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1.  DFAS DECEMBER 2003 SCHEDULE
The Retired and Casualty Pay System (RCPS) processing for the December 2003 work month began with an update on 21 November 2003.  RCPS will have an update every business day except 26, 27 November and 1& 2 December 2003.  

The last scheduled update for the month is 8 December 2003 at 1800 hrs.

The last update for an allotment change to a retiree's account is scheduled for 8 December 2003.

The payment date for retired and annuitant pay is 2 January 2004.  Direct deposit payments will also be available 2 January 2004.  Check payment will be sent to the post office on 29 December 2003.

 

The first scheduled update for the January work month is 19 December 2003.

 

POC for this message is Ms. Brenda Parker, Brenda.Parker@DFAS.MIL 

Alternate is:  Mike.Dobrzanski@DFAS.MIL at DSN 580-6393, Fax number is 216 522-5337

2.  PARTIAL COLAS BREAK-OUT FOR CY 2003 RETIREES
Most military retirees and survivors will get a year-end cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) of 2.1 percent.  The exception is that new retirees during any calendar year (CY) receive a somewhat smaller partial COLA for the first year of their retirement.  The reason is because they already received a January military pay raise (which in turn, raised their retired pay) during the retirement year.

Here's the break-out:

-- Final Pay members (i.e., entered service before Sept. 8, 1980):  


- if retired on or after 1 Jan 03, they will receive a 1.7 percent COLA on December 1 (payable in the 2 Jan retired pay check).

-- High-36 members (i.e., entered service on or after Sept. 8, 1980):  


- if retired between 1 Jan 03 and 31 Oct 03, they will receive a partial COLA based on which quarter of the CY 2003 they retired: 



- in the 1st quarter:  1.7 percent


- in the 2nd quarter:  0.7 percent


- in the 3rd quarter:  0.4 percent. 



- after 1 Oct 2003:  NO COLA this year.  

Members who retired during 2003 will receive full-year COLAs in future years.

3.  HUMAN RESOURCE COMMAND WEBSITE
Check out the following website and add it to your favorites for future use.  The new Human Resource Command website is: https:www.hrc.army.mil.  It includes the HRC Alexandria (formerly PERSCOM Online); HRC Indianapolis (EREC Website) and the HRC St.Louis (formerly AR-PERSCOM 2XCitizen).  

4.  GENDER-NEUTRAL REMINDER
When writing in official forums (bulletins; slides) create it gender-neutral.  Keep in mind that all retirees are not male, and not all surviving spouses are widows. 

5.  TRANSITION CENTER NEWSLETTER 04-01

The attached Transition Center Newsletter is being forwarded for your use.

6. HEAVY USAGE OF NEW ARMY BENEFITS TOOL(ABT)                                                                                                                                      This new site on AKO is getting around 24,000 "hits" per week (19,000 of them being first-time visitors to the site); and about 103,000 this past 30 days (72,000 of those being new users). Laura is going to push marketing efforts on this new tool that we think will be very beneficial to them at all stages of their Army life. We have added a red-blinking link at the top of our homepage, and you should ask to have it put of your website also.  This tool is for ALL Soldiers.  Talk it up among Soldiers/Retirees/Family Members you meet.

7.  VA ANNOUNCES 2004 INSURANCE DIVIDENDS
WASHINGTON (Nov. 21, 2003)-- The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) today announced its distribution of more than $517 million in dividends to 1.5 million active policyholders of veterans' life insurance.

Over the next year, veterans will receive payments on the anniversary date of their policies, with the specific dividend amount varying according to age, type of insurance, and length of time the policy has been in force. Veterans will automatically receive their annual dividend through one of the nine payment options available to them.

Dividends cover only veterans with government life insurance policies who served between 1917 and 1956.  Veterans who were discharged after 1956 are covered by VA term insurance programs that do not pay dividends.

The dividends represent a return of trust fund earnings on the premiums paid by policyholders throughout the years.  They reflect the fact that veterans are living longer than originally predicted.  Dividends are also attributable to the higher than expected yields earned by the trust funds from investments in U.S. government securities.

Only those with policies that have been kept in force when premiums were required are eligible for the payout.  Inaccurate notices periodically surface in the veterans community suggesting that those who have not maintained insurance are eligible for a special dividend if they contact VA, but this is false.  Dividends are automatically sent to eligible policyholders.

The largest group receiving 2004 payments will be 1.2 million veterans of World War II with National Service Life Insurance ("V") policies.  Total payments are expected to reach $416.8 million.

Dividends totaling $1.8 million will be paid to about 11,000 veterans holding U.S. Government Life Insurance ("K") policies.

Nearly 200,000 Korean War era veterans who have maintained Veterans Special Life Insurance ("RS" and "W") policies can expect to receive dividends totaling $83.9 million.

