Appendix I:  Benefits

Health Benefits

TRICARE (Medical Coverage) TRICARE is the Department of Defense’s health care program – or the military’s equivalent of a medical insurance provider. Active Duty Service Member’s are automatically enrolled in the program and receive full medical benefits through a primary care provider at their local military facility. Active duty family members and retirees under the age of 65 are also eligible for medical coverage (your family members are eligible from the first day you enter the Army). Sponsors must enroll their family members in the program through the local Health Benefits Advisor. (This is an important step – you need to ensure that you have enrolled your family in order for them to receive medical care.)

There are three TRICARE programs to choose from. The most common option is TRICARE Prime. Active duty soldiers are automatically enrolled in TRICARE Prime (they have no choice), and most sponsors choose this program for their families also. TRICARE Prime is similar to an HMO (Health Maintenance Organization). You and your family members are assigned to a Primary Care Manager (usually in the closest military facility) who will take care of most of your medical needs. He or she will refer you to a specialist if necessary. The great advantage of TRICARE Prime is that almost all of your medical expenses are paid for. However, you must see your Primary Care Manager first for all health care problems.
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The second option is TRICARE Standard. With TRICARE standard you can choose your own civilian doctor. However, you must pay a yearly deductible (approximately $100 per person) as well as 20% of all medical bills.

The final option is TRICARE Extra. Under this plan, you may select from a list of TRICARE-participating civilian doctors. You are responsible for 15% of all medical expenses.

Below are a few commonly asked questions about TRICARE.

Q: I am a basic training soldier. My family members are not here with me. How will they get medical care in my hometown?

A: They may enroll in TRICARE Prime if it is available in that area, or they may seek care under TRICARE Extra or TRICARE Standard. The most important step is to talk to the local Health Benefits Advisor to get your family enrolled in your program of choice.

Q: What are the costs to enroll my family in TRICARE Prime?

A: There is no cost for active duty family member enrollment in TRICARE Prime. There may be modest payments for in-patient stays at civilian hospitals (around $10 per day) or a cost-share when they are referred to civilian doctors ($6 per visit).
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Q: If my family and I are away from our local military facility, how do we receive medical care?

A: In an emergency (threat to life, limb, eyesight, or broken bones), simply go to the nearest medical facility (civilian or military). If there is no emergency, contact your primary care manager for approval to see a civilian doctor. This makes it important to keep your Primary Care Manager’s phone number with you when you are on leave or away from your normal military post.

Dental Coverage

Active duty soldiers receive full dental and orthodontic care through military providers. However, these services are not available to family members, and dental care is not included as a part of TRICARE’s coverage. You may enroll your family members in a separate dental insurance program through your local Personnel Action Center (PAC). The insurance costs from about $8 to $20 per month depending on the number of dependents you have. It covers the costs of regular cleanings as well as providing partial payment for other procedures and surgery. 

Legal Benefits

Judge Advocate Services

The Staff Judge Advocate at each Army post is available 

to assist soldiers with legal matters such as drafting a will or power of attorney, filing claims against the government for damaged property, and general legal questions.
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Trial Defense Services

In the event that you encounter legal problems during your military career, the Army provides, at no cost to you, defense attorneys who will help you understand your rights and ensure that you are afforded due process. The Trial Defense Service at your local post assists soldiers with issues concerning chapters (removal from the Army), non-judicial punishment under Article 15 of the UCMJ, and other more serious UCMJ offenses (courts martial). While they may give you limited advice, the Trial Defense Service does not provide legal help for matters supervised by a civilian court.

Personal and Family Benefits

Life Insurance (SGLI)

The Servicemen's Group Life Insurance (SGLI) program provides a term life insurance policy. All soldiers on active duty are automatically insured for $250,000 unless they decline or reduce the coverage. A charge of about $20 is deducted from your paycheck each month unless you state in writing that you don't want the insurance. Coverage in smaller quantities is available at lower monthly rates. Cancellation of SGLI or changes to a current policy can be done at the unit PAC.

SGLI is an excellent program for military personnel because of its low cost, because it pays in addition to any other survivor benefits, and because it ensures that your survivors will receive compensation even if your event is the result of combat or other high-risk military duties. 
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Housing

The Army provides government quarters or a housing allowance for all soldiers. Single soldiers normally live on post in the unit’s housing area or the BEQ (Bachelor’s Enlisted Quarters). Those in the rank of Sergeant First Class and above may choose to live off post with permission from their commander.

Soldiers in pay grade E4, with two or more years of service, and in pay grades E5 and above, with dependents, are eligible for government-owned or controlled family housing. Installations with adequate quarters assign housing as soon as possible. If no housing is available, your name is placed on a waiting list and you must find off-post accommodations. 

If you live off post, you will receive a basic allowance for quarters based on your rank. The money is intended to pay for 80% of the cost of rent and utilities. In most areas, you will also receive a variable housing allowance (VHA). This amount depends on the cost of housing in the area. For example, a soldier stationed in Washington, D.C. receives a greater VHA than one stationed at Fort Benning, Georgia, 

because living in the D.C. area costs more than living near Columbus, Georgia. The combination of your allowance for quarters and VHA is called BAH – Basic Allowance for Housing. A key benefit of BAH is that it is not taxed when you report your federal income taxes.
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Post Exchange and Commissary

Another important benefit of military service is the opportunity to shop in the post exchange (PX) and commissary.

The post exchange is similar to a department store. There is no state sales tax on exchange items, and prices are often very reasonable. You may purchase items for your own personal use or for gifts, but you may not buy items for resale. You may use any military exchange facility in the United States and some overseas, as long as you are on active duty, retired, on special reserve duty, or are a dependent.

The commissary is a supermarket which can be used by all military personnel and their dependents. Commissaries usually sell food at a lower price than civilian stores, particularly overseas. The government appropriates money to keep commissaries operating, and typically you will save from 20% to 30% by shopping at the commissary.

Leave

As a soldier in the United States Army, you accrue 2 ½ days of leave each month for a total of 30 days per year.  Subject to the approval of your chain of command and the requirements of your unit’s mission, you can use this leave at your own convenience for any purpose you choose (if you do not use all 30 days, the excess carries over to the following year). A row on your LES is reserved specifically for leave and you can reference this section each month to 
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see how much leave you have available.  As a new soldier, you will have very few days of leave accrued.  In the case of emergencies or special circumstances, your commander is authorized to advance you a certain number of days.  

Army Family Team Building (AFTB)

The purpose of the Army Family Team Building program is to increase family readiness, which in turn increases mission accomplishment. It trains family members so that they can help themselves and other families in the event their sponsors deploy. Family training is conducted on three levels. First, the AFTB program teaches families how to manage their personal affairs, and where to find assistance if necessary. On the second level, AFTB trains family members to assist community organizations such as the Red Cross, Family Support Groups, church groups, and other community activities. Finally, the third level prepares volunteer family members to assume a leadership role in the aforementioned organizations. Each installation has its own AFTB program.
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