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National Guard News - Air and Army
North Dakota Guard Mobilizes for Flood Duty
	



Air Force Col. Ron Solberg, commander of the 119th Support Group of the North Dakota National Guard, right, addresses full-time North Dakota Air National Guard personnel as he initiates personnel mobilization plans for regional flood contingency operations beginning in the Red River Valley in Fargo, N.D., March 15, 2010. U.S. Air Force photo by Senior Master Sgt. David H. Lipp 



The North Dakota National Guard will mobilize soldiers and airmen to begin flood operations for seven of the state's southeastern counties.

	


The Red River in eastern North Dakota and western Minnesota is expected to crest about 20 feet above flood stage and three feet below last year's record crest by March 20. 

The Guardsmen will serve in Steele, Traill, Barnes, Cass, Ransom, Sargent and Richland counties. Some 300 to 400 Guardsmen will be mobilized "with boots on the ground" by tomorrow, said Air Force Col. Ronald Solberg, the North Dakota National Guard's emergency operations commander for Region 4, which includes those counties. 

Working in 12-hour shifts, the Guardsmen will conduct a variety of flood-related missions, including traffic control, logistical and supply support, sandbagging and creating rows of barriers. 


Army to Contact Many to Apply for Stop-Loss Payment
The Army started sending direct mailings to 50,000 people believed to have been stop-lossed and have not yet applied for the payments they are owed.  It is estimated that over 100,000 eligible soldiers and surviving spouses may be eligible.  Based on the response the Army gets, it could send mailings to the other 50,000 people yet to file claims.  The mailings will have passwords that allow recipients to access a Web site that can expedite the claims process.  So far, 10,000 claims have been sent to the Defense Finance and Accounting Service for payment.  Another 1,400 claims have been deemed invalid because the applicants received a bonus while being held under stop-loss.  If you still have not applied click on your service to apply:  Army or  Air Force  
Mississippi Guard Battalion Back from Iraq
All members of the nearly 1,200 soldiers in the last of the Mississippi National Guard 1st Battalion, 155th Infantry Regiment, recently returned to Camp Shelby for a five-day period before their deployment formally ends.  The battalion mobilized for its second deployment to Iraq in April as part of the 3,500-soldier 155th Brigade Combat Team.

Department of Veteran’s Affairs News

VA Recognizes Women’s History Month 
The VA Center for Women Veterans is taking the lead on recognizing women veterans during Women’s History Month in March.  The Center is working with the National Foundation of Women Legislators; VA facility women veteran’s program managers and state veterans affairs women veterans coordinator on launching the “Her Story” campaign during Women’s History Month (the month’s theme is “Writing Women Back into History”).  The program encourages VA facilities to gather and share the stories of women Veterans working at, served by or volunteering with VA.  The program will be featured this month and again in August during Women’s Equality Day and culminate on Veterans Day in November.  For additional information, contact your women veterans’ program coordinator or the Center for Women Veterans at 202-461-6193.
VA Announces New Push to Cut Claims Backlog 
VA Secretary Erik Shinseki recently announced an aggressive new initiative to solicit private-sector input on a proposed "fast track" veterans' claims process for service-connected presumptive illnesses due to Agent Orange exposure during the Vietnam War.  
 

Over the next two years, about 200,000 veterans are expected to file disability compensation claims under an historic expansion of three new presumptive illnesses announced last year by Secretary Shinseki.  They affect veterans who have Parkinson's disease, ischemic heart disease and B-cell leukemias.  
 

In practical terms, veterans who served in Vietnam during the war and who have one of the illnesses covered by the "presumption of service connection" don't have to prove an association between their medical problems and military service.  This "presumption" makes it easier for Vietnam veterans to access disability compensation benefits.  Vietnam veterans are encouraged to submit their claims as soon as possible to begin the important process of compensation.  
 

Along with the publication of proposed regulations for the three new presumptives this spring, VA intends to publish a formal request in Federal Business Opportunities for private-sector corporations to propose automated solutions for the parts of the claims process that take the longest amount of time.  VA believes these can be collected in a more streamlined and accurate way.  
 

Development involves determining what additional information is needed to adjudicate the claim, such as military and private medical records and the scheduling of medical examinations.  
 

