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Posthumous Citizenships on Fast Track, Include Family Benefits
By Donna Miles

American Forces Press Service
WASHINGTON, March 5, 2004 -- The U.S. government historically has granted 
posthumous citizenship to non-U.S. citizen service members killed in the line of duty during wartime. 

Thanks to a close working relationship between the Defense Department and the new Department of Homeland Security, this process is now on the fast track – with a goal of presenting an official certificate granting that citizenship at the service member's funeral. 
And with new provisions in the fiscal 2004 National Defense Authorization Act, the citizenship is no longer simply honorary. It now includes tangible benefits to the deceased service member's spouse, children and parents who hope to gain U.S. citizenship. 

Dan Ruiz from the Army's Casualty and Memorial Affairs Operations Center said the new law doesn't affect the procedures for granting posthumous citizenships for service members first put in place during World War I. Posthumous citizenship is granted at the request of the immediate family. 

Currently the deadline for applications for posthumous citizenships is Nov. 2, but officials said they expect it to be extended. 

This year's DoD authorization act waives the $80 application fee families previously had to pay. And for the first time, immediate family members who do not have permanent U.S. resident status may now get it based on the deceased service member's newly granted citizenship. 

So far, six soldiers, 10 Marines and one sailor killed in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom received posthumous citizenships, according to Rick Torres, a posthumous citizenship officer at the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services' California Service Center. The U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services were formerly known as the Immigration and Naturalization Service. 

A posthumous citizenship application is also being processed for another soldier, Torres said. 

Among those granted posthumous citizenships was U.S. Army Pvt. Rey David Cuervo, a 24-year-old scout with the 1st Squadron, 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment, killed in Baghdad Dec. 28 when an improvised explosive device hit his vehicle. 

A native of Tampico, Mexico, Cuervo had lived in Texas since he was 6 years old. Friends said he had planned to attain U.S. citizenship after returning from Iraq. 

President Bush specifically named Cuervo and other non-U.S. citizens killed during the war on terror while visiting U.S. troops and their families at Fort Polk, La., Feb. 17. "At my direction, each of them has been posthumously granted a title to what they have brought a great honor: citizen of the United States," Bush told the group. 

Another recipient of a posthumous citizenship was Marine Staff Sgt. Riayan Tejeda, a native of the Dominican Republic who was shot and killed during a firefight northeast of Baghdad April 11, 2003. 

Tejeda, 26, who was assigned to the 3rd Battalion, 5th Marine Regiment, had immigrated as a child to the United States and had grown up in New York City. During a recent ceremony, the southwest corner of 180th Street in his hometown neighborhood was named "Staff Sgt. Riayan Agusto Tejeda Street" in his memory. 

Torres, who retired from the Navy before joining the Citizen and Immigration Services, said he feels honored to play a role in helping the families of those who have died for the United States. 

"I deeply believe that their valor and patriotism toward this nation cannot be expressed in mere words," he said. "I see each posthumous citizenship request as another fallen comrade who made the ultimate sacrifice for this nation and left families behind that will grieve through this process." 

Torres said he considers his role in the process a personal calling, to provide "the utmost honorable and compassionate sentiment" as he helps a fallen comrade's family members during the citizenship process. He said the support he supplies is "not only on behalf of the other men and women at the California Service Center dedicated to this process, but also on behalf of all service veterans." 

Leslie Lord, the Army's liaison to U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, said posthumous citizenships for service members killed while serving the United States – and the extension of those benefits to the families left behind – demonstrates the depth of the country's appreciation for their sacrifices. 

"These people have proven that they are willing to die for the United States," he said. "They've made the ultimate sacrifice, so it's only right that the county grant them the citizenships they have earned and make sure that their families receive benefits as well." 
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‘Operation Hero Miles’ expands to families of wounded troops

Alice Rodgers, a single mother, paid more than $1,000 for round-trip tickets from Tipton,

Iowa, so she and her daughter, Lindsey, could visit her son, who is recuperating at Walter Reed Army Medical Center from wounds he suffered in an ambush in Iraq.  

However, when Rodgers returns for her next visit, the trip will be far less expensive – it will cost her nothing. 

 During a press briefing last month at the front gate of the hospital, Maryland Rep. C. A. “Dutch” Ruppersberger handed 680 free airline tickets to David Coker, executive director and vice president of operations at the Fisher House Foundation www.fisherhouse.org – a nonprofit organization that provides temporary living quarters to military families visiting loved ones at military hospitals.   

The congressman said the free airline tickets are part of a new expansion of “Operation Hero Miles” - www.heromiles.org – a program he created to provide airline tickets to troops on emergency or rest and recuperation leave. 

He said the program now includes free airline tickets to family members traveling to visit loved ones injured during Operations Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Freedom and recovering at military hospitals throughout the country.

