed 

and burned out a visiting F-4 aircraft on the west end of the runway, littering the strip with shrapnel and 

debris. And if the Super Sabres kicked up even a single piece of that debris during takeoff, they could be 

destroyed before they even got off the ground. So they had to wait for hours while the flightline was cleared. 

Finally, about 4 p.m., Abrams and Bulger fired up their F-100s and took off through a hail of thick ground 

gunfire, the likes of which he had never before seen. But that didn’t rattle him. “You don’t think about it,” 

he said. “We have an expression called ‘Golden BB’: If they’re gonna hit you, they’re gonna hit you. And if 

you’re lucky, you make it through and don’t get hit. I’ve been shot up a bunch; I didn’t even take a hit that 

day.” 
 

     But the 101st Airborne troops were so close to the enemy that any airstrike risked killing them, too. 

Abrams and Bulger circled the area while the soldiers pulled back. Finally, after about an hour and a half, 

they were ready. With the guidance of an O-1 Bird Dog spotter aircraft, Abrams and Bulger closed in and 

made three passes each ― the first to drop napalm, and the second and third to drop 500-pound bombs on 

the target. Soon afterward, in a letter to his mother, Abrams wrote that it was the most scared he had ever 

been ― not for his own safety, but for the troops on the ground. Even though they had pulled back, they 

remained dangerously close to the target, maybe 50 to 100 yards away. 
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     “I was really puckering,” Abrams said. “If you miss, you’ve just killed your own guys, and that’s about 

the worst thing you could do. … You think a lot, ‘I can’t make a mistake, I can’t make a mistake.’” With 

modern precision-guided munitions still decades away and only “dumb” bombs at their disposal, Abrams 

and Bulger had to aim incredibly carefully. They flew about 500 miles per hour in a 15-degree dive to 

release the ordnance about 400 feet off the ground, and had to adjust the projected reticle on the F-100’s 

sight to take into account how the bomb would drop and drift due to the wind ― all by hand. “It was the 

pride of your success at doing it accurately,” Abrams said. “It wasn’t some computer telling you what to 

do.” 
 

     But it worked. The strike was a success, and effectively ended the nearly 15-hour siege at Bien Hoa. The 

final 500-pound bombs set off a secondary explosion in the bunker when a cache of VC munitions ― likely 

intended to be used on the other F-100s on the flightline ― detonated, he said. Abrams said he and Bulger 

marveled at how unbelievable the mission was. And the crew stationed at Bien Hoa were “jubilant” and 

amazed that for once, they actually got to see the planes they maintained and supported in action, instead of 

only seeing them fly away and return hours later, shot up and with all their bombs dropped. 
 

     Abrams and Bulger both received the Distinguished Flying Cross for their actions that day. In a citation 

accompanying Abrams’ award, the Air Force commended him for “determination, aggressiveness, and 

courage” that saved his fellow troops from taking heavy losses, despite the “extremely poor” visibility and 

approaching darkness in which he flew. “The professional competence, aerial skill, and devotion to duty 

displayed by Lieutenant Abrams reflect great credit upon himself and the United States Air Force,” the 

citation said. 
 

     Fifty years later, Abrams’ love for the “gorgeous” F-100 and his excitement for flying it are still 

apparent. But its effectiveness in its primary mission ― close-air support, backing up the troops on the 

ground ― was what made him really love the plane. And to Abrams, the strike that broke the siege at Bien 

Hoa was, in some respects, the ultimate example of the F-100’s ability to carry out that mission. “It’s 

incredibly rewarding, because you’re doing what it is you trained to do,” Abrams said. “It feels good to be 

among other F-100 pilots here today, and standing next to an F-100 that was at Bien Hoa, Jan. 31, ’68. I 

can’t believe it’s been 50 years.”  [Source:  AirForceTimes | Stephen Losey | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Berlin Wall  ►   Its Fall | And Let There be Light 
 

The Berlin Wall, which as of 5 FRB has been down for longer than it was up - 10,316 days - was a brilliant 

expression of the power of oppression. It was vast, 96 miles long. It was frightening, laced with mines, 

dotted with soldiers trained to shoot first and ask no questions. It was also far more effective than any 

physical barrier could ever be because it produced what East Germans called "the wall in the head," the 

omnipresent belief that there was no escape, no hope. So it struck Germans on both sides as nothing short of 

miraculous when the whole massive construction of concrete, bricks, barbed wire and electrified fence 

collapsed in what seemed like an instant. 
 

     Marc Fisher was The Washington Post's Berlin bureau chief in 1989 when the barrier that had divided 

communist East Germany from capitalist West Germany since 1961 finally fell. The history books say the 

Wall opened on one strange night in November of that year, but that's not quite right. It was really a process 

that took several months, a process that consisted of the physical deconstruction of the wall, countless 

changes in people's daily routines, and a mental shift that was perhaps the biggest hurdle of all. Early one 

December morning, Fisher was the first motorist queued up to pass through Checkpoint Charlie from East to 

West. While reporting a story in East Berlin, he had overstayed my visa - reporters were required to get out 
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of the communist East by midnight or face arrest. Lacking the papers he would have needed to book a hotel 

room legally, he had kept on reporting through the night, and now, as dawn approached, he could once again 

cross the border back into the West. 
 

 
 

     As the 6 a.m. reopening of the city's internal border approached, the East German guard who stood 

between him and a return to the West painstakingly set up his desk and went through his morning ritual of 

opening the gates. Finally, the Vopo - the Volkspolizei, or people's police, guards who never smiled and 

always managed to unnerve - flipped on the fluorescent bulb that hung over his traffic lane. "And God said, 

'Let there be light,'" he said, breaking into a big smile. Fisher sat there in stunned silence. The fearsome 

Vopo had cracked a joke. He laughed at his own wit. He looked to Fisher for a reaction. 
 

    The internal calculations that become second nature in a police state took Fisher a few seconds to run. 

Was this a trick? Do I laugh and get accused of disrespecting the people's police? Do I stare straight ahead 

and risk incurring the wrath of the all-powerful Volkspolizei? Eventually, with a slight, nervous grin, isher 

looked him in the eye, something he had once been warned against doing by a much sterner East German 

officer who'd caught him driving on a highway that was off-limits to westerners. The border guard repeated 

his joke. This time, Fisher allowed himself to smile along with him. He didn't even bother to check inside 

my trunk. Breaking a zillion rules, he just waved me through. The wall, the one he'd spent his working life 

defending, the one outside his booth and the one inside our heads, was gone. 
 

     In those weeks of startling change, every day brought new experiences. A few border crossings later, 

Fisher was returning to the West after spending a day in an East German school where teachers were 

suddenly on their own, trying to figure out if they still had to teach the once-strictly required classes on 

communist ideology. He had tucked away deep in his luggage a piece of contraband, an East German high 

school history textbook, 800 pages detailing every action of each Communist Party Congress in the country's 

40-year history. No party materials could cross the border - every time he had tried before, the guards had 

confiscated everything. This time, the guard found his book and chuckled as he flipped through it. "You can 

keep that," he said, "No one needs those anymore." 
 

     In those first weeks after the Wall was semi-officially opened, the East German regime tried to maintain 

its separation and independence from the West, but the people knew what their government would take 

seven months to figure out: The game was up. In the final days before all border controls between the two 

Germanys were lifted, a few Vopo guards still insisted on checking travel documents. When one threatened 

to turn back a foreign visitor, the tourist loudly told a friend, "Don't worry, he's history in 10 days." The 

guard heard and replied softly, "Don't make fun." 
 

      On one of Fisher's last journeys through the controlled border, an East German guard went through the 

motions of stamping passports, but he could no longer muster the stern visages and menacing stares of the 

past. Instead, he chatted with us about his impending unemployment. "It's all for fun now, but in a few days, 

no more job," he said. "Unemployed. I'm good at stamping things." 
 

     A police state, it turned out, was a matter of attitude as much as it was of concrete and sniper's nests. 

Germans on both sides of the divide would spend the months and decades that followed learning that the 

physical wall was far easier to dismantle than the barrier in their heads. Superficially, the city changed 
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almost instantly. Six months after the first easterners crossed freely through the wall, a new visitor appeared 

towering over the guard booths at Checkpoint Charlie: The Marlboro Man's 15-foot-high image dominated 

the plaza where the Vopo had scared Fisher into staying up all night. But deep inside, the wall persisted.  
 

     Years later, Fisher met a former border guard at a bar in the East. He'd never found another job. He 

wanted Fisher to know that he'd never shot anyone at the border. He would have - that was what he'd been 

trained to do - but he'd never had the occasion. He said he still thought about it every day.  [Source:  The 

Washington Post | Marc Fisher | February 5, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

USS Pueblo Update 04  ►   Crewmembers Perspective After 50 Years 

 

Ralph McClintock wasn't even supposed to be on the mission that changed his life. Out of duty to both his 

country and sense of curiosity, the young U.S. Navy communications technician volunteered to fill a vacant 

spot on the USS Pueblo's mission in the waters off North Korea in January of 1968.  "I took the job because 

I wanted know what the North Koreans did and I wanted to see the enemy up close," McClintock told Fox 

News. "The mission was only supposed to last 22 days." Instead of lasting 22 days, McClintock and 82 other 

Pueblo crew members would spend 11 grueling months away from their home port -- most of it spent in 

North Korean prisoner of war camps -- in what might have been one of the more gripping dramas of the 

Cold War. But the incident was somewhat buried in the headlines of a tumultuous time. 
 

 
 

     It "was just an extraordinary year, with the Tet Offensive in Vietnam, Lyndon Johnson announcing he 

wouldn't seek re-election, RFK and MLK being killed, the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia and the 

Apollo 8 launch to name just a few," Jack Cheevers, author of "Act of War: Lyndon Johnson, North Korea, 

and the Capture of the Spy Ship Pueblo," told Fox News in an interview. "The Pueblo fell through the cracks 

of history because it became a sideshow to everything that happened." But Cheevers added that given the 

current heightened tensions between the U.S. and North Korea, the saga of the Pueblo could hold clues as to 

how Washington should deal with its longtime adversary. "The Pueblo incident may gain prominence over 

time because it teaches us that you can deal with North Korea, even during a major crisis," he said. 
 

     The tale of the Pueblo begins in early January, 1968, when the crew set off from the U.S. Navy base on 

Yokosuka, Japan with orders to conduct surveillance on Soviet Navy and North Korean communication 

activity. The ship carried out its work without incident for the majority of the mission, with little to no 

resistance, as Commander Lloyd M. Bucher kept the vessel safely in international waters. The problems 

began as the mission approached its close. First, a North Korean submarine chaser passed within some 4,000 
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yards of the Pueblo. Two days later, a pair of North Korean fishing trawlers came within 30 yards, while the 

"fishermen" looked on with binoculars and snapped photos. "I'd never heard off any North Korean fishermen 

bringing cameras with them," McClintock said. 
 

     The following day, 23 JAN, another submarine chaser appeared, challenged the Pueblo, and ordered the 

crew to stand down. The Pueblo tried to outmaneuver the other ship, but another submarine chaser, four 

torpedo boats and two MiG-21 fighter jets joined the scene. After a protracted chase, which the Americans 

insist occurred in international waters and which cost one Pueblo crewmember his life, the U.S. sailors 

signaled compliance, and began destroying any sensitive material.  "We had large, weighted bags for 

dumping documents," Don Peppard, an administrative assistant on the Pueblo and the president of the ship's 

veterans association, told Fox News. "The problem was that there were just too many documents for us to 

destroy in such a short time. The North Koreans got a lot of documents." 
 

     The North Korean also took all 82 surviving Pueblo crewmembers captive -- blindfolding them and 

binding their hands on the trip to the port of Wonson. They were then bused to Pyongyang, and kept as 

prisoners of war in two different camps: the "Barn" and the "Farm." "We had no idea what was going to 

happen to us, but whatever it was, it didn't seem like it would be pleasant," Peppard said. "At that point I felt 

like my life wasn't going to be worth very much." 
 

     While all of the crew were beaten and tortured, some of the worst treatment was reserved for Cmdr. 

Bucher. He was subject to horrific psychological torture, which included putting him in front of a mock 

firing squad in an attempt to force a confession. It was only when the North Koreans threatened to execute 

the entire crew in front of Bucher that he relented, and agreed to confess to the crimes leveled against him. 

Bucher, who died in 2004, spent much of the rest of his life defending his actions. It wasn't until 1989 that 

the U.S. government finally recognized the crew's sacrifice, and granted them Prisoner of War medals. 
 

     "His view was that the Navy treated the crew very unfairly," Cheever said. "The crew really have had to 

fight to have their reputations restored." Some of the worst treatment came during a period they refer to as 

"Hell Week," which occurred when the North Koreans discovered the crew had secretly given "the finger" in 

staged propaganda photos, an action the crew had initially explained as being a "Hawaiian good luck sign." 

"They must have seen the Time Magazine article where they explained what 'flipping the bird' was," 

Peppard said. "After they found that out, they beat us mercilessly." 
 

     After 335 days in captivity -- and following an apology, a written admission by the U.S. that the Pueblo 

had been spying - as well as an assurance the U.S. would not spy in the future -- the men were sent to the 

Demilitarized Zone border with South Korea, and ordered to walk south across the "Bridge of No Return." 

Many of the men were crippled, malnourished and almost blind from the treatment they received. Some, like 

Peppard and McClintock, say the fact that the story of their suffering has gone under-reported remains very 

difficult to accept. "There are a lot of people who have no idea of what we went through," Peppard said. "I 

think we're lost to history." 
 

     Another sore point: The Pueblo itself remains in North Korea. Still officially in commission in the U.S. 

Naval Vessel Register, it sits in the Botong River in North Korea, where it has become a popular tourist 

attraction. The U.S. has attempted to have the boat repatriated, without success. "I would really like to see 

our ship come home," Peppard said.  [Source:  Fox News 22 Andrew O'Reilly | January 22 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

WWI African-American Troops  ►  Fought To Fight 

 

More than 380,000 African-Americans served in the Army during World War I, according to the National 

Archives. About 200,000 were sent to Europe. But more than half of those who deployed were assigned to 
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labor and stevedore battalions. These troops performed essential duties for the American Expeditionary 

Force, building roads, bridges and trenches in support of the front-line battles. When African-American 

National Guard soldiers of New York’s 15th Infantry Regiment arrived in France in December 1917, they 

expected to conduct combat training and enter the trenches of the western front right away to fight the 

enemy.  
 

     However, at first, the African-American troops were ordered to unload supply ships at the docks for their 

first months in France, joining the mass of supply troops known as stevedores, working long hours in the 

port at St. Nazaire. In St. Nazaire, the New York National Guard soldiers learned they would work to 

prepare the docks and railway lines to be a major port of entry for the hundreds of thousands of forces yet to 

arrive in France. The African-American regiment was a quick and easy source of labor, according to author 

Stephen Harris in his 2003 book "Harlem’s Hell Fighters." “First, [Army Gen. John J.] Pershing would have 

a source of cheap labor,” Harris wrote. “Second, he wouldn’t have to worry about what to do with black 

soldiers, particularly when he might have to mix them in with white troops.” 
 

     But the 15th Regiment’s soldiers had not signed up for labor. They were committed to fighting the 

Germans and winning the war. “They had no place to put the regiment,” said infantry Capt. Hamilton Fish, 

according to the Harris book. “They weren’t going to put us in a white division, not in 1917, anyway; so our 

troops were sent in to the supply and services as laborers to lay railroad tracks. This naturally upset our men 

tremendously.” 
 

     The regiment’s best advocate to get into the fight was their commander, Col. William Hayward. “It was 

time for us to try to do something towards extricating ourselves from the dirty mess of pick-swinging and 

wheel barrel trundling that we were in,” Hayward had said to Capt. Arthur Little, commander of the 

regimental band, according to Jeffrey Sammons in his 2014 book "Harlem’s Rattlers and the Great War." 

“We had come to France as combat troops, and, apparently, we were in danger of becoming labor troops,” 

Hayward said. Hayward argued his case in a letter to Pershing, outlining the regiment’s mobilization and 

training, and followed up immediately with a personal visit to Pershing’s headquarters. He would bring with 

him the regiment’s most formidable weapon in swaying opinion: the regimental band, lauded as one of the 

finest in the entire Expeditionary Force. 
 

     While the regiment literally laid the tracks for the arrival of the 2 million troops deploying to France, the 

regimental band toured the region, performing for French and American audiences at rest centers and 

hospitals. The 369th Band was unlike any other performance audiences had seen or heard before, Harris 

noted. The regimental band is credited with introducing jazz music to France during the war. The military 

band would frequently perform a French march, followed by traditional band scores such as John Philip 

Sousa’s “Stars and Stripes Forever.” “And then came the fireworks,” said Sgt. Noble Sissle, band vocalist 

and organizer, in the Harris account, as the 369th Band would play as if they were in a jazz club back in 

Harlem. 
 

     After some three months of labor constructing nearby railways to move supplies forward, the regiment’s 

soldiers learned that they had orders to join the French 16th Division for three weeks of combat training. 

They also learned they had a new regimental number as the now-renamed 369th Infantry Regiment. Not that 

it mattered much to the soldiers; they still carried their nickname from New York, the Black Rattlers, and 

carried their regimental flag of the 15th New York Infantry everywhere they went in France. While the 

369th Infantry would become part of the U.S. Army’s 92nd Infantry Division, it would be assigned to fight 

with French forces. This solved the dilemma for Pershing and the American Expeditionary Forces of what to 

do with the African-American troops. 
 

     The black troops would see combat, but alongside French forces, who were already accustomed to the 

many races and ethnicities already serving in the ranks of their colonial troops. “The French army instructors 

literally welcomed their African-American trainees as comrades in arms,” Sammons wrote. “To the 
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pragmatic French army instructors, the soldiers were Americans, black Americans, to be trained for combat 

within their ranks. The trainees clearly excelled at their tasks.” After learning valuable lessons in trench 

warfare from their French partners, the soldiers of the 369th finally had their chance to prove their worth as 

combat troops when they entered the front lines, holding their line against the last German spring offensive 

near Chateau-Thierry. 
 

     Their value was not lost on the French, and the regiment continued to fight alongside French forces, 

participating in the Aisne-Marne counteroffensive in the summer of 1918 alongside the French 162st 

Infantry Division. The regiment would go on to prove itself in combat operations throughout the rest of the 

war, receiving France’s highest military honor, the Croix de Guerre, for its unit actions alongside some 171 

individual decorations for heroism.  [Source: DoD Daily Digest Bulletin | Army Col. Richard Goldenberg | 

February 1, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Realities Of War  ►  WWII Pilot Shares Experiences  

 

Student pilots and their instructors at Vance Air Force Base recently had a chance to hear the realities of 

war, thanks to a visit by a veteran bomber pilot from World War II. Ferman Miller, a 99-year-old retired 

major and veteran of bombing campaigns in Germany and Eastern Europe, was invited to address airmen of 

the 71st Flying Training Wing by Lt. Col. Brendan Voitik, a reserve instructor pilot with the 5th Flying 

Training Squadron, the Enid News & Eagle reported. Voitik said he was introduced to Miller through a 

family member, and after hearing his stories was inspired to have Miller speak at the base. “The stories I got 

to hear from him — I just couldn’t see keeping them to myself,” Voitik said. 
 

     Miller, who was born more than a year before the First World War ended, enlisted in the Army and rose 

to the rank of first sergeant in an artillery unit by the time the Second World War started. His path to the 

cockpit started when he was cornered by an officer searching for experienced enlisted soldiers who could be 

trained and promoted to serve as pilots and navigators in the new war. Miller said he took several aptitude 

tests to see if he’d be well-suited for flight training, and soon had his answer: ”‘Sergeant, get your walking 

shoes on — you passed the test.’” He was selected for training as a bomber pilot, and was sent to train in the 

PT-17 biplane training aircraft in Union City, Tennessee. 
 

     Because of his senior enlisted rank and past experience, Miller soon was put in the position by his unit 

commander of training other student pilots, despite his lack of flying time. “He put me in a cockpit and told 

me, ‘Teach those people how to fly,‘” Miller said. “I only had two hours flying time. You had to catch on 

fast.” After earning his wings Miller was assigned to fly the B-17 Flying Fortress from a makeshift airfield 

with a sod strip near Foggia, Italy. The base in Italy became a staging field for raids deep into Germany and 

Eastern Europe, thanks to it being much closer to those targets than the Eighth Air Force fields in England. 
 

