September 28, 2000

The President
The White House
Washington, D.C. 20500

Dear Mr. President,

As concerned members of Congress, we are writing to strongly urge you to restore purchasing power to the education benefits received by our men and women in uniform. Since implementation of the Montgomery GI Bill (MGIB), there have been significant economic and societal changes resulting in the need for us to make improvements to the structure and benefit level of this program. Without additional funds from the Administration for this purpose, however, Congress has continually been prevented from accomplishing any meaningful increase.

In 1985, Congress passed the MGIB with two major policy goals in mind. For years, the MGIB was enormously successful in providing a meaningful readjustment benefit to discharged servicemembers while also giving military recruiters an effective tool to support the concept of an all-volunteer force. As we embark into the new Millennium, however, today’s MGIB just isn’t doing a very good job of achieving either of these goals.

Military recruiters from all service branches are facing serious challenges in meeting their manpower objectives. In addition, the College Board’s most recent statistics reflect average annual tuition and fees for attending a four-year public college is $8,774 for commuter students and $10,909 for students who live on campus. Four-year private institutions cost $20,500 and $23,651 respectively. With the current basic MGIB benefit of $4,824, however, a veteran is expected to pay for tuition, fees, and room and board. The disparity between these ever-increasing costs and a veteran’s ability to pay for them is clear.

This disparity recently prompted key military and veteran organizations to join together with organizations representing colleges to form the "Partnership for Veterans’ Education." The coalition launched an energetic campaign calling for Congress to increase the basic benefit under the MGIB to $975 per month, enough to cover the $8,774 average annual cost of attending a four-year public college. For the same reasons Congressmen Lane Evans and John Dingell introduced H.R. 1071, the Montgomery GI Bill Improvements Act of 1999. H.R. 1071, which currently has 145 cosponsors, would have provided benefits for two tiers of service members, those who enlist or re-enlist for a minimum of 4 years (Tier I) and those who enlist for less than 4 years (Tier 2). Benefits for Tier I would pay for full cost of tuition, fees, books and supplies, plus provide a subsistence allowance of $800 per month of full-time college study, for up to 36 months. Tier 2 would increase the MGIB basic benefit to $900 per month.

America’s investment in education and training is as vital as its investment in a strong defense. Changes in the economy and in the workplace are requiring greater levels of skill and education than ever before. Eight out of the ten fastest-growing jobs in the next decade will require college education or moderate to long-term training, and jobs requiring a bachelor’s degree are predicted to increase by 25%. Workers with more education enjoy greater benefits, experience less unemployment and, if dislocated, re-enter the workforce far more quickly than those with less education. Moreover, college graduates earn 77% more than individuals with only a high school diploma. This last statistic illustrates how increased educational benefits are, in very real terms, self-financing through increased tax revenues generated by increased individual earnings.
If America’s veterans are to compete in a 21st Century workforce, they must have the ability to obtain the education and training critical to succeed. Although the current benefit under the MGIB provides a limited degree of educational assistance, we believe every possible door of educational opportunity must be opened to our veterans. For the first time in forty years, America is enjoying a significant on-budget surplus. Increasing the basic benefit under the MGIB would provide a meaningful readjustment benefit to the young men and women who volunteer to serve in our Armed Forces.

As the Administration formulates its budget for fiscal year 2002, we strongly urge you to help Congress restore the MGIB program to the level of purchasing power it was originally intended to have. It’s time young adults were again able to view military service as an opportunity for career achievement.
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