With this new approach, VA expects to shorten the time it takes to gather evidence, which now takes on average over 90 days.  Once the claim is fully developed and all pertinent information is gathered, VA will be able to more quickly decide the claim and process the award, if granted. 
 

The contract is expected to be awarded in April with proposed solutions offered to VA within 90 days.  Implementation of the solution is expected within 150 days.  


Health News
New Protocol to Provide Early Brain Injury Detection 

The Defense Department is rolling out a new set of guidelines for the treatment of mild traumatic brain injury among servicemembers in combat areas.   The new protocol will go into effect soon and will make head injury evaluations mandatory for servicemembers who have been involved in incidents such as being close to explosions or blasts. In the past servicemembers simply decided for themselves whether to report symptoms. Moving forward, the medical staff will check everyone involved in such incidents. 

To get the incident-based protocols going, officials are using an "educate, train, track and treat" sequence. This involves: 

-- Ensuring awareness at all levels in recognizing symptoms of brain injuries; 

-- Training health care providers in evidence-based treatments; 

-- Treating incidents early; and 

-- Tracking progress to yield metrics that would show where improvements are needed. 

Researchers are looking at blast dynamics related to the direction of explosions and relationships between the magnitude of explosions in enclosed and open locations. This could help in determining ways to decrease the incidents of brain injury along with examining the nature of attacks, she said. 

If a patient is being treated for post-traumatic stress disorder, traumatic brain injury clinicians need to be in sync so that therapy can be maximized. 

The department also is working with the National Football League to share information on TBI research.  Both the NFL and the Defense Department have stepped up efforts to learn more about brain injuries and implement measures for prevention and treatment. 

Part of the Defense Department's effort focuses on educating commanders and supervisors.  In addition, one of the strongest initiatives in treating TBI is educating servicemembers about the importance of sharing their symptoms, knowing what to expect for a natural recovery and developing strategies to deal with the symptoms. 

Photocopying Beneficiaries’ ID Cards is O.K.

TRICARE Health Matters - To give you the care you need, your doctor, pharmacist or other qualified medical provider must verify your TRICARE eligibility.  He or she will ask you to present a valid uniformed services identification (ID) card or Common Access Card (CAC) and may ask for your sponsor’s Social Security number.  To speed up your care, make sure your card has not expired.  You may also want to keep a personal copy of your ID card in a safe place for your records.
 

Although it may concern you that your provider has requested to photocopy your ID card, please keep in mind that photocopying your ID card for authorized purposes is legal.  Authorized purposes include medical care eligibility determination and documentation.  Unauthorized use occurs when someone uses an ID card to obtain benefits, privileges or access to which he or she is not entitled.   Also remember that an ID card alone does not verify TRICARE eligibility.  You must ensure your eligibility by registering with the Defense Enrollment Eligibility Reporting System (DEERS) and keeping your information up to date.  For more information about TRICARE eligibility, visit the TRICARE Website or contact DEERS at 1-800-538-9552.
Family News
Pentagon Official Responsible for Family Programs Resigns

Tommy Thomas, deputy undersecretary of defense for military community and family policy, had been in his position for 10 months before resigning March 11.  Thomas resigned “for personal reasons,” according to a statement released by Defense officials.  Thomas resigned the same day the embattled family policy office reinstated the military spouse tuition program My Career Advancement Accounts after abruptly halting it Feb. 16. The program was shut down with no warning, setting off a firestorm of protests from military spouses. Defense officials said 12,592 spouses had called the department about the shutdown since Feb. 16.

MyCAA was reinstated March 11, but only for spouses who have already enrolled in the program. It is not accepting new applicants at this time.  Thomas, who was responsible for MyCAA and other family programs, acknowledged that officials made a mistake in failing to notify spouses quickly when they realized a temporary halt was necessary. 
The program provides spouses up to $6,000 in tuition assistance for a variety of educational programs. Officials initially provided no information to spouses about why tuition payments were halted, but said a week later that a surge in the number of spouses enrolling in the program overwhelmed the system and threatened to drain the program’s budget. About 95,000 spouses enrolled in the first six weeks of the year for a program that, until then, rarely received more than 10,000 applications a month.

