Stenographic Transcript
Before the

COMMITTEE ON
ARMED SERVICES

UNITED STATES SENATE

TO RECEIVE TESTIMONY FROM THE SENIOR ENLISTED
LEADERS ON SERVICEMEMBER AND FAMILY QUALITY OF
LIFE

Wednesday, February 11, 2026

Washington, D.C.

ALDERSON COURT REPORTING
1029 VERMONT AVE, NW
10TH FLOOR
WASHINGTON, DC 20005
(202) 289-2260



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

V] /

TO RECEI VE TESTI MONY FROM THE SENI OR ENLI STED LEADERS ON

SERVI CEMEMBER AND FAM LY QUALI TY OF LI FE

Wednesday, February 11, 2026

U. S. Senate

Subcomm tt ee on Per sonnel

Comm ttee on Arned Services

Washi ngt on, D.

The comm ttee net, pursuant to notice,

Room SR- 222,

Tubervil |l e,

Comm ttee Menbers Present:

[ presiding],

Bl ument hal ,

Russel |

Senate O fice Buil ding,

chai rman of the subcommttee, pr

W cker,

Hi r ono,

Ernst, Sullivan, Banks,

and Duckwort h.
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DC.Scheduling@L exitasL egal.com

C.

at 3:01 p.m i

Hon. Tommy

esi di ng.

Senators Tuberville

Warr en,

Reed,

n
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OPENI NG STATEMENT OF HON. TOMMWY TUBERVI LLE, U.S.
SENATOR FROM ALABANA

Senator Tuberville: Good afternoon. This hearing wll
come to order the Senate Arned Services Subconm ttee on
Personnel neets this afternoon to hear fromthe senior
enlisted | eaders of arnmed forces about quality-of-life
i nvestments across the Departnent of Defense. | want to
thank all of our witness for joining us today, and for their
and for their service and to our country.

You all represent the backbone of our mlitary.
Enlisted service nenbers nmake up nore than 80 percent of the
total force, and you are the voice of those who serve us
every day. You see norale, discipline, and readi ness up
cl ose. W value that perspective and we need it.

| conmend the services for returning their focus to
warfighting and lethality, and for noving away from
di stracted DEI prograns that do not strengthen conbat
effectiveness. Qur mlitary exists to fight and to win
wars. High standards and discipline matter. | strongly
support returning to a culture focused on perfornmance and
m ssi on.

You know, at the same tinme, quality of |life is a core
readi ness issue. The Departnent invests billions of tax
dollars in critical warfighting capabilities, and rightly

www. L exitasL egal.com 800.FOR.DEPO
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so, but too often, the nobst basic investnents that directly
support service nenbers day to day, |ike housing, dining,
facilities, and fam |y support are treated as secondary.
Taki ng care of the things that take care of our service
menbers is not a distraction fromreadiness. It is
foundational to it.

In recent years, the Arned Services Conmttee, and this
subcomm ttee in particular, has prioritized investnents to
support service nenbers and their famlies, including
i ncreasi ng pay, expanding access to childcare, inproving
spouse enpl oynent opportunities, and strengthening mlitary
heal thcare. W did this because taking care of our people
is essential to maintaining a strong and capable mlitary.

You know, this hearing is an opportunity to circle back
and find out whether those investnents have resulted in
meani ngf ul i nprovenents and where our gaps still exist. W
al so want to hear directly fromyou about the initiatives
you are |leading to support norale and quality of |ife across
your formations. The goal today is to get honest feedback
identify what needs inprovenent, and ensure both Congress
and the Departnent are focused on their nopst inportant
asset; the men and wonen in uniform

So, thank you for all appearing today. | |ook forward

to your testinony. And Ranking Menber and Senator Warren

www. L exitasL egal.com 800.FOR.DEPO
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your statenent please.

STATEMENT OF HON. ELI ZABETH WARREN, U.S. SENATOR FROM
MASSACHUSETTS

Senator Warren: Thank you very nuch, M. Chairman
I"mglad that we're taking tinme to dig into inportant
quality of life issues for our enlisted troops. You know,
enlisted nmenbers nmake up over 80 percent of our active-duty
forces. They fill critical jobs across the services from
intelligence and cyber specialists, to engineers and
infantry men, all crucial to upholding our national
security.

But too often these patriotic nmen and wonen have to
deal with quality-of-life issues that nmake it harder for
themto effectively do their jobs. One big area of concern
is the quality of our barracks. W require service nenbers
who enlist to live in barracks during basic training and
initial job training. The very mninumwe owe themis
housi ng that is safe.

I nstead, we've seen health and safety problens for
decades. A 2023 report by the Governnent Accountability
O fice was anot her wakeup call on this issue. The GAO found
nol d covered walls, sewage pipes that were cracking and
overflow ng, and roons heating up to over 90 degrees because

the air conditioning units were broken.

www. L exitasL egal.com 800.FOR.DEPO
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Several years later, we continue to hear horror stories
about living conditions. Navy Secretary John Phelan was so
appal l ed by barracks. He visited in Guamthat he initially
t hought the buildings he was visiting were condemed.

Troops and ot her services also continue to report that it
can take nonths to address nmi ntenance requests at their
bar r acks.

Look, we need real solutions, and we need them now.

Not years fromnow, now. And one of the proposed sol utions
is turning responsibility for these barracks over to private
conpani es. Instead, | am deeply concerned that we have not

| earned our | essons fromyears of this commttee's
investigations into privatized mlitary famly housing,

whi ch exposed significant failures. Mlitary famly housing
is still plagued by supports of unsafe living conditions
like nold, |lead paint, pest infestations, and nore.

| sent a letter to Secretary Hegseth | ast year raising
concerns about this. DOD s response indicated that it is
poi sed to nake exactly the sane m stakes in privatizing the
enlisted person's barracks, like granting 50-year |eases to
conpani es with questionabl e accountability and virtually no
over si ght.

W' ve al so seen private conpanies try to take advantage

of mlitary famlies by forcing themto sign non-disclosure

www. L exitasL egal.com 800.FOR.DEPO
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agreenments in order to receive conpensation for things |ike
damaged property fromnold, or reinbursenent for other
financial burdens that they face due to terrible |iving
conditions. DOD and Congress need to act so that any
conpany's responsible for privatized barracks don't try to
muzzle the troops that are living there as well.

And bottomline, we just need to invest nore in the
barracks. Congress actually provided funding to DOD to
noder ni ze and repair barracks, but under the Trunp
adm ni stration, DOD has repeatedly diverted this noney to
support border operations instead. |In their notifications
to Congress, they haven't bothered to explain why they
t hought it was appropriate to take noney away from
rehabilitating barracks, leaving troops in horrible living
conditions. | don't think anyone here would want to spend
an extra year, an extra nonth, even an extra day, breathing
in black nold just because this admnistration didn't think
their health was inportant.

Anot her quality-of-life challenge; childcare. Mlitary
famlies need it to be able to do their jobs, but | am
deeply concerned that mlitary famlies continue to face big
chall enges in getting care for their babies. Getting
childcare is already hard enough for parents all around this

country, and it can be even nore difficult for mlitary
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parents who are dealing with non-traditional hours, changing
hours, abrupt relocations, and depl oynents.

At the end of |ast year, there were over 7,800 children
frommlitary famlies waiting for slots to open up at DOD
childcare facilities. Soneone's going to have to explain to
me how our service nenbers are supposed to show up for duty
when there's no one to care for their babies. Now, DODis
known for high quality childcare, and | applaud that. It is
terrific, but there aren't enough slots and one of the key
problens is that DOD cannot attract and retain childcare
providers with its decades-old pay scale.

So, in the fiscal year 2025 National Defense
Aut hori zation Act, Congress nmandated that DOD update its
chil d devel opnent program conpensati on nodel by April of
2025, but the Air Force, the Arny, and the Navy all blewthe
deadline, and 10 nonths later still aren't done. That's
making |ife harder for the nons and dads in the mlitary to
do their jobs.

Even as DOD has been henorrhagi ng childcare staff, the
Trunp adm ni stration has nade it even harder to replace and
retain those workers. It has slashed DOD s total civilian
wor kf orce by 8 percent. Last year, this subcommittee
recei ved testinony about the severe inpacts of the civilian

hiring freeze, reducing childcare staffing, and increasing

www. L exitasL egal.com 800.FOR.DEPO
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the length of the wait |ists.

