The Final Chapter

Learn how to prepare for a military sponsor’s
death and what to do when it happens.

By Patricia Kime
Illustrations by Peter Ryan




roper preparation is the key to

ensuring a smooth transition for

family members left behind when a
military sponsor dies.

Gail Joyce, a surviving spouse liaison for MOAA,
recalls hearing about a military officer who ob-
tained a safe deposit box for his family’s important
papers — wills, hisletter of retirement, birth certif-
icates, passports, and more — but failed to put his
wife’s name on it or designate her as abeneficiary.

When he died, the situation complicated an al-
ready sad, stressful tine, with his spouse desper-
ately needing the materials to plan the funeral,
sort out finances, and prepare for the future with-
out him. It was a potential disaster,

after a death. The process starts by ensuring that
correct names are on every account and asset,
with state laws on survivorship helping steer de-
cisions on structuring the names on mortgages,
vehicle titles, and financial accounts.

Ensuring that the Defense Finance and Ac-
counting Service (DFAS), the Defense Enroll-
ment Eligibility Reporting System (DEERS),
all insurance policies, and any Survivor Benefit
Plan (SBP) paperwork have the correct name of
the survivor/beneficiary can prevent legal issues
from cropping up after a death,

“It's making sure you have the correct signa-
tures right on everything, on anything that might
be of any importance whatsoever,” Joyce said.

In addition to checking these de-

Joyce said. _ tails, a folder or binder containing
“Whether it’s a private or a two- ‘Troubles arise when every account number, including
star general, there are people who peol)le don’t do thelr due long- and short-term investments,

just don’t take care of things,” said diki gence b eforeh an d Dot policies, computer and phone
Joyee, a Gold Star mother and passwords, code words, critical
widow of a Vietnam veteran. She tahng care .Of thlngs that paperwork, and alist of benefits for

gives talks about preparing for the
death of a military sponsor.
While the loss of any loved one

are easy to take care of.

— Gail Joyce, a MOAA board .
member and surviving spouse

which survivors might be eligible
canbe seen as a gift from the grave
toloved ones left behind, she said.

is tragic and heart-wrenching, the
death of a military sponsor or vet-

liaison for MOAA

“Troubles arise when people
don’t do their due diligence be-

eran spouse can result in financial

instability and the loss of health care and other
privileges if not handled correctly. But with care-
ful preparation before a death and a pre-planned
systematic procesg after, survivors can weather
managing the business gide of loss, leaving time
to mourn and celebrate a life well lived.

FIRST, CHECK THE DETAILS
According to estate planners, it's never
too late to gather the crucial de-
tails needed to help family
members in the days
and months

/7

forehand, not taking care of things
that are easy to take care of” Joyce said.

THE DEATH OF A RETIRED MILITARY SPONSOR
Once a military sponsor dies, there are numerous
calls and contacts to be made, beginning with
outreach to afuneral home or planner who asgists
not only with the arrangements and burial details
but also with obtaining death certificates.

The next contact should be to DFAS, either by
phone or via the DFAS website, www.dfas.mil, no-
tifying the service of the death. Coast Guard survi-
vors can report a death and jump-start the process
to receive benefits by calling the Coast Guard Pay
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and Personnel Center at {866) 772-8724.

DFAS will send aletter containing an SF-1174,
Claim for Unpaid Compensation of Deceased
Member of the Uniformed Services, aswell as
annuity account forms and instruetions for those
enrolled in SBP. Those enrolied in SBP will submit
a DD Form 2656-7 with a copy of the death certifi-
cate to begin receiving payments. _

Beneficiaries should take care not to use any
retired payments received after the date of re-
tiree’s death, nor should they returh sny retired
payments that were deposited diréctly to abank
account, because DFAS will automatically re-
claim any money owed it when they receive noti-
fication of a death.

Widows or widowers of military retirees will
retain the same health care benefits they’'ve had

when their sponsor was ative unless they remar- -

ried. The Defense Manpower Data Center will-
receive any information from the services on
the death and will do any necessary updates for

. survivor ID eard, the task

" ‘medical coverage. Survivors will need to contact
' Express Scripts, TRICARE’s pharmacy bene-

. fit manager, if thiir spotisor was on TRICARE

- ‘Prime or Select, to stop arny préscriptions.