Veterans from the World War II era who hold Veterans Reopened Insurance ("J", "JR" and "JS") policies, currently numbering nearly 53,000, will share a $14.7 million dividend.

Although VA administers a special life insurance program for disabled veterans and a program offering mortgage life insurance coverage, neither pays dividends.

For current active-duty service members and reservists, VA supervises a contract with a private carrier to underwrite Servicemembers' Group Life Insurance.  No dividends are paid on Servicemembers' Group Life Insurance.

Veterans who have questions about their policy may call the VA Insurance toll-free number at 1-800-669-8477, may send an e-mail to VAinsurance@vba.va.gov, or may visit the web site at www.insurance.va.gov.

8.  NEW TAX RELIEF ACT AIDS SERVICE MEMBERS, FAMILIES

WASHINGTON, Nov. 12, 2003 - Legislation signed by President Bush on Veterans Day increases the death gratuity payment to $12,000 and provides that the full payment is tax-free.

That portion of the Military Family Tax Relief Act of 2003 is retroactive to Sept. 10, 2001, to provide for service members who died in the terrorist attacks the following day and in the ongoing global war on terror, said Army Lt. Col. Janet Fenton, director, Armed Forces Tax Council.

"If you are killed on active duty, regardless of whether you're in theater, or in a training accident or die from disease, your family receives $12,000 death gratuity that is not taxed," she added. "And that's a big change. In addition any future increases to the death gratuity will remain tax free."

The death gratuity has been $6,000 since 1991, with half of it being taxed, said the director. "It just didn't seem to be fair for the military family who was left grieving for their service member to get hit with a tax bill," she added.

Capital gain exclusion for home sales is one of the most common areas people were looking for tax relief in, said Fenton. "This act will allow members to suspend the period of time which they have to sell their home and take the tax exclusion so they won't have to pay that capital gains," said Fenton. "It's retroactive to 1997 so military members who have sold their homes since 1997 have one year from Nov. 11, 2003, to request a refund for any tax they did pay."

Since 1997, when the law was previously changed, if service members who owned a home got reassigned more than 50 miles from that home or was ordered to move on post, they were no longer able to roll over the gain from that sale to the next home they purchased.

Also since 1997 individuals could exclude up to $250,000 ($500,000 for married couples) of gain from the sale of a home if they resided in the home for two of the five years preceding the sale. Under this act military and Foreign Service personnel can suspend (for up to 10 years) the time transferred away from home on official extended duty for purposes of applying the five-year portion of the two-out- of-five-year rule.

The 2003 act also includes above-the-line deduction for overnight travel expenses of military reservists and National Guardsmen who have to travel more than 100 miles to attend drills or meetings.

"The act allows for an above-the-line, which means you don't have to itemize your taxes to take advantage of this deduction," said Fenton. She added that service members will "be able to deduct unreimbursed travel expenses such as lodging, 50 percent of meals and any transportation costs." This part of the act is retroactive to Jan. 1, 2003.

When the tax code changed in 1986, it said any military benefit existing in September 1986 would remain tax-free, said Fenton. However, it was always unclear whether military child care was included in that, she added. "This act merely makes it clear that those provisions of child care were intended to be tax-free to military members."

The tax act also provides for extra tax-filing time for troops serving in contingency operations. The internal revenue code allows service members who are serving in combat zones or hazardous duty areas to have an extension of time - usually 180 days from the time the person leaves the combat zone -- to file taxes.

"A lot of military operations don't rise to the level of being declared by the president as  'combat,'" said Fenton. "But there are several contingency operations where service members are outside the continental United States."

The act also includes modifying eligibility criteria of tax-exempt veterans organizations; tax-free treatment of homeowners' assistance program payments; suspension of tax- exempt status for designated terrorist organizations; and extension of victims' tax relief to astronauts who die on space missions. 

(Source: Press Service [mailto:afisnews_sender@DTIC.MIL])

9.  RECORD A MESSAGE TO OUR SOLDIERS
Soldiers Radio and Television has established an "800" telephone number so you may record a holiday or "safe return" message to a particular soldier or the Army at large. You can leave your message by calling 1-800-330-5090. 

ADDITIONAL INFO: This line allows anyone with access to a telephone to record a message that can be played on SoldiersRadio. To use the line call 1-800-330-5090 and follow the directions...The system then turns your message into a .wav file and sends it to SoldiersRadio’s e-mail. The messages are transferred into the SoldiersRadio play list and are broadcast throughout the Holiday season. The Holiday Message line is also open to any commander who would like to send a message. This is two-way tool. A family member can leave a greeting and a Soldier can leave a message for his/her family. Soldiers Radio and Television Marketing has coordinated with www.AnyServicemember.org to assist in promoting the service. 