Al t hough DOD has since provided sonme exceptions to the
hiring freeze for childcare workers, | continue to hear
about the challenges that famlies are facing getting these
slots and the chall enges you are facing with hiring. W
need to do better by our mlitary famlies and our civilian
chil dcare workers.

And I'Il nention a third problem and that is
heal t hcare servi ce nenbers cannot show up and protect us if
they are not healthy. But one of the biggest challenges
that service nenbers and their famlies face is making sure
t hey can access the healthcare that they need. A 2023 Bl ue
Star Fam |y Survey found that four in 10 active-duty
mlitary famly respondents had fam |y nenbers who needed
specialty care, and had to wait nore than two nonths for a
first appoi ntnent.

Presi dent Trunp's and Republicans' cuts to Medicaid in
the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, threatened to nmake it even
harder for mlitary famlies to access these types of care.
Mlitary famlies with special needs or |ower incones rely
on Medicaid for supplenental benefits that they can't get
t hrough TRI CARE, and as hospitals across the country are
forced to reduce services or close their doors because of

the Medicaid cuts, it could make it even harder for mlitary
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famlies to access the care they rely on in the communities
surroundi ng their bases.

Every day, patriotic nmen and wonen enlist so that they
can protect our country. W owe themeverything. It should
not be too much to provide housing that doesn't have bl ack
nol d, childcare that doesn't have a 7,000-person wait |ist,
and doctor's appointnents that aren't nonths away. These
aren't things that would just be nice to have. If we don't
address these issues, we put our mlitary readi ness,
retention, and recruitnent at risk

So, | look forward to hearing testinony fromall of the
W tnesses today. | thank you for being here. These are
guestions we nust address. Thank you, M. Chairnan.

Senat or Tuberville: Thank you, Senator Warren. To all

our witnesses. Your witten statenent will be entered into
the record in full. Now, we'll have openi ng statenents.
W'll start with senior enlisted advisor to the chai rman of

the Joint Chiefs of Staff, David |Isom

www. L exitasL egal.com 800.FOR.DEPO
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STATEMENT OF DAVID L. 1SOM USN, SEN OR ENLI STED ADVI SOR TO
THE CHAI RVAN OF THE JO NT CHI EFS OF STAFF
THE JO NT STAFF

Chief Isom Thank you, sir. Chairman Tuberville,
Ranki ng Menber Warren, distinguished nmenbers of this
subcomm ttee, thank you for the opportunity to speak with
you here today, and thank you for your deep commtnent to
our warfighters. They are the foundation of our lethality,
and it is an incredible honor to represent themas the sixth
seni or enlisted advisor to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff.

I"mgrateful for the nen and wonen of the joint force
who serve our Nation with quiet professionalism courage,
and integrity at honme and around the gl obe every day. |'m
equal ly thankful for their famlies whose | ove and support
make their service possible.

W are living in extraordinarily conplex times wth
mul ti pl e simultaneous chal | enges around the gl obe, but I'm
conforted every day by the fact that our incredible joint
force stands ready. As our joint force works tirelessly to
ensure the safety and security of our Nation, we nust also
work tirelessly to ensure that they have our full support,
and that they have what they need to fight and wi n when

cal | ed upon

10
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Today, |I'll talk about the chairman and ny priorities,
and I will reinforce special operations truth nunber one,
and that is that humans are nore inportant than hardware
because the true strength of our mlitary isn't just in our
shi ps, and our tanks, or our aircraft, it's the unwavering
spirit in the trusted hands of our people; our total joint
force.

The chairman and | have three priorities. First, we
must have a joint force that is properly arned. W nust
have the right capabilities and capacity when needed to
fight and win. Second, we nust have a joint force that is
globally integrated across all domains with interagency,
with industry, and with allies and partners. Third, we mnust
build a joint force that is ready. Being ready is about
repetitions, tough training, and building nuscle nenory.
This al so i ncludes being clear-eyed about the future, and
being candid with our force and their famli es.

Under pi nning these priorities is our nost inportant
asset, and that's our people. W recruit America s best and
we nust retain this talent by taking care of them and taking
care of their famlies. Chairman Tuberville, Ranking Menber
Warren, and distingui shed nenbers of the subcommttee, our
peopl e are our strategi c advantage. W have the snartest,

nost capabl e, and nost dedicated joint force in history,

11
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willing to pay the ultinmate price to defend our Nation.

They're fulfilling their end of the bargain through
tough training, |ong deploynents, and ensuring they're ready
every day. On their behalf, |I'm asking that we uphold our
end of the bargain by providing the stable, predictable
fundi ng that they need to succeed, provide the tools and
training they need to win, and the quality of life that
honors their service and their sacrifice.

Thank you again for your steadfast support, and | | ook
forward to your questions.

[ The prepared statenent of Chief Isomfollows:]

[ SUBCOMM TTEE | NSERT]

www. L exitasL egal.com 800.FOR.DEPO
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Senator Tuberville: Thank you. Qur next witness is

sergeant major of the Army, M chael Wi ner.
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14

STATEMENT OF SERGEANT MAJOR M CHAEL R WEI MER, USA
SERGEANT MAJOR OF THE ARM,
UNI TED STATES ARMY

Sergent Weiner: Chairman Tuberville, Ranking Menber
Warren, distinguished nenbers of this subcomm ttee, Senator
Reed, thank you for the opportunity to speak on behal f of
nearly one mllion soldiers in our formations, and the
civilians, and famly nmenbers that make up the United States
Arny, the single nost lethal fighting force the world has
ever seen.

For 250 years, the Anerican soldier has been the
underwriter of our Nation's defense. Qur notto, "This W'I|
Defend," is an unwavering prom se we nmake to the Anerican
people. Today, |I'mproud to report that the United States
Arny is grow ng stronger every day.

Qur strength begins with our people. On the recruiting
front, we have a significant success story. 2025, thanks to
the incredible work of the recruiting professionals and the
patriotismof the American of Anmerica' s youth, we have not
only met our anbitious goal of 61,000 new sol diers, but we
achieved it four nonths ahead of schedule. This success is
not a signal torelax. W are conmtted to sustaining this
nonmentuminto the future, and I'mproud to say we're al so
exceedi ng our retention goals achieving 110 percent of | ast

www. L exitasL egal.com 800.FOR.DEPO
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15

year's target.

Anmericans joined the Arny to stay in our ranks, to be
soldiers. Wen their focus is diverted fromthe mssion to
fight battles against poor living conditions, we risk
failing them However, we are fighting uphill to decrease
the facility nmai ntenance backl ogs with unpredictabl e funding
and governnment shutdowns. A deferred nai ntenance issue
doesn't just inpact norale, it incurs higher costs |ater,
and potentially exposes our warfighters to health and
performance threats. A soldier's focus nmust be on their
m ssion, not on a work order that can't be fill ed.

Taki ng care of our people is the foundation for a
| ethal conbat-ready force. The lifeblood of that force is
tough, realistic training. W've declared war on
distractions. W are relentlessly elimnating burdensone
adm nistrative requirenents to free up our |eaders to do
what they do best; build I ethal teans.

Every hour a | eader spends on a redundant task is an
hour. They are not training their soldiers. But tough
training is not cheap. W're actively transform ng our
training to reflect the brutal realities of the nodern
battl efield, one saturated with drones, relentless
el ectronic warfare, and contested logistics. W nust train
for the fight we face today, not the one we fought

www. L exitasL egal.com 800.FOR.DEPO
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yest er day.

Chai rman Tubervill e, Ranking Menber Warren, our people
are the heart of the Arny. They' re the engi ne of our conbat
power, our commtnent to provide themwth quality of life
t hey need, the | eadership they deserve, and the cutting-edge
training required to dom nate any adversary. Qur soldiers
are our credentials. They're the |iving enbodi nent of our
notto, and they're the reason | can sit before you today
wi th absol ute confidence and reaffirm our unbreakabl e
prom se, "This W'l|l Defend."”™ To uphold this prom se, we
need your partnership and your support.

Thank you. | look forward to your questions.

[ The prepared statenent of Sergent Weiner follows:]

[ SUBCOMM TTEE | NSERT]

16
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Senator Tuberville: Thank you. Qur next witness is

master chief petty officer of the Navy,

www. L exitasL egal.com
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STATEMENT OF MASTER CHI EF PETTY OFFI CER JOHN J. PERRYMAN 1V,
USN, MASTER CHI EF PETTY OFFI CER OF THE NAVY,
UNI TED STATES NAVY

Chi ef Perryman: Chairman Tuberville, Ranking Menber
Warren, and distingui shed nenbers of the subcomm ttee, thank
you for the opportunity to appear before you today. It is
an honor to represent the sailors and famlies active and
reserve who serve our Nation at hone and abroad.