' Survivors of military retirees remain eligible for
dental and vision insurance tinlessthey get remar-

= }_ri'ed;_ If _,e':nmlled, they should contact BENEFEDS
“toinform the managers of thechange of status,

which counld reduce the premium given that the

: deaeasedb en'eﬁciaw ismo longer a policy holder.

- Sihce military identification cards are the

: keys to accessing military facilities, such asthe
; :commlssary base exchanges fitness centers and
JIOTe, survn:smrs shouwld ensurethat theyhave a

current ID, Most dependent ID cards have
ah expiration date, and while it's not
necessary immediately to geta

should be completed be-
fore the-current card ex-
pires, This can be do:_1e
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by confirming the sponsor’s death in DEERS and
going to the nearest ID card center to receive anew
ID. Survivors will need two forms of identification,
including at least one government-issued ID such
as a passport or driver’s license. Those who live too
far from an ID card office but need anew card can
find more information at https://idco
Admde.osd.mil/ideo/.

a death gratuity, SBP, and remain on TRICARE for

health and dental care — for the first three years

with the same benefits as an active-duty spouse,

and as a retiree’s spouse thereafter, unless they

Temarry.

Surviving children are covered as active-duty
children for health and dental care until they
turn 21, turn 23 as a full-time student, or lose

Regarding Social Security benefits, any
funeral home will report the person’s death
to the Social Security Administration, Sur-
vivors will need to provide the funeral home
the deceased’s Social Security number toen-- -
sure this oceurs, Survivors can do this them-
selves by calling during business hours. _

Again, survivors should not use any of the -
deceased individual’s Social Security pay-
ments issued after the date of death as they
will be expected to pay the money back.

THE DEATH OF AN ACTIVE-DUTY MEMBER
The process for pulling paperwork together
and dealing with the aftermath of a death

is very much the same for families of ac-
tive duty personuel as it is with retirees,
although the families of fallen servicemem-
berg receive great help from a casualty assis-
tance officer. The death of Joyce's son, Army
Sgt. Casey Joycee, killed in Somalia Oct. 30,
1993, was much different than the loss of her
husband, Lt. Col. Larry Joyce, of leukemia in
1999, noted Gail Joyce.

“You get alot of help when you are on that

PLANNING

 AHEADWITH. |-
EVERPLANS
MOAA memtaers T

have access

to exclusive
discounts with
Everpians, a tool
to help organize
your estate —~
with a focus on
military benefits
— and gather
important
information

in one place
(passwords,
legal docs, IDs,
etc.).

Visit www
.moaa.org/
everplans

TRICARE eligibility for other reagons,
A substantial amount of pay and benefits
- for survivors of thosé on active duty may
" comefrom the Department of Veterans Af-
: fa.lrs N
N Throughthe VA, spouses may receive
" Depéndency and Indemnity Compensation
 and families may be eligible for additional
-henefits, including special allowances and
education benefits from the VA,

. WHEN A VETERAN DIES
Benefits are available to surviving spouses
-.or dependent children of military veterans
who-do not receive military retirement pay,
especially if a veteran dies of a service-con-
_.-nected condition or the spouse already
- receives their health care coverage through
.. the Civilian Health and Medical Program -
of the Department of Veterans Affairs
(CHAMPVA).
- Joyee recommends veterans file a claim
for any condition they believe is service
connected so they can access benefits if the
claim is approved but also provide support

side of things (active duty). But that’'show it
should he,” Joyce said..
The benefits following an active-duty death
are substantially different with a mix of
benefits coming from DoD ag well
asthe Department of Veter-
ans Affairs. Surviving
spouses receive

for their families if the claim is approved
following a death from the service-related
condition.
Spouses should inform the funeral director
of their loved one’s status as a veteran, Funeral
homes often are helpful aiding families in tracking
down burial benefits, insurance, and disability
compensation from the VA
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Survivors will need to obtain 'formé froma'VA
regional office 1;0 begin the no‘t:ﬁcauon process, .

