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Mr. Chairman and distinguished Members of the Military Construction subcommittee:

It is a distinct privilege to appear before you today for the first time in my capacity as Sergeant Major of the United States Marine Corps.  I am delighted to have this opportunity to discuss the Marine Corps Quality of Life (QoL) military construction programs.  While our military construction programs may perhaps not be as visible as large weapons systems or pay and benefits increases, I can assure you that they are definitely noticed by your Marines and their families.  Marines see new QoL facilities, such as barracks, family housing, and state of the art Fitness and Child Development Centers, as a bricks and mortar symbol of our nation's commitment to care for its men and women in uniform.  This is a strong contributor to retention and readiness in the force, because it is a visible sign that the Corps is keeping faith with its Marines.

The Marine Corps views the QoL of your Marines and families from a readiness perspective.  Our research shows that QoL directly impacts the personal, unit, and family readiness of our Corps and contributes to success on the battlefield.  The Military Construction program is an especially important part of this QoL equation, and is a priority for the Marine Corps.  

Mr. Chairman, in this new century we face new challenges.  America's strong economy, with essentially full employment, presents exceptional challenges to our recruiters, who have nevertheless met the challenge for fifty-five straight months.  We live in a dangerous world; where we have been asked to respond to crisis after crisis – a 300 percent increase since 1990.  The military lifestyle is a demanding one that places burdens on our families. Today we have what might best be called an all recruited force.  While we enlist a Marine, we re-enlist a family.  Retention is a priority, because every trained and qualified Marine who remains on active duty strengthens your Corps.  Therefore, the ability to re-enlist the “best of the best” for the career force is extremely important to future success.  

In spite of these factors and the austere funding climate of recent years, I can report, Mr. Chairman, your Marine Corps QoL construction program is making solid progress.  We are on target and making what I believe is the best use of available resources to improve the living conditions of your Marines, especially the Enlisted Marines, which I am very proud to represent.  Marines and their families are seeing the results and commenting on them – new and renovated barracks and bachelor housing with attractive furnishings; refurbished family housing that makes home life better; new, well equipped fitness centers and gyms; and state of the art child development centers.  These tangible improvements are meaningful to your Marines and their families.  They show that the nation truly cares for them.  They are expressions of the nation's pride and gratitude for their dedicated service.

Much of our ability to do better for your Marines is due to your strong support for America's men and women in uniform.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  Thank you for that support and concern.  Believe me, Marines have noticed these changes and they are grateful.  Every Marine who can improve his or her endurance, strength and ability to perform under grueling physical conditions because of the equipment and help available in our fitness centers; every Marine who can go to work knowing his or her kids are well cared for in a supportive environment notices, and feels better about his or her job and accomplishing the mission.  

Barracks and Bachelor Housing

Appropriate, comfortable living space is a high priority for your Junior Enlisted Marines, I can assure you.  Because of our unique mission, the Marine Corps is a young, largely Junior Enlisted force, and is approximately 50 percent single.  Continuing to improve our barracks and bachelor housing is a must.  For fiscal year 2001 we have requested an appropriation of $49.9 million for new barracks construction.  This request continues our long-range plan to renew our barracks infrastructure.  For this year, we received appropriations for three projects, at Camp Pendleton,  Twentynine Palms, and Quantico that, when complete, will provide 592 rooms for junior enlisted personnel, built to the 2+0 standard, two persons per room.  In fiscal year 2001, we have programmed three projects, at Hawaii, Camp LeJeune, and Marine Barracks 8th and I, which will provide a total of 516 new rooms for your Marines.  

The Marine Corps maintains over 97,000 enlisted Bachelor Housing spaces worldwide.  Of that number 7,896 still do not meet DoD adequacy standards and must be replaced.  The good news is that we are making progress.  This represents a significant decline of inadequate barracks spaces of 16,851 since 1996.  We have been able to accomplish this because we have been granted a permanent waiver to use the alternate 2+0 configuration.  While this has enabled the Marine Corps to more quickly improve its barracks posture, it also has allowed us to place great emphasis on unit cohesion and team building.  The 2+0 standard does not apply to recruits and A-school students.  Our overseas locations also have unique considerations.