Your oversight of mlitary quality of life is not
separate fromreadiness; it is foundational to it. Since
assum ng the role of master chief petty officer of the Navy,
ny focus has been grounded in a sinple principle; build
conpetent, confident sailors with the character and fighting
spirit our Nation depends on.

Every sail or owns readi ness, every |eader devel ops
peopl e, and every comrand nust speak honestly about
performance, and act decisively to inprove it. Quality of
life is the human foundation of that vision, especially for
a depl oyed Navy that spends significant tinme at sea and away
from hone.

["1l briefly highlight three priorities. First,
sailors and famlies first. Sailors are asymetric
advantage, and the stability of their famlies directly
affects readi ness, retention, and performance. Barracks,

www. L exitasL egal.com 800.FOR.DEPO
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housi ng, childcare, and healthcare are not benefits at the
mar gi ns, they're readi ness enablers. Wen access to care is
del ayed, when housing is unsafe or poorly maintained, or
when childcare is unavail able, sailors |lose tinme and focus,
navi gati ng problens that shoul d never reach the deck pl ates.

Access to nmedical and nental health care remai ns one of
t he nost consequential quality of life issues we hear.
Readi ness depends on healthy people, and famly stability
depends on dependabl e care, continued investnent in
appoi ntnment availability, provider capacity, telehealth, and
net wor k adequacy, especially for sailors and famlies far
frommlitary treatnent facilities directly supports
operational readiness. The sane is true for housing
accountability, expanded childcare capacity, predictable PCS
noves, and enforcing standards in these areas with the sane
di scipline we apply to operational readiness.

Second, technical mastery at every level. The Navy
exists to fight and win at sea. The m ssion demands
techni cal mastery from danage control and nai ntenance, to
cyber and information warfare. Mastery is built through
del i berate training, nmeaningful qualification, and | eaders
who enforce standards while investing in their people where
feasi ble. Strengthening organi c mai ntenance and repair

capability inproves readi ness, reduces cost, and builds
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20

durabl e expertise within the force.

Third, continuous devel opnent and tal ent managenent.
Retenti on begins with devel opnent. Sailors stay when they
can see a clear trajectory and when | eaders deliberately
invest in their growh. A coherent career, |ong continuum
of enlisted devel opnment anchored in education, relevant
trai ning, and transparent advancenent pathways, produces
nore conpetent |eaders and a nore resilient force.

Progranms such as the career training continuum tuition
assi stance, and the Naval Community Col | ege, are not
benefits. They're readiness investnents that strengthen
retention and ensure we remain conpetitive for top talent in
a demandi ng j ob market.

In closing, quality of life inprovenents are
operati onal enablers. Wen we renove preventable stressors,
we increase readi ness, strengthen famlies, and retain the
talent the Navy and the Nation require.

| appreciate the commttee's partnership, and | | ook
forward to your questions. Thank you.

[ The prepared statenent of Chief Perryman follows:]

[ SUBCOMM TTEE | NSERT]

www. L exitasL egal.com 800.FOR.DEPO
DC.Scheduling@L exitaslL egal.com (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

Senator Tuberville: Thank you. Qur next witness is

sergeant major of the Marine Corps, Carlos Ruiz.
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STATEMENT OF SERGEANT MAJOR CARLOS A. RU Z, USMC
SERGEANT MAJOR OF THE MARI NE CORPS,

UNI TED STATES MARI NE CORPS

Sergent Ruiz: Good afternoon, Chairnman, Ranking Menber

Warren, and nenbers of this commttee. |I'magrateful for
your continued interest and support.

|"ve cone to realize through ny tinme in this position
that quality of service is not a problemto be solved or a
fight to be won. There's no start or finish. It is an
ongoing way of life, just like proficiency and readi ness,
i ke health and wel |l ness, and |i ke professionalismand
norality. There's never a day to hang it up and go hone.
We're never done, and we in this room have inherited that
responsibility. It is an honor place in our privileged
hands for however |ong or short our tine may be.

What we do today will inpact the Marines of tonorrow
and those who serve a decade fromnow. Your Marines
continue to train and win because that's our way of life.
We have denonstrated readiness, lethality, proficiency, and
comm t nent around the gl obe.

Over the past year, | have visited recruiters and
journal instructors who do the work of finding and maki ng
t he next generation of Marines, and together they're the

gat ekeepers of our val ues, our standards and culture. And
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on the other side of service, career planners and the
Manpower Division ensure that the best of the best have
stayed in our formations, and thanks to their hard work, the
Marine Corps has again achieved record retention rates.

Your Marines are deployed in every conbatant command,
and | have visited many of themno matter their rank or
occupational specialty. Every Marine was focused, trained,
and ready. Marines all tell nme the sanme thing. They |ove
being a Marine, but they need better facilities and
resources, not because they want to be panpered, but because
they want to be nore ready, nore focused, and the nost
prepared for whatever the Nation needs next.

In nmy position, | amresponsible for the norale, and
wel fare, and discipline of Marines, but the authority |ies
with you. It was an Act of Congress that established the
Marine Corps in 1775, and it was al so an Act of Congress
that provided the G Bill in 1944, that in 1958, Congress
reestablished the pride and joy of the United States Marine
Corps, the iconic Lance Corporal and it was you that
aut hori zed 14.5 percent pay raise for our corporals and
bel ow.

In 2025, we have the power to create | asting change.
Together, we'll ensure the Marines of tonorrow inherit a
force worthy of their service.
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| ook forward to answering your questions.
[ The prepared statenent of Sergent Ruiz follows:]

[ SUBCOMM TTEE | NSERT]
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Senator Tuberville: Thank you. Next witness is chief

master sergeant of the Air Force, David Wlfe.
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STATEMENT OF CHI EF MASTER SERGEANT DAVID R WOLFE, USAF
CH EF MASTER SERGEANT OF THE Al R FORCE
UNI TED STATES Al R FORCE

Sergent Wbl fe: Chairman Tuberville, Ranking Menber
Warren, and distingui shed nenbers of the subcommittee, it is
an honor to be here as the 21st chief master sergeant of the
Air Force. | represent nore than 665,000 total force airnen
and | thank you for your focus on their well-being. Your
help is critical because their quality of life is
fundanental to our readi ness and our ability to defend the
Nat i on.

Over the last 50 years, mlitary spending as part of
our GDP has been cut in half, while our global commtnents
have grown. At the sane tinme, we face the challenge of an
aircraft fleet that has nearly doubled in age over the |ast
30 years. This has created an inbal ance between the demands
we place on our force and the resources available to sustain
them Because of this, we've had to nake hard choi ces, but
it is also, it has al so encouraged i nnovati on and enhanced a
rel entless focus on what matters nost; our people.

Li ke any advanced system people require sustainnent.
This isn't neasured in spare parts or fuel, but in famly
stability and quality of life. [I'mproud to report our Air

Force as neeting these chall enges head on and delivering
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solutions. W net our active duty recruiting goals |ast
year, bringing a ready and tal ented new generation into our
force, and we are on track to neet and even exceed our goals
for this year.

We're al so naking progress to counter the chall enge of
our aging infrastructure. W are executing the |argest
investnent in dormtories in over a decade to ensure our
ai rmen have a safe, clean place to call hone. |In childcare,
with this commttee's support, we're making powerful strides
by funding 17 new child devel opnent centers to directly
tackle our wait lists. And while we appreciate the 4
percent requirenent for recapitalization of our facilities,
if it doesn't come with the requisite top |ine budget
increase, we will find challenges in neeting the goal.

Over the last few years, the demands for our Air Force
to noderni ze have been clear with the announcenent of
platfornms |ike the B-21, F-47, and Sentinel. But the
foll ow ng question remains: If we are going to have a sixth-
generation Air Force, are we going to be able to provide a
si xth-generation quality of life for our airnen?

People in platforns are part of the sane readi ness
equation. Wen one side of that equation is weak, the
entire systemfails. W cannot allow that to happen. W
must ensure our airnen have the training, resources, and
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quality of life to fight today, while ensuring our force is
noderni zing to deter those who chall enge our way of |ife.
It's not either readi ness or nodernization, it's both. W
are commtted to getting this right, and we are proving it
with action. W see this conmttee as an essential partner
in that effort.

| ook forward to your questions, and to working
together to ensure our airnmen have everything they need to
fly, fight, and win. Thank you.