     After several “milk runs” to lightly-defended targets, Miller and his crew got their first tough assignment: 

a bombing run deep into Germany. “They were mad at us down there,” Miller said, recalling the thick flak 

and fighter cover around the target. “Our .50 cals were making holes in them, but they were making holes in 

our aircraft, too.” Resistance was even stiffer when Miller’s group was assigned to bomb oil refineries near 

Ploiesti, Romania, one of Hitler’s primary sources of oil for the war. Miller said he and his fellow airmen 

expected heavy fighting over Ploiesti, since a previous raid had lost almost half its complement of B-24s in 

one of the most costly single days of action for the Army Air Corps. “Sure enough, they were waiting for us 

at the target,” said Miller, recalling heavy anti-aircraft fire and swarms of German Me-109 fighters. “They 

were having a ball with us,” Miller said. “On missions like that, you just take what you get. We lost a hell of 

a lot of airplanes on those missions.” 
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     On a mission to bomb an ammunition plant near Munich, Germany, Miller’s group became acquainted 

with the new German jet fighter, the Me-262. The German plane was faster than Allied escorts, and had 20 

to 40 millimeter cannons in its nose, in addition to machine guns, with an effective range outside the 

bombers’ .50-caliber guns. “They were just staying out there, outside the range of our guns, firing into us,” 

Miller said. “I noticed a lot of planes being shot down. They were exploding right then. They weren’t going 

down very far before they exploded.” Miller’s aircraft was hit repeatedly on his more-than 50 combat 

missions during the war, but he was never injured. The most serious damage to his plane was an incident in 

which enemy fire blew off part of the wing. “I had about 6 feet of wing blown off the right wing,” he said, 

“and the aircraft still flew pretty good.” 
 

 
More than 16,000 feet above the North Sea, these B-17 Flying Fortresses of the U.S. Army 8th Air Force are caught in the rays 

of the sub stratosphere Sunday Jan. 7, 1944. 

 

     Out of all his combat missions, perhaps the closest call Miller had during the war was on takeoff from the 

field at Foggia. He was assigned to take off side-by-side with another B-17, allowing the first plane to get 

ahead before starting his own takeoff roll. The other aircraft took off ahead of Miller’s plane, but 

subsequently lost an engine, causing it to lose speed and altitude. About the time Miller’s plane took off, he 

discovered the other plane was immediately above him, and closing in. To avoid a collision, Miller dropped 

his plane low to the ground, narrowly missing buildings and other obstructions. “I flew between the group 

headquarters building and the squadron headquarters,” Miller said, “and then between two trees.” He was 

able to regain altitude after the near-collision and went on to successfully complete his bombing mission. 
 

     After completing his tour at Foggia, Miller returned home and was trained as a communications officer. 

The war in Europe was won, and he was reassigned to fly the B-29 Super fortress in anticipation of being 

sent to the Pacific Theater for the invasion of Japan. The unconditional surrender of Japan in August 1945 

prevented Miller having to return to combat. He went on to complete 23 years of service in the Air Force, 

and another 20 years in the Federal Aviation Administration. Looking back on his time in the war, Miller 

shared with the Vance airmen the realities of combat. “My combat experience was scary,” Miller said. “It 

wasn’t fun.” The memory of seeing friends die in combat stays with you, Miller said. “You see airplanes 

blow up right next you, and you know nobody got out, and you see bodies falling out of airplanes — you 

don’t forget that,” he said. “War is hell, even for their people.” 
 

      Miller said the German pilots, and their people on the ground, faced the same decision he faced. 

“Combat is all the same,” he said. “It’s you, or it’s him. It’s not fun and games. You’re going to be killed, or 

you’re going to kill someone.” It’s been more than seven decades since the war, but even at the time, Miller 
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said he didn’t hold anything personal against his German adversaries. “The way I looked at the German 

fighters, they were doing their duty, and we were doing our duty,” Miller said. “Their job was to shoot down 

B-24s and B-17s, and our job was to drop our bombs and blow the hell out of the target. “They were doing 

the same job I was doing,” Miller said of his German counterparts. “You don’t hate their guts, or anything 

like that. They were just following their orders, and doing the same job I was doing.” [Source:  News & 

Eagle via AP | James Neal | January 30, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

   

Military History Anniversaries  ►   15 thru 28 FEB 

 

Significant events in U.S. Military History over the next 15 days are listed in the attachment to this Bulletin 

titled, “Military History Anniversaries 15 thru 28 February. [Source: This Day in History 

http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history | February 2018 ++] 
 

*********************** 

 

Medal of Honor Citations  ►   Garman~Harold A | WWII  
 

       
 

The President of the United States in the name of The Congress 

takes pleasure in presenting the 

Medal of Honor  

to 
 

HAROLD A. GARMAN 
 

Rank and organization:  Private, U.S. Army, Company B, 5th Medical Battalion, 5th Infantry Division 

Place and date:  Near Montereau, France, 25 August 1944 

Entered service:  Albion, IL in 1942 

Born:  Fairfield IL , February 26, 1918 

 

Citation 
 

For conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of his life above and beyond the call of duty. On 25 

August 1944, in the vicinity of Montereau, France, the enemy was sharply contesting any enlargement of the 

bridgehead which our forces had established on the northern bank of the Seine River in this sector. 

Casualties were being evacuated to the southern shore in assault boats paddled by litter bearers from a 

medical battalion. Pvt. Garman, also a litter bearer in this battalion, was working on the friendly shore 

carrying the wounded from the boats to waiting ambulances. As 1 boatload of wounded reached midstream, 

a German machinegun suddenly opened fire upon it from a commanding position on the northern bank 100 

yards away. All of the men in the boat immediately took to the water except 1 man who was so badly 

http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history
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wounded he could not rise from his litter. Two other patients who were unable to swim because of their 

wounds clung to the sides of the boat. Seeing the extreme danger of these patients, Pvt. Garman without a 

moment's hesitation plunged into the Seine. Swimming directly into a hail of machinegun bullets, he rapidly 

reached the assault boat and then while still under accurately aimed fire towed the boat with great effort to 

the southern shore. This soldier's moving heroism not only saved the lives of the three patients but so 

inspired his comrades that additional assault boats were immediately procured and the evacuation of the 

wounded resumed. Pvt. Garman's great courage and his heroic devotion to the highest tenets of the Medical 

Corps may be written with great pride in the annals of the corps. 
 

 
 

Garman reached the rank of technician fifth grade before leaving the Army. He married Mary I. Jones and 

had two children, Steven and Sherry. He died at age 74 and was buried at Samaria Baptist Church in Albion, 

Illinois. 
 

[Source:  https://history.army.mil/moh/wwII-g-l.html | February  2018 ++]   

 

 

* Health Care * 

 

 
 

 

Overseas Pharmacy  ►  Is it Safe? 

 

Do you fret about skyrocketing drug prices? Perhaps you would consider using an overseas pharmacy, but 

hesitate because you worry those less expensive medications aren’t safe. Your concern is understandable. In 

the past, news reports have focused on potentially deadly counterfeit medications. But that doesn’t mean you 

need to rule out overseas pharmacies altogether. There are ways to get the straight information about 

overseas pharmacies and their products before you order. For starters, check out PharmacyChecker.com, 

which vets overseas pharmacies for legitimacy. “There are plenty of safe, international pharmacies. To 

conflate them with dangerous, drug-selling sites is just wrong,” says Dr. Tod Cooperman, CEO and co-

founder of PharmacyChecker.com. 
 

     Gabriel Levitt, the president and co-founder of PharmacyChecker.com, says while there is no question 

that rogue pharmacies exist, many online international pharmacies provide safe and cost-effective 

medications to patients who would otherwise go without. Why go through all the trouble of finding a 

https://history.army.mil/moh/wwII-g-l.html
https://www.moneytalksnews.com/PharmacyChecker
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reputable, overseas pharmacy? Because buying from such a pharmacy can translate into hundreds — if not 

thousands — of dollars in savings.  And the stakes are high: More than half of Americans take prescription 

drugs, with these patients taking an average of four medicines, according to a recent Consumer Reports 

survey.  Here are a few more ways to ascertain whether an overseas or online pharmacy is safe: 
 

1. Verify that a prescription is required. Any pharmacy that waives the requirement of a 

prescription is not to be trusted. So, call and ask if a prescription is needed. If the answer is “no,” 

don’t use that pharmacy. 

2. Look at the pharmacy license. Do not purchase medicines from any pharmacy that does not have 

a valid pharmaceutical license for the state to which it will sell. 

3. Scrutinize the website address. Does it end in “.pharmacy”? Does it have the Verified Internet 

Pharmacy Practice Sites (VIPPS) seal? Both are indicative of legitimate pharmacies. 

4. Make sure the pharmacy has a physical address. Most fraudulent online pharmacies conceal 

their locations. Reputable ones never do. 

5. Double-check verification resources. Who funds them? What are the qualifications of those that 

analyze pharmacies? How are the analyses done? Read the websites thoroughly. Then, look for 

news stories and other public information about them. 

6. Check a few verification sites. Your best bet is to check the pharmacy you want to use on several 

sites, including PharmacyChecker. If the reports differ, dig deeper. 
 

[Source:  MoneyTalksNews | Nancy Dunham |  January 30, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Seasonal Affective Disorder Update 02  ►   Coping With Winter Depression 

 

Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) is a condition associated with feeling sad or blue during certain times of 

the year. It is a disorder that triggers symptoms of depression, most commonly in the fall or winter. In the 

fall and winter there is less sunlight, hence it is sometimes called winter depression. Psychiatrists and other 

mental health clinicians diagnose depression by documenting low or sad mood, irritability, feeling of guilt or 

shame, problems with sleep, poor concentration or attention (memory problems), low energy or motivation, 

poor appetite and thoughts off self-harm. 
 

     SAD can mimic other medical conditions, such as anemia, hypothyroidism, diabetes, infections. Hence a 

medical work up may be needed--including levels of some vitamins, like vitamin D. You may have SAD if 

in the last 2 years, you feel depressed in this season and normal during rest of the year. You may also have 

SAD if your depression for which you are being treated gets worse in this season. Your symptoms will get 

better on their own when a new season arrives, often in spring or summer. But treatment can make you feel 

better sooner. 
 

Is there treatment? 

Light therapy, also called phototherapy, generally works well for SAD. You need to sit in front of a box or 

lamp that gives out up to 10,000 lux of fluorescent light—more than 20 times brighter than most indoor 

light. Researchers think that light helps your brain make more serotonin, a neurotransmitter that affects your 

mood. You’ll sit 12-18 inches in front of the light for 30 minutes or more a day, 3 times per week at least.  

The light must shine on your back or chest. You can read a book to pass the time. Do not stare at the light. 

You will feel better after 1- 2 weeks. You may also want to see a medical provider to consider taking 

medications to increase serotonin levels. Your doctor may also recommend talk therapy such as cognitive 

behavioral therapy. You will learn behavioral skills to do pleasurable things during the winter, notice and 

change negative thoughts or manage stress. 
 

https://www.consumerreports.org/prescription-drugs/too-many-meds-americas-love-affair-with-prescription-medication/
https://www.consumerreports.org/prescription-drugs/too-many-meds-americas-love-affair-with-prescription-medication/
https://www.moneytalksnews.com/PharmacyChecker
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     In conclusion, it is important to consider all type of treatment. Get more sun, stay active, get to a brighter 

place and work toward sleeping the right amount of time.  Consider talking to a professional to identify ways 

of coping with SAD.  EAP counselors are available to guide you during this time.  Do not feel frightened to 

talk about your problems. They are there to help you. For more information about SAD visit the National 

Institute of Mental Health web  by clicking on the link https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/seasonal-

affective-disorder/index.shtm.  [Source:  VHA Update | Dr. Esteban A. Gonzalez | February 6, 2018 ++] 
 

********************** 

 

Nursing Homes Update 13  ►   Hazardous Conditions Are Common 

 

Kaiser Health News (KHN) has been studying the regulation of safety hazards in nursing homes. After 

looking at four years of federal inspection records that covered 16,268 nursing homes, it concluded: 

 Nationwide, 74% of the facilities were cited for lapses in infection control and 70% were cited for 

food safety hazards. 

 In California, 1,118 of 1,251 (89%) were cited.  

 Nurses and aides were often not familiar with basic protocols, such as wearing protective clothing 

when coming into contact with contagious residents and isolating contagious patients from others in 

the home and visitors. Many were not cleaning patients properly. Many, in a rush and understaffed, 

used shortcuts that compromised sanitary precautions. 

 Only 161 out of 12,056 (1.3%) of homes that violated infection-control rules deficiencies received 

a high-level citation that can result in a financial penalty, without which citations appear to have 

little deterrent value. 
 

     Go to https://khn.org/news/infection-lapses-rampant-in-nursing-homes-but-punishment-is-rare  to read 

the full DEC 2017 article on nursing home safety hazard regulation.  A subsequent DEC 2017 KHN report at 

https://khn.org/news/trump-administration-relaxes-financial-penalties-against-nursing-homes concluded that 

the current Administration is encouraging even fewer fines. AARP has reported even worse conditions in 

Texas in their report at https://states.aarp.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/INTOLERABLE-CARE.pdf.  

[Source:  Consumer Health Digest #18-05 | Dr. Stephen Barrett | February 4, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

TRICARE Medication Adherence Pilot Program  ►  Diabetes & Cholesterol Drugs 

 

TRICARE beneficiaries taking certain maintenance drugs (i.e. Any drug you take regularly for a chronic 

condition) for diabetes or high cholesterol are now paying lower or no copayments as part of a pilot 

program. The Medication Adherence Pilot Program, launched on 1 FEB, will examine whether people are 

more likely to follow a medication treatment plan when those drugs are available at no-or-reduced cost. The 

program affects prescriptions purchased at in-network retail pharmacies and through the TRICARE 

Pharmacy Home Delivery.  “Patients who take their medications as prescribed enjoy improved health 

outcomes compared to those who don’t,” said U.S. Air Force Lt. Col. Ann McManis, Pharmacy Operation 

Division at the Defense Health Agency. “We’re excited to offer this program to beneficiaries who are living 

with these common, chronic conditions.” 
 

     The Defense Health Agency (DHA) chose two high-value medications for the pilot program: Lantus® 

Pens, an insulin shot to manage diabetes, and rosuvastatin, the generic version of Crestor®, to manage high 

cholesterol. Lantus Pens will be offered at reduced cost. Rosuvastatin will be offered at no cost at a retail 

network pharmacy and through home delivery.  

https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/seasonal-affective-disorder/index.shtm
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/seasonal-affective-disorder/index.shtm
https://khn.org/news/infection-lapses-rampant-in-nursing-homes-but-punishment-is-rare
https://khn.org/news/trump-administration-relaxes-financial-penalties-against-nursing-homes
https://states.aarp.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/INTOLERABLE-CARE.pdf
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  Copayment at Retail 

Network Pharmacy 

(up to a 30-Day 

Supply) 

 

Copayment at 

TRICARE Pharmacy 

Home Delivery (up to 

a 90-Day Supply) 

Medication 

Name 

Therapy Type Original 

Copayment 

Pilot 

Copayment 

Original 

Copayment 

Pilot 

Copayment 

Lantus Pens Insulin for 

Diabetes 

$28 $11 $24 $7 

Rosuvastatin  Treatment for 

High 

cholesterol 

(generic for 

Crestor®) 

$11 $0 $7 $0 

 

[Source:  TRICARE Communications | February 2, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Tricare/CHAMPUS Fraud Update 17  ►   $20M Bilked by Ex-NFL Player  

 

Monty Grow, a former University of Florida and NFL player who made a small fortune selling 

pharmaceutical drugs, took the unusual step of testifying in his trial on charges of swindling millions from a 

federal program that provides medical insurance for the U.S. military. The 46-year-old Grow was hit again 

and again with questions by a federal prosecutor about receiving and paying kickbacks to score lucrative 

patient referrals for a major South Florida pharmacy. “You were essentially buying and selling patients for a 

pharmacy?” Assistant U.S. Attorney Jon Juenger pressed Grow. “No, I was not,” he said calmly. 
 

     On 5 FEB, a dozen Miami federal jurors found that they did not believe him. The jury unanimously 

convicted Grow of a healthcare fraud conspiracy for bilking $20 million from the TRICARE program for 

military members, veterans and their families. He was also convicted of conspiring to receive and pay 

kickbacks for referring hundreds of military beneficiaries to the Pompano Beach-based pharmacy, Patient 

Care America, as well as of money laundering. But Grow, who remained stoic while the guilty verdicts were 

read, was acquitted of numerous other related charges. U.S. District Judge Federico Moreno ordered that 

Grow, who lives in Tampa, be taken into custody immediately by U.S. marshals because of the amount of 

money involved in the healthcare fraud case. He faces up to 20 years in prison at his sentencing hearing on 

16 APR. 
 

     The jury, which was given instructions on kickbacks and other legal issues by Moreno at the end of the 

six-day trial, had to decide whether Grow intentionally defrauded the government program or was simply 

paid lavish but legitimate commissions by the pharmacy for referring the TRICARE patients. “We are 

disappointed with the verdict,” Grow’s defense attorneys, Daniel Rashbaum and Jeffrey Marcus, said. “We 

think that the acquittal on more than half of the counts after four days of deliberation is inconsistent with the 

result and makes little sense. We will continue to fight for Mr. Grow, who is an innocent man.” Grow was 

accused in a 49-count indictment of hiring an independent marketing team — including former University of 

Florida star and retired NFL quarterback Shane Matthews — in the conspiracy to fleece the TRICARE 

program. 
 

     Last week, Matthews, 47, who played with the Chicago Bears, Miami Dolphins and other teams over a 

14-year pro career, was sentenced to three months in prison for his bit role working for Grow’s marketing 
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company. Matthews was paid $440,000 for lining up sales representatives who then landed TRICARE 

patients for the pharmacy. Grow and his network of sales representatives referred about 700 patients to 

Patient Care America, which received $40 million from the government program for supplying costly pain 

and scar creams along with wellness vitamins between 2014 and 2015. For those referrals, PCA paid half of 

those federal reimbursements to Grow under a contract agreement. With his cut of the taxpayer funds, Grow 

kept $10 million for himself and paid out the rest in kickbacks to his marketing associates who recruited 

TRICARE patients. The sales representatives acted as independent contractors, akin to Avon or Mary Kay 

reps. 
 

     Eventually, Grow himself went from being an independent contractor to a full-time employee for Patient 

Care America, which factored into his acquittals on numerous kickback charges. At trial, prosecutors said 

many of the military members who were referred by his marketing network to Patient Care America did not 

need the costly compounds, which are specially mixed medications unlike typical commercial drugs. Many 

only agreed to buy the compound medications because Grow and his sales team paid kickbacks to the 

patients, who also referred other family members to the pharmacy. Prosecutors said Grow’s team covered 

patients’ expensive co-payments for the creams and vitamins. One sales representative even paid her stable 

of patients $1,000 each for filling out a customer survey after receiving their medications from the 

pharmacy. 
 

     The 2016 indictment accusing Grow of conspiracy, fraud, kickbacks and money laundering did not 

charge Patient Care America or any of its top executives — though prosecutors described them at trial as 

“unindicted co-conspirators.” Throughout the trial, prosecutors portrayed Grow as a clever salesman driven 

by greed who knew he was breaking the law while he pocketed $13,500 for each of the patients that his 

marketing company referred to the Broward County pharmacy. He owns a Tampa waterfront home, a Range 

Rover, a Porsche 911 and has millions in an e-trade stock market account. 
 

     “This was a pyramid scheme,” Assistant U.S. Attorney Kevin Larsen told the 12-person jury during 

closing arguments last week. “He took advantage of these folks and he made millions. ... The bottom line is, 

these people signed up because they were paid [kickbacks].” Grow’s defense attorneys, Rashbaum and 

Marcus, depicted the former football player as a lawful, successful businessman whose NFL career as a 

cornerback was cut short by injury in 1996 after playing for the Kansas City Chiefs and Jacksonville 

Jaguars. They said he began a marketing career in the field of compound pharmacies and later broke out on 

his own with a Tampa company called MGTEN — his initials and jersey number as a ballplayer. 
 

