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Hawaii Military COLA rates to see changes

By Army SSG Bryan Beach

U.S. Pacific Command Public Affairs
Service members stationed in Hawaii may be seeing changes to their COLA on their July 1 Leave and Earnings Statements. The changes include increases for service members stationed on the islands of Oahu and Maui and a decrease for those stationed on the Big Island. There was no change in COLA rate for service members stationed on the island of Kauai. The changes came about as a result of a March 2003 COLA survey.
For example, on Oahu an E5 stationed with 8 years of federal active service and three dependants would see an increase of approximately $45 a month in their COLA. An O3, under the same criteria, would see a $61 dollar increase, according to Eddie Fowler, a Personnel Policy Analyst with U.S. Pacific Command's Manpower, Personnel, and Administration Directorate.

The "Living Pattern Survey" was conducted online by the U.S. Pacific Command's Manpower, Personnel, and Administration Directorate in March of this year.  The Living Pattern Survey established where military personnel shop.  USPACOM then conducted a "Retail Price Survey" at the retail locations identified in the Living Pattern Survey.  The raw data collected through the surveys was sent to the Per Diem, Travel and Transportation Allowance Committee, in Washington D.C.  Based on the data, the Committee determined changes were due for the Hawaii islands' COLA rates. 

The last COLA survey was conducted in 1999, and service members on Oahu would have seen a 25% drop in their military COLA rate.  The U.S. Pacific Command senior leadership at that time requested, and was granted, a rate-change abeyance because of reservations concerning the survey sample size.  In that survey, only 150 service members responded out of nearly 45,000 eligible service members stationed on Oahu. This year, 11,072 military personnel from all of the Hawaiian Islands responded to the survey, which represented approximately 25% of the personnel assigned. 

"The electronic survey reached a larger percentage of the military population than the previous paper, mail-out version. This year's results justified the leadership's decision three years ago to hold the reduction in abeyance," said MAJ Eric Hunke, from USPACOM's Personnel Programs Branch.
"What made the difference was the fact that people took the time to fill out the survey correctly, showing us where they shop in their local community.  We [in the military] seem to spend a lot of money in the Commissaries and Exchanges, out of necessity, but we also do about 40% of our shopping at local markets, out of convenience.  This made all the difference," said MAJ Hunke. 
More information about COLA including calculators and explanations on how COLA is determined can be found at the Per Diem website at http://www.dtic.mil/perdiem/index.html. 

[Editor's: For information concerning this article, please contact LCDR Jensin Sommer, at 477-1355 or SSG Bryan Beach at 477-1356.]
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