While living space is important, the quality of that space is also important.  As you are aware, the Marine Corps is making a significant investment to make barracks life meet the reasonable needs of Marines.  Furniture buys under the “Whole Room Concept” program have totaled $86 million over the past four years, with some 35,750 spaces receiving this much needed and appreciated face lift.  Our fiscal year 2001 budget request contains $17 million for this initiative.  By using the whole room concept and reducing the 14.9-year replacement cycle to the DoN cycle of seven years by fiscal year 2002, we will have made major strides in improving the life environment of your enlisted Marines.

While renewal of our barracks is ongoing, we must address the need for current facilities to receive timely, adequate maintenance during their life cycle.  While constrained funding during the 1990's has made reduction of our Bachelor Housing backlog of maintenance and repair (BMAR) a real challenge for us, I can assure the Subcommittee that the Marine Corps is meeting the test.   Our fiscal year 2001 budget request for this purpose is $77 million.  This funding will enable us to stay the course, and reach the Marsh Panel goal of eliminating our BMAR by fiscal year 2004.  

Improvements to your Marines' living and working conditions are a significant quality of life factor that effects their morale and safety.  Over sixty percent on our fiscal year 2001 Military Construction budget goes to replacing inadequate and deteriorating infrastructure.  Many of your Marines work in undersized and inefficient workspaces that do not have proper climate control, utilities, or fire protection.  Funding new replacement facilities and improvements to our infrastructure increases your Marines' morale, provides for their safety, and makes them more productive on a daily basis."

Family Housing

Marine Corps families are an important component of readiness.  Family housing is a critical QoL issue, because it impacts both retention and readiness.  We must remember the difficulties of the military lifestyle, frequent relocations, often far from extended family, frequent deployments that separate families for months at a time.  As I speak to you, Mr. Chairman, over 23,000 Marines are deployed around the world, away from family for six months and ready to answer the nation's call at a moment's notice.  We must care for our Marine Corps families so that your Marines can concentrate on the mission.  This means quality, affordable housing.  

In today's climate of constrained funds, the Marine Corps must rely heavily on the private community assets to shelter our families; using military construction programs to offset existing and projected shortages.  We determine family housing requirements in much the same way as we do bachelor housing, except projected community family housing deficits are considered.  

Today, the Marine Corps maintains approximately 23,000 family housing units worldwide, with an additional 125 leased units in the San Diego, California area, 600 units in the 801 program at Twentynine Palms, California, and 276 units in the 802 program at Hawaii.  

For fiscal year 2001 we have requested an appropriation of $35.8 million for new family housing construction, which will be used to replace 163 units at Twentynine Palms and Hawaii (79 units at Twentynine Palms and 84 at Hawaii).  An additional $28.5 million will be spent to improve 511 family housing units at Marine Corps installations around the world (three at 8th and I, 176 at Iwakuni, and 332 at Pendleton).

The Marine Corps is working aggressively to reduce the $1.3 billion backlog of revitalization in our family housing units.  We will be able to meet the DoD goal to eliminate the backlog of revitalization by fiscal year 2010 through disciplined investment of our resources and utilization of the privatization authorities granted by Congress.

Our Military Communities Mean Home

Because of the mobile nature of the military lifestyle, Marines depend upon their military communities as their home, wherever they are stationed.  The Marine Corps believes that strong military communities support good QoL, and has developed Comprehensive Neighborhood Plans (CNPs) for eight installations containing over half our family housing inventory and 80 percent of our units needing major repairs.  These CNPs identify necessary repairs and improvements, develop corrective plans for family housing complexes, and include QoL amenities, such as community centers, ball fields, playground equipment, bicycle and jogging paths, privacy fencing, bus shelters, picnic tables, and improved parking.  Our vision for housing ensures a consistent level of quality is provided in all our neighborhoods.

On-base housing is one component of the family housing picture.  By far, the larger family housing component is in the civilian communities surrounding our installations.  About 65 percent of our families live off base.  Many of them are on independent duty, removed from the amenities aboard our installations.  We help these families in their search for adequate and affordable housing in a variety of ways, ranging from expanded referral services to set-aside agreements with local providers, to ensuring that Marines exercise their eligibility for the DoD Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH).  Increases to BAH in the fiscal year 2001 budget reduce your Marines, and their families’, out-of-pocket costs for housing from 19 percent in fiscal year 2000 to 15 percent in fiscal year 2001.  The goal is to reach zero out of pocket expenses for your Marines by fiscal year 2005.  This initiative will allow more Marines and their families to live in their local communities and they will benefit from improved quality of housing because of the positive effect that higher BAH will have on housing privatization efforts.   