     The defense argued that Grow set up his network of sales representatives to handle hundreds of 

TRICARE patients and arrange for them to see doctors through “telemedicine” companies. Grow paid the 

physicians for legitimate consultations, and they approved the vast majority of prescriptions for the 

compound medications provided by Patient Care America. The defense also said Grow paid his independent 

contractors “commissions” — not kickbacks — for finding the TRICARE patients. Grow stood trial alone 

because an associate with whom he shared millions in kickbacks for the patient referrals pleaded guilty in 

early January to a conspiracy to commit healthcare fraud. Ginger Lay faces up to 10 years in prison but 

could receive less time for testifying against her former boss.  [Source:  Miami Herald | Jay Weaver | 

February 5, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Medicare ID Cards   ►  What You Must Know About the New Card 
 

Every Medicare beneficiary will receive a new identification number and card soon. The measure is part of 

an effort to help protect beneficiaries from identity fraud, according to Medicare, a federal health insurance 

program primarily for folks ages 65 and older. Currently, Medicare identification numbers are based on 
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Social Security numbers. As the Medicare program tells beneficiaries:  “Fraudsters are always looking for 

ways to get your Social Security number, so we’re removing Social Security numbers from all Medicare 

cards to make them safer. Your new card will have a new Medicare number that’s unique to you.”  
 

    This announcement isn’t just one for seniors to note, however. Health care fraud can happen to anyone. 

So, you should safeguard your health insurance card, regardless of whether you’re insured under Medicare. 

 

 

If you’re wondering what the new cards will look like, the Medicare program provides this example: 
 

 
 

What seniors need to know about their new Medicare cards  

     Now, there are some basic facts every Medicare beneficiary should know about their new cards. These 

IDs: 

 Are free. So, there is no cost to beneficiaries. 

 Will be mailed out beginning in April. 

 Will be mailed automatically. So, beneficiaries don’t need to do anything to ensure they are 

issued a new card. 

 Will be mailed to the beneficiary addresses on file with the Social Security Administration. So, 

beneficiaries who need to update that address should log into their SSA.gov accounts. 

 Have no bearing on beneficiaries’ coverage or benefits. So, coverage and benefits will not 

change in connection with the new IDs. 
    

  Once you receive your new card, the Medicare program advises that you take three important steps: 

1) Destroy your old Medicare card right away. 

2) Use your new card. Doctors, other health care providers and plans approved by Medicare know that 

Medicare is replacing the old cards. They are ready to accept your new card when you need care. 

3) Beware of people contacting you about your new Medicare card and asking you for your Medicare 

number, personal information or to pay a fee for your new card. Treat your Medicare number like 

you treat your Social Security or credit card numbers. Remember, Medicare will never contact you 

uninvited to ask for your personal information. 
 

     Tip No. 3 touches on an important point: You still must safeguard your new Medicare number and card. 

That’s because receiving a new ID number or card is not enough in itself to prevent fraud. Medicare 

numbers will no longer give away Social Security numbers, which may help prevent fraud. But Medicare 

numbers will still be unique identifiers, which means they’re still useful to thieves. 
 

What everyone should know about health care fraud 

     Medicare beneficiaries are not the only folks who should safeguard their health insurance information. 

The FBI advises everyone to do so, explaining:  “Make sure there is a legitimate reason to provide your 
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insurance card or insurance information to others, and be especially vigilant if your information is 

requested when services are offered for free, or any offers are made during telemarketing calls.” 
 

     According to the FBI, health care fraud costs the country tens of billions of dollars every year. And that’s 

not even counting any harm that fraudsters cause to the patients whose data they use to commit fraud. 

Besides safeguarding sensitive data, you can fight health care fraud by monitoring certain health care 

documents — just as you (hopefully) monitor financial statements for financial fraud. That way, if you are 

ever victimized, you will catch it and can report it sooner than later. 

 

     In health care fraud, one such document is known as an explanation of benefits, or EOB. The FBI 

explains:  “One of the most effective ways to determine if insurance information is being used without your 

knowledge is to review the explanation of benefits forms sent from your insurance company. These forms list 

the services and supplies supposedly provided to patients from medical providers. If any billings are 

suspect, immediately contact the insurance company.” 
 

     You may also wish to request a copy of your file from medical consumer reporting companies like MIB 

https://www.mib.com and Milliman IntelliScript http://www.rxhistories.com . They track your medical data 

— just as credit reporting companies like Equifax, Experian and TransUnion track your credit data. [Source:  

MoneyTalksNews | Karla Bowsher | January 31, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Sleep Update 06  ►   Alzheimer’s Disease & Sleep Apnea 

 

Alzheimer’s disease often changes a person’s sleeping habits. Some people with Alzheimer’s disease sleep 

too much; others don’t sleep enough. Some people wake up many times during the night; others wander or 

yell at night. The person with Alzheimer’s disease isn’t the only one who loses sleep. Caregivers may have 

sleepless nights, leaving them tired for the challenges they face. If you’re caring for someone with 

Alzheimer’s disease, take these steps to make him or her safer and help you sleep better at night: 

 Make sure the floor is clear of objects. 

 Lock up any medicines. 

 Attach grab bars in the bathroom. 

 Place a gate across the stairs. 
 

     People with sleep apnea have short pauses in breathing while they are asleep. These pauses may happen 

many times during the night. If not treated, sleep apnea can lead to other problems, such as high blood 

pressure, stroke, or memory loss. You can have sleep apnea and not even know it. Feeling sleepy during the 

day and being told you are snoring loudly at night could be signs that you have sleep apnea. If you think you 

have sleep apnea, see a doctor who can treat this sleep problem. You may need to learn to sleep in a position 

that keeps your airways open. Treatment using a continuous positive airway pressure (CPAP) device almost 

always helps people with sleep apnea. A dental device or surgery may also help. For more information check 

out www.sleepapnea.org.  [Source:  National Institute on Ageing | May 01, 2016 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Atrial Fibrillation  ►   What It is 

 

Atrial fibrillation is an irregular and often rapid heart rate that can increase your risk of stroke, heart failure 

and other heart-related complications. During atrial fibrillation, the heart's two upper chambers (the atria) 

beat chaotically and irregularly — out of coordination with the two lower chambers (the ventricles) of the 

https://www.mib.com/
http://www.rxhistories.com/
http://www.sleepapnea.org/
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heart. Atrial fibrillation symptoms often include heart palpitations, shortness of breath and weakness. 

Episodes of atrial fibrillation can come and go, or you may develop atrial fibrillation that doesn't go away 

and may require treatment.  
 

     Although atrial fibrillation itself usually isn't life-threatening, it is a serious medical condition that 

sometimes requires emergency treatment. It may lead to complications. Atrial fibrillation can lead to blood 

clots forming in the heart that may circulate to other organs and lead to blocked blood flow (ischemia). 

Treatments for atrial fibrillation may include medications and other interventions to try to alter the heart's 

electrical system. 
 

Symptoms -- Some people with atrial fibrillation have no symptoms and are unaware of their condition until 

it's discovered during a physical examination. Those who do have atrial fibrillation symptoms may 

experience signs and symptoms such as: 

 Palpitations, which are sensations of a racing, uncomfortable, irregular heartbeat or a flip-flopping 

in your chest 

 Weakness or reduced ability to exercise 

 Fatigue, Lightheadedness, and/or Dizziness 

 Confusion 

 Shortness of breath 

 Chest pain 
 

Frequency may be: 

 Occasional. In this case it's called paroxysmal (par-ok-SIZ-mul) atrial fibrillation. You may have 

symptoms that come and go, lasting for a few minutes to hours and then stopping on their own. 

 Persistent. With this type of atrial fibrillation, your heart rhythm doesn't go back to normal on its 

own. If you have persistent atrial fibrillation, you'll need treatment such as an electrical shock or 

medications in order to restore your heart rhythm. 

 Long-standing persistent. This type of atrial fibrillation is continuous and lasts longer than 12 

months. 

 Permanent. In this type of atrial fibrillation, the abnormal heart rhythm can't be restored. You'll 

have atrial fibrillation permanently, and you'll often require medications to control your heart rate. 
 

When to see a doctor: 

 If you have any symptoms of atrial fibrillation, make an appointment with your doctor. Your doctor 

may order an electrocardiogram to determine if your symptoms are related to atrial fibrillation or 

another heart rhythm disorder (arrhythmia). 

 If you have chest pain, seek emergency medical assistance immediately. Chest pain could signal 

that you're having a heart attack. 
 

[Source:  Mayo Clinic | January 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

TRICARE Podcast 435  ►   Maintenance Drugs | Heart Health Months 

 

Maintenance Drugs -- As of February 1st 2018, TRICARE beneficiaries taking certain maintenance drugs 

for diabetes or high cholesterol will pay lower or no copayments as part of a new pilot program. The 

Medication Adherence Pilot Program will examine whether people are more likely to follow a medication 

treatment plan when those drugs are available at no-or-reduced cost. The program affects prescriptions 

purchased at in-network retail pharmacies and through the TRICARE Pharmacy Home Delivery. The 
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Defense Health Agency chose two high-value medications for the pilot program: Lantus® Pens, an insulin 

shot to manage diabetes, and rosuvastatin, the generic version of Crestor® to manage high cholesterol. 

Lantus Pens will be offered at reduced cost. Rosuvastatin will be offered at no cost at a retail network 

pharmacy and through home delivery. Participation in the pilot program is automatic. The pilot program is 

scheduled to run for up to five years. Visit www.TRICARE.mil/pharmacy for more information. 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

Heart Health Months --  Cardiovascular disease, commonly known as heart disease, is often misunderstood 

to be a disease that only affects those in their 60s, 70s, and 80s. The alarming truth is it can also impact fit 

and healthy people in their 30s and 40s. The good news is heart disease is treatable and often also 

preventable. Heart disease can be influenced by family history, lifestyle and behaviors. As the number-one 

killer of Americans, heart disease affects roughly one in four people, and it’s not slowing down. With an 

increasing trend toward sedentary lifestyles and a growing number of processed foods in the American diet, 

an obesity epidemic has taken hold in western society. That makes it more important than ever to be 

proactive and take command of your own health through prevention. 
 

     Prevention through education and dedication is critical in the fight against heart disease. Many of its risk 

factors, such as smoking, high blood pressure or high cholesterol, are preventable or controllable. Minor 

changes in our lifestyles and choices can make a positive change in our overall heart health. Incorporating 

daily exercise and healthy eating, as well as making small changes to our routines, like taking the stairs 

instead of the elevator and reducing sugar, salt and fat intake, can make a significant improvement to our 

health and happiness. Because heart disease is the leading cause of death for both men and women in the 

United States, we encourage everyone to see their providers annually, maintain a healthy weight, and 

properly manage any chronic problems such as high cholesterol, diabetes or high blood pressure. TRICARE 

covers preventive screenings and treatment for conditions such as high cholesterol, high blood pressure and 

diabetes. Visit www.TRICARE.mil/coveredservices for more information. 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

The above is from the TRICARE Beneficiary Bulletin, an update on the latest news to help you make the 

best use of your TRICARE benefit.  [Source:  http://www.tricare.mil/podcast | February 1, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

TRICARE Podcast 436  ►   West Region Transition - TRICARE.mil Website - Dental Care 

 

West Region Transition --  On Jan. 1, 2018, the Defense Health Agency (DHA) implemented a number of 

changes to TRICARE, including a region consolidation and health care policy changes mandated by 

Congress. Several customer service issues are now affecting TRICARE beneficiaries in the western U.S. 

including call center wait times, processing backlogs and a limited provider directory. The DHA is aware of 

these issues and is monitoring the regional contractor’s response to address these challenges. "The DHA 

recognizes the issues with call wait times, backlogs and the number of provider choices for beneficiaries in 

the West Region. We are committed to working with Health Net Federal Service to resolve them in a timely 

manner,” said Ken Canestrini, acting director of TRICARE Health Plan at DHA. "Service members, their 

families and others enrolled in TRICARE expect the high standard of service we set for our contracting 

partners." The West Region’s contractor, Health Net Federal Services (HNFS) is addressing the following 

issues: 
 

 Call Center Wait Times: HNFS is experiencing extremely high call volumes. They are currently 

working to meet the increased demand by hiring additional temporary staff and cross-training. In 

the meantime, self-service options are available at www.tricare-west.com.  

http://www.tricare.mil/pharmacy
http://www.tricare.mil/coveredservices
http://www.tricare.mil/podcast
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 Enrollment Backlog: During the system-wide, three-week enrollment freeze in December 2017, 

enrollments were received but couldn’t be processed. HNFS is now processing the backlogged 

enrollments in addition to the January enrollments. Beneficiaries enrolled in TRICARE Prime 

whose primary care manager (PCM) isn’t in the HNFS network or who haven’t yet been assigned a 

PCM can see any TRICARE-authorized PCM through Mar. 31, 2018 and Point of Service charges 

won’t apply. Beneficiaries enrolled in TRICARE Select can see any network or non-network 

TRICARE-authorized provider. Out-of-pocket costs will vary based on the provider’s network 

status. Beneficiaries may check their current status on milConnect or register at www.tricare-

west.com for additional self-service options. 
 

 Referral Backlog: HNFS is also experiencing a large backlog processing referrals and 

authorizations. Medically urgent requests get priority in processing. This backlog was caused by 

many issues, including duplicate and incomplete submissions from providers. HNFS is working to 

process all requests within TRICARE standards by extending operating hours and adding additional 

staff. Simplified TRICARE urgent care guidelines allow most beneficiaries to seek urgent care 

without a referral or visit limits. 
 

 Expanded Provider Network and Delivery: HNFS is working to improve the completeness and 

accuracy of the HNFS provider directory. While TRICARE contractors consistently update their 

information, the provider directories are dependent upon network providers and facilities to provide 

accurate information and to update that information whenever there are changes.  
 

     The DHA is focused on making sure beneficiaries receive the excellent health care and stellar customer 

service they deserve. Visit www.tricare.mil/changes   to learn more about the changes to TRICARE. 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

TRICARE.mil Website --  The TRICARE website is your first stop when you have questions about your 

benefit. At the start of the New Year, we introduced some redesigned features on the TRICARE website that 

make it easier for you to take command of your health. Check out these improvements to the TRICARE 

website: 

 Find Information Faster. Need to compare TRICARE plans, find a doctor or find a phone number? 

Three new search wizards on the home page have been optimized to make sure you’ll answer fewer 

questions and get to your results faster. 

 Understand Your Benefit. Use the TRICARE website to know what’s covered or what a qualifying 

life event is. Need to submit a claim or file a form? You’ll find “Forms and Claims” in the top 

navigation bar. 

 Access TRICARE On-the-Go. The TRICARE website has been improved for viewing on mobile 

devices. 
 

     And while you’re there, take the time to tackle that to-do list including: scheduling your next 

appointment, changing your primary care manager, reviewing costs and much more! 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

Dental Care --  If you made New Year’s resolutions for 2018, did you consider striving for a healthier 

mouth? Improving your oral health is a worthwhile goal, especially since poor habits can lead to bad breath, 

cavities, gum disease and more. There’s a link between oral health and overall health, giving you more 

reason to adopt or strengthen dental habits in 2018. Improving these behaviors will be a great start: 

 Brush correctly twice a day or after meals. It’s important to use a brush with soft bristles, held at a 

45-degree angle. Use gentle, circular motions.  

 Floss once a day. Daily flossing helps break up plaque between teeth and keeps your gums healthy.  

http://www.tricare.mil/changes
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 Reduce your sugar intake. When it comes to teeth, sugar is public enemy #1. Sugar causes plaque 

by feeding bacteria and acidity in the mouth. This leads to tooth and enamel decay.  

 See your dentist. The American Dental Association® recommends seeing the dentist twice a year. 

TRICARE covers two preventive cleanings and diagnostic exams in a consecutive 12-month 

period. 
 

     Embrace these resolutions to improve your oral health in 2018. To learn more about healthy dental habits, 

visit www.uccitdp.com and select “Health & Wellness.” 

 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

The above is from the TRICARE Beneficiary Bulletin, an update on the latest news to help you make the 

best use of your TRICARE benefit.  [Source:  http://www.tricare.mil/podcast | February 8,  2018 ++] 

 

 
 

* Finances *   

 

     

 
 

IRS VITA Program 2018  ►   Free 2017 Tax Filing Assistance 

 

Free, in-person tax preparation services are available now through the Volunteer Income Tax Assistance 

(VITA) program for active duty members, retirees and dependents, according to Army Lt. Col. David 

Dulaney, the executive director of the Armed Forces Tax Council.  "It's a wonderful program, because it's us 

taking care of us," Dulaney said about the VITA services. The Armed Forces Tax Council oversees the 

program for the military.  The Defense Department and the IRS are working together and providing the 

VITA services at military installations throughout the United States and world, he said. 
 

     Taxes for military members are complicated, Dulaney pointed out, noting frequent moves and 

deployments and the fact that tax laws change every year.  The VITA preparers receive extensive training 

through the Defense Department and the IRS on the situations faced in the military community, such as 

combat zone tax benefits, extensions to file and pay, and special rules for the earned income tax credit, he 

said. "I really encourage members to go into the VITA centers within the Department of Defense, because 

we understand their tax situation better than what the commercial sector would," Dulaney said. Many of the 

preparers are junior uniformed personnel, he said, adding their sole focus is to help the service member. "We 

want to work with taxpayers to make sure they get every deduction and every credit that they are eligible 

for, so we can reduce their tax liability,” he said, “because no taxpayer should have to pay more than what 

they owe to the government for their taxes.” 
 

     The VITA preparers can file federal and state returns. Each return is reviewed by an expert overseer 

before being submitted, Dulaney explained.  Further, the preparers can review tax returns that were done 

elsewhere, and are able to examine returns from previous years and file amendments, he said.  Most of all, 

the VITA services save members, retirees and their families hard-earned money, he said. "You don't have to 

http://www.uccitdp.com/
http://www.tricare.mil/podcast
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pay a dime to get this," he said. "You just have to bring in your tax documents and let the preparers prepare 

your tax return for you." 
 

     The deadline to file this year is 17 APR, because the traditional tax-filing deadline of 15 APR falls on a 

Sunday and 16 APR is the Emancipation Day holiday in the District of Columbia. Military members serving 

outside the United States get an automatic two-month extension, giving them until 14 JUN to file, Dulaney 

explained. Taxpayers can request further extensions, up to Oct. 15, to file.  Dulaney reminds military 

members that those extensions pertain to filing tax paperwork, and are not extensions on paying money 

owed to the IRS. Active duty members are eligible for VITA, as well as retirees and their dependents and 

reserve component members on active duty, Dulaney said. In addition, DoD civilians overseas and some 

defense contractors overseas are eligible, he said.  
 

     The VITA program works closely with Military OneSource, a DoD program that provides a host of 

services to the military community, including free, online tax preparation software. Military OneSource lists 

VITA locations on its website. The bottom line, Dulaney said, is to serve those who serve. "If you're focused 

on trying to get your taxes figured out and filed, you're not focused on mission or taking care of your 

family," Dulaney said. "We want to take that burden from you so you can get back to the mission and get 

back to the time with your family."  
 

     Users can save an average of $250 in taking advantage of the VITA resources instead of paying for 

comparable services in the commercial market, he said. "Everywhere I've gone, I try to spread the word that 

this is free," Dulaney said. "Unless we tell our young members about this free service that is available to 

them, they'll never know about it."  [Source:  DoD News Defense Media Activity | Lisa Ferdinando | January 

30, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Divorce Update 01  ►   Impact on Federal Benefits 

 

If you have gone through a divorce, are going through one, or may go through one in the future, you should 

be aware of the potential impact on your federal benefits. In many cases, employees are not sure exactly how 

much their former spouse is entitled to receive from their Civil Service Retirement System or Federal 

Employees Retirement System benefit. Some people are not aware of the difference between retirement 

benefits, the FERS annuity supplement and survivor benefits, and the meaning of such terms as “marital 

share” and “court order acceptable for processing.” Let’s look at three of the most important concepts. 
 

Court Order Acceptable for Processing 

To understand why this phrase is so misunderstood, consider the definition of a COAP found in the 

Handbook for Attorneys on Court Ordered Retirement and Insurance Benefits: “a court order as defined in 

this section that meets the requirements of subpart C of this part to affect an employee annuity, subpart E of 

this part to affect a refund of employee contributions, or subpart H of this part to award a former spouse 

survivor annuity.” 
 