[ The prepared statenent of Sergent Wl fe follows:]

[ SUBCOMM TTEE | NSERT]
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Senator Tuberville: Thank you. Qur next witness is

chief master sergeant of the Space Force,
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CH EF MASTER SERGEANT JOHN F. BENTI VEGNA, USSF
CH EF MASTER SERGEANT OF THE SPACE FORCE
UNI TED STATES SPACE FORCE

Sergent Bentivegna: Chairman Tuberville, Ranking
Menber Warren, and distingui shed nenbers of the
subcomm ttee, thank you for your continued support of
GQuardians and their famlies. | amdeeply grateful for the
recent provisions Congress has provided, including the
adjustnents to basic mlitary pay, basic allowance for
housi ng, and basic all owance for subsistence. Wiile the
recent NDAA changes represent your powerful commtnent, we
must continue to ensure conpensation remains responsive to
the real -world market conditions our Guardi ans encounter.

Beyond direct conpensation, we know the overall well -
bei ng of our CGuardians and their famlies are paranount to
readi ness. Access to childcare and food security, for
exanple, are essential to quality of life. That is why
we're actively addressing these needs through i nnovations
i ke the program at Peterson Space Force Base in Col orado,
whi ch provides 150 off-base chil dcare spaces, offering our
GQuardi ans greater flexibility.

Addi tionally, the NDAA pilot programto hel p inprove
food security is now authorized across all mlitary
departnents, giving us broader options to provide enhanced
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food quality and accessibility.

To continue these positive trends, both quality of life
and quality of service challenges nust renmain to be our
conbi ned focus. We nust continue to invest in flexible
solutions to inprove quality of life |ike strengthening,
licensing portability for spouses, and expandi ng nodern
tel ehealth services, and access for mlitary nmenbers and our
famlies. Both can provide continuity and readi ness.

And our commitnent to readiness is nore critical now
than ever as we face an ever-evolving gl obal security
environnment. The space domain is growi ng increasingly
contested. China is quickly expanding space capabilities,
and Russia's continued devel opnent of anti-satellite systens
presents serious threats to our Nation's interests and our
ability to defend themin, from and into space.

In response to this, 2025 was a year of significant
evolution for the Space Force. W nmade a historic
transition with the establishnent of Conbat Forces Commuand,
enhancing our ability to field integrated conbat units. CQur
operational tenpo reached new hei ghts with Space Launch
Delta 45, executing 109 | aunches in a single year,
representing a 640 percent increase fromthe 17 | aunches in
2019.

Even with this progress, to confront the threats of
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today and tonorrow, doubling the size of the United States
Space Force is a national security necessity. Wiile
achieving a force of just over 10,000 unifornmed Guardi ans in
2025 was a landmark mlestone, it is insufficient for the

m ssi ons we have been assigned. To effectively fulfill our
nati onal nandate, we nust increase our infrastructure and
doubl e our size.

This critical expansion is not only necessary, but
entirely achievable. A nmere five nonths into fiscal year
2026, we have al ready exceeded our annual recruiting goal,
achi eving 125 percent of our target for those who have
shipped to basic mlitary training, or entered, or del ayed
entry program

To support our growth, we nust also elevate our quality
of service by nodernizing and expandi ng our facilities. CQur
em ssions are rapidly evol ving, but much of our
infrastructure is rooted in the past. [t cannot keep up
with the demands of a larger, nore advanced force to train
for and execute in a contested and conplex joint nulti-
domai n envi ronnent.

In closing, let ne | eave you with this nessage. To
ensure space superiority, the Space Force nust double in
size. To acconplish this, we need continued conpetitive and
responsi ve conpensation for service famlies who can expect
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consistent quality of Iife and el evated quality of service

experiences. | look forward to continuing our neani ngful
col l aboration, and | |look forward to your questions. Thank
you.

[ The prepared statenent of Sergent Bentivegna follows:]

[ SUBCOMM TTEE | NSERT]
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Senator Tuberville: Thank all of you very nmuch. W'l
have Senators going in and out because of vote, but we want
to get as many questions out as we possibly can. And at the
end, I'mgoing to give you an opportunity, if we didn't hit
sonet hing that you want to tal k about, we'll have an openi ng
segnent at the end.

"Il start out the questioning, and we'll start with
Mast er Sergent Bentivegna. W'Ill start down on this end.
And just very shortly, you know, we've kind of refocused our
warfighting training standards, nerit-based | eadership on
recruiting. Fromyour perspective as senior enlisted voice
of your service, how are these changes being received? And
what inpact are you seeing on norale purpose and day-to-day
gquality of service this short period of tine?

Sergent Bentivegna: Thank you, Senator. So,
recruitment for the Space Force has been phenonenal, |ike I
said in ny opening statenment. W have nore individuals who
want to comm ssion and are enlist to the Space Force, so we
can take in right now So, which is why, you know, doubling
the size is sonething | think that is absolutely achievable.
But | think as a m ssion-focused service, as small as we
are, the Guardi ans absolutely appreciate the fact that we
are | aser focused on the threat and the need to provide
space superiority for the lethality of the joint force.
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So, day to day, the |eadership at the npbst tactica
| evel understand that neritocracy, focusing on the m ssion,
and the lethality of force is where we need to focus on and
what we're putting enphasis on day to day. And | think
norale is high because of it. That's feedback | receive
fromny Guardians every tinme I'mout in the field.

Senat or Tuberville: Master Sergeant Wl fe?

Sergeant Wl fe: Thank you, Senator. As we focus on
readi ness as the nunber one priority for your United States
Air Force, what we see is as we give people the resources
that they need to acconplish the mssion, they i medi ately
respond. In places where we fall short, that's where we end
up having difficulties in acconplishing what it is that
we're set out to do.

Qur people, the norale is high. W're focusing on
standards every day trying to raise the bar and nake sure
that our fol ks understand exactly what's expected of them
and when they understand that, they respond.

Senator Tuberville: Thank you. Sergeant Major?

Sergeant Ruiz: Senator, yes, the profession in this
service is warfighting, and that's what they do very well
Senator. And | would I would add, when a young Marine sees
effort, they see an investnent. They may not see a brand-
new barracks being built in their canp, but maybe they see a
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barracks that is refurbished. Because for nost of our
Marines, they don't go to an office, they pivot fromtheir
barracks roomonto the field to do on dangerous things,
dangerous training exercises. So, to have and to see
barracks being refurbished, and that's al nost 8,000 Mari nes
that we were able to hel p because we were able to refurbish
23 buildings, sir, is just does wonders for readi ness and
definitely retention.

Senator Tuberville: Chief Petty Oficer?

Chi ef Perryman: Senator, sailors are happi est when
they' re on depl oynent doing the mssion. And to sonething
the sergeant nmajor of the Arny said, they're | east happy
when |'ve got them bogged down in adm nistrative and things
don't add to their ability to conduct warfare.

And the flip side that -- and the other thing that
detracts fromthat is the fact that their facilities,
barracks, housing, are a distraction. And so, | think
continued investnment in those areas will inprove noral e when
we're at home, but |'ve seen nothing but extraordinarily
hi gh noral e when we're out on depl oynent, executing the
m ssi on.

Senator Tuberville: Sergeant Major?

Sergeant Weiner: M. Chairman, thank you for that
guestion. Mrale fromthe street to deploynent is high when
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our soldiers are filled with purpose. That's what |'m
seeing. Is it always at the highest point it can be? O
course not, and we know t hat because there are barracks

i ssues that we're trying to tackle. There are -- we're not
perfect. W're striving for excellence. But overal
norale, to your question right now, is they feel purpose
fromthe nonent they go to bootcanp till they arrive at
their first duty station.

Senat or Tuberville: Chief, you have a comment ?

Chief Isom Recruiting and retention is good. Morale
is high. | travel with the chairman very frequently. Been
in the job for about eight nonths, and everywhere | go, |
talk to all of our folks, and they are ready. Qur joint
forces are ready to defend our Nation if called upon.

Senator Tuberville: Thank you. Senator Warren.

Senator Warren: Thank you, M. Chairman. So, we've
got hundreds of thousands of our troops living in barracks
all around the world. And, in fact, DOD requires enlisted
service nenbers to live in barracks during basic training
and initial job training require, not optional. But DOD and
the services have failed to address health and safety risks
i n unacconpani ed housing. Not just for a few years now, it
has been for decades.