Innovative Housing Approaches

The realities of the current funding environment has made it essential for the Marine Corps to devise innovative ways to improve our family housing effort.  Alternatives to the traditional military construction process are necessary for us to leverage our limited resources to reduce deficits and improve housing quality.  Existing legislative authority provides us with a means of acquiring suitable, affordable housing for Marines without incurring the usual high up-front construction and maintenance costs.

The Marine Corps is pursuing Pubic-Private Venture (PPV) initiatives for housing where they make sense.  We currently have four “pilot” projects in various stages of development and selection.  We expect that we will be able to further pursue PPV projects so as to leverage existing family housing funding to meet the DoD goal to eliminate revitalization and replacement backlog of unsuitable family housing by fiscal year 2010.  We must be innovative in approach and application, however.  The varied locations of our installations require us to consider more than one solution.  

Our first two major PPV projects, at MCLB Albany, Georgia and MCB Camp Pendleton, California, are in the final negotiation stages with the successful offerors, and we expect to provide notification of selection to Congress in the near future.  Our third PPV project at Stewart, New York, is in the project development stage, with the Request for Proposals currently being developed.  The fourth “pilot” project is proposed for MCAS Beaufort and MCRD Parris Island, South Carolina.  They are currently being assessed and structured to meet Congressional PPV objectives.  These are very important projects for our Marine families, Mr. Chairman.  We want to make certain they are done in the best way possible.

Community Support

Our communities sustain our families, and we are making steady, measurable progress toward giving your Marines the important community facilities they need and tell us they want.  In 1993, our landmark QoL study in the Marine Corps revealed that Marines enjoyed being fit, reading, and the camaraderie of friends. The study also told us that 43 percent of single, junior enlisted Marines reported dissatisfaction with their overall QoL.  When Marines speak, we listen.  Since 1993, the Marine Corps has invested an average of $600 million per year into QoL facilities and programs.  In 1998, the study was administered again, and it showed dramatically different results.  Only 19 percent of single, junior enlisted Marines were dissatisfied with their overall QoL.  Today, Marines are satisfied with 10 of 11 areas of QoL; only compensation remains a dissatisfier.  The increase in satisfaction is directly attributable to investments in QoL infrastructure such as housing, Fitness Centers, Child Development Centers, etc.  Our fiscal year 2001 budget requests appropriations of $13 million for a Child Development Center at Camp LeJeune and a physical fitness center for Quantico.  We will  continue to aggressively pursue funding in this critical mission area which directly contributes to readiness and retention.  

Saying “Yes” to your Marines' requests, whenever possible, is a part of good leadership.  Improving QoL infrastructure is a reasonable request.  This is particularly important in the day to day garrison environment.

Conclusion

Mr. Chairman, the Marine Corps is ready, as always, to answer the nation’s call.  Sustaining that readiness means sustaining your Marines and their families so that they can focus on whatever task our nation calls on them to do.  Over the past years, the Marine Corps continued its long tradition of maintaining forward presence across the globe and across the full spectrum of employment: from peacetime presence to crisis response.  This difficult mission is accomplished by people, and that is a key reason why the Marine Corps puts such a strong emphasis upon its QoL efforts as a sustainer of Marines and a contributor to readiness and retention.  We have historically had to make very difficult choices between operational readiness and QoL.  For obvious reasons, the key factor in these decisions has and must always be readiness.  Because of the strong support of Secretary Cohen and the Congress, QoL has been steadily improving in the Marine Corps.  I travel around the Corps and I talk to Marines, who tell me they use these programs and facilities and appreciate their benefits.  In my travels I also see the new facilities, and see Marines and families using them, proud to be there.

Mr. Chairman, the Marine Corps is managing available resources to achieve the best possible balance between operational readiness and improving the QoL of your Marines and families.  We appreciate your interest and support.  With that support, we will continue making steady, measurable progress in improving our facilities and QoL for Marines and families, wherever they serve.  

Subject to any questions you may have, Mr. Chairman, this concludes my remarks.
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