     This means that the court order must be written in specific language that is understood by the Office of 

Personnel Management regarding retirement annuity benefits under CSRS and FERS, refunds of retirement 

contributions and survivor annuity benefits. That specific language is outlined in the 127-page handbook, 

which was last revised in July 1997. In addition, it is very important that your divorce decree/court order be 

filed with OPM’s Court Order Section so that it can be officially declared as a COAP. (The information 

required to submit your court order to OPM is outlined in an OPM pamphlet titled, Court Ordered Benefits 

for Former Spouses.) If it does not get filed properly benefits may not be paid as you or your former spouse 

may have understood in your divorce agreement. 
 

https://lnks.gd/l/eyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiJ9.eyJlbWFpbCI6InJhb2Vtb0BzYmNnbG9iYWwubmV0IiwiYnVsbGV0aW5fbGlua19pZCI6IjEwMyIsInN1YnNjcmliZXJfaWQiOiIzNzU5OTA0OCIsImxpbmtfaWQiOiIyODQ1Njk3NiIsInVyaSI6ImJwMjpkaWdlc3QiLCJ1cmwiOiJodHRwOi8vd3d3Lm1pbGl0YXJ5b25lc291cmNlLm1pbC8_c291cmNlPUdvdkRlbGl2ZXJ5IiwiYnVsbGV0aW5faWQiOiIyMDE4MDEzMC44NDUyOTU4MSJ9.q6qJUvsVXC6DDnFM-F_TTC26plqO2-xMsFn-PqiJy8A
https://lnks.gd/l/eyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiJ9.eyJlbWFpbCI6InJhb2Vtb0BzYmNnbG9iYWwubmV0IiwiYnVsbGV0aW5fbGlua19pZCI6IjEwNCIsInN1YnNjcmliZXJfaWQiOiIzNzU5OTA0OCIsImxpbmtfaWQiOiIzMTg2MjkwMTEiLCJ1cmkiOiJicDI6ZGlnZXN0IiwidXJsIjoiaHR0cDovL3d3dy5taWxpdGFyeW9uZXNvdXJjZS5taWwvdml0YS1sb2NhdGlvbi1sb29rdXA_c291cmNlPUdvdkRlbGl2ZXJ5IiwiYnVsbGV0aW5faWQiOiIyMDE4MDEzMC44NDUyOTU4MSJ9.kDhlUrHmqDB2i54JqxsblSmRJxl3U_9S1vPeyQ4MxmM
https://www.opm.gov/retirement-services/publications-forms/pamphlets/ri38-116.pdf
https://www.opm.gov/retirement-services/publications-forms/pamphlets/ri84-1.pdf
https://www.opm.gov/retirement-services/publications-forms/pamphlets/ri84-1.pdf
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      For example, in a recent Federal News Radio report, Mike Causey wrote about a divorce that took place 

in 2001 in which a court order required “assignment” (that is, ownership) of Federal Employees Group Life 

Insurance benefits be made in the name of the former spouse. Not only is there a special form to execute an 

assignment of FEGLI, but a certified copy of the divorce decree must also have been filed with the 

appropriate agency (OPM in this case). The retiree passed away, and when the former spouse learned of the 

death, she contacted OPM to claim the assigned insurance benefits. Instead of receiving the benefits, she 

learned that her former spouse had changed the beneficiary in 2003. Because the court order had not been 

previously filed with OPM, she may be facing a losing battle in trying to reclaim a benefit that was already 

paid out to the new beneficiary. 
 

Survivor Benefits 

Retirement benefits are payable while you are alive and survivor benefits are paid to your survivors after 

your death. Sounds simple, right? But it can get complicated. 
 

     Retirement benefits while both parties are alive are apportioned to the former spouse at the time of the 

federal employee’s retirement according to the court order that is on file and acceptable for processing at 

OPM. The former spouse usually receives 50 percent of the marital share (months of marriage divided by 

months of federal service) or a specific dollar amount as specified in the court order. 
 

     At the time the retiree dies, the former spouse may have been awarded the full survivor benefit—or at 

least the marital share of the survivor benefit payment—and that benefit is payable to the former spouse who 

survives the retiree. But what happens when the divorce decree doesn’t specifically mention a survivor 

annuity under CSRS or FERS? This is not good news for the former spouse. Even if the couple was married 

at the time of retirement and had elected to provide a survivor benefit on the employee’s CSRS or FERS 

retirement application, if the marriage later ended in divorce, the survivor benefit is not payable unless it was 

included in the specific “magic language” required by OPM in the divorce decree. 
 

     One such case was argued in the argued in the U.S. Court of Appeals in 2013. The former spouse who 

was attempting to claim a widow’s benefit lost the case because the court order was amended, but not until 

seven years after the death of the retiree. The judge explained that the original divorce decree was “silent on 

the question of a survivor annuity” and that the subsequent amendment was “ineffective under the statute” 

because it was issued “after the retirement and death of the retiree.” 
 

FERS Supplement 

The FERS annuity supplement is paid in addition to the monthly FERS retirement benefit. Sometimes the 

FERS supplement is called a “Social Security bridge” payment, because it covers the time between FERS 

retirement and qualifying for Social Security retirement. The amount represents what you would receive for 

your FERS civilian service from Social Security and is calculated as if you were eligible to receive Social 

Security benefits on the day you retired. The supplement is paid to those employees who retire younger than 

age 62 with an Immediate and unreduced FERS retirement. 
 

     According to a new report from OPM’s Office of Inspector General, concerns are being raised about an 

apparent change in policy regarding the calculation of the FERS supplement when a portion of the 

retirement benefit was awarded to a former spouse in a divorce decree. For almost 30 years, OPM only 

apportioned the FERS supplement to a former spouse if it was specifically mentioned in a court order. But 

starting in July 2016, without publicity or warning, OPM began apportioning the FERS supplement to the 

former spouse in the same manner as the FERS basic retirement benefit. OPM also applied this new 

interpretation retroactively to the date when the retiree started receiving a supplement, resulting in a debt due 

from the retiree to the former spouse. According to the IG’s report, OPM’s new policy has been causing 

immediate financial disruption to annuitants. 
 

https://federalnewsradio.com/mike-causey-federal-report/2018/01/married-or-getting-married-be-sure-to-think-divorce-too/
https://www.opm.gov/healthcare-insurance/life-insurance/reference-materials/publications-forms/assignment-of-life-insurance/
https://www.opm.gov/forms/pdf_fill/ri_76-10.pdf
https://cases.justia.com/federal/appellate-courts/cafc/13-3103/13-3103-2013-10-11.pdf?ts=1411173080
https://fersguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/L-18-1-Management-Advisory-Report-OPMs-Non-Public-Decision-Retroactive....pdf
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     Dan Jamison, author the FERSGuide, said the disturbing thing about the report is the non-public nature of 

OPM's move and that the agency apparently did not follow standard procedures in making a rule change. 

These three concepts relating to court orders and benefits payable to former spouses show how important it 

is to be sure your divorce decree is in compliance with OPM’s specific requirements. If you’re involved in a 

divorce, here are three things to remember: 

 Be sure that your attorney is familiar with the rules for processing a divorce for a federal employee 

or retiree. How many divorces have they handled involving federal employment rules? Do they 

have a copy of the OPM Handbook for Attorneys? 

 File a copy or have your attorney file a copy of your court order with OPM and be sure it has been 

declared “acceptable for processing.” If you’re not sure this has been done, contact the OPM Court 

Order Section. 

 CSRS or FERS retirement benefits aren’t the only benefits at stake when a federal employee 

divorces. Also be aware of the rules pertaining to the FERS supplement, Social Security benefits, 

Federal Employees Health Benefits, FEGLI, and Thrift Savings Plan investments. 
 

[Source:  National Institute of Transition Planning | Tammy Flanagan | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

Auto Loan GAP Insurance  ►   MLA Impact on Servicemembers Eligibility 

 

A recent interpretation of the Military Lending Act may prevent military members from taking advantage of 

credit insurance products when purchasing a vehicle. If a vehicle is stolen, totaled, or suffers some other 

major damage, Guaranteed Auto Protection (GAP) insurance is a financial product that can pay the 

difference between the amount you owe on the car and the amount your auto insurance company pays. GAP 

insurance is usually offered as part of an overall vehicle financing package and is a flat fee added to the 

vehicle loan. Some would argue GAP insurance is a beneficial resource. For example, after hurricane 

Harvey, GAP insurance paid an estimated average claim of $3,221 to cover losses not paid by insurance 

policies. 
 

     In December 2017, DoD published an amended interpretive rule explaining that the Military Lending Act 

-including disclosure requirements and other restrictions - applies to GAP financial products. Although the 

Military Lending Act was passed in 2006, prior to December 2017 finance companies operated under the 

assumption it did not apply to produces like GAP, because the Military Lending Act specifically excludes 

auto financing from its provisions. The December 2017 interpretation made clear it does apply to GAP, 

causing finance companies to reconsider how they do business. 
 

     Under the December 2017 interpretation, dealerships must verify the military status of each customer and 

provide additional disclosures and annual percentage rate calculations, as well as exclude the GAP product 

from the secured portion of the loan. Due to these additional burdens, some auto dealers and their finance 

companies are discontinuing offering GAP to servicemembers, while others are discontinuing offering it to 

all borrowers. 
 

     According to a large auto dealer group, an estimated 37 percent of customers purchased GAP, with over 

50 percent of those customers having a military affiliation. An estimated 240,000 GAP or other credit 

insurance contracts currently in force for servicemembers are retroactively impacted by the December 2017 

interpretative rule - meaning those GAP contacts may be void from the beginning if they do not already 

comply with the requirements of the Military Lending Act.  [Source:  MOAA Newsletter | February 8, 2018 

++] 

 

https://fersguide.com/
https://www.ssa.gov/planners/retire/yourdivspouse.html
https://www.opm.gov/healthcare-insurance/healthcare/reference-materials/reference/former-spouses
https://www.opm.gov/Forms/pdf_fill/RI_76-10.pdf
https://www.tsp.gov/LifeEvents/personal/spouse/separation.html
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U.S. Data Breaches ►   179 Million Records Exposed in 2017 
 

Data breaches reached a new high of 1,579 and exposed almost 179 million records in 2017 according to a 

report in late JAN by the Identity Theft Resource Center and CyberScout. The number of annual breaches 

increased 45 percent over the previous record in 2016. “We’ve been tracking data breaches since 2005 and 

this year we are seeing more transparency from companies including the actual number of records impacted, 

which was not the case in years past. In 2017, there was a 13.7 percent increase from 2016 in the number of 

entities providing the actual number of records versus disclosing the type of breach in general. It’s our hope 

that more companies will continue to increase their reporting practices for breaches so potential victims can 

get ahead of the issue,” says Eva Velasquez, CEO and president of the Identity Theft Resource Center. 
 

     Hacking led the type of attacks in 2017, accounting for almost 60 percent of all breaches nationwide. 

Since 2005 almost 8,200 breaches have occurred and more than 1.05 billion records have been exposed. 

Data breaches involving millions of records have become common. “The impact of single incidents or 

breach occurrences is greater now than it was just a few years ago. The vast number of records and the 

number of data points/identity credentials has increased in terms of single events over time. In the past, large 

scale breaches were considered compromises of hundreds of thousands of records, then millions, then tens of 

millions. Currently, incidents of close to, and even well over, 100 million records at one time have become 

more and more common. This translates into the knowledge that thieves and hackers can do more damage 

with less effort and exposure to themselves,” Velasquez said. Major data breaches that occurred in 2017 

include: 

 Deep Root Analytics, a data firm hired to gather political information about U.S. voters. Personal 

data for about 198 million Americans was exposed. 

 Verizon reported that data from six million subscribers was placed into cloud storage, set to allow 

external access. The company says no customer data was lost or stolen. 

 Equifax, one of the three largest credit agencies in the U.S., suffered a breach that may affect 143 

million customers. Possibly one of the worse breaches ever, sensitive data stolen includes Social 

Security numbers and driver’s license numbers. 

 Uber revealed that in late 2016, the personal information of 57 million Uber users and drivers may 

have been exposed. The company paid the hackers $100,000 to keep the breach secret, which was 

made public in November. 

 eBay customers may have had personal information including usernames and purchase histories, 

exposed through a Google Shopping platform. 
 

     There is no simple fix to stopping data breaches. “Consumers need to elevate their appreciation of the 

value of their identities, as well as the data they create about themselves, and act accordingly. Industry needs 

to continue to view robust security as an essential business cost and build it into the very fabric of their 

organizations,” Velasquez said. According to the resource center, a data breach occurs when a name is 

released in connection with a Social Security number, driver’s license number, medical or financial record. 

The exposure is tracked when it occurs because of a phishing or hacking attack, theft, negligence or error. 

The resource center tracks breaches in five categories. More than 55 percent of the breaches occurred in 

business in 2017, followed by health care and medical, financial, education and government and military.  

[Source:  San Diego Union Tribune | Michelle Gilchrist | January 29, 2018 ++]   

 

********************** 
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Drug Cost Increases Update 12  ►   Big PhRMA Takes On State Legislators 
 

It was expected to be a perfunctory state house meeting — three lobbyists and a legislator discussing a 

proposal to educate Louisiana doctors about the price of drugs they prescribe. The bill seemed like a no-

brainer in a country where even decades-old medicines can cost thousands and consumers are urged to make 

smart choices in buying health care. The legislation simply required pharmaceutical sales reps promoting 

medicines at doctors’ offices to also reveal a price. No one expected the industry scrum that materialized. 

About 10 PhRMA lobbyists flooded the room in Baton Rouge’s art deco state capitol, some of them hired 

guns — lobbyists who’d never represented drug companies before, remembers Jeff Drozda, an insurance 

lobbyist at the 2016 meeting. “The message was: We’re going to bring everything at you against these bills,” 

he said. 
 

   They did. Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America, the powerful trade group known as 

PhRMA, donated directly to more lawmakers in Louisiana than in any other state in 2016, a new IRS filing 

shows. When discussion of the measure reached its peak last year, the industry hired a lobbyist for every two 

legislators. PhRMA spent thousands entertaining lawmakers at Baton Rouge venues such as Mike 

Anderson’s Seafood, specializing in shrimp-and-crab gumbo, and the Mestizo Restaurant, home of the 

Daredevil Margarita, lobbying records show. “I’ve been in the legislature 10 years. I’ve never in my life 

seen that kind of effort,” said Kirk Talbot, a Republican who sponsored the bill in the Louisiana House. 
 

     With federal officials seemingly unwilling or unable to come up with legislation to control skyrocketing 

drug prices, that task is increasingly moving to the states. But so is PhRMA muscle and money opposing the 

measures, regulatory disclosures and corporate filings from the last two years show. State lawmakers are 

likely to consider drug-price transparency bills this year in Connecticut, Michigan, Oregon, Washington and 

New Jersey, to name just a few. Many of the measures are similar to a new California law that requires 

drugmakers to justify big price increases. (To fight that law, the industry hired 45 lobbying firms.) 
 

      Meanwhile, activists who backed a 2017 law enabling Maryland officials to challenge “unconscionable” 

price increases for generic drugs now advocate price regulation for all expensive pharmaceuticals. 

Policymakers in New Mexico, Massachusetts and Arizona are talking about limiting drug coverage or 

negotiating drug prices under Medicaid. In Washington, D.C., PhRMA is widely credited with stalling 

federal drug-price measures for years, with lobbying, advertising and political contributions. Now states are 

getting a dose of the same medicine. PhRMA set the stage in 2016 by establishing a group that ultimately 

spent $110 million to defeat a high-profile California ballot initiative requiring state agencies to pay no more 

for drugs than does the federal Department of Veterans Affairs. A PhRMA-linked group spent more than 

$50 million to defeat a similar ballot measure last year in Ohio. 
  

     Traditionally well-represented in state houses, PhRMA wrote checks to hundreds of legislative 

candidates and political action committees in dozens of states in 2016, newly available IRS filings show. So 

did many of its member companies, according to new data published by the Center for Political 

Accountability, a nonprofit that works to shed light on corporate political spending. 

 Merck, maker of a hepatitis C drug called Zepatier that costs $54,600 according to Truven Health 

Analytics, gave $19 million to PhRMA in 2016. It also gave about $500,000 to candidates and 

political committees in some two dozen states, sometimes in checks as small as $100, according to 

the CPA data compiled from voluntary disclosures on corporate websites. 

 Amgen, maker of leukemia drug Blincyto, which costs $173,000 for an average treatment, donated 

to more than 100 state house candidates in about a dozen states for the 2016 elections. Johnson & 

Johnson, Pfizer, Bristol-Myers Squibb and Allergan also directly or indirectly supported state 

candidates in 2016, CPA data show. 
 

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4328046-PhRMA2016-990-SEARCHABLE.html
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4328046-PhRMA2016-990-SEARCHABLE.html
http://ethics.la.gov/LobbyistData/Statistics/ChartSubjLobbied.aspx
https://www.cga.ct.gov/2017/rpt/pdf/2017-R-0294.pdf
http://www.detroitnews.com/story/news/2017/08/21/democrats-drug-board/104819362/
https://www.thelundreport.org/content/nosse-plans-drug-price-transparency-bill-oregon-2018
http://www.drugpricingpolicywatch.com/2017/04/26/transparency-legislation-does-not-pass-in-washington-state-regular-session/
http://www.roi-nj.com/2017/10/06/healthcare/n-j-health-insurance-group-wants-to-take-on-drug-cost-transparency/
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2017/10/10/556896668/california-governor-signs-law-to-make-drug-pricing-more-transparent
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2017/10/10/556896668/california-governor-signs-law-to-make-drug-pricing-more-transparent
http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/maryland/politics/bs-md-price-gouging-law-20170929-story.html
http://healthcareforall.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/2018-Prescription-Drug-Affordability-Resolution-2.pdf
http://nmpolitics.net/index/2017/11/its-time-for-nm-government-to-negotiate-lower-rx-drug-prices/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/massachusetts-grabs-spotlight-by-proposing-new-twist-on-medicaid-drug-coverage/2017/11/19/df4e7a52-cae7-11e7-aa96-54417592cf72_story.html?utm_term=.9fe798015d07
https://www.fiercepharma.com/pharma/arizona-asks-for-permission-to-manage-medicaid-drug-coverage
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/23/sunday-review/prescription-drugs-prices.html?_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/23/sunday-review/prescription-drugs-prices.html?_r=0
http://cal-access.sos.ca.gov/Campaign/Committees/Detail.aspx?id=1379198&session=2015
https://www6.sos.state.oh.us/ords/f?p=CFDISCLOSURE:37:::NO:RP:P37_ENTITY_ID,P37_ENTITY_TYPE:14664,PAC
https://www.publicintegrity.org/2016/02/11/19283/here-are-interests-lobbying-every-statehouse
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4328046-PhRMA2016-990-SEARCHABLE.html
http://politicalaccountability.net/
http://politicalaccountability.net/
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     PhRMA companies “definitely have not seen that kind of activity aimed at them at the state level before 

and have raised their presence to address that,” said Leanne Gassaway, top state lobbyist for America’s 

Health Insurance Plans, a major insurance trade group. Few states got as much PhRMA attention the past 

two years as Louisiana, though the money spent there fell short of the tens of millions invested in swaying 

referenda in California and Ohio. It’s cheaper to influence scores of lawmakers than millions of voters. Drug 

prices are “something that’s completely out of control,” Talbot said, adding that he gets constituent requests 

to rein in prescription medicine prices. Neither Talbot, chairman of the House insurance committee, nor 

many others in the conservative state are moving to regulate drug prices. But he and other lawmakers saw 

promise in an idea from Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Louisiana, a big insurer whose premiums have been 

driven up partly by rising drug expenses. 
 

     The proposal, which got little news coverage even in Louisiana, would have required sales reps 

promoting their latest, greatest medicines to give doctors the wholesale prices at the same time. Physicians, 

who are largely unaware of prescription costs, might think twice about ordering $500 worth of brand-name 

pills when a $30 generic could deliver the same benefit, the thinking went. The measure died in committee 

after the PhRMA lobby staged its flash mob at the 2016 meeting. When the idea came up again last spring, 

this time with backing from Talbot and Sen. Fred Mills, Republican chairman of the Senate health 

committee, the industry shifted into high gear. 
 

     Mills got “a tremendous amount of calls” on his cellphone from PhRMA lobbyists as well as emails and 

texts almost immediately after his bill landed on a legislative website, he recalled. First in line was Pete 

Martinez, PhRMA’s top Louisiana operative. “I’ve had this volume” of special-interest pressure “but not the 

speed,” said Mills, a small-pharmacy owner from St. Martin Parish who said he sees the rising price of pills 

firsthand. Mills recalled phone calls from “top government affairs people” at Pfizer, “telling me the 

problems with this bill.” No fewer than 84 lobbyists representing pill companies blanketed Baton Rouge at 

the height of the legislative session last year, state records show — the most in at least nine years. 
 

      In 2016, PhRMA gave directly to about 80 Louisiana state politicians, more than those in any other state, 

the IRS filing shows. PhRMA and individual drug companies have made more than $600,000 in 

contributions to Louisiana state and local political races in the past three years, according to campaign 

finance files. Martinez did not respond to requests for an interview. At hearings in Louisiana, PhRMA 

argued that informing doctors of wholesale drug prices is irrelevant to patients. What matters is consumers’ 

out-of-pocket payment, not the rest of the cost that’s often picked up by insurance, they said.  
 