A 2023 GAO report reaching back uncovered terrible
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conditions; nold, uncovered ceilings and walls, sewage,
overfl ows, bedbugs, rodents, cockroaches. These are

probl ems our troops shouldn't have to live with even for a
day. But barracks managers' report that it takes, "at | east
several nonths to fix these problens.”

So, here we are a few years later, and these issues
have not gone away. In a 2025 survey, soldiers reported
nol d, pests, and outdated and poorly mai ntai ned barracks.
This survey also found it's still the case that,
"Mai nt enance requests often take weeks or nonths to address,
leading to a frustration anong soldiers.” Arny barracks got
a rating of 68 out of 100 for anyone who's keeping score,
that gives thema D+.

Now, | heard each of you tal k about readiness. So, |et
me just ask you, Sergeant Major Weiner, you are the senior
enlisted |l eader for the Arny. Does it underm ne troop
noral e and readiness if soldiers report black nold on their
ceilings and walls and they can't get anybody to fix it for
nont hs on end?

Sergeant Weiner: Ranking Menber, thank you. And when
wor k orders do not get addressed within an appropriate tine,
it does affect norale.

Senator Warren: Yeah. And | assune the sane is true
for rodents. The sane is true for sewage overflows. You
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know, | ook, we need solutions and we need them qui ckly, but
we al so need the right solutions. And this is what's got ne
really worried. |'mconcerned that the services are
increasingly looking to privatize the barracks. And we have
seen this novie and |lived through it already. W' ve seen
what private conpani es have done with fam |y housi ng, poor
conditions |ike black nold, pest infestations, and broken
HVAC uni ts.

And even when conpani es of fer conpensation because they
have danaged property, or they've created financial burdens
because soneone had to nove their famly out, had to stay in
a notel for weeks on end, they force mlitary famlies to
si gn non-di scl osure agreenents. Think about that. You do
them wong, right? Treat them badly, and then as part of
t he hostage taking here before you'll repair it, you insist
that they sign a non-disclosure agreenent so they can't tell
anybody el se about what went w ong.

At | east we know when the governnent operates the
barracks, it does not prohibit the troops fromcomng to
Congress with their concerns, going to their |eadership with
their concerns. | amvery concerned that privatization wll
decrease oversight and accountability, especially if we

don't take action here.
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Does anyone here believe that it is appropriate for a
housi ng conpany to prohibit service nenbers fromreporting
to their conmmander or to congressional representatives that

a conpany has failed to renove toxic nold in their roomfor

over 10 nonths? 1'Il just take a sinple yes or no, if you
think it's okay to do that. 1'Il start down at this end.
Chief Isom | think service nenbers should al ways have

the access to their commanders to be able to report
probl ens, ma' am

Senator Warren: (Ckay. And be able to tell Congress.
This is part of what oversight is about, right?

Chief Isom Yes, nmm'am

Senator Warren: Just want to make sure we're clear.

Ser geant Maj or?

Sergeant Weiner: Ranking Menber, that chain of conmand
should be well aware of everything that's going on in that
situation that you just decl ared.

Senator Warren: (Ckay. So, you are not in favor of
t hese non-di scl osure agreenents.

Sergeant Weiner: |I'min favor of taking care of the
famly in that situation, Ranking Menber.

Senator Warren: Wait, are you wobbling here on ne on
whet her or not those non-di scl osure agreenents are -- should
be permtted?
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Sergeant Weiner: | don't think a fam |y should be put

in a box where they cannot have accountability and be taken

care of, Ranking Menmber. | don't -- I've lived in the
houses. | don't quite understand how a famly gets put in a
corner for a non-disclosure. | have to do sone npbre

research on that. But that scenario, that 10-npbnth
scenari o, there should be a chain of command that knows
everything that's going on in that before anybody signs an
agr eenment .

Senator Warren: You know, Sergeant Major, it --
don't understand why you're trying to parse words here. The
guestion is, as part of getting a repair, should any housi ng
operator that's working for the United States Governnent and
getting paid by the United States Governnent be able to say
to a service nenber, "I'monly doing the repair after you
sign an agreenent that you won't tell anybody in your chain
of command, or you won't tell any congressional oversight
comm ttee about what this place was |ike."

Sergeant Weiner: That right there, Ranking Menber,
t hey shoul d not be able to do.

Senator Warren: Good, we're clear

Chi ef Perryman: Ranki ng Menber, no.

Senator Warren: Ckay.

Sergent Ruiz: No.
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Sergent Wbl fe: Ranking Menber Warren, absolutely not.
Senator Warren: (Good.

Sergent Bentivegna: No, they should not be forced to

do that.
Senator Warren: Good. | appreciate this. You know,
this may seemlike a little side point until it's a famly

that has been put in a box, as you rightly put it, and they
got nowhere to go. Qur job is to nake sure that our service
menbers are taken care of. And | hear each one of you
saying that, but we got to nake this work on the ground.
And | just start with sonething as essential as housing and
letting these private housing outfits conme in and do a | ousy
j ob of keeping the housing operational and then refuse to
repair it unless people promse to be silent, agree to be
muzzled on. It is just flat wong. And | enlist your help
in beating that out of our operations at the housing |evel.

So, thank you very much, M. Chairman. W' Il| Kkeep
wor ki ng on this.

Senator Tuberville: Thank you. Senator Ernst.

Senator Ernst: Thank you, M. Chair. And thank you to
all of our senior enlisted | eaders for, for being here
today. This is a really inportant topic for so many of us,

and making sure that we are caring for our famlies. And
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this is something that every single one of us should live by
here in Congress; is that humans are nore inportant than
hardware. We need to recognize that and always start with

t hat .

So, I"'mjust going to nake a comment about the mlitary
housing. | was married to an enlisted soldier years ago,
and | renenber living in housing on Fort Benning, and at
Canmp Rudder down at Eglin, and you nane it, being in the
South. And | had hoped that since the early 1990s, things
woul d' ve changed. | renenber living in Indianhead Terrace
on Fort Benning with roaches that would run from one side of
the duplex to the other side of the duplex because we could
not get the extermnator to conme do both at the sane tine.

W lived with nold at Canp Rudder, which is sonething
that it's very hard to get rid of. But just because it was
that way doesn't nean it's okay, and it should not still be
that way. And we have to do better. W have to do better
for our famly nenbers.

| have -- I'"'mgoing to start though with sonething that
Sergent Major Weiner, and the SEAC, and | visited wth about
the other day. W're going through it right now Congress
is always wangling with funding bills, our appropriations.
We're not getting themout on tinme, and it's inportant to
recogni ze that during these shutdowns, and with the
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continuing resolutions, these funding | apses, our mlitary
menbers really struggle through these difficult tines. So,
we have to do a better job of providing programcontinuity
and stability, particularly for those junior enlisted
famlies. W all know that nost of themare |iving paycheck
t o paycheck.

So, SEAC Isom let's start, and from your vantage
poi nt, can you speak to how unreliabl e congressiona
budgeting and uncertainty, and programcontinuity affect our
service nenbers, their famlies, and then, of course, the
overal | readiness of the force?

Chief Isom Yes, ma'am Thank you for the question,
Senator. I'll share with you; | visit the troops a lot. |
was just out on the aircraft carrier, Gerald Ford, visiting
troops, and a common thene, and not just about the funding,
and it's cross cutting, and that is that we need to reduce
uncertainty, and to create stability in the lives of our
service nenbers.

And so, the nore that we can do to work together to
solve this problemthe better off our service nenbers wll
be. | will tell you that there is nothing worse than a
famly and a young service nmenber who is uncertain if
they're going to get a paycheck. The inpacts are
tremendous. And as you think about their norale, you think
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about retention of that service nenber over tine. That
continued uncertainty is certainly a real problem

Senator Ernst: CQutstanding. Thank you for that
answer. | appreciate it. And Sergent Major Weiner, if you
could add a little bit onto that as well.

Sergeant Weiner: Yeah, Senator. Thank you for that.
And without trying to repeat too nuch of what was al ready
said, that uncertainty -- | nean, troopers know they'l| be
pai d, but they just don't know when, and that uncertainty is
t he heavy weight that's going on at hone. And if the
trooper's deployed, then that's now on the trooper's
shoul ders al so because their famly, you always want to know
is in a good spot back honme. And so, that has a direct
effect on everything that we do. This nbst recent one,
probably nore than it had in the past because of the |ength
of tinme.

