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Smart Maneuvers: A Guide to Maximizing Military Benefits

Call it returning the favor. Americans who serve their country in the military have access to a range of potentially valuable benefits through which their country can serve them. But how to find out about, and take full advantage of, those programs?

From retirement savings to healthcare coverage to home mortgages, Uncle Sam offers a wide variety of benefits-rich programs for active and ex-military, reserves and their families, any of which can make a major financial difference. Here’s a look at some of the programs worth investigating:

RETIREMENT SAVINGS. The Thrift Savings Plan (www.tsp.gov) is the federal government’s version of a 401(k) defined-contribution retirement plan. Members of the uniformed services, including the Ready Reserve, are eligible for the program, which offers the same type of structure, investment options and tax benefits as a typical private sector 401(k) plan. One advantage: because TSP plans are among the lowest cost in the industry, they maximize the earning potential of a plan participant’s retirement savings dollars.

“It’s a benefit that anyone who’s eligible should be taking advantage of. It’s very easy to enroll,” says Dick Power, CFP®, who runs Power Plans, a financial planning practice in Walpole, Mass.
HOME LOANS. Servicemembers, veterans and eligible surviving spouses can purchase a home without a downpayment and without private mortgage insurance (PMI) via the U.S. Dept. of Veterans Affairs home loan program (www.benefits.va.gov/homeloans). Loans from private lenders come with more favorable terms thanks to the backing of a VA guaranty.

“Basically you don’t have to put any money down,” explains Power, himself a retired Army colonel. “You can borrow 100% of the appraised value of the home, and you don’t pay PMI. It’s also a great way to refinance to a lower interest rate with zero equity requirement.”

HEALTH INSURANCE. TriCare Reserve Select (www.tricare.mil/trs) is a premium-based healthcare plan available to qualified Selected Reserve members of the Ready Reserve and their families. “If the employer doesn’t offer a decent plan, or you can’t find an adequate plan on one of the healthcare exchanges, this is a relatively inexpensive and good alternative,” says Power.

Much like any employee-offered healthcare plan, TRICARE covers preventive and emergency care, outpatient visits, wellness exams, immunizations, hospitalization, maternity care, mental/behavioral health, and prescriptions. It qualifies as minimum essential coverage under the Affordable Care Act, AKA Obamacare. 

EDUCATION. The U.S. Dept. of Veterans Affairs offers financial support (via the Post-9/11 GI Bill) to military veterans for graduate and undergraduate degrees, vocational/technical training, on-the-job training, entrepreneurship training and more. Honorably discharged individuals with at least 90 days of aggregate service after September 10, 2001, or individuals discharged with a service-connected disability after 30 days are eligible for up to 36 months of education benefits to cover tuition and fees, along with housing, books and other education expenses. The Yellow Ribbon program (www.gibill.va.gov/benefits/post_911_gibill/yellow_ribbon_program.html) provides additional funding for those attending a more expensive private school or a public school as a non-resident, out-of-state student. 
BUSINESS. The U.S. Dept. of Labor’s Transition Assistance Program (www.dol.gov/vets/programs/tap/tap_fs.htm) offers job search assistance and related services, including intensive three-day workshops, to armed forces members and their spouses within 180 days of separation or retirement from the military. The U.S Small Business Administration’s Patriot Express loan initiative (www.sba.gov/patriotexpress) provides active military, veterans and spouses access to business loans that carry up to a 85% guaranty from the SBA. Loans of up to $500,000 are available for start-up, expansion, equipment purchases, working capital, inventory and business-occupied real-estate purchases. 

LIFE INSURANCE. Low-cost term life insurance coverage is available to military service members via Servicemembers Group Life Insurance (http://benefits.va.gov/insurance/sgli.asp). Coverage is available in $50,000 increments up to the maximum of $400,000. Veterans who are totally disabled at the time of separation from the military also can apply for a SGLI Disability Extension, which provides free coverage for up to two years. Once they leave active service, veterans can convert SGLI to Veterans Group Life Insurance to obtain up to $400,000 of lifetime renewable term insurance. VGLI policyholders also can convert their policy to an individual commercial life insurance policy at any time.

Military benefits are complex and many are available. It's important to see someone who is knowledgeable. A financial planner can help coordinate the benefits along with rest of the veteran's financial needs. The Veteran's Administration also employs many knowledgeable people such as social workers who can guide you through the process.

BOILER PLATE

December 2013 — This column is provided by the Financial Planning Association® (FPA®) of Minnesota, the leadership and advocacy organization connecting those who provide, support and benefit from professional financial planning.  FPA is the community that fosters the value of financial planning and advances the financial planning profession and its members demonstrate and support a professional commitment to education and a client-centered financial planning process.  Please credit FPA of Minnesota if you use this column in whole or in part.


The Financial Planning Association is the owner of trademark, service mark and collective membership mark rights in: FPA, FPA/Logo and FINANCIAL PLANNING ASSOCIATION.  The marks may not be used without written permission from the Financial Planning Association.

[image: image2.emf][image: image3.emf]