     “We are committed to engaging with lawmakers, patients and others to find solutions that actually help 

patients,” a PhRMA spokesman said in a statement for this article. Proponents countered that rising total 

drug costs are an increasingly painful burden on taxpayers, employers, workers and everybody else who 

pays them indirectly through insurance plans and government programs. PhRMA’s opposition had an effect. 

Instead of making sales people disclose prices, the legislation that lawmakers eventually passed and that 

Gov. John Bel Edwards signed in June requires the Louisiana Board of Pharmacy to host a website listing 

the information. Rather than ordering drug reps to tell doctors about the site, the act says they “may” give 

prescribers the internet address if they choose. 
 

     The law “is quite watered down and basically meaningless,” said Ameet Sarpatwari, an epidemiologist 

and lawyer at Harvard Medical School who follows pharma laws. Talbot says he may have lost this battle 

but will continue the war. “I’m going to take another stab at it” this year, he said. “We’re on the front wave 

of this thing. All the states are jumping on this bandwagon.” [Source: Kaiser Health News | Jay Hancock & 

Shefali Luthra | January 30, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3184926/
http://ethics.la.gov/LobbyistData/Statistics/ChartSubjLobbied.aspx
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4328046-PhRMA2016-990-SEARCHABLE.html
http://www.ethics.la.gov/CampaignFinanceSearch/SearchEfilingContributors.aspx
http://www.ethics.la.gov/CampaignFinanceSearch/SearchEfilingContributors.aspx
http://www.legis.la.gov/legis/ViewDocument.aspx?d=1051695
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VA Farm Loans  ►   How They Work 

 

Loans for service members and veterans seeking to buy farms have been part of VA’s loan-guaranty system 

since its inception  in  the 1940s . And farming remains the post-service career of choice for some veterans, 

with an uptick in interest recently, per the Agriculture Department. Veterans who want to work their own 

patch of land may be able to buy one with VA assistance, and there’s no limit to the amount of acreage they 

can purchase. But some conditions apply: 

o Residential first. As with all aspects of the VA-backed loan program, farm loans are targeted at 

service members who plan to use the land as a primary residence. Loans that cover “the 

nonresidential value of farm land in excess of the homesite” won’t be covered, per the VA’s 

Lenders Handbook. 

o Valuation 101. VA will consider nonresidential structures (barns and silos, for instance) at fair 

market value as part of the valuation process. However, livestock, crops and farm equipment won’t 

be factored in. 

o Experience wanted. Veterans who plan to work the land must show VA that they know what 

they’re signing up for. VA outlines this process to prospective lenders, who must seek a variety of 

farming plans, estimates of farm yield, and other income-tracking figures, some dating back three 

years or more. 
 

      Veterans seeking assistance for the nonresidential end of farming operations may have other federal 

resources to consider. The Farm Services Agency’s Beginning Farmers and Ranchers Loans program offers 

direct and guaranteed loan options, and some veterans may qualify for microloan programs directed at 

disadvantaged or minority groups. Learn more about the Agriculture Department’s offerings for veterans at 

https://www.nal.usda.gov/aglaw/veteran-farming.  [Source:  MilitaryTimes |  Kevin Lille | February 7, 2017 

++] 

 

********************** 

 

VA Home Loan Update 55  ►   No Money Down Doesn't Mean Money Not Needed 

 

While using a VA-backed loan may save current and former service members from fronting tens of 

thousands of dollars as a down payment for their new home, real-estate agents say some buyers enter the 

market with a misunderstanding of what their upfront financial commitment will be. “I ... often have to 

dispel the rumor that with the VA loan, you don’t need ANY money to buy a home,” said Travis Winfield, a 

retired Navy command senior chief-turned-Realtor who operates the San Diego-based Winfield Group. “Of 

course, there are options to have the lender give credits or the seller to help credit closing costs, but that is a 

case-by-case situation that the client needs to be educated on.” Some costs you should be prepared to cover 

as part of the loan process: 
 

1.  Earnest money. You’ll need to have at least 1 percent of the home’s cost in an earnest money account, 

but prepare to double or triple that amount in high-demand areas. This money will go toward closing costs 

and other fees associated with the purchase and never reaches the homeowner until the transaction is settled 

(or scuttled). Rules on how this money is handled can vary, but in general, you can lose the cash if you back 

out of the deal or fail to meet certain benchmarks during the process, but won’t lose it if you pull out of the 

deal because of problems discovered with the property. You can learn more about earnest money here. 
 

2.   Fees. As Winfield stated, some deals may allow for the lender or seller to cover some of the initial costs 

associated with the home-buying process. This could mean appraisal and/or inspection fees could be taken 

care of, but buyers should be ready to pony up ... especially in high-traffic markets where other buyers will 

be willing to pay. 

https://www.militarytimes.com/home-hq/va-loan-center/
https://www.benefits.va.gov/warms/pam26_7.asp
https://www.benefits.va.gov/warms/pam26_7.asp
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/programs-and-services/farm-loan-programs/beginning-farmers-and-ranchers-loans/index
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/programs-and-services/farm-loan-programs/minority-and-women-farmers-and-ranchers/index
https://www.nal.usda.gov/aglaw/veteran-farming
https://www.realtor.com/advice/finance/understanding-the-earnest-money-deposit-2
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3.  Closing costs. These vary too much by deal, by loan type and by location to get into too much detail (get 

a deeper breakdown here), but the final costs could be anywhere from 2 percent to 7 percent of the home’s 

value. The buyer and the seller usually divide these costs, but the buyer generally pays the larger share. If 

you can’t cover that amount, you can submit a deal where the seller covers a greater share. Doing so can 

present its own problems. 
 

     “Buyers who ask for seller to contribute any credits at closing are not as strong as buyers who have their 

own money to close,” said Cassandra Rowley, a Navy veteran and Realtor in the Seattle area. Learn more 

about the loan process by visiting MilitaryTimes's VA Loan Center. 
 

[Source:  MilitaryTimes |  Kevin Lilley | January 26, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Facebook Quiz Scam  ►   How it Works 

 

All your friends are sharing a new quiz on Facebook. But before you join in, be sure to do your homework. 

Those fun quizzes can be a way to steal your personal information. 
 

How the Scam Works   

 A clever quiz is making the rounds of your friends' Facebook feeds. Answer a few questions about 

yourself and find your spirit animal, top place to live, or favorite TV show character.  These 

quizzes may seem like harmless fun – and some are – but many of them are designed to gather 

personal information about you. Telling the difference can be difficult.  

 One warning sign is if a quiz requires you to grant a third-party application access to your 

Facebook profile. When you start a quiz, a pop-up will appear. It reads something like: "Allowing 

[quiz name] access will let it pull your profile information, photos, your friends' info, and other 

content that it requires to work." This means the quiz creators can access any data you share, which 

may include photos, workplace details, and your location. This can put you at risk for many other 

scams, such as an emergency con.  
 

Tips to Spot this Scam:  

 Be skeptical: Before you take a quiz, figure out who created it. Is it a brand you trust?  

 Adjust privacy settings: Review your social media account's privacy settings and be strict about 

what information you share.  

 Remove personal details from your profile: Don't share information like your phone number or 

home address on Facebook or other accounts.   
 

     For more details about this scam, read BBB's full article and check out Komando.com.  To report a scam, 

 go to BBB Scam Tracker (BBB.org/scamtracker). To protect yourself from all kinds of scams, visit the 

BBB Scam Tips page (BBB.org/scamtips).  [Source:  BBB Scam Alert | February 2, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Opioid Addiction Treatment Scam  ►   How To Avoid 

 

Scammers are capitalizing on the opioid epidemic by marketing phony treatments. The FTC and FDA 

recently issued a warning to companies that deceptively advertise these treatments. 
 

How this Scam Works:  

https://www.realtor.com/advice/finance/how-much-are-closing-costs/
https://www.militarytimes.com/home-hq/va-loan-center/
http://send.council.bbb.org/link.cfm?r=RFC4HKzJenpCXnisucmKTw~~&pe=5VPOX4aTdibDyFMQUahrunTtztGPHgFWkcLHlx2Ciskskg9W54jEZUbm30aL8YprCq3jp1tWJbtGw41Ow23JHw~~&t=4acRwozEJm-KO4WKosR1OQ~~
http://send.council.bbb.org/link.cfm?r=RFC4HKzJenpCXnisucmKTw~~&pe=tPbdXGRE2rGCzXxZ8kHBQMCI-IBNqz-ye6Qx9G09Mc0UO_g4zeAepombT91ggUVMY0M2axTnlv3Gxk-pNu5khg~~&t=4acRwozEJm-KO4WKosR1OQ~~
http://send.council.bbb.org/link.cfm?r=RFC4HKzJenpCXnisucmKTw~~&pe=4GB5TsaQrb0dQc3jdRRtXsu5JF1XsjvieP7XQ6M5B8cFuEo3uTeCq9iJLX4Z2DHJ8IHJePRNRxNuuhTkmoWxVQ~~&t=4acRwozEJm-KO4WKosR1OQ~~
http://send.council.bbb.org/link.cfm?r=RFC4HKzJenpCXnisucmKTw~~&pe=IQcOxfVBbzoj4s03nABnX-3sWiEk3cluDdXDsF9a3KWutPeVKzawOqbQHu34N5KXYHC93-n8pobVMijiq27VNw~~&t=4acRwozEJm-KO4WKosR1OQ~~
http://send.council.bbb.org/link.cfm?r=RFC4HKzJenpCXnisucmKTw~~&pe=-hf1LohP_o0ViN_IIs6fyHl99FKm3vPG1tlDHu4KSm1VyziLXOksdWiB2m7_TYQLnDGwUYhmtn0V7GKstq8YBw~~&t=4acRwozEJm-KO4WKosR1OQ~~
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 You see an ad for a product that claims to ease opioid withdrawal symptoms.  Many of these phony 

products claim to be a "miracle cure" with "guaranteed" results. Many brands stress that their pills 

are "all natural," "organic" and contain vitamins and herbs. For examples, check the FDA's Flickr 

account of photos of illegal products. 

 Trying one of these "cures" may seem harmless, but it's more than just a waste of time and money. 

Using products with unsubstantiated claims can prevent those addicted to opioids from seeking safe 

and effective treatments. 
 

Tips to avoid this scam:  

 Be skeptical. Beware of any product making claims like "miracle cure" or "fast results - 

guaranteed." Many of these treatments that make these bold promises are not FDA-approved.  

 Find help. The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) provides 

a referral and information service. Consumers can call 1-800-662-HELP (4357) or visit 

SAMHSA.gov for confidential and free information. 

 Check with a doctor. Before taking any dietary supplement, ask a health provider about it. Find a 

list of questions on FDA.gov.  

 Check with BBB. Visit BBB.org to view the company's BBB Business Profile. Business Profiles 

include contact information, complaint history, and customer reviews. 
 

     For more Information read the full article about opioid addiction treatment scams on BBB.org.  To report 

a scam,  go to BBB Scam Tracker (BBB.org/scamtracker). To protect yourself from all kinds of scams, visit 

the BBB Scam Tips page (BBB.org/scamtips).  [Source: BBB Scam Alert | February 9, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Tax Burden for Arizona Retired Vets  ►   As of FEB 2018 
 

     Many people planning to retire use the presence or absence of a state income tax as a litmus test for a 

retirement destination.  This is a serious miscalculation since higher sales and property taxes can more than 

offset the lack of a state income tax. The lack of a state income tax doesn’t necessarily ensure a low total tax 

burden. States raise revenue in many ways including sales taxes, excise taxes, license taxes, income taxes, 

intangible taxes, property taxes, estate taxes and inheritance taxes. Depending on where you live, you may 

end up paying all of them or just a few.  Following are the taxes you can expect to pay if you retire in 

Arizona. 
 

Sales Taxes 

State Sales Tax: Arizona Transaction Privilege Tax (sales) and Use tax rates generally are 5.6%.  Currently, 

all fifteen counties levy a tax.  County rates range from .5% to 1.125%.  The state rate on transient lodging 

(hotel/motel) is 5.5%.  The state of Arizona does not levy a state tax on food for home consumption or on 

drugs prescribed by a licensed physician or dentist.  However, some cities in Arizona do levy a tax on food 

for home consumption.  City rates range from 1% to 4.25%.  The combined sales tax rates for some 

localities exceeds 13.7% 

Gasoline Tax: 37.4 cents/gallon (Includes all taxes) 

Diesel Fuel Tax: 51.4 cents/gallon (Includes all taxes) 

Cigarette Tax: $2.00/pack of 20 

Water Use Tax: 65 cents per 1,000 gallons of water used. 
 

Personal Income Taxes  

Tax Rate Range: Low – 2.59%; High – 4.54% 

http://send.council.bbb.org/link.cfm?r=RFC4HKzJenpCXnisucmKTw~~&pe=ncuNyEDkdvFBV4iwFLTOsL8klaFyq0OuKfiwtf5McspGUDtmleeK1OXWXDJfQCa1U9VCFJGC1zKsG1hpqwLS7g~~&t=BmkzrAWtvKzNnsLhywZKiw~~
http://send.council.bbb.org/link.cfm?r=RFC4HKzJenpCXnisucmKTw~~&pe=-r3uKRhAJREACBBYbym9ffMly7I-2_kxUn56Jdn1Ft0N40FL3TiZlJIYiFZCbWSBTX0ZDeN6Tw9yEXaenf2X5Q~~&t=BmkzrAWtvKzNnsLhywZKiw~~
http://send.council.bbb.org/link.cfm?r=RFC4HKzJenpCXnisucmKTw~~&pe=iriD2nJ6AqIT9aGFnRZNwt7zsdQefd5Xi9icP5bWS5anrHNx-UOTa4fm3AgnRGGuVtX2_i9dEI0RXIzNxiGYwg~~&t=BmkzrAWtvKzNnsLhywZKiw~~
http://send.council.bbb.org/link.cfm?r=RFC4HKzJenpCXnisucmKTw~~&pe=jzPDseQk7PRSgbFQT5DFns5lFlTnm0ezydfr1AkHcFMXvkMxAGRn-29cEb0xVJs3jZjaxz9Bs2byeByexAhAgQ~~&t=BmkzrAWtvKzNnsLhywZKiw~~
http://send.council.bbb.org/link.cfm?r=RFC4HKzJenpCXnisucmKTw~~&pe=s-9mu8ltAMTAP12hRLyNepKdG4XkUbmA1FZsKhwANK2fDEiKADjc2dVJDa9lw2nhCMQX9t7Rx4_3U4RJ3wUIWA~~&t=BmkzrAWtvKzNnsLhywZKiw~~
http://send.council.bbb.org/link.cfm?r=RFC4HKzJenpCXnisucmKTw~~&pe=7tsCOBMRfYWgC1wgYWNUa8kobODSpQq1VcwkseeJXfw379_cdkuI6BU1SU4ZrxeBN74db6cZ7c1sLYcMuwVBpQ~~&t=BmkzrAWtvKzNnsLhywZKiw~~
http://www.modelcitytaxcode.org/pdf/CombinedRateSheet.pdf
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Income Brackets: Five. Lowest $0 thru $10,178; Highest – $152,668 thru $305,336.  Bracket levels are 

adjusted for inflation each year. Release dates for tax bracket inflation adjustments vary by state and may 

fall after the end of the applicable tax year. 

Personal Exemptions: Single – $2,100; Married – $4,200 with no; $2.100 per dependent 

Standard Deduction Single: - $5,099; Married filing jointly – $10,189 

Medical/Dental Deduction: Allows deductions for all qualified medical and dental expenses. 

Federal Income Tax Deduction: None 

Retirement Income Taxes: Social Security and Railroad Retirement benefits are exempt.  Up to $2,500 

total of military, civil service, and Arizona state/local government pensions are also exempt.  All out-of-state 

government pensions are fully taxed.  Go to  https://www.azdor.gov/About/FAQs/Individual.aspx for 

frequently asked tax questions. 

Retired Military Pay: Up to $2,500 of retired pay and/or survivor benefits excluded.  For information on 

veteran’s services, go to https://dvs.az.gov 

Military Disability Retired Pay: Retirees who entered the military before Sept. 24, 1975, and members 

receiving disability retirements based on combat injuries or who could receive disability payments from the 

VA are covered by laws giving disability broad exemption from federal income tax. Most military retired 

pay based on service-related disabilities also is free from federal income tax, but there is no guarantee of 

total protection. 

VA Disability Dependency and Indemnity Compensation: VA benefits are not taxable because they 

generally are for disabilities and are not subject to federal or state taxes. 

Military SBP/SSBP/RCSBP/RSFPP: Generally subject to state taxes for those states with income tax. 

Check with state department of revenue office. 
 

Property Taxes 

There is no state property tax.  Tax jurisdictions set tax rates, which may vary considerable from one area to 

another. Property tax is administered by county assessors.  Single homeowners 65 and older who earn less 

than $3,750 and married couples who earn less than $5,500 are eligible for a tax credit of up to $502.  With 

the exception of centrally valued properties such as airlines, railroads, and mines, property tax in Arizona is 

assessed and administered in each individual county by the county assessor. 
 

Persons at least 65 years old who have resided in their primary residence for at least two years and have total 

income not more than four times the Social Security supplemental security income (SSI) benefit rate may 

apply to the assessor by September 1 to have the valuation of the primary residents and up to 10 acres of 

adjoining undeveloped land frozen at the full cash value when the application is filed. 
 

Arizona also taxes personal property, which is defined as all types of property except real estate.  Taxable 

personal property includes property used for commercial, industrial and agricultural purposes.  Personal 

property is considered to be movable and not permanently attached to real estate.  For details, click here. 
 

A personal property manual is available which contains information regarding the identification and 

valuation of locally assessed personal property, taxpayer reporting requirements, valuation tables, and 

descriptions of the methods of making value adjustments that are used in the assessment of many kinds of 

personal property.  The manual describes a wide variety of personal property items, including information 

on the identification and valuation of mobile home and manufactured housing units.  An explanation of the 

personal property appeal process (which differs in some respects from the real property appeal process) is 

also included.  For details, click here. 
 

In lieu of a personal property tax on automobiles, the state imposes an annual motor vehicle license tax.  

There is a $4.00 title fee; an $8.00 registration fee; plus an air quality research fee of $1.50; and a vehicle 

license tax (VLT) assessed in place of a personal property tax charged by other states.  There may also be a 

weight fee and commercial registration fee, if the vehicle is registered as commercial.  The VLT is based on 

an assessed value of 60% of the manufacturer’s base retail price reduced by 16.25% for each year since the 

vehicle was first registered in Arizona (15% before 8/1/98).  Then, as of the Dec. 1, 2000 reduction, the rate 

is calculated as $2.80 (new vehicles)/$2.98 (used vehicles) for each $100 of the assessed value.  For 

example, for a new vehicle that costs $25,000, the first year assessed value would be $15,000 and the VLT 

https://www.azdor.gov/About/FAQs/Individual.aspx
https://dvs.az.gov/
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would be $420.00.  The second year the assessed value would be $12,562.50 and the VLT would be 

$363.06.  For a mobile home the title fee is $7.00 per section or unit. Call 800-251-5866 for details.  For 

information on property tax relief for seniors, click here. 
 

The state does not collect taxes on personal property such as boats and computers.   Each city and county 

may levy its own millage rate.  for information on all ad valorem tax exemptions go to  

http://www.revenue.alabama.gov/advalorem/exemptions/exemptions.cfm  
 

Homeowners 65 and older are exempt from all state property taxes.  Some cities also assess separate 

property taxes.  A homestead exemption up to $5,000 of assessed value is granted by the state on real 

property taxes. A larger exemption is available to persons over 65. Visit state’s property tax division web 

site at http://revenue.alabama.gov/advalorem/index.cfm . To view the state’s homestead summary chart, go 

to http://revenue.alabama.gov/advalorem/homesteads.cfm. 
 

Taxpayers are allowed to take a deduction on their individual returns for amounts contributed to a 

catastrophic (hurricanes, floods and storms) savings account.  If the qualified deductible is $1,000 or less, 

the maximum contribution is $2,000.  If the qualified deductible is more than $1,000, the maximum 

contribution is the smaller of (a) $15,000 or (b) twice the qualified deductible. 
 

Inheritance and Estate Taxes 

There is no inheritance or gift tax and the estate tax does not apply to decedents whose date of death is on or 

after January 1, 2006. For further information, visit the Arizona Department of Revenue site.  For questions 

about moving to Arizona, click here. For other tax questions, call 602-255-3381.  
 