Senator Ernst: Absolutely. So, nmy daughter with her
unit, they were establishing their own food bank at the
unit. And unfortunately, a | ot of those nenbers, the junior
enlisted, were partaking of that food bank.

Sergeant Weiner: And, Senator, W had sone great
partners conme and help us; the Arny Energency Relief Fund,

our non-profit, and sone amazi ng teammates that cane

forward, but it doesn't conpletely fill stand in the gap.
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Senator Ernst: Yeah. Thank you. 1'mgoing to junp to
childcare just because |I'mrunning out of tine. But another
key area for inproving predictability and readiness is
childcare. A nunber of you have touched upon that, and I am
actually partnering with Senator Shaheen on conprehensive
NDAA childcare legislation. W've talked a little bit about
this in our neetings.

We're trying to expand the chil dcare workforce,

i nproving provider reliability, hiring, and that wait |ist
tracki ng, because we do have a lot of famlies that need
that childcare, whether it's at a DOD facility or whether it
is Wthin the community.

So, I'lIl start down here. Sergent Mjor Ruiz, why
don't you maybe address chil dcare concerns wthin your
comunity?

Sergeant Ruiz: Yes, nma'am absolutely. Wen you can't
have a peace of m nd of where your child s going to go,
you're not just -- you're not going to be focused, as you're
alluding to. And so, for us while all of this is happening,
and | love it we have to control what we can't control, and
that is taking a | ook at how we nove peopl e.

And so, we found that over 40 percent of the staff in
the CDCs are spouses. And so, if we can just be alittle

bit nore smart about transferring fol ks and directly hiring
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fromone CDC to another, we can reduce the attrition.

And anot her quick point is predictability of where
famlies are going to go. W can let you know ahead of
time, six, nine, maybe even 12 nonths, that you will go here
and then cone back that you can plan better. Right? And
so, there's sone things that we're doing on our own map
while this is devel oping with you.

Senator Ernst: That's beautiful, and thank you.
That's one thing we are working on, too, is the pre-
cl earance of childcare enpl oyees at those mlitary child
devel opnent centers. So, we know our comranders have a | ot
of great ideas on that. Al of our senior enlisted, we're
grateful that you're working on that. Thank you. | yield
back.

Senator Tuberville: Senator Reed.

Senat or Reed: Thank you very nuch, M. Chairman. And
let me state what | hope is obvious, that the greatest
advant age we have over any adversary in the world is our
non- conmi ssi oned officer corps, and | benefited fromthat
personally. | was smart enough to listen to ny platoon
sergeant and ny first sergeant, and thus avoi ded a permanent
assignnent to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, in the correctional
facility.

Qui ckly now, because your comments are so inportant.
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What's the npbst substantive conplaint you re hearing from
the troops? Not just the frequency, but, you know, it's
really a critical issue. And I'Il start with Master Chief
| son, please.

Chief Isom Yes, sir. 1'lIl go back to that common
theme of uncertainty fromfamlies, whether it's childcare
whether it's length of deploynents when we com ng hone.
It's often the uncertainty about what's next.

Senat or Reed: Thank you.

Sergeant Weiner: Senator, it really does depend on

48

wi th whom |' m speaking, but a common thread here |ately has

been access to healthcare

Chi ef Perryman: Senator, | echo what SM Wi ner said.
The nobst consistent comment we get in our engagenents is
access to heal thcare.

Senat or Reed: Very good.

Sergeant Ruiz: Senator Barracks and access to

heal t hcare

Sergeant Wl fe: Senator, |I'd echo, also, the access to

heal t hcare, the rei nbursenent rates that are available in
communities, the saturation in areas where our fol ks have
a lack of availability for appointnents. Al those things
i npact not only the readiness of the mlitary nenber, but

also their famly nenbers. And what we've all seen over t

a,

he
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| ength of our careers is a gradual erosion in the
availability of that healthcare for our service nenbers and
their famlies.

Senat or Reed: Thank you.

Sergent Bentivegna: Senator, | will echo what ny
teammates said, but I would add that | think one of the
frustrations that | get out fromthe field is we spend a | ot
of time, effort, and noney in quality-of-life space here in
this town. And we have a | ot of good nonmentum | think the
chal | enges i s when they hear about us speaki ng about the
things we're trying to help inprove quality of life. Wen
you get down to the tactical level, there's a gap, right?
Where a program a project, sonething that we had great
anticipation for, we talked about it, they're not feeling it
day to day, not feeling around a kitchen table. They're not
feeling it when they call the -- to kind of get an
appointnment. They're not feeling it when they want to try
to get childcare.

So, that gap, we just got to do better at all the work
we do here to nake sure it actually produces the effect that
we want it to downrange.

Senator Reed: Thank you very nmuch. And gentl enen,
can't say enough about your service. Thank you very, very

much. Thank you, M. Chairman.
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Senat or Tuberville: Thank you. Senator Sullivan.
Senator Sullivan: Thank you, M. Chairman. | want to
begin by doing a shout out to Chief Master Sergeant Wl fe.

Good to see you again, Chief. And |I'm]looking at your very

inpressive bio. It's got alot of duty tinme in Alaska. So,
the runor is that when you' re -- soneday when you retire,
you're going to go back there. |Is that true?

Sergeant Wl fe: Senator, that's an absolute fact.

Senator Sullivan: Good. That's a great answer.
You're one of the nmany reasons why we have nore veterans per
capita in the country. You cone up, you do all this tinme in
Al aska, and you want to do great things and the mlitary,
and you say, "Hey, when |I'mdone, |I'mgoing to go back."

So, to all the great senior enlisted in this panel we
wel conre you to follow the | ead of your great Air Force

conpatriot right here and come on up to Al aska. W would

| ove to have you. And when you -- only when you retire.
You guys still have a |l ot nore work to do.

Let me ask, actually, an Al aska question. [It's for you
Chi ef Master Sergeant and Sergeant Major Weiner. | want to
thank you as well. And you know, we've had a high suicide

rate up in Al aska, very high with our Arny, and to sone
degree, the Air Force. But you know our mgjor -- with the

Arny is it was a really high nunber over the | ast couple
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years, | think. | think we've kind of gotten our arns
around t hat.

But can you two speak to that issue? It's in both of
your testinony, not just as it relates to Al aska, but
t hroughout the force. And maybe I'Il let all of you junp
in. It's a big issue. But, you know, in nmy experience in
the mlitary, in the Marines, you know, you give your troops
hard tasks, and you train them hard, and you deploy wth
them And, you know, when they're focused, sonetines those
are the issues on suicide that actually go away.

But 1'd like to get a sense fromall of you on what
nore we can be doing. W're pretty focused on that here in
the Congress, but I think it's really -- if anyone's going
to get their arnms around, it's going to be our senior
enlisted in all the services. So, Chief Master Sergeant
Wl fe, why don't you start?

Sergeant Wl fe: Thank you so nmuch for that, Senator.
And you're right, this -- you know, this is a problemthat
doesn't just exist in one state, doesn't certainly just
exist in our country. This is a global issue that happens.
Wen | talk to the -- you know, the chief nmaster sergeant of
t he Japanese Air Force, they have a concern, you know, for
suicide problem So, this is a human condition probl em

What we've noticed is that in places where we can get
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the fundi ng and the manpower for the nental health

t echnici ans that are enbedded in units, whether it's
mlitary, famly |life counselors, or anyone with sone
training in this departnent, when we can enbed that care, as
you know, the special operations conmand has proven tine and
time again that this is a nodel that works, we can reduce
not just the suicide risk, but also the risk for all the

ot her kind of self-destructive behaviors that happen when
peopl e are, you know, going through |ife and having things
happen to them Right? Tragedies cone, and peopl e have a
ot to deal wth.

So, | think if I had a magic wand to wave, | would try
to get as much enbedded care into our units in all of our
services so that we can have that sensor in there that is a
trai ned professional that can be that kind of outside the
chain of command person that can help fol ks through those
times.

And really what that ends up doing, we've seen it tine
and again, is it keeps themout of the nental health clinic,
whi ch is kind of should be your energency room --

Senator Sullivan: Yeah.

Sergeant Wl fe: -- for a nental health problem and,

you know, hel ps them sol ve and get through those probl ens

ahead of the curve. So, enbedded care, | think, is great,
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access to our nental health.