10. OPERATION HERO MILES                                                                                                    (Washington, DC) - Congressman C.A. Dutch Ruppersberger (D-MD) is pleased to announce that Alaska Airlines has joined "Operation Hero Miles". The airline has created a program that will allow travelers to donate their frequent flyer miles, called Mileage Plan Miles, to help soldiers catch free flights home tospend quality time with family and friends while on leave in the United States.

"I commend Alaska Airlines' dedication to our men and women in uniform in Iraq. Delta, Southwest, and Alaska Airlines are providing a vital service to our country, our troops, and their families. 'Operation Hero Miles' only works when good corporate citizens like these come together with volunteers who will donate their frequent flyer miles for this worthy cause. It's an inspiring partnership that is working. It shows our troops that we value their sacrifice for ourcountry", said Congressman Ruppersberger. 

The soldiers who have been granted two weeks of R & R are flown to Baltimore Washington International Airport by the Department of Defense and then required to pay their own way to catch connecting flights to their hometowns all across the country. Congressman Ruppersberger is greatly concerned about this excessive financial burden placed on the soldiers trying to visit with family and created "Operation Hero Miles". 

Delta Airlines and Southwest Airlines have already joined "Operation Hero Miles". Information about all three programs can be found on the web site, www.heromiles.org. This site is a clearinghouse for soldiers, their families, and travelers filled with information about how to donate frequent flyer miles, how soldiers can receive complimentary tickets, and other ways to help our troops serving our
country in Iraq. Congressman Ruppersberger is challenging all of the other airlines that offer service in the United States to follow suit and start similar programs of their own. 

Alaska Airlines does not offer service through BWI Airport but does offer service at nearby Washington Dulles and Reagan National Airport. The Veterans of Foreign Wars Foundation already offers free shuttle service for soldiers taking flights out of those airports.

11.  VA LAUNCHES "KIDS PAGE" ON INTERNET
WASHINGTON (Nov. 4, 2003) - The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) today announced the launch of VA Kids, a new Web page designed to help young people understand what it means to be a veteran.

"The ideals of military service and patriotism can be unfamiliar to some children and young adults," said Secretary of Veterans Affairs Anthony J. Principi.  "The VA Kids Web page supports President Bush's initiatives on education and volunteerism by providing an entertaining and informative way for young people to learn why veterans are special."

The Web page, at http://www.va.gov/kids, contains areas for students in kindergarten through grade 5, for grades 6 through 12 and for teachers.  VA Kids also has information about VA, Veterans Day, scholarships, student volunteer opportunities, rehabilitative and special events for disabled veterans and links to veteran-related sites.

For younger students, VA Kids has interactive activities such as puzzles, coloring pages, matching contests and age-appropriate language to describe a number of patriotic topics.  For older students, there is information on volunteer programs, scholarships and more sophisticated educational resources, games and reference links.  The teachers' section contains additional information, links and suggested classroom activities.

"The title 'veteran' is bestowed by a grateful nation on citizens willing to sacrifice everything to preserve our freedom," said Principi.  "It is our responsibility to honor these heroes by ensuring that each American generation understands what this prestigious title means."

12.  GIFTS OF GROCERIES' NEEDED FOR MILITARY FAMILIES
With the holiday season right around the corner, officials at the Defense Commissary Agency are encouraging the American public to show its support for U.S. service members through its "Gift of Groceries" program.

The program, which enables anyone to purchase and donate gift certificates good at all 280 military commissaries worldwide, was launched September 2002. To date, $1.6 million in gift certificates have been purchased through the program.

The program's success has been attributed to the fact that it gives friends, family and the public an opportunity to show their support for military families. Donors can present the gift certificates to military families directly or send them to a local military relief organization. They can also elect to donate them to one of the three nonprofit organizations supporting the program: the Air Force Aid Society, the USO and the Fisher House Foundation.

Military chaplains' funds purchased more than $500,000 in gift certificates for the 2002 holiday season.

Civilian organizations are jumping on board as well. One regional family support effort near San Diego netted $50,000 in donated gift certificates last spring. In addition, employees of large defense contractor location in Dallas donated $25,000 in gift certificates for military families.

Now with the holidays approaching, officials are hopeful that the public's generosity will continue.

The Gift of Groceries program operates through a business agreement with CertifiChecks Inc., at no cost to the Defense Commissary Agency or the federal government. Only authorized commissary shoppers can redeem the gift certificates.

To buy purchase commissary gift certificates, go to www.commissaries.com or call toll-free 1-877-770-GIFT. The certificates are not sold in commissaries.

A standard charge of $4.95, paid by the purchaser, covers the cost of handling, printing and mailing. Additional charges may apply for large orders or special delivery, but installation charities can apply for a waiver by checking with their local commissary.

Wishing you a safe and enjoyable Thanksgiving!

POC for RSO Notes is Susan M. Dyer, susan.dyer@hoffman.army.mil.