Other State Tax Rates  

To compare the above sales, income, and property tax rates to those accessed in other states go to: 

 Sales Tax: http://www.tax-rates.org/taxtables/sales-tax-by-state. 

 Personal Income Tax: http://www.tax-rates.org/taxtables/income-tax-by-state. 

 Property Tax: http://www.tax-rates.org/taxtables/property-tax-by-state. 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

For further information, visit the Arizona Department of Revenue site.  For questions about moving to 

Arizona, click here. For other tax questions, call 602-255-3381. 
 

[Source: http://www.retirementliving.com/taxes-arizonia-iowa  | FEB 2018 ++] 

 

 

* General Interest * 

 

 
 

Notes of Interest  ►   01 thru 14 FEB 2018 

 

 Marriage.  On 13 JAN two Apache Helicopter Army captains who met at West Point returned 

there to be married, in what is believed to be the first same-sex marriage of active-duty personnel at 

the storied New York military academy. 

http://revenue.alabama.gov/advalorem/MILLS13.pdf
http://www.revenue.alabama.gov/advalorem/exemptions/exemptions.cfm
http://www.ador.state.al.us/advalorem/exemptions/40-9-19.pdf
http://www.ador.state.al.us/advalorem/index.html
http://www.ador.state.al.us/advalorem/index.html
http://revenue.alabama.gov/advalorem/index.cfm
http://revenue.alabama.gov/advalorem/homesteads.cfm
http://www.azdor.gov/About/FAQs/MovingtoAZ.aspx
http://www.azdor.gov/About/FAQs/MovingtoAZ.aspx
http://www.tax-rates.org/taxtables/sales-tax-by-state
http://www.tax-rates.org/taxtables/income-tax-by-state
http://www.tax-rates.org/taxtables/property-tax-by-state
http://www.azdor.gov/About/FAQs/MovingtoAZ.aspx
http://www.azdor.gov/About/FAQs/MovingtoAZ.aspx
http://www.retirementliving.com/taxes-arizonia-iowa
http://images.search.yahoo.com/images/view;_ylt=A2KJkIYGutxRCFAA54OJzbkF;_ylu=X3oDMTBlMTQ4cGxyBHNlYwNzcgRzbGsDaW1n?back=http://images.search.yahoo.com/search/images?p=theatre+logo+design&_adv_prop=image&va=theatre+logo+design&fr=yfp-t-900&tab=organic&ri=121&w=8600&h=5101&imgurl=sweetclipart.com/multisite/sweetclipart/files/theater_masks_silhouette.png&rurl=http://sweetclipart.com/theater-masks-silhouette-908&size=363.6KB&name=Theater+Masks+Silhouette+-+Free+Clip+Art&p=theatre+logo+design&oid=8a4143c8666584c3263fd23a086fd1de&fr2=&fr=yfp-t-900&tt=Theater+Masks+Silhouette+-+Free+Clip+Art&b=121&ni=128&no=121&ts=&tab=organic&sigr=11k6oem4n&sigb=149n4jin5&sigi=12aehlgcv&.crumb=NadrktDNE0j&fr=yfp-t-900
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 Homeless.  Take a look at https://youtu.be/zvCGtxeknSg to see a glimpse of the magnitude of the 

problem in southern California.   

 Comedy.  Go to  https://www.youtube.com/embed/n6mbW-jMtrY?rel=0  and watch the nine 

minute video on the Juggler. You would probably would have be over 50 to recognize the people in 

the front  but you don’t have to be over 50 to enjoy it! 

 Suicide.  A Russian pilot who was shot down in Syria has been posthumously honored after 

reportedly killing himself with a grenade. Russian warplanes have been ordered to fly higher as 

they intensify attacks in Idlib, Syria. 

 Olympics Cost.  Lowest 1948 in United Kingdom | $32M, highest 2014 Sochi Winter Olympics in 

Russia - $52B | 2018 Pyeongchang Winter Olympics in South Korea $12.9 billion. 

 New Hampshire.  The state won’t be creating a separate department for military and veterans 

services any time soon. Currently, resources for veterans and military personnel related to 

education, housing, benefits and medical care are handled by separate entities. Some lawmakers 

wanted to bring all of those under one roof, but the New Hampshire House of Representatives 

voted 8 FEB to study the idea further. The vote followed a recommendation which cited opposition 

from within the veterans' community and a belief that the state would be better off spending money 

on actual services rather than reorganization. 

 VA COLA.  On 7 FEB The Veterans’ Compensation COLA Act of 2018 was introduced in 

Congress  to increase the wartime disability compensation; compensation for dependents; clothing 

allowance; dependency and indemnity compensation to surviving spouses; and, dependency and 

indemnity compensation by the same percentage amount as Social Security will be increased on 1 

DEC 2018. 
 

 [Source:  Various | February 14, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Presidential Pardon Update 01  ► Request for Former 1st Lt. Michael Behenna  

 

Oklahoma’s attorney general said 9 FEB that he acted on his own when he sent a letter to President Donald 

Trump supporting a pardon requested by a former U.S Army soldier convicted of unpremeditated murder in 

a combat zone and sentenced to 15 years.  Mike Hunter sent the letter, dated Wednesday, to Trump in 

support of the pardon request of former 1st Lt. Michael Behenna.  “It’s a case ... I have followed and been 

aware of and never felt the outcome was justified,” Hunter told The Associated Press. “When I see 

something that’s not consistent with the basic principles of justice ... I’m going to do my best to protect the 

interest of the citizens of this state.” 
 

     Hunter acknowledged he is “acquainted” with Behenna’s mother, Vicki Behenna, who is a former federal 

prosecutor now in private law practice in Oklahoma City, and with Behenna’s brother, who is also an 

attorney, but said he does not know them well. Behenna, a native of the Oklahoma City suburb of Edmond, 

now lives in Guthrie where he works on a cattle ranch, about 25 miles (40 kilometers) north of Oklahoma 

https://youtu.be/zvCGtxeknSg
https://www.youtube.com/embed/n6mbW-jMtrY?rel=0
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City. He was granted parole in 2014 after serving five years of his 15-year sentence. Behenna said the letter 

came as a surprise. “This is not something we asked him to do,” Behenna said. “I didn’t have a heads-up that 

he was going to write that letter to President Trump. At the same time, (I am) very thankful and grateful for 

Mr. Hunter’s compassion.” 
 

     Behenna was convicted in 2009 in the death of an unarmed Iraqi prisoner. Behenna said he acted in self-

defense when the man reached for Behenna’s handgun, but the Army said the argument didn’t stand up 

because Behenna was pointing his weapon at the prisoner. Behenna admitted during his trial that instead of 

taking the prisoner home as he was ordered, he took the man to a railroad culvert, stripped him, then 

questioned him at gunpoint about a roadside bombing that had killed two members of Behenna’s platoon. 

Behenna said the man moved toward him and he shot him because he thought he would try to take his gun. 
 

     A military appeals court in 2012 found that jury instructions on self-defense were incorrect and that 

prosecutors failed to tell the defense of a crime scene expert who supported the claim of self-defense, but 

said the errors were harmless and did not affect the outcome of the trial. Army public affairs officer William 

Sharp said he could not immediately comment. He was granted parole in 2014 after serving five years of his 

15-year sentence. 
 

     Recent presidents have issued pardons near the end of their term in office, but Behenna is hopeful for an 

answer sooner. “As we all know President Trump has pardoned Joe Arpaio, what, a few months back,” said 

Behenna. Arpaio, a former six-term sheriff of metro Phoenix, was convicted on a misdemeanor contempt of 

court charge in 2011 after defying a judge’s order to stop traffic patrols that targeted immigrants. Trump 

pardoned him in August.  [Source:  The Associated Press | Ken Miller February 10, 2018 ++]  

 

********************** 

 

GTMO Detainees Update 02  ►   al-Qaida Terrorist Ahmed al Darbi 

 

A tortured al-Qaida terrorist turned prosecution witness is being rewarded with a comfortable cabin-style 

lockup where he can garden, paint, exercise, learn English by Rosetta Stone, cook meals for his interrogators 

and attorneys and watch American comedy TV. In sworn testimony on 10 FEB Ahmed al Darbi, 42, 

described morphing from a lying, feces-flinging prisoner with a bad behavior record in the maximum-

security Camp Five prison to a cooperating witness now cloistered in Camp Echo, an annex of the prison 

compound across the street. 
 

     Darbi has his own kitchen with a freezer stocked with meat and spices, and other never-before-disclosed 

perks to pass his time preparing to testify as a witness for the war court prosecutor in two cases, one that 

seeks the death-penalty. The prison provides him with lamb, rabbit, chicken, shrimp and other halal meat, he 

agreed, as defense attorney Air Force Maj. Yolanda Miller read from what sounded like a shopping list. 

“Goat,” the stout Saudi in a dark blue suit and tie volunteered with a grin, adding, “I love chicken, and I 

don’t see any issue with that. I still have it in my freezer until now.” Darbi, 42, is slated to go home to a 

Saudi rehabilitation program Feb. 20 under an Obama-era plea agreement, if diplomats can close the deal 

and Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis approves the release.  
 

     Four years ago he pleaded guilty to being an accomplice in a 2002 al-Qaida attack on a French oil tanker, 

the Limburg, in Yemeni waters. It did not achieve its goal of upsetting global oil prices or shipping, but a 

Bulgarian crew member died in the attack, which occurred after Darbi was already a U.S. prisoner. Last year 

he recorded testimony, a deposition, to be used as possible evidence against the alleged mastermind of the 

attack, Abd al Rahim al Nashiri. He also separately testified about his life as a jihadist in al-Qaida, pointed 

to an Iraqi captive in court and identified him as a former al-Qaida commander named Abd al Hadi al Iraqi, 

to counter the Iraqi’s claim that his true name is Nashwan al Tamir. 
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     This weekend, Hadi’s attorneys were questioning Darbi on the truthfulness of his statements and memory 

for what could be used as time-capsule testimony if the Trump administration releases him. And the image 

he portrayed of his life in Guantánamo prison offered a stark contrast to a glimpse a weekend earlier of 

medium-security communal prison life — prepared food in Styrofoam containers, up to four hours in a new 

recreation cell block, a now hidden art program for the indefinite detainees known as “forever prisoners.” 
 

     Across the street, Darbi has a plethora of quality-of-life accommodations provided by the prison, 

interrogators or the prosecution. Cilantro, cumin and cloves to cook with using a hotplate, blender and 

microwave in his kitchen; treats like Strawberries n’ Creme Oreos, baklava, Turkish delight and a pecan pie; 

a garden where he said he was growing what sounded like the ingredients for ratatouille — eggplant, 

tomatoes, zucchini and green pepper. Papaya too, he noted. Cooperation also earned him monthly phone 

calls with his Yemeni wife and children, now living in Saudi Arabia. Deposition questioning 11 FEB delved 

into what Darbi called “the torture times” — his 2002-03 interrogations in Bagram, Afghanistan, and here at 

Guantánamo. 
 

     Defense attorney Adam Thurschwell, in an apparent bid to discredit Darbi’s identification of the Iraqi 

Hadi, led Darbi through a lurid description of his first year or more in U.S. custody, drawn from sworn court 

documents. The Saudi was beaten, sleep deprived, hung by the wrists, threatened with rape in interrogation 

then sent to unwanted rectal exams by U.S. military doctors, kept nude and forced to empty other detainees’ 

feces buckets with his fingers. He said a focus of the interrogations was, Where was Osama bin Laden? In 

one notorious episode, Darbi described how, after he cried out for God while he was being beaten and 

questioned at Bagram, a U.S. soldier serving as an interrogator pulled out his own penis, put it “very close to 

my face” and declared, “This is your God.” The Saudi said he was kept shackled to the door of a cage there, 

his toes unable to touch the ground and in plain sight of what Darbi called the guards’ “torture tools” — 

baseball bats, chains, shackles and hoods. 
 

     Darbi got to Guantánamo 14 months after it opened. He testified Sunday that he was kept in solitary 

confinement, deprived of sleep and subjected to midnight-to-dawn, no-bathroom-break questioning in an 

interrogation room stinking of urine and vomit. Threats here included to rape him, to send him to Israel or 

Camp X-Ray, which supposedly closed a year earlier. Interrogators had photo copies of pages of the Koran, 

Darbi testified, and would throw them on the ground with sex photos and pictures of mutilated bodies.  
 

     Darbi looked morose Sunday, describing it as a period of helplessness and hopelessness unlike more 

cheerful testimony about his previously unheard of list of special “comfort items,” as the prison calls items it 

can take away for bad behavior. It sounded as though interrogators and prosecutors went on a shopping 

spree at the Guantánamo commissary for base residents, and supplemented their goodies with online 

purchases. Darbi has a battery-powered Oral B Pro Health toothbrush, with replacement heads, a Magic 

Bullet blender, free weights and a spin bike for exercising, and Under Armour T-shirts and athletic socks to 

wear when he works out in his compound. “Yes, Nike also,” he told Miller. “Don’t forget that.” 
 

     Miller, Hadi’s defense attorney, framed the stuff as incentive items to show that life gets good for 

captives turned prosecution witnesses at Guantánamo Bay. Darbi confirmed under questioning that he would 

set a table and cook for his interrogators during some visits, and that he had the makings for Arabic and 

Turkish coffee. Also, Brazilian, Lebanese, Iranian, Saudi and Yemeni coffee, he offered through Arabic-

English translation.  
 

     In the more than four years since he agreed to plead guilty, he also got a personal laptop computer 

equipped with Rosetta Stone software to learn English; oil paints, canvas and special brushes; a PlayStation 

3 and, by request, some interrogators rented for him old episodes of the situation comedy “Arrested 

Development,” now available on Netflix. The program portrays a dysfunctional American family. It first 

aired on FOX TV during Darbi’s early years as a U.S. military prisoner, the period when he testified he was 
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tortured and lied to his interrogators.  For a look inside a legal meeting room at the 24-cell Camp Echo at 

Guantánamo Bay as shown to reporters in 2014 go to http://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-

world/world/americas/guantanamo/article190612664.html.  For a 2016 media tour of detainees   art projects 

go to www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/world/americas/guantanamo/article199378609.html.  
 

 
 

 [Source:  Miami Herald | Carol Rosenberg | February 11, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

IRS Phone Calls   ►  Challenge of Responding to Callers  

 

One of the biggest challenges for the IRS is simply responding to the more than 116 million Americans who 

call the agency each year with questions. Taxpayers calling the IRS last year waited an average of 17 

minutes with only 53 percent of callers receiving services, despite how much taxpayers are shelling out for 

those calls, according to officials. “Right now, for us to field a phone call, on average it costs $41 dollars per 

call,” said Michael Lin, IRS’ chief of user experience and design, speaking last week at an event hosted by 

Government Executive. “To take that a step further, for us to help someone in person at one of our tax 

assistance centers, it’s about $67 dollars on average per visit. That’s a huge cost for us as an agency.” 
 

     During the last tax filing season—between the months of January and April—wait times and service 

improved over their year-round averages, but Lin said the IRS is hoping its new digital investments will 

further boost both the tax-paying experience for Americans and pay dividends for the agency in the long run. 

Last fall, the IRS rolled out a new mobile-friendly website (https://www.irs.gov/help/get-to-know-the-new-

irsgov)  which—during tax season—is the most trafficked government website, with 496 million visits and 

2.2 billion page views in 2017. Users can make payments or check on their tax refund status online. In 

addition, IRS’ improved digital presence includes the IRS2go (https://www.irs.gov/newsroom/irs2goapp)  

application (, which has been downloaded more than 23 million times. Lin said IRS has received 279 million 

online refund requests, “diverting from phone lines” the agency’s most common question—“Where’s my 

refund?”—to digital channels, which costs pennies on the dollar in comparison to calls or in-person visits. 
 

     “One of our goals for digital transformation is to identify those high-volume, low-complexity tasks and 

move them from traditional channels such as the phone line or in person and move them online,” Lin said. 

“It’s massive savings.” Lin said the IRS is now employing the customer service best practices that 

companies like Amazon do, adopting an agile methodology whereby projects roll out iteratively over weeks 

rather than years. New rollouts, such a website designs, and surveyed by focus groups of real taxpayers to 

test for usability and intuitiveness. Citizens have noticed, with researchers at Forrester Research crediting 

IRS with the biggest improvement in perceived digital experience across government. 
 

http://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/world/americas/guantanamo/article190612664.html
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/world/americas/guantanamo/article190612664.html
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/world/americas/guantanamo/article199378609.html
https://www.irs.gov/help/get-to-know-the-new-irsgov
https://www.irs.gov/help/get-to-know-the-new-irsgov
https://www.irs.gov/newsroom/irs2goapp
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     Only two tax seasons ago, just 38 percent of callers wanting to speak with an IRS assistor made it 

through and wait times ballooned to 30 minutes or more. Challenges remain, including uncertainty year-to-

year in the IRS’ budget, which has been cut repeatedly in recent years. And as Lin said, paying taxes is 

never going to be high on the list of fun activities, but IRS’ push to use digital platforms is helping make it 

faster and cheaper.  Taxpayers can use the following toll-free numbers to get help: 

 

Phone Topic Description 

800-829-1040 IRS Tax Help Line 

for Individuals 

For individual and joint filers who need procedural or tax law 

information and/ or help to file their 1040-type individual returns 

(including Schedules C and E); and, general account information for 

Form 1040 Filers. Automated Self-Service Interactive Applications 

are also offered on this line. 
 

800-829-4933 Business and 

Specialty Tax Line 

(new) 
  

For Small Businesses, Corporations, Partnerships and Trusts who 

need information and/or help related to their Business Returns or 

Business (BMF) Accounts. Services cover Employer Identification 

Numbers (EINs), 94x returns, 1041, 1065, 1120S, Excise Returns, 

Estate and Gift Returns, as well as issues related to Federal tax 

deposits. 
 

800-829-1954 

  

  

Refund Hotline 

(new) 

For 1040-type Individual and Joint Filers who need to check the status 

of their current year refund.  Automated Refund Self-Service 

Interactive Applications are offered on this line. 

NOTE: The “Where’s My Refund?” automated self-service feature is 

also available 24/7 to obtain refund status information. 
 

800-829-3676 Forms and 

Publications 

For individuals, businesses and tax practitioners who need IRS tax 

forms, instructions and related materials and tax publications. 
 

877-777-4778 National Taxpayer 

Advocate’s Help 

Line 

For taxpayers whose tax problems have not been resolved through 

normal channels. Taxpayer Advocate Service (TAS) provides an 

independent system to assure that tax problems are promptly and 

fairly handled. TAS operates independently of any other IRS office 

and reports directly to Congress through the National Taxpayer 

Advocate. 
 

800-829-4059 Telephone Device 

for the Deaf  

(TDD) 

For hearing-impaired taxpayers who need tax law and/or procedural 

information relating to filing their returns or who need information 

and/or assistance relating to their accounts. 
 

888-912-1227 Taxpayer 

Advocacy Panel 

  

For citizens who want to provide ideas and suggestions on how to 

improve IRS services or who want to make recommendations for 

improvement of IRS systems and procedures. 
 

800-555-4477 or 

800-945-8400 

Electronic Federal 

Tax Payment 

System (EFTPS) 

Hotline 

For taxpayers who want to pay business or individual taxes through 

electronic funds transfer. The EFTPS Toll-Free numbers can provide 

callers with EFTPS enrollment forms, instructions and customer 

assistance. 
 

877-829-5500 Tax Exempt – 

Government Entity 

(TEGE) Help Line 

For taxpayers who need tax information or assistance relating to Tax 

Exempt or Government Entities, Tax Exempt Bonds, Employer 

/Employee Pension Plans or Indian Tribal Agreements. 
 

800-829-4477 Tele-Tax System For individuals who need to check the status of their current year 

refund or who want to listen to recorded tax information. Available 24 

hours a day, seven days a week. 
 



121 

 

Phone Topic Description 

888-796-1074 Extension to File 

Tele-File System 

For individual filers who want to submit an Extension to File for a 

1040-series return via telephone. 
 

[Source:  Nextgov | February 9, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

911 Terrorists Update 01  ►   Trump Sued Over Conditions In Federal Prison 

 

The only person convicted in the United States in connection with the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks is suing 

President Donald Trump over at a federal prison, where he alleges he experiences “psychological torture” 

while kept in total isolation. Zacarias Moussaoui, 49, has filed handwritten petitions in federal courts in 

Oklahoma and Colorado in which he accuses federal authorities of attempting to cover up the “true” Sept. 11 

conspirators. Courts have dismissed other federal lawsuits Moussaoui filed over the years in various states, 

including a 2014 lawsuit in which he claimed he could offer inside information about the inner workings of 

al-Qaida. 
 