Filling our nental health positions is another piece
that that we could definitely use sonme help on

Senator Sullivan: Yeah.

Sergeant Wl fe: | think there's sone ideas that all of
us are working on and tal king about. W talk together about
t hese issues frequently. W all have the sane concerns. |If
we could figure out how to have a pipeline to keep these
positions filled, maybe even using our mlitary spouses who
guite often have these hel pi ng profession degrees already to
get themin. W may be comng to you for sone help in that
departnent in the future as well.

Senator Sullivan: Good. Sergeant Mjor, do you have a
view on this real quick?

Sergeant Weinmer: |'ll try to be quick on this one,
Senator. First, thank you for the question. This is
probably the topic -- | don't want to speak for everybody
here, but the topic that | probably bang ny head up agai nst
the nost. Everything's difficult in our portfolios, but
this is the one that probably I'd | ose sleep over if there
is one portion of the portfolio.

| remenber those days in Al aska, we surged --

Senator Sullivan: Yeah.

Sergeant Weiner: -- we surged all resources to get up
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there. Part of it's caring. W learn that part of it's
| eadership. You're never going to replace that with a
program - -

Senator Sullivan: Yeah.

Sergeant Weiner: -- with noney in a special program
But there's sone new things we're trying. So, we're trying
to take the best-of-breed |l essons froman entire arny that's
fromPoland to Korea. W're trying -- we're consolidating
those now, and we're pretty -- we're giving themall to the
Departnment. All the services are doing this now.

So, like what happened in Al aska, we can learn fromit
and not just nove on because it's better. Last year, VR
goggles as a small exanple -- | haven't spent a ot of tine
inthe virtual reality world, that's not how | grew up, but
they asked ne to do a -- to be a coach in the virtual
reality world. And so, | did it and it was one of the nost
awkward things |I'd ever done in ny |life because of the
realismand soldiers are responding to the training for the
VR goggles. CQur goal is to get left of having to use all of
the in high demand nental health resources we have. And so,
just in a couple mnutes, that's where we are.

Senator Sullivan: Geat. Good. Thank you. M.
Chairman, it's a big issue, and | know this conmttee's been

focused on it in a bipartisan way. And if you gentlenmen who
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i deas for us, make sure you submt them for the record.
[ The information referred to foll ows: ]

[ SUBCOMM TTEE | NSERT]
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Senator Sullivan: Because we want to be very forward-
| eani ng and hel ping what -- remains a big issue. And your
i deas we want to hear from and we want to try to inpl enent
t hose.

So, thank you to all of you for your service. Thank
you, M. Chairnman.

Senator Tuberville: Thanks, Senator. Senator
Bl unment hal .

Senat or Blunenthal: Thank you. Thanks, M. Chairnan.
Thank you all for being here, and for your extraordinary
service to our Nation over nmany, nany years.

| want to follow Senator Sullivan's questions about
sui cide, highlighting a particular story, which has been
very troubling to ne. On Decenber 9, 20-year-old Navy
Seaman That cher Rupert, bel oved son Oia, and Kenneth Kel sey
from W nstead, Connecticut, tragically took his own life.
Before his death, Seaman Rupert was stationed at Tinker Ar
Force Base in Oklahoma. He was entrusted to the care of the
United States mlitary by his famly. He had sought urgent
mental health care at the base earlier on the very day.

He took his own life, but the mlitary left himin a
room by hinself rather than providing himw th an
evaluation. |'ve been the recipient of various disclosures

and reports that indicate to ne that as many as six Navy
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sui cides may have occurred at Tinker, within Tinker Ar
Force Base within the [ast 18 nonths.

So, ny concern is twofold. First, is there an issue at
Ti nker Air Force Base? And second, what concrete changes
are being made now to assure that service nenbers in crisis
are identified, treated, and protected before they reach a
breaki ng point? Maybe | can ask you, Master Chief Perryman
whet her you're aware of the circunstances surroundi ng Seaman
Rupert's death, and anything you can tell us about Tinker?

Chi ef Perryman: Senator, | am aware of the nunber of
sui ci des that have happened in Tinker over the |ast year and
a half. After the first, | believe it was three or four,
Air Force sent a teamout there to do to do a check on
everybody out there to see if there was sonme comonal ity
bet ween the suicides. They found no reason to -- they
didn't find anything systemc.

And then we had, unfortunately, several nore in which
an Epi Aid study is -- was conducted by the departnent and
has been conpleted, and we're waiting for that report. It's
ny under st andi ng though, that while they were -- that they
found no contagi on as part of that Epi Aid study.

| think to what we're doing about it, | think Tinker's
an interesting place, because the m ssion there is very
unique. And | think people think because they don't go to
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see that it nmust be easy. They spend an extraordinary
anount of tinme deployed around the country executing their
mssion. | think we -- they've had MFL counsel ors enbedded
there for a year or two. They're on an Air Force base and
recei ve, you know, what | believe and what |'ve been told,
exceptional service fromthe Air Force nental health people
t here.

| think suicide is a tough problem and | agree with
the sergeant major of the Arny that enbedded nental health
people will only get us so far. R ght? And I think where
we have to focus our effort is in engaged | eadership, and
giving our Sailors, Soldiers A rnen, Mrines, and Coast
Guardsnen, the tools necessary to manage life in the
mlitary, which I think we're comng to the realization
that, you know, we shoul d have probably went there earlier
t han now.

Because | think for a long tine this -- people ny age
think of nental health as one thing, and the younger
generation think of nental health in a totally different way
than us. And | think we've been slowto realize that, and
we' ve been slow to institute actual prevention prograns that
will help us get left to it |ike the Sergeant Maj or was

t al ki ng about .

Senator Blunenthal: | respect your response. |
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you refer toit. Wien is the report likely to be avail abl e?
Chi ef Perryman: Senator, |I'mnot sure, but I'll take
t hat question for the record and get back to you.
[ The information referred to follows:]

[ SUBCOMM TTEE | NSERT]
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Senator Blumenthal: As soon as it is available. Can
you commt to us that it will be nade available to us as
soon as it's done?

Chi ef Perryman: Yes, sir.

Senator Blunmenthal: | appreciate your answers. You
know, | want to raise a general concern which was
hi ghlighted to me by a visit | had just today from an
organi zation that deals with veterans, veterans who are
involved in the crimnal justice system Many of them have
| ess than honorabl e di scharges, bad paper discharges.

So, the concern is can we do sonething to help those
menbers of our mlitary before they are discharged with | ess
t han honorable? |1'mnot talking about necessarily bad
conduct di scharges, but people with nental health and maybe
trauma and post-traumatic stress, sonme of themfromthe
Vi etnam era, when the idea of post-traumatic stress or the
di agnosis didn't even exist.

They cone out of the mlitary and with a bad paper
di scharge, can't find a job. They have no availability of
VA heal thcare. You know, it's -- they raised their right
hand and maybe through no fault of their own, but sinply
because they have nental health issues, they rubbed people

the wong way and gotten into trouble, whatever.
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So, | think nore than just suicide, it would be nuch
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nore cost effective to give themthe care that they need.
And since many of them are non-conm ssioned officers, and
since -- or non-comm ssioned nenbers of our mlitary, and
since you as senior non-conmmi ssioned officers are probably
closer to this problem and | deeply respect, as Senat or
Reed sai d, your service and the inportance of non-conm ssion
officers. It's just an idea that | would like to throw out
t here.

And ny tine has way expired, so | apologize. But this
is an issue that | would like to foll owup on and wel cone
your thoughts about it. Thank you.

Senat or Tuberville: Thank you, Senator Bl unenthal.
Senat or Duckwort h.

Senat or Duckworth: Thank you, M. Chairman, and thank
you for our senior enlisted | eaders for being here today. |
want to focus ny tine on hel ping our service nenbers grow
their famlies. It should be good for the mlitary because,
you know, you have generation, after generation, after
generation of mlitary service. W're just grow ng our
future force every day.

Qur servicenmen and wonen risk their lives to defend
this country many at the expense of having a famly, and I

know t oo many service nenbers struggling with infertility

who feel |ike they have to delay having children to save up
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to pay for |IVF out of pocket, or even worse, who end up
choosing to leave the mlitary in order to afford the care.
That's why |I've been fighting for years, to ensure that
TRI CARE covers assisted reproductive care, including IVF.