The VA also has a toll-free number to call for help, _

(800) 827-1000:
Families can ward off surpnses inacrisig if they
plan together ahead of time, Joyce said
Financial distress and gapsin benefits can be
avoided if couples plan together for'the future —
and the dependent spouse Has venﬁcanon that a]l
information is correct in DEERS and with DFAS '

Joyce recalled a helicopter aceident several de—'

cades ago that left arecently married Army unfe :
without any benefits because her husband had
failed to change any of the mformatmn on sum
vorship with DoD.

The soldier’s first wife received everythmg

“The really important thing is just checkmg w0

Joyce said, P

Patricia Kime is areporter covering military health
careissues in the Washington, DC, ared.

~ Info to have on hand
w H ereiga cheekhs_ of important information to
gather in one place whlle the m1]_1tary spon-
.- sorisliving: b
L. Will and legal docnments
« Power of attorney :
. & Insurance policies
. « DD 214 or letter of retirement
"+ Birth certificates
. s Marriage certificates
", - »Divorce decrees
‘% Social Security numbers or cards
s Listing of financial accounts, stocks; bonds, and
* " investmentsand their location, ineluding on-
. linefinancial resources such as Paypal
. Passwords
-« Listing of real estate
>>SPOUSE continues
' on page 67
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>>SPOUSE continued from page 55

deeds and automobile titles and their location
« Copies of income tax returns for the past
five years at aminimum

« Adoption/naturalization papers

» Most recent retiree account statement
from DFAS or the log in and password to
MyPay

« Location of medical and dental records

« Any VA paperwork and claims

+ Air Force: (8'_?'7.) 353-6807. Newsletter:
Afterburner.

» Coast Guard: (866) 772-8724. Newsletter:

The Long Blue Line. .

A Survivor’s

Checklist

. Choose a funeral home and make

numbers

Source: Navy

Key Phone
Numbers

« DFAS death reports: (800) 321-1080
« Coast Guard Pay and Personnel Center
(866) 772-8724 '
« DEERS: (800) 538-9552
» Sacial Security: (800} 772-1213
+ SGLI/VGLI: (B00)419-1473
» BENEFEDS: (877) 888-3337
s Express Scripts: (877).363-1303
« Veterans Benefits Administration:
{80Q0) 827-1000
Need more information? The mili-

MOAA has

. many onling.
. resources
~for surviving .
- gpolses. Visit o

wWWw.moaa
.orgfsurviving

. Spousecorner
and

Www.moaa
Qrg/pubs

. #suryivor -

formore
information.

© burial arrangements.
. “» Submit the Survivor Benefit Plan
- form, if applicable.
. ‘Review insurance pohmes Free
~ financial advice s available to those
W:lth Semcemembers Group Life
Insurance and Veterans' Group Life
Trisurance. -
“" -« Close out medical and dental re-

claims if applicable.
« Review all legal documents, includ-
- ing wills and trusts.
« Colleet debts owed to the deceased.
« Obtain advice onjoint financial
accounts and retirees’ credit card ac-
" counts. Update finaneial accounts.
« Notify credit bureaus of the death,

tary services have phone numbers and
publish newsletters for families and re-
tiress and their surviving spouses that
include information on what to do in the
event of a death of a servicemember.

« Army: (800) 626-3317. Newsletter: Echoes.
» Marine Corps: (800) 847-1597. Newsletter:
Semper Fidelis, for retired Marines (avail-
able as a PDF via search engine).

« Navy: For active duty survivors: (877) 270-
2162; for retiree survivors: (866) 827-5672.
Newsletter: Shift Colors.

+ Change ownership of joint assets or
accounts. '

o File ingurance claims and review in-

surance for coverage.,
« Review and update supplementat health
insurance as needed.

« Return spouse’s ID to an ID card office
with death certificate.

¢ Get survivor's ID card if needed.

» Contact the Social Security
Administration.

Source: Air Forte

April 2023 | MILITARY OFFICER | 67

. cords, and file TRICARE or Medlcare