     Among other things, Moussaoui’s petitions seek an end to prison guidelines that he says “keep me in 

total isolation without access to a lawyer to break me psychologically...” Moussaoui, who describes himself 

as a “slave of Allay” and the “so call 20th hijacker” in the petitions, also seeks the assistance of various 

civilian and military judicial officials and claims that he has been assaulted while in federal custody. A 

French citizen of Moroccan descent, Moussaoui lived and attended flight school in Norman, Oklahoma, 

prior to the terrorist attacks. He left Oklahoma for Minnesota and was arrested on immigration charges in 

August 2001 after employees of a Minnesota flight school became alarmed that he wanted to learn to fly a 

Boeing 747 even though he had no pilot’s license. 
 

 
Undated file photo provided by the Sherburne County Sheriff Office shows Zacarias Moussaoui. Moussaoui, the only person 

convicted in the United States in connection with the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks 

 

     Moussaoui was in custody on Sept. 11 and pleaded guilty in April 2005 to conspiring with the 19 

hijackers to kill Americans. A federal appeals court upheld Moussaoui’s conviction in 2010 and he is 

serving a life prison sentence at the Supermax federal penitentiary in Florence, Colorado. Moussaoui has 

given multiple accounts of his connection to the attacks, and since his sentencing has said he lied when 

testifying that he plotted to hijack a fifth jetliner on Sept. 11. His court-appointed defense team — with 

whom Moussaoui did not cooperate — portrayed him during his trial as a delusional schizophrenic who lied 

to either achieve martyrdom through his execution or to enhance his role in history. Prosecutors said he had 

only a personality disorder.  [Source:  The Associated Press | Tim Talley | February 5, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 
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Military Parades  ►   Trump Wants One - Many Do Not 

 

President Donald Trump has asked the Pentagon to plan a grand parade of the U.S. armed forces in 

Washington this year to celebrate military strength, officials said 6 FEB. The Washington Post, which was 

first to report the plan, said Trump wants an elaborate parade this year with soldiers marching and tanks 

rolling, but no date has been selected. White House Press Secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders confirmed the 

request Tuesday evening. She said Trump wants the Pentagon to “explore a celebration” that will allow 

Americans to show appreciation for the military. A Pentagon spokesman, Charlie Summers, said Pentagon 

officials are aware of the request and are “looking at options.” 
 

     Muscular military parades of the kind that are common in authoritarian countries like China and North 

Korea are not quintessentially American. The U.S. traditionally has not embraced showy displays of raw 

military power, such as North Korea’s parading of ballistic missiles as a claim of international prestige and 

influence. U.S. military members commonly participate in parades on the Fourth of July and other holidays 

to mark appreciation and remembrance of military veterans, but these typically do not include gaudy 

displays of military hardware. In her brief comment on Trump’s order to the Pentagon, Sanders did not 

elaborate on what sort of event he envisions. 
 

     Although Defense Secretary Jim Mattis has not commented publicly on the idea of a Washington military 

parade, the idea is not an obvious fit with his emphasis on focusing strictly, if not exclusively, on military 

activities that either improve the lethality of the armed forces or enhance their preparation for combat, or 

both. The Post report said a 18 JAN meeting between Trump, Mattis and top generals at the Pentagon 

marked a tipping point in Trump’s push for a parade. It quoted an unidentified military official as saying, 

“The marching orders were: I want a parade like the one in France.” It was thus interpreted as a presidential 

order, the Post said, adding that the cost of shipping tanks and other military hardware to Washington could 

run in the millions of dollars. 
 

     The Post also reported that the Pentagon would prefer to hold such a parade on Veteran’s Day in 

November, in part because it would coincide with the 100th anniversary of the victorious end of World War 

I.  It would thus be less directly associated with the president and politics, the Post said. John Kirby, a retired 

Navy rear admiral and former spokesman for the State Department and the Pentagon, wrote on CNN’s 

website that a big military parade in Washington is a bad idea. “First of all, the United States doesn’t need a 

parade down Pennsylvania or any other avenue to show our military strength,” he wrote. “We do that every 

day in virtually every clime all over the world.” It has long been conventional wisdom that the U.S. does not 

need to boast of its military strength because it already is recognized as the leader of the NATO alliance and 

a model of military professionalism that countries across the global seek to emulate. 
 

     Last September, at a meeting with French President Emmanuel Macron, Trump announced his idea of 

staging a grand parade of the armed forces in Washington on July 4.  Trump reminisced about watching 

France’s Bastille Day military parade when he visited Paris in July. He said the two-hour parade was a 

“tremendous thing for France and for the spirit of France,” and said he wanted one on Pennsylvania Avenue 

in Washington that would be grander than the one he saw in Paris.  
 

     MilitaryTimes initiated an informal poll on 7 FEB asking what their readers thought of the idea.  An 

overwhelming number of readers weighed in. As of Thursday afternoon (8 FEB), more than 51,000 readers 

had responded. The majority, 89 percent, responded “No, It’s a waste of money and troops are too busy.” 

The other 11 percent responded “Yes, it’s a great opportunity to show off U.S. military might.”   On 8 FEB  

Rep. Bradley Scott Schneider (D-IL-10) introduced H.R. 4982, to limit the authority of the President to carry 

out large-scale military parades.  Also on 8 FEB Sen. Benjamin L. Cardin (D-MD) introduced S.2408, a bill 

to prohibit the use of funds for an exhibition or parade of military forces and hardware for review by the 
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President outside of authorized military operations or activities. Both bills were referred to each chamber's 

Armed Services Committee.   [Source:  The Associated Press | Robert Burns | February 7, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

RP~China Dispute Update 23  ►   South China Sea Almost Conquered by China 

 

Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte’s rapprochement with China, a gambit that has traded security 

concessions for economic and investment largesse, has once again been undermined by developments in the 

South China Sea. Undisclosed sources, most likely from the Philippine defense establishment, gave the 

Philippine Daily Inquirer a new cache of satellite images which show China has virtually completed its 

militarization of the artificially-created islands it controls in the contested maritime area. The high-resolution 

photos were published on the liberal newspaper’s website (http://www.inquirer.net/specials/exclusive-china-

militarization-south-china-sea)  on 5 FEB. 
 

     Last year, defense establishment sources handed satellite imagery of suspicious Chinese activity close to 

Philippine-controlled Thitu Island, also in the South China Sea, to members of the opposition and the media. 

Those photos, too, raised questions about Duterte’s accommodation with China. The latest aerial footage 

shows a sprawling network of runways, advanced weaponries and storage facilities across Philippine-

claimed land features in the Spratly Islands, namely on the Fiery Cross, Cuerteron, Gaven, Johnson South, 

Mischief, Subi and McKennan reefs. As one prominent Chinese academic from Xiamen University’s 

Southeast Asian Studies Center told the ultra-nationalist Global Times newspaper, “China has the right to 

build whatever it needs within its territory” in the South China Sea. 
 

     Earlier this year, Beijing openly celebrated its expanding military footprint across disputed land features, 

having reclaimed as much as 290 square meters to augment its already large artificial islands. China 

admitted that it has deployed advanced radar systems to the area, a supposedly reasonable move for 

defensive purposes. The news of Chinese fait accompli in militarizing the features immediately unlashed a 

firestorm in the Philippines, with prominent statesmen prodding the government to take a tougher stance. 
 

 Supreme Court Associate Justice Antonio Carpio, a leading national voice on South China Sea 

issues, lambasted the Duterte administration’s “policy of appeasement”, which has further 

“embolden[ed] China to further militarize its artificial islands in the Spratlys.”  

 “Has the Philippines been sold? It’s worrisome to see that China’s military bases are almost 

complete in the [South China Sea],” lamented Senator Benigno Aquino IV, a relative of former 

president Aquino and a leading voice of opposition. “While their warships are in our seas, we 

continue to give in to their whims and, all the while, we are kept in the dark as to our government’s 

dealings with China,” the senator complained.  

 Previous President Benigno Aquino III confronted China and drew closer to the US for strategic 

assurances. 

 Congressman Carlos Isagani Zarate, member of the left-leaning bloc in the lower house of 

Congress, lambasted the “inaction and deafening silence” of the Duterte administration. He called 

on the government to end its “see-no-evil; speak-no-evil; hear-no-evil” approach to what he views 

as “blatant violation of our sovereignty” by China. 

 Even Duterte’s supporters as well as independent legislators began to air concerns over the 

Philippine Daily Inquirer photos. 
 

     “Any statement from the Philippines that it cannot stop China from militarizing its artificial islands, or 

from undertaking new reclamations, is actually telling China to proceed because the Philippines will not 

stand in the way,” said Carpio. Senator Sherwin Gatchalian, chairman of the Senate Committee on 

http://www.inquirer.net/specials/exclusive-china-militarization-south-china-sea
http://www.inquirer.net/specials/exclusive-china-militarization-south-china-sea
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Economic Affairs, launched a hearing which indirectly questioned the wisdom of Duterte’s China-friendly 

policy. He complained that the administration has taken a softer stance on South China Sea issues in 

exchange for economic benefits, but so far “none of these China loans have been consummated.” “There 

were intentions of lending to the Philippines, there were intentions of granting loans to the Philippines, but 

until now it has not been effected,” Gatchalian said 
 

     The latest data shows that Chinese investment in the Philippines expanded by 15% in 2017 from a 

relatively low base of 1.40 billion pesos in 2016. In contrast, Japanese investment increased by 23.79% over 

the same period, from a large base of 25.43 billion pesos in 2016 to 31.48 billion pesos in 2017. Senator 

Panfilo Lacson, a former police chief and veteran legislator, openly suggested that the country might need to 

wait out the current administration, hoping that its successor “won’t be too cozy with China.” Duterte is 

currently serving the second year of a six-year term. 
 

     During a press conference, presidential spokesman Harry Roque immediately sought to downplay the 

issue, suggesting that the land features were “reclaimed during the time of the former administration,” thus 

“whether or not we like it, they intended to use them as military bases.” To the chagrin of many observers, 

Roque expressed unabashed resignation, stating, “So, what do you want us to say? All that we could do is to 

extract a promise from China not to reclaim any new artificial islands,” which they have violated, according 

to the latest satellite images. He insisted that the Philippines has little to none options, since the country 

“cannot declare war. Not only is it illegal, but it is also… because it’s impossible for us to declare war at this 

point.” 
 

     Caprio immediately lambasted Roque’s defeatist pronouncement, warning that “any statement from the 

Philippines that it cannot stop China from militarizing its artificial islands, or from undertaking new 

reclamations, is actually telling China to proceed because the Philippines will not stand in the way.” 
 

     Amid massive public backlash, Duterte made a surprising announcement on 6 FEB that it will halt all 

marine scientific research activities with foreign countries in the Benham Rise. His government had recently 

given a state-linked Chinese think tank to “survey” the strategically significant area with local researchers. 

Apparently eager to shore up his patriotic credentials, the Filipino president declared the whole area, which 

resides on the eastern flank of the country, as off-limit to foreigners, including China. Defense Secretary 

Delfin Lorenzana told this writer that the Philippines will now proceed with repairing its facilities, 

particularly the runway, on Thitu Island in the South China Sea. The move is likely to solicit huge Chinese 

opposition, but the Philippine defense establishment intends to show its willingness to stand up to its new 

friend when necessary.  [Source:  Asia Times | February 6, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Border Wall Update 03  ►   How Effective Are Other Nation's Walls 

 

For all of the talk about how a border wall will not work, will be too expensive, is impossible to build and is 

somehow racist, Congress needs to  look at some real-world examples of other countries that have put up 

walls to block out invaders? The nation's only ally in the Middle East has a perfect example of a border wall 

and we can compare the effectiveness of that structure to the claims of the wall critics. Luckily for us, Israel 

just released some numbers! 
 

     Israel has had an illegal immigration problem stemming from its wide-open border with Egypt for the 

past few years. For many decades, Egypt helped to control its border and dissuaded illegals from other parts 

of Africa from trying to pass through its country. After Egypt ousted legitimate government in the so-called 

“Arab Spring,” and Muslim Brotherhood terrorist were installed in power, Egypt stopped helping to mind 

the border. In fact, Egypt pretty much ceased being an actual country and fell into what could be considered 
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a “failed state” status for a while, until the military took over and arrested all of  Muslim Brotherhood 

terrorist. During that whole process, border security was not a high priority. 
 

     Some 16,000 illegal aliens flooded across Israel’s border in 2011 during the Arab Spring. While that 

sounds like just another average Tuesday in America, that is a lot of illegal aliens for the tiny nation of Israel 

to absorb. Thousands continued to flood in as Egypt went through its turmoil. In response, Benjamin 

Netanyahu’s government immediately sprang into action and constructed a 150-mile wall along its border 

with Egypt. By 2016, the total number of illegal aliens that somehow slipped through had plummeted from 

16,000 a year down to 20. That’s two-zero. Twenty! This is what it looks like when a government protects 

the lives, property and economic interests of its own citizens.                                                                         
 

     In 2017, the number dropped to zero. Israel no longer has any illegal aliens sneaking across its border 

with Egypt. The wall has obviously worked as such a total deterrent that the vast majority of potential illegal 

invaders no longer even bother trying to get in.  At any rate, the media and Congress seem to want to ignore 

this real-world example of an impermeable border wall that serves to protect against illegal immigration and 

terrorism.  While we’re on the subject of walls and whether they work or not, it turns out that the world is 

filled with nations that are racist toward other nations. Here are some examples. 

 Pakistan is building a 1,500-mile wall along its border with Afghanistan. The vast majority of 

Americans cannot tell a Pakistani from an Afghan, but apparently the racists in Pakistan care about 

the differences a great deal.  

 Saudi Arabia and Iraq constructed a 550-mile wall to delineate their border, which was completed 

in 2014.  

 India is building an astonishing 3,400 miles of barriers to wall itself off from Bangladesh, Burma 

and Kashmir.  

 The African nations of Botswana and Zimbabwe collaborated on building a 310-mile wall in 2003 

to keep each other apart.  

 China and North Korea are building a 900-mile wall on their shared border to stem illegal 

immigration.  

 Malaysia and Thailand have proposed a 400-mile border wall to separate the two nations and 

prevent illegal border crossings. 
 

     It turns out that approximately three dozen nations aside from America either are constructing or already 

have constructed significant border walls to protect against terrorism, drug smuggling and illegal 

immigration. Why don’t we ever hear about these walls built by racist countries? Don’t these countries know 

that border walls do not work? Apparently the standard only applies to the United States of America. All 

other walls seem to work with 100 percent effectiveness, like Israel’s, and are not a reflection of racism.  

[Source:  American Liberty Report | January 26, 2018 ++] 

: 

********************** 

 

Taiwan-China Dispute Update 03  ►   U.S. Flag Removed from Government Websites 

 

The erasure of Taiwan's flag from a number of U.S. government websites has made waves on the island, 

with authorities expressing deep disappointment to Washington, which claims its stance toward the 

Taiwanese government remains unchanged. With China ramping up efforts to isolate Taiwan on the world 

stage, the move could be seen as an attempt by the U.S. to curry favor with Beijing. Various Taiwanese 

media outlets have reported that the flag's "blue sky, white sun and wholly red earth" have since October 

been removed from introductory web pages for Taiwan belonging to the Department of State and the Office 

of the U.S. Trade Representative. Other flags are said to have been removed from State Department pages as 

well. 
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     Taiwan, which views itself as the sovereign Republic of China, calls the tricolored emblem its national 

flag. But amid heavy pressure from Beijing, the list of countries with diplomatic ties to Taipei has shrunk to 

just 20. Powers including the U.S. and Japan also lack formal relations with the island. Though China 

generally opposes any use of the Taiwanese flag, the U.S. apparently kept it on public websites until just 

recently. Washington, wary of China's ascension in East Asia, has valued Taiwan's presence and role in the 

security situation there. The administration of U.S. President Donald Trump labeled China a "strategic 

competitor" alongside Russia in its new National Defense Strategy released Jan. 19.  [Source:  Nikkei Asian 

Review | Kensaku Ihara | January 30, 2018 ++] 

 

********************** 

 

Brakes  ►   How Often Should They Be Replaced? 

 

 
 

Brakes perform a vital function for the driver and need to be well maintained to work at their best. The brake 

caliper, brake pads, and brake rotor are the primary components of car disc brake systems. The brake pads 

and rotors on all cars wear out eventually, but brake wear varies based on a number of factors, including: 

 Driving habits: How hard a driver pushes their brakes greatly affects how long the brake pads last. 

Some drivers ride the brakes and stop abruptly, while others gently coast to a stop. Smooth, gradual 

braking increases pad lifespan, but of course it's important to brake abruptly when safety calls for it. 

 Environment: Due to stop-and-go traffic and traffic lights, driving in the city is harder on brakes 

than driving out in the country or on long straight roads because braking is required less frequently. 

Driving in mountainous areas with steep elevation changes can wear brakes out quickly as well, 

because it's often necessary to ride the brakes to control downhill speed.  

 Brake pad hardness: Brake pads are available in different compounds to suit different driving 

needs. Hard compound brake pads last longer but usually need to be warm before they perform 

well, and are more common on performance cars. Soft compound brake pads perform better at low 

https://www.yourmechanic.com/services/brake-caliper-replacement
https://www.yourmechanic.com/services/brake-caliper-replacement
https://www.yourmechanic.com/article/how-disc-brakes-work
https://www.yourmechanic.com/article/how-to-brake-smoothly-the-pivot-method
https://www.yourmechanic.com/article/how-to-brake-smoothly-the-pivot-method
https://www.yourmechanic.com/article/how-to-make-an-emergency-stop-in-your-car-by-elan-mcafee
https://www.yourmechanic.com/article/how-to-safely-drive-in-stop-and-go-traffic-by-brady-klopfer
https://www.yourmechanic.com/article/what-are-brake-pads-made-of
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speeds, like in urban areas. Too much heat can melt pad compound onto the brake rotor and reduce 

brake performance if the driving gets too extreme. 

 Materials: The materials that make up the brake rotor and brake pad also factor into the brakes’ 

durability. Carbon-ceramic brakes last longer than standard metal brakes, for instance, but they 

need to be warmer than the alternative to be effective. However, carbon-ceramic brakes are 

extremely expensive and found almost exclusively on high-performance sports cars. Steel or other 

metal brakes are much more common and still more than adequate to suit a variety of driving 

conditions. 
 

How to tell if your brakes need replacing 

Generally, brake pads need to be replaced after about 50,000 miles. Some need to be replaced after 25,000, 

while others can last for 70,000 miles – it all depends on the factors listed above. To get a more accurate 

number for your car’s specific needs, consult the owner's manual. There are other indicators that can 

communicate that the brake pads are wearing out. These include: 

 Whenever the tires are rotated or the oil is changed, have the mechanic take a look at the brake pads 

to check the thickness. Inspect regularly. 

 Brake pads have small metal hairs at the very bottom to let the driver know when they are about to 

run out of grippy material. Immediately replace any brake pad making a squealing or scraping 

noise. 

 If braking becomes jittery then the rotors may be warped. Some treatments can either clean or grind 

down the surface of the rotor in order to make it flat again. Most of the time though, it is easier, less 

expensive, and safer to just replace the brake rotor. 

 

     Generally, if the brakes look worn out or lose performance, they should be replaced. If there are any 

unusual noises or sparks coming from the brakes, have them inspected by a mobile technician from 

YourMechanic right away. Good, functional brakes are key to safe, predictable braking and safe motoring!  

[Source:  https://www.yourmechanic.com | February 8, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

Flag Protests Update 01  ►   AMVETS Public Service Announcement 

 

AMVETS has created a 30-second public service announcement to elaborate on their print ad that was 

rejected by the NFL for including the message “#PleaseStand.” In the new announcement, phrases like 

“please vote,” “please volunteer,” “please serve” and “please exercise your rights,” are interspersed with 

shots of an American flag waving in the wind. A concluding shot depicts a man dressed in AMVETS regalia 

asking the listener to “please stand,” echoing the message of the rejected print ad. 
 