“We decided to expand this program even farther, because our program is about helping the troops – the men and women who are putting their lives on the line for our freedom and liberty in Iraq and Afghanistan,” Ruppersberger said, adding that having family close by helps the healing process.

The tickets were compliments of Anheuser- Busch, whose employees donated their frequent-flier miles to the cause. Ruppersberger said that so far, more than 365 million frequent-flyer miles have been donated to Operation Hero Miles, enough for some 14,800 free round-trip tickets for troops.

Coker said the Fisher House Foundation, which operates 32 Fisher Houses throughout the United States and overseas, will use the free tickets to help reunite wounded and injured service-members with their loved ones.  

He said 16 Fisher Houses at 12 locations have supported families of troops injured during Operations Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Freedom. “It’s not uncommon for a family to stay in more than one Fisher House as they follow their loved ones through the medical evacuation chain,” he said.  

He said room charges for family members have been waived or paid by the foundation, and that in the past the foundation also has helped to provide travel for some families.  

According to a Fisher House news release, Fisher House Foundation has donated 32 comfort homes on the grounds of military and VA medical centers for families to stay at while a loved one is hospitalized, and the Foundation assists these families during their stay. Fisher House Foundation asked Congressman Ruppersberger if the Hero Miles program could be expanded to include travel for hospitalized service-members and their families, and the Congressman enthusiastically agreed.  When Anheuser-Busch offered to donate hundreds of airline tickets, all agreed that these tickets were the ideal solution to help families reunite with their loved ones while they were being treated for an injury or illness from their service in the combat zone.

The donated airline tickets will be available to relatives or friends of inpatients as identified by the wounded or injured service-members and validated by the medical center staff. Family members should not contact the Fisher House Foundation, but should make their desires known to the hospitalized service-member. The program includes complimentary airline tickets only. There are no provisions for assistance with local travel, overnight accommodations, meals, or other expenses, officials said.

Support our troops online

Thousands of Americans are asking what they can do to show their support for servicemembers, especially those serving overseas in this time of war.

There are Web sites for several organizations that are sponsoring programs for members of the Armed Forces overseas. While it would be inappropriate for the Department of Defense to endorse any program specifically, servicemembers do value and appreciate such expressions of support.  
A list of organizations and Web sites that provide this support is available on the Defend America Web site:
www.defendamerica.mil/support_troops.html.
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BAH to increase an average

7 percent for 2004
The Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH) received by servicemembers living in housing off military installations, or in privatized housing on military installations will increase an average of 7 percent in 2004.  

BAH is funded for 2004 at a level to cover on average all but 3.5 percent of servicemembers’ out of pocket costs for the standard of housing for their rank. The average BAH increases for an enlisted servicemember will be $31 a month. While no servicemember will see their monthly BAH fall, some will see their BAH unchanged because local rents actually have declined. At some locations, BAH will increase for some ranks, but remain unchanged for others. 

BAH changes do not apply to servicemembers living off base overseas. They draw a separate Overseas Housing Allowance (OHA), which is adjusted twice a year, in the spring and fall, based on the value of the dollar and to stay even with out-of-pocket costs for stateside peers. BAH is designed so that servicemembers in the same grade and with the same dependency status have the same monthly out-of-pocket cost regardless of location.  Rates are set based on data collected by a private contractor, Runzheimer, Incorporated and reflect rental and utility costs for the housing standard for each rank.  

The housing standard for a Soldier in the grade of E-5 with dependents is a two bedroom townhouse; for an O-3 with dependents, it is a three-bedroom, single-family detached house.  

More information on BAH and the 2004 rates can be found online at: www.dtic.mil/perdiem/bahform.html.
Well-Being Liaison Office
The Well-Being Liaison Office staff continues to strive to meet the needs of the Army’s Well-Being constituent groups, and to assist us in this mission your feedback is important to us.  

We rely on your feedback to raise issues of concern to Army leadership, and recommend changes to Army programs and Well-Being initiatives. One of the ways we accomplish this is through constituent participation in the monthly Well-Being Poll on the WBLO Web site: www.aflo.org. 
If you have suggestions on polls, please feel free to let us know via e-mail to:  

ArmyFamily-Link@hqda.army.mil.
2004 Secretary of Defense Employer Support Freedom Awards
Washington, DC 
The Secretary of Defense Employer Support Freedom Award was instituted in 1996 by Secretary of Defense William Perry under the auspices of the National Committee for Employer Support of the Guard and Reserve (ESGR).  The award was created to publicly recognize American employers who provide exceptional support to their employees who voluntarily serve the nation in the National Guard and Reserve.  The award is the highest is a series of ESGR awards that include the Patriot Award, the Above and Beyond Award and the Pro Patria Award.