Care Plan to Encompass More Military Families
The Defense Department's family care plan policy will be expanded in the coming months to encompass a wider population of military parents, a defense legal expert said. The new policy will require military parents with custody of children from a previous relationship to file a family care plan, said Army Col. Shawn Shumake, director of the Pentagon's office of legal policy. The requirement already is in place for dual military couples and single parents with custody. 

Family care plans are used to ensure dependents are cared for while the servicemember is away for an extended period of time, whether it's for training, a deployment or a remote assignment. The document includes everything from designation of temporary guardianship to arrangements for financial and logistical support, including relocation and medical care. 

In recent years, Shumake said, he has seen an increase in custody disputes involving blended families that mostly arose from a lack of prior coordination.  This situation can put a deployed parent in a tough, stressful spot while far from home, he noted. 

Requiring servicemembers with a blended family to have a family care plan will lead to anticipating some of these potential problems early on, he said.  Shumake noted that although it's helpful, the family care plan isn't a legally binding document. But if it's prepared early enough, the servicemember generally would be able to take the plan to court and petition for a court order to enforce it. 

The new policy also will address issues that affect all parents required to have a care plan.  In extreme cases, when the servicemember just can't piece together a family care plan, the commander has the option of separating the servicemember from service.  The commanders also are tasked with advising servicemembers of the risks involved with designating a nonviable guardian. The new policy will outline this increased responsibility for commanders, he added. 

Family care plans are extensive and can take some time to fill out so plan to start well in advance of a departure. Legal assistance offices are a valuable resource for help with a plan, as well as Military OneSource at http://www.militaryonesource.com or Military Homefront at http://www.militaryhomefront.dod.mil. 

For parents needing more extensive assistance, such as those seeking court orders to establish guardianship, Shumake advised they first check with their legal office for advice. Local legal offices can help to point them to free legal assistance, such as that offered through the American Bar Association's Military Pro Bono Project. 



President Obama Donates to Fisher House
President Obama recently announced the charities he would be donating the money he received for the Nobel Peace Prize.  At the top of the list was a $250,000 donation to the Fisher House, which provides housing for families of patients receiving medical care at major military and Department of Veteran’s Affairs medical centers.
DoD News
Legislative News
HB 1235 Absentee Ballots; Military Voters - Virginia State Legislature
Summary as passed State House: Absentee ballots; various deadlines related to ballot preparation and receipt; write-in absentee ballots. 
Requires that ballots be prepared and available for absentee voting not later than 45 days before any election rather than 45 days before the November election and 30 days before other elections. The bill also requires preparation of ballots 45 days in advance of special elections for federal office and allows, if necessary, preparation as soon after that deadline as possible for other special elections. Various deadlines for nominations and filings are adjusted in response to the ballot preparation change. 

The bill provides that voters who are entitled to vote absentee due to active duty military service, membership in the merchant marines, or temporary residence outside of the country, or the spouse or dependent residing with such a voter, may use a write-in absentee ballot to vote in state and local elections, as well as federal elections. The write-in absentee ballot may also serve as an absentee ballot application and voter registration application for state and local elections, as well as federal elections. Such voters may apply for multiple ballots for a one-year period. Current law allows multiple ballots for a period covering two federal elections. The bill also adds a requirement that the electoral board send such military and overseas voters an available printed absentee ballot within three business days. 
H.R. 1879 National Guard Employment Protection Act of 2009
The House Veterans Affairs Economic Opportunity Subcommittee recently passed a bill giving National Guard Soldiers and Airmen the same protections that other servicemembers enjoy when they have to leave their jobs for active duty service.

The bill, H.R. 1879, sponsored by Rep. Mike Coffman, R-CO, would allow NG members to be activated without fear of having to choose between military service and their civilian job.  Current law, which protects the rights of military members to regain their jobs after returning from active duty, contains a five-year cumulative limit on time spent on active duty in which a civilian employer has to give a soldier their job back.  Wartime service and other overseas emergency service doesn’t count toward that limit.

Rep. Coffman is trying to close a loophole that came into existence after 9/11 that has prevented NG members activated in the U.S. from exempting that time from the five-year total.  Among the jobs Guard members have preformed are Homeland Security services like border patrol, airspace patrol, and relief work after Hurricane Katrina.
Recent Congressional Votes
· Senate: Tax Extenders Act of 2009 

· House: Afghanistan War Powers Resolution 
New House Jobs Bill

In the House, Ways and Means Democrats were putting together a $12 billion to $13 billion package of tax breaks for small businesses, which are the main source of new jobs. The focus of the package is a plan to exclude some small-business stock from capital gains taxes. 

