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Military COLA rates could fall in 2003 March 1

Uniformed service members in the state of Hawaii will have an opportunity to take the first Cost of Living Allowance (COLA) survey in three years beginning March 1. 

The Manpower, Personnel, and Administration office of U.S. Pacific Command is the lead activity for the survey. 

Extensive service component and Coast Guard support is needed to ensure this important Quality of Life action is performed correctly. 

"The last COLA survey, conducted in 1999, predicted a four-point drop in Oahu’s COLA rate, or a 25% reduction in every service member’s COLA allowance," said Eddie Fowler, a Personnel Policy Analyst with U.S. Pacific Command's Manpower, Personnel, and Administration Directorate.

"The Department of Defense held the reduction in abeyance after U.S. Pacific Command leadership expressed severe reservations concerning the inadequate survey sample size," said Fowler.

In the last survey, only 150 service members responded to the survey out of the nearly 43,000 eligible service members stationed here. 

"The abeyance period is now over, and U.S. Pacific Command is required to revalidate the Hawaii COLA rate with a 2003 survey," said Fowler. 

The DoD Per Diem, Travel and Transportation Allowance Committee, which oversees COLA as well as other allowances, uses two separate surveys to determine the relative cost of living in an area. 

In order to determine COLA for a given area, the committee tries to answer two basic questions: 1) Where do military personnel shop, and 2) What are the prices at the places where military personnel shop?

1. Where do military personnel shop?  

The Living Pattern Survey is the survey service members have the opportunity to participate in. The survey is used to determine where service members shop and dine and how much they buy from the military commissaries and exchanges.  

"For example," said Fowler, "the Living Pattern Survey may show service members typically buy half their clothing in local stores and half at the military exchange.

"Of course, if you're not the typical service member -- if you shop discount outlets or shop in only the 'best' stores -- the living-pattern survey will not represent your particular spending habits," said Fowler.

2. What are the prices at the places where military personnel shop?  

Based on the information given in the Living Pattern Survey by service members, personnel from the U.S. Pacific Command Manpower, Personnel, and Administration office will then go to those locations and perform a Retail Price Survey.

"The Retail Price Survey establishes current prices on common goods and services, from auto repairs to potatoes, at the retailers identified in the Living Pattern Survey," said Fowler. 

"The Hawaii market prices are then compared to the prices of the same goods and services on the mainland. The more things cost here, the more COLA service members receive to help pay the extra costs associated with living overseas. However, if things don't cost that much more, then the less COLA service members receive."  

The 2003 COLA Survey is important to all military personnel assigned to Hawaii.

Maximum participation and accurate information are essential to obtaining a valid statistical living pattern, said Fowler.

The web site address for the survey will be published through Service Component personnel and administration offices later in the month of February. The last six digits of each service member’s social security number will be used to identify individual responses, and your contributions will effect COLA rates by the end of this calendar year.

"All uniformed military and Coast Guard personnel in Hawaii are highly encouraged to participate," said Fowler. "The Living Pattern Survey data will effect military COLA rates one way or the other. The most important thing is that people participate." 

Please contact LCDR Jensin Sommer, at HQ U.S. Pacific Command Public Affairs, 477-1355 for more information. 
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