Traditionally, each of the 55 ESGR state and territorial committees were eligible to submit one employer nomination from an award process that was dependent on National Guardsmen and Reservists.  An award selection panel comprised of ESGR state committee members from the five regions then judged the nominations.  This voting body selected five employers as recipients for the annual award presentation. 

In today’s environment of continuous mobilization of National Guardsmen and Reservists, America’s employers are becoming inextricably linked to the nation’s defense.   ESGR has recognized that more employers are being impacted by the war on terrorism and the on-going military operations in Iraq.  The Secretary of Defense Employer Support Freedom Award nomination process has been expanded to accept nominations from all public and private employers.  

The nomination process for the Secretary of Defense Employer Support Freedom Award is now open to anyone who has knowledge of a company or organization that is deserving of this prestigious award. The nomination form is available at www.esgr.com, from February 1 to March 15, 2004. Three employer categories: Major Corporations (100 or more employees), Small Corporations (less than 100 employees), and Public Sector (federal, city, state, municipalities, police and fire departments, or any entity funded by tax dollars) have been established. 

Tom Bullock

ESGR Public Relations Manager

800-336-4590*537 tom.bullock@osd.mil
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Commissary News
Scholarship Screening Process Begins
The applications are all in and the screening process has begun for thousands of students in the running for $1,500 scholarships. Scholarship Managers, a professional scholarship management firm, will screen all applications. Beginning March 30 through June 15, applicants may visit the official program Web site at http://www.militaryscholar.org and click on the “Verification of Receipt” section to request a verification of receipt. Winners will be listed at the scholarship program Web site or through a link at http://www.commissaries.com after May 1. 
To ensure every available dollar goes to fund scholarships, only the recipients are notified by mail. The Scholarships for Military Children program, which is administered by Fisher House Foundation, has awarded nearly 1,500 scholarships and approximately $2 million since the first awards in 2001. Scholarships are funded through the voluntary donations of manufacturers, brokers and suppliers that sell products in commissaries. Donations from the public are also accepted at the official Web site.

Commissary a Benefit, Not a Business
Biannual commissary customer satisfaction surveys consistently show the commissary is the No. 1 military benefit, but not every authorized shopper realizes he or she is actually buying groceries “at cost.” The prices paid by commissary customers for grocery items equals the government’s cost for those items. That results in average customer savings of 30 percent or more over commercial grocery stores – a benefit worth about $2,700 a year to a family of four. Customers do not pay sales tax when shopping at the commissary, but a 5-percent surcharge, mandated by Congress, is added at the register. The surcharge funds are used to improve existing commissaries and build new stores to better serve customers.

Reserve/Guard Family Members Need IDs to Use Their Commissary Benefit
Guard and Reserve personnel and their family members, as well as “gray area” reserve retirees and their family members authorized to shop at the commissary, now have unlimited access – no commissary privilege card or active duty orders needed. There is still a need for family members to have a current military ID in order to take advantage of military benefits. Locate the nearest ID office by visiting http://www.dmdc.osd.mil/rsl/. Contact that office to identify the documentation needed to obtain family member ID cards.
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Celebrate Nutrition and Savings at the Commissary
March is National Nutrition Month and this year’s theme “Eat Smart – Stay Healthy” becomes “Shop Smart, Eat Smart – Stay Healthy” when you use your commissary benefit to buy the best nutrition for your dollar. For reliable nutrition advice based on the latest scientific research, visit http://www.usda.gov/cnpp/publications.html and print a copy of the “Food Guide Pyramid” booklet. 
Check out the U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s guidance on understanding nutrition fact panels and food labels at http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/~acrobat/foodlab.pdf (you will need Adobe Acrobat to access this information). 
Search the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s online nutrient database for caloric and nutritional information of specific foods at http://www.nal.usda.gov/fnic/cgi-bin/nut_search.pl. 
It lists up to 117 nutrients for more than 6,000 food items. Plan a week’s worth of healthful menus and write out a detailed shopping list. Arrive at the commissary well rested and well fed. You’re more likely to reach for high-calorie, high-fat or high-sodium convenience foods when tired, and more tempted by empty-calorie, sweet treats when hungry. 
Stick to your list as closely as possible, but try to take advantage of sale items. Read nutrition labels carefully. You’ll leave the commissary with grocery bags packed to the brim with nutritious, delicious foods. And because you’re shopping in the commissary, you’ll have it all at an average savings of 30 percent or more. 

_______________________________

The 63D RRC Family Readiness Branch publishes this newsletter.  Articles and information contained in this newsletter do not necessarily reflect Department of Army policy or endorsement.  Original articles may be reproduced in whole or in part.  Article excerpts are taken from FLO Notes Newsletter, www.aflo.org, COMMISSARY FAST FACTS – VOLUME 29 – March 2004, www.defenselink.mil, and MRS. Ashford.
Editor:  Ms. Ashford, 63rd RRC Family Program Director
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