The proposal is modeled on a plan from President Obama and a bill (HR 4236) filed in December by Rep. Sander Levin, D-MI. The president’s proposal would cost $7.9 billion, according to the Joint Committee on Taxation.  The will be Levin’s first markup since taking over as chairman of the Way and Means Committee, and it comes eight months after Ways and Means last marked up a bill. 

Members of the Senate Finance and Small Business committees are working on their own proposals, which are expected on the floor, although perhaps not until after the spring recess that begins March 26.  Levin said he expects his committee’s bill to be free of matters unrelated to taxes. 

Update on Lawmakers Debate of F-35 
Lawmakers for and against developing a second engine for the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter are using new cost overruns and delays in the stealth fighter program to reinforce their positions.  This posturing highlights the rising stakes in the alternative engine debate, which intensified when Defense Secretary Robert M. Gates threatened in early February that he would recommend a veto of any bill that included funding for the program in fiscal 2011.

Connecticut independent Sen. Joseph I. Lieberman, who supports the base United Technologies’ Pratt & Whitney F135 engine, said during a Senate Armed Services Committee hearing March 11 that the overall cost increase in the F-35 program strengthens the argument against the F136 engine, built by General Electric and Rolls-Royce. 

The most recent projection of the total cost to develop and procure the F-35, revealed March 11, is $322.6 billion — or $46.1 billion more than the estimate of three years ago.  The Defense Department plans to buy 2,457 F-35s in three variants for the Air Force, Navy and Marine Corps, as well as for U.S. allies. 

Paying for Itself

Christine Fox, director of the Pentagon’s Office of Cost Assessment and Program Evaluation, acknowledged that the second engine could essentially pay for itself over the roughly 30-year life of the F-35 program, based on assumptions that competition between the two engine builders would save about 21 percent.  Fox noted that the engine competition, initially set to begin in 2014, has slipped to 2017 as a result of problems in the overall fighter program. Proponents of the second engine consistently have argued that competition would drive down costs. 

Pentagon officials maintain, however, that the case for an alternative engine is not compelling enough to justify the investment over the next six years.  Lieberman noted that the Defense Department says it would cost another $2.9 billion over the next six years to complete development and set up the assembly line for the F136 — funds the Pentagon feels would be better spent elsewhere. 

General Electric disputes the Pentagon’s cost estimates. It contends that the alternative engines would cost about $1.7 billion over six years.

Included in the F-35 cost overrun is $1.9 billion in cost growth for the Pratt & Whitney engine program, according to the Pentagon. Development for the F135 is now set at $6.6 billion.  Pratt & Whitney argues, however, that about $1 billion of that cost comes from the prime contractor, Lockheed Martin, seeking to increase the overall engine thrust to accommodate weight growth in the aircraft. 

Competition Argument

Short-term costs aside, Senate Armed Services Chairman Carl Levin, D-Mich., said competition is a critical factor in preventing cost growth over the long run.  But Air Force Secretary Michael B. Donley told the House Appropriations Defense Subcommittee a day earlier that near-term costs are his greatest concern.

But proponents of the alternative engine take refuge in the long view. They argue that aside from the long-term benefits of competition, the second engine would provide insurance against a fleetwide grounding should a problem occur with the core F135 engine, which by 2035 will be used on 95 percent of the military’s tactical fighter fleet. 

However, Air Force Chief of Staff Gen. Norton A. Schwartz said that engine reliability has reached a point where the decision “collectively” was to develop only one engine for both the Navy’s F-18E/F attack aircraft and the Air Force’s F-22 stealth fighter.  Additionally, Schwartz said, only the Air Force, which plans to buy 1,763 of the fighters, would utilize both the F135 and F136 engines should both reach production.

The Pentagon has tried to terminate the alternative engine program since fiscal 2007, after having supported the program for 10 years. Congress, however, has added funds for the alternative engine since fiscal 2007. In fiscal 2010, Congress succeeded again in adding alternative-engine funding, despite a presidential veto threat.

  