     That ad, which would have cost the veterans organization $30,000, featured the “#PleaseStand” phrase, 

alongside a picture of service members saluting the American flag and information on how to donate to the 

congressionally chartered nonprofit. Both advertising attempts were created amid the controversy 

surrounding the NFL’s decision to allow its players to kneel during the national anthem. The print ad was 

rejected on Jan. 21, and was accompanied shortly thereafter by a statement from NFL Vice President of 

Communications Brian McCarthy. In it, McCarthy said the premier football game of the season “is designed 

for fans to commemorate and celebrate the game, players, teams and the Super Bowl. It’s never been a place 

for advertising that could be considered by some as a political statement.” The NFL added that the Super 

Bowl will have an ad from the Veterans of Foreign Wars, which will include the message “We Stand for 

Veterans.” 
 

https://www.yourmechanic.com/article/how-long-do-brake-rotors-last
https://www.yourmechanic.com/services/brake-pads-replacement
https://www.yourmechanic.com/services/rotate-tires
https://www.yourmechanic.com/services/change-oil-and-filter
https://www.yourmechanic.com/article/how-to-recognize-brake-pad-wear-patterns-by-cheryl-knight
https://www.yourmechanic.com/services/squealing-noise-from-brakes-inspection
https://www.yourmechanic.com/services/squealing-noise-from-brakes-inspection
https://www.yourmechanic.com/services/brake-pedal-vibrates-or-shakes-inspection
https://www.yourmechanic.com/services/brake-rotor-disc-replacement
https://www.yourmechanic.com/services/squealing-noise-from-brakes-inspection
https://www.yourmechanic.com/services/brake-safety-inspection
https://www.yourmechanic.com/
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Houston Texans players kneel during the singing of the national anthem before an NFL football game against the Seattle 

Seahawks, Sunday, Oct. 29, 2017, in Seattle. 

 

     McCarthy said AMVETS was asked to consider changing their ad to read “Please Stand for Our 

Veterans,” however they did not reply in time for production deadlines. AMVETS said in a press statement 

that it is a “non-partisan organization and does not consider its message political at all.”The group wrote that 

the new public service announcement does not simply call for people to stand, but also to observe other non-

political civic responsibilities as well. 

 “Our message has always been patriotic and polite. It simply requests that people choose to stand 

during the national anthem. It neither judges, vilifies or even opposes those who choose otherwise,” 

said AMVETS Executive Director Joe Chenelly. 

 “We’re simply asking that people choose standing, and the NFL has made it harshly clear that it 

does not want veterans delivering this message anywhere near its biggest game. We think that’s 

wrongheaded,” Chenelly added. 
 

     Other large veterans groups, such as the VFW and American Legion, have also been critical of the flag 

protests that have been common before NFL games over the past year. President Donald Trump has been 

similarly critical of the anthem protests. “Wouldn’t you love to see one of these NFL owners, when 

somebody disrespects our flag, to say, ‘Get that son of a bitch off the field right now,‘” Trump said during a 

September rally in Alabama. "You know some owner is going to do that. He's going to say, 'That guy that 

disrespects our flag, he's fired.' And that owner, they don't know it, [but] they'll be the most popular person 

in this country." Players involved in the protests, which involve silently kneeling, counter that the protests 

are not related to service members at all. 
 

     The protests date back to 2016, when then-San Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick chose to 

protest racial inequality and police brutality by sitting during the anthem. He later chose to kneel instead 

after speaking with former Staff Sgt. Nate Boyer, a former Special Forces soldier who was in camp with the 

Seattle Seahawks as a long snapper before being released prior to the 2015 regular season. Both the new 

announcement and the rejected print ad can be viewed on AMVETS's multimedia page at 

https://digitalmedia.vnr1.com/2018/01/31/Please-Stand-PSA. [Source: ArmyTimes | Kyle Rempfer | January 

31, 2018 ++]  

 

*********************** 

 

DPRK~US War Update 04  ►  Would Not Go According to Plan 
 

The U.S. military has been developing war plans for North Korea for years, but a real-world fight with the 

nuclear-armed regime would not go down the way it’s being strategized, the top Marine said on 25 JAN. 

https://digitalmedia.vnr1.com/2018/01/31/Please-Stand-PSA
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Saber rattling between the U.S. and North Korea — intensified by a slew of intercontinental ballistic missile 

tests by the hermit kingdom — have put the Korean peninsula on edge. Analysts worry a catastrophic war 

between the two nuclear-armed states could break out at any moment. 
 

     The U.S. military has been preparing by posturing forces, prepping logistics and conducting numerous 

military exercises with partner forces in the region. Military commanders have been familiarizing 

themselves with the geography and plans of a potential land campaign, Gen. Robert B. Neller, the Marine 

commandant, told audience members at a discussion held by the Center for Strategic and International 

Studies. “There’s plans out there that have been developed over the years,” Neller said. “If it were to go 

down, I am not sure it’s going to go down the way we planned it. It never does.” A potential war on the 

Korean peninsula would involve a conventional land campaign but would be compounded by the prospect of 

nuclear weapons, massed underground artillery and a North Korean military committed to the fight. 

“However it turns out, it will be a very kinetic, physical, violent fight over some really tough ground, and 

everyone is going to have to be mentally prepared,” Neller said. 
 

     In late December, during a visit to Norway, Neller told Marines stationed there as part of a small 

rotational task force to be ready for a “big ass fight,” according to Military.com. The controversial remarks 

received some pushback by President Trump who later said there was no “big ass fight” coming in the near 

future. “I said there was a big ass fight coming,” Neller said 25 JAN. “The moral of the story is when you fly 

all night and you go to Norway and there’s only four hours of daylight, just be careful what you say.” 

Nevertheless, the Corps is still prepping for one. After nearly 17 years of operating in low-intensity 

counterinsurgency conflicts, Marines are now going back to the basics of combined-arms training for a 

conflict with a more capable North Korea. 
 

     In a future fight, Marines will need to go back to worrying about an electromagnetic signature, 

camouflaging positions and night movements. They would be ever more conscious about the amount of 

radio chatter and radio frequency emissions emanating from tactical operation centers that could give away a 

position or make them vulnerable to jamming by a more sophisticated adversary. “I hope it doesn’t happen, I 

don’t want it to happen,” Neller said, about the prospects of war with North Korea. “It would not be good for 

anybody.” But the Corps has to prepare for these contingencies, even if the “big ass fight,” never comes. 

Being able to show the enemy what the U.S. will do to them if war comes is necessary for deterrence, and 

that means being ready at all times. “I’d love to tell them [Marines] that nothing is going to happen and they 

can go to the beach,” Neller said.  [Source:  MarineCorpsTimes | Shawn Snow | January 25, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 

 

DPRK~US War Update 05  ►   Our Military Has Seen the Writing on the Wall 
  

When Senator Tammy Duckworth returned from a recent trip to South Korea and Japan, she brought back a 

sobering message: “Americans simply are not in touch with just how close we are to war on the Korean 

peninsula.” In a speech at Georgetown University, she laid out the U.S. military maneuvers over the past 

several months—including a nuclear-powered submarine heading to South Korea, the movement of three 

aircraft carriers to the Western Pacific, and the Army testing out “mobilization centers” for deploying troops 

and training soldiers to fight in tunnels like those beneath North Korea—that inform this worry. In an 

interview with me, she said the U.S. military seems to be operating with the attitude that a conflict “‘will 

probably happen, and we better be ready to go.’” 
 

     The Illinois Democrat believes this is primarily a response to the rhetoric coming out of Washington, 

where members of the Trump administration have repeatedly threatened to use force if diplomacy fails to 

prevent North Korea from acquiring the capability to strike the United States with nuclear missiles. And 

even though the administration continues to emphasize its preference for a diplomatic solution, “I feel like 
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the military hears the war-mongering tendencies coming out of the executive branch and many in the 

legislative branch and have seen the writing on the wall and they said, ‘Holy cow. We’re more likely to be 

called on now than we were two years ago,’” Duckworth said. 
 

     “I know that the military’s job is to be fully ready for any contingency, and I commend them and support 

them for continuing to prepare for war. I’m not saying that they’re going to war,” Duckworth said at 

Georgetown. “But it’s painfully clear from my visit to the [Korean Demilitarized Zone] and these 

movements that I am seeing that we shouldn’t ignore the signals that our military is sending with these 

actions. We know that the North Koreans and our allies in the region are certainly paying attention.” 

Most Read 
 

     Duckworth, a retired lieutenant colonel who lost her legs during the Iraq War when insurgents downed 

her helicopter, took the trip along with Ruben Gallego, a Democratic congressman from Arizona and a 

fellow Iraq War veteran, earlier this month. The two met with top South Korean and Japanese diplomats and 

defense officials as well as commanders of U.S. forces in South Korea. Duckworth said that she found “all 

three of the major military actors—American, Korean, and Japanese—…more ready [for war] than they’ve 

ever been.” The U.S. military, she said, is “beyond the training stage. They’re at the getting ready for 

operational readiness state, with—and I heard this time and time again—hope that they never have to” fight. 
 

     The drums of war are not booming; there have been no major U.S. military movements or public-

messaging campaigns by the Trump administration or new advisories to American civilians or companies, 

for instance. And Duckworth thinks there are ways the country should be more prepared—in particular that 

Congress should create a dedicated stream of funding for U.S. forces to rehearse and carry out evacuations 

of non-combatants in the event of a conflict. (So far there have been no evacuations of American non-

combatants from South Korea, which would be a glaring sign of imminent conflict.) 
 

     But, as Duckworth sees it, the drumbeats are growing louder—even as the administration has stayed 

comparatively silent about what war would look like and whether the benefits would warrant the costs. 

Duckworth and Gallego have requested a more detailed accounting from the White House and the Pentagon, 

respectively, and warned of the costs of even limited preventive military action. In response to Gallego, the 

Pentagon admitted that fully securing North Korea’s nuclear weapons would require a U.S. ground invasion. 

And Duckworth said that disabling North Korean artillery batteries, which are capable of devastating the 

South Korean capital of Seoul, would probably require a massive influx of U.S. ground troops as well. Kim 

Jong Un, she added, will be tempted to use his chemical or biological weapons if he fears he’s about to lose 

power. “We can’t control escalation,” Duckworth said. She noted that the South Korean and Japanese 

officials she met with wanted the Trump administration to give its international sanctions campaign against 

North Korea more time to work before resorting to other measures. 
 

     “We have some great plans should, as we say, ‘the balloon go up’ in Korea,” Gallego, a former Marine, 

told me. “I know what happens with plans when the first bullet goes flying. … What I fear is that someone 

like Donald Trump will look at these great plans, look at our great military, which it is, look at their great 

capability, which we have, and not understand that these are not superhumans—that if we do something 

wrong, we will potentially kill hundreds of thousands of people, including some of our own troops, and 

potentially disrupt a good portion of the world’s economy for years to come.” And that’s considering only 

the early stages of battle and assuming the conflict doesn’t go nuclear.  “You’re basing policy and military 

action on hopes instead of on reality and sound reasoning,” Gallego said. “Does this sound familiar? For me 

it does, as somebody who ended up serving on the front lines of the Iraq War, where I was supposed to be 

greeted as a liberator. Instead I basically got shot at every day.” 
 

     Robert Neller, the commandant of the U.S. Marine Corps, acknowledged the limitations of military plans 

during an appearance at the Center for Strategic and International Studies on Thursday. “If [a U.S. conflict 

with North Korea] were to go down, I’m not now so sure it’s going to go down the way we planned. It never 
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does,” he said. Neller stressed that he hopes such a fight never breaks out. Nevertheless, “we want to be 

ready, and we want to have a capability that allows our diplomats to come up with a diplomatic solution.” 

Neller said he and other heads of the armed services have gotten “familiar with the geography … [and] the 

plans” and done “some logistical preparation that’s just prudent.” He added that U.S. Forces Korea and U.S. 

Pacific Command are busy training, conducting exercises, and exploring “force deployment options” to 

convey to the “other side” that “you really don’t want to do this.”  
 

     Meanwhile, the other side is making its own preparations. Alexander Vorontsov, a Russian Korea 

scholar, recently wrote that North Korean Foreign Ministry officials he visited in Pyongyang in November 

told him they did “not want war” but would “not hide from it either.” They “feared that the U.S. was already 

trying to shape the battlefield for a military operation against the North.” And, Vorontsov continued, the 

North Korean government “is not bluffing when it says that ‘only one question remains: When will war 

break out?’ … Our counterparts emphasized that ‘our soldiers have long been sleeping without removing 

their boots.’” 
 

     In such circumstances, Gallego worries that “we could trip ourselves into a war” no one wants—if, “for 

example, the North assumes one of our moves is a strike and they decide to do a preemptive strike.” Neller 

might respond that one of the points of U.S. military preparations is to prevent war by deterring the 

adversary. And perhaps war will indeed be averted. Then again, perhaps not. As the World War I historian 

Margaret MacMillan told me not long ago, “Once you get into a countdown situation, once people begin to 

think of war as likely, then it becomes that much more likely”—whether as a result of deliberate decisions, 

tragic miscalculation, or mere mistake.  [Source:  Defense One | Uri Friedman | January 29, 2018 ++] 

 

*********************** 
 

Where There's a Will, There's a Way  ►   10 

 

 
 

*********************** 

 

Have You Heard?  ►   Importance of Walking | Six Tiny Stories | Snow Day 

 

 Walking can add minutes to your life.  This enables you at 85 years old to spend an additional 5 

months in a nursing home at $7000 per month.  

 My grandpa started walking five miles a day when he was 60.  Now he's 97 years old and we don't 

know where he is. 

 I like long walks, especially when they are taken by people who annoy me. 
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 The only reason I would take up walking is so that I could hear heavy breathing again. 

 I have to walk early in the morning before my brain figures out what I'm doing. 

 I joined a health club last year and spent about 400 bucks.  Haven't lost a pound.  Apparently you 

have to go there. 

 Every time I hear the dirty word 'exercise' I wash my mouth out with chocolate. 

 The advantage of exercising every day is so when you die they'll say, 'Well, she looks good doesn't 

she?' 

 If you are going to try cross-country skiing start with a small country. 

 I know I got a lot of exercise the last few years just getting over the hill. 

 We all get heavier as we get older because there's a lot more information in our heads.  That's my 

story and I'm sticking to it. AND... 

 Every time I start thinking too much about how I look I just find a Happy Hour and by the time I 

leave I look just fine. 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

Six Tiny Stories 
 

{1} Once all villagers decided to pray for rain, on the day of prayer all the people gathered, but only one boy 

came with an umbrella. 

That's FAITH 
 

{2} When you throw a baby in the air, she laughs because she knows you will catch her. 

That's TRUST 
 

{3} Every night we go to bed, without any assurance of being alive the next morning but still we set the 

alarms to wake up. 

That's HOPE 
 

{4} We plan big things for tomorrow in spite of zero knowledge of the future. 

That's CONFIDENCE 
 

{5} We see the world suffering, but still we get married and have children. 

That's LOVE 
 

{6} On an old man's shirt was written a sentence 'I am not 91 years old ... I am sweet 16 with 75 years’ 

experience. 

That's ATTITUDE 
 

Have a good week and live your life like the six tiny stories ! 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

 

Snow Day (from a retired Army artilleryman) 
 

8:00     I made a snowman. 
 

8:10     A feminist passed by and asked me why I didn’t make a snow woman. 
 

8:15     So, I made a snow woman. 
 

8:17     The nanny of the neighbors complained about the snow woman's voluptuous chest. 
 

8:20     The gay couple living nearby grumbled that it could have been two snowmen instead. 
 

8:25     The vegans at No. 12 complained about the carrot nose, as veggies are food and not to decorate snow 

figures with. 
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8:28     I am being called a racist because the snow couple is white. 
 

8:31     The Muslim gent across the road wants the snow woman to wear a headscarf. 
 

8:40     Someone calls the cops who show up to see what’s going on. 
 

8:42     I am told that the broomstick of the snowman needs to be removed because it could be used as a 

deadly weapon. Things get worse after I refuse and say a few unkind words. 
 

8:52     My phone and broomstick are then seized and I'm taken away in a police car to the police station 

while my neighbors are cheering. 
 

9:00     I'm on the news as a suspected terrorist bent on stirring up trouble during this difficult weather. 
 

9:10     I am asked if I have any accomplices. 
 

9:29     A little known jihadist group has claimed it was their plot. 
 

Moral: When it's this cold, stay inside. 

 

*********************** 
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FAIR USE NOTICE: This newsletter may contain copyrighted material the use of which has not always been 

specifically authorized by the copyright owner. The Editor/Publisher of the Bulletin at times includes such material in an 

effort to advance reader’s understanding of veterans' issues. We believe this constitutes a 'fair use' of any such 

copyrighted material as provided for in section 107 of the US Copyright Law. In accordance with Title 17 U.S.C. 

Section 107, the material in this newsletter is distributed without profit to those who have expressed an interest in 

receiving the included information for educating themselves on veteran issues so they can better communicate with their 

legislators on issues affecting them.  To obtain more information on Fair Use refer to: http: 

//www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/17/107.shtml.  If you wish to use copyrighted material from this newsletter for purposes 

of your own that go beyond 'fair use', you must obtain permission from the copyright owner. 
 

-o-o-O-o-o- 
 

TO READ and/or DOWNLOAD THE ABOVE ARTICLES, ATTACHMENTS, OR PAST 

BULLETINS GO Online To: 
 

-- http://www.nhc-ul.org/rao.html (PDF Edition w/ATTACHMENTS) 

-- http://www.veteransresources.org (PDF & HTML Editions w/ATTACHMENTS) 

-- http://frabr245.org (PDF & HTML Editions in Word format) 

-- http://veteraninformationlinksasa.com/emos-rao.html (PDF & HTML Editions w/ATTACHMENTS) 

-- http://www.nj-americanlegionpost493.org (PDF Edition w/ATTACHMENTS) 

-- http://www.veteransresources.org/rao-bulletin (past Bulletins) 
 

http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/17/107.shtml
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/17/107.shtml
http://www.nhc-ul.org/rao.html
http://www.veteransresources.org/
http://frabr245.org/
http://veteraninformationlinksasa.com/emos-rao.html
http://www.veteransresources.org/rao-bulletin
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Note:  The above websites are blocked by some, if not all, USAF & USCG military commands for 

security purposes.  To gain access you need to open them using a non “...@us.af.mil“  “...@uscg.mil“ 

source. Contact raoemo@sbcglobal.net if you are unable to do this.  

 

Notes:          
1. The Bulletin is provided as a website accessed document vice direct access.  This was necessitated by 

SPAMHAUS who alleged the Bulletin’s size and large subscriber base were choking the airways interfering 

with other internet user’s capability to send email.  SPAMHAUS told us to stop sending the Bulletin in its 

entirety to individual subscribers and to validate the subscriber base with the threat of removing all our 

outgoing email capability if we did not. To avoid this we notified all subscribers of the action required to 

continue their subscription.  This Bulletin notice was sent to the 19,881 subscribers who responded to that 

notice and/or have since subscribed.  All others were deleted from the active mailing list. 
    

2. Bulletin recipients with interest in the Philippines, whether or not they live there, can request to be added 

to the RAO's Philippine separate directory for receipt of notices on Clark Field Space 'A', U.S. Embassy 

Manila, and TRICARE in the RP. 
 

3.   New subscribers and those who submit a change of address should receive a message that verifies their 

addition or address change being entered in the mailing list.  If you do not receive a message within 3 days it 

indicates that either I never received you request, I made an error in processing your request, or your server 

will not allow me to send to the email addee you provided.   Anyone who cannot reach me by email can call 

(858) 842-1111 to ask questions or confirm info needed to add them to the directory.  
 

4.  If you have another email addee at work or home and would like to receive Bulletin notices there also, 

just provide the appropriate addee to raoemo@sbcglobal.net.  
 

5.  Past Bulletin articles as well as an index of all previously published article titles  are available on request 

to raoemo@sbcglobal.net.  Bear in mind that the articles listed on this index were valid at the time they were 

written and may have since been updated or become outdated. 
 

6.  The Bulletin is normally published on the 1st and 15th of each month. To aid in continued receipt of 

Bulletin availability notices, recommend enter the email addee raoemo@sbcglobal.net into your address 

book. If you do not receive a Bulletin check either http://www.nhc-ul.org/rao.html (PDF Edition), 

http://www.veteransresources.org (PDF & HTML Editions), http://veteraninformationlinksasa.com/emos-

rao.html (PDF & HTML Editions), or http://frabr245.org  (PDF & HTML Editions) before sending me an 

email asking if one was published.   If you can access the Bulletin at any of the aforementioned sites it 

indicates that something is preventing you from receiving my email.  Either your server considers it to be 

spam or I have somehow incorrectly entered or removed your addee from the mailing list. Send me an email 

so I can verify your entry on the validated mailing list. If you are unable to access the Bulletin at any of 
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