And we cane close |ast year with a bipartisan sol ution
out of this very commttee in both the House and Senate
NDAAs, but Speaker M ke Johnson personally took it out in
conference. This was done despite President Trunmp's
canpai gn prom se that the governnent woul d, "pay for al
costs associated with I VF treatnent.” The commander-in-
chi ef should nake good on his promse for mlitary famlies.

Ri ght now, our heroes suffer frominfertility at
roughly twice the rate of the general population, and yet,
the majority of service nenbers who need |IVF and ot her
assi sted reproductive services to have children out-of -
pocket cost can easily exceed $40,000, and TRI CARE only
provides limted coverage of IVF to our mlitary famlies,
far |l ess than we nenbers of Congress receive.

For each witness, in your experience, do you believe
service nenbers and the m ssion would benefit if TRI CARE

fully covered | VF so troops and their famlies would not

have to choose between continuing their service and buil ding

the famlies they want? And if each one of you could answer

t hank you.
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Chief Isom Thank you for the question, Senator. Good
to see you again. | can't speak personally. I'mnot a --
certainly not an expert on IVF and its inpacts, but as a
father of six, | can certainly appreciate the val ue of
having great children that becone great |eaders in the
future, much |ike Senator Ernst's daughter. So, |
appreci ate supporting and ensuring that we provi de overal
t he best possible healthcare that we can for our service
menbers.

Senat or Duckworth: Thank you, sir. Mjor Witenan,

Sergent Weiner: Senator, great to see you again. |
appreci ate the pain that sone of these famlies are dealing
with, with the costs having known a few of them nyself.

That is a real issue.

Senat or Duckworth: Thank you

Chi ef Perryman: Senator, | agree with ny two
shi pmates. The right -- | think anybody who serves their
country deserves access to worl d-class nedical care across
the entire ganmut of anything they could possibly need.

Senat or Duckworth: Thank you

Sergent Ruiz: Senator, | agree with ny colleagues. It
is because it doesn't just apply to sonebody who had had a
physical injury, or just can't have the child. |If in the

future fight we get into sonething heavy, it also involves a
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| ot of career planning. So, you're about to go into danger
and you want to plan sonething out, or your -- you have a
famly history of sonmething and you want to plan this out.
W do what we can where we -- with the policy of today. But
should this becone available in the future, it'd be a good
opti on.

Senator Duckworth: | couldn't agree with you nore
because |'ve tal ked to many service nenbers who want to
freeze their reproductive material prior to going into a
conbat zone, especially after the | essons learned in
Af ghani stan where so nmany troops stepped on | andm nes and as
a result becane infertile. Mjor Wlfe?

Sergent Wbl fe: Thank you for that question, Senator.
W estimate there's sonewhere between 1,000 to 1,500 or so
airmen in the United States Air Force that woul d ki nd of
fall into the category that you describe of folks that are
seeking this kind of treatnment. And |ike ny coll eagues, |
totally support anything that's going to reverse the erosion
of our mlitary healthcare benefits that we've observed over
the years, and this would certainly be a wel cone.

Senat or Duckworth: Thank you. Sergent Bentivegna?

Sergent Bentivegna: Senator, good to see you again.

Senat or Duckworth: Good to see you.

Sergent Bentivegna: | echo what ny teammates said, you
www. L exitasL egal.com 800.FOR.DEPO
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know, especially when we tal ked about, you know, through our
years of service, the kind of decline in access to care and
what's kind of covered in that care as well, to include
reproductive therapy to kind of help mlitary famlies have
children. So, definitely sonething that, you know,
concerned about that we have to address when you're serving
your nation. W owe you the best care you could possibly
get .

Senat or Duckworth: Thank you. | think this is also a
recruitnment and retention issue. This is an issue of basic
fairness and honoring the commtnment mlitary famlies make
to our country when it cones to building famlies that they
so desperately want. Qur service nenbers deserve, at |east,
the | evel of care that nenbers of Congress receive.

And so, this is why I'mgoing to continue to fight to
pass ny [VF Mlitary Famlies Act, which would require
TRICARE to cover |VF for active-duty uniform service nenbers
and their dependents. And | hope that President Trunp and
ny colleagues will work with ne to fulfill his promse to
help our famly famlies, and help them achi eve their
dreans. Thank you

Sergent Ruiz: Senator, if | could --

Senat or Duckworth: Yes.
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you al so be chasing the Reserve conponent ?

Senat or Duckworth: So, that was part of the deal we

had to nake in NDAA in order to get it passed. | would |ove
it for the Reserve conponents as well. | think that if
we're going to call up our troops, you know, | think it

shoul d be there for everyone. But sonetines, in the sausage
maki ng in Congress, you end up having to make sone deals. |
think we start with the active-duty famlies. | would |ove
coverage to be for everyone who wears our Nation's cloth.
Thank you.

Senator Tuberville: Thank you. Senator Banks.

Senat or Banks: Thank you, M. Chairman. Master Chief,
three years ago, the United States Navy had t he wor st
recruitment in the over 50 years of an all-volunteer force
inour mlitary. Last year, we had the best recruitnent

nunbers that we've had in 20 years. Wat changed? What

happened?
Chi ef Perryman: Senator, | think a couple of things
changed. | think we got sone new | eadership at recruiting

command t hat fundanental ly changed the way our recruiters
approached recruiting, especially Gen Z. W instituted a
recruiting operations center that enabled themto nore

effectively use their time. So, they were targeting nore

vi abl e candi dates that would prove nore fruitful fromthe
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contact. So, | think those two things were pretty big.
I"malso a huge fan of our adverti sing canpaign,
"Forged by the Sea.” Qur data shows us that that resonates
extraordinarily well with this younger generation. It's not
as cool yet as the Marine Corps', but | think if we --
Senat or Banks: But the Marine Corps didn't have a
recrui tment issue.
Chief Perryman: No -- well -- okay.
[ Laughter.]
Sergent Ruiz: | nean, for the record, we've never had.
Senator Banks: | appreciate the |laughter here, but the
Marine Corps was the steady branch through it all that never
wavered. Their recruitnment was never an issue. The Navy
had a recruitnment crisis, and | ast year, had the best
recrui tment nunmbers in 20 years. And you're citing
recrui tment commands, and advertising canpai gns, and --
Chief Perryman: And the recruiters thenselves, sir,
Senat or Banks: Wiy weren't we doing that all al ong?
Well, I think that seens |ike commbn sense. So, what really
changed?
Chief Perryman: | --
Senator Banks: | nean, do you think it was as sinple
as that? That for three or four years during a recruitnent
crisis, it was just the advertising slogan?
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Chief Perryman: Well, | know, and | think it was the
performance of our recruiters, the institution of the

Senat or Banks: They just weren't doing a good job? I

mean, I'm-- help me out. |I'mtrying to -- I'mreally
trying.
Chief Perryman: Yeah. Well, | think --
Senat or Banks: -- what | essons do we learn fromit?
Chief Perryman: Well, | think they were trapped in a

kind of a paradigmthat had worked for a long tine and were
not as agile as they needed to be given the shifting
environnments. And so, | think, you know, again through
effort and significantly reducing kind of the adm nistrative
and distracting things that they had to deal with to go be
effective recruiters was one thing. The recruiting
operation centers was anot her.

And | think the other thing I think we've | earned
com ng out of this, Senator, is that we used to try to get
too cute by landing the nunber of recruits we needed. And
when you do that, you're always going to mss. And so, |
think one of the things we've | earned over the |ast three or
four years is there's a nunber sonewhere between 40, 000 and
45,000 that we're just going to have to stick to every year
and hol d there because that creates a constant demand si gnal

for the recruiting nation out there.
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So, it's a knowable goal, and then it will enable us to
ensure we have enough capacity in our accession training
pi pelines to put through sailors at the pace we need them
because one of the problens -- you know, it's a good problem
to have, for how successful they've been is | og jamred
i nside of ny session training pipeline, because we had | et
that capacity atrophy too nuch because we were bringing in
so few peopl e.

Senator Banks: | assune that with the really good news
by recruitnent, that there's really good news related to
noral e, especially for young enlisted sailors. Do you see
t he same?

Chief Perryman: Yes, sir. Qur retention remins
i ncredi bly good, and we seemto be on a positive and
sust ai nabl e pat hway.

Senat or Banks: And what | esson do we learn fromthat?

Chief Perryman: | think, you know, one of the things I
think -- you know, those of us up here have tal ked about
this, if I can get people in the Navy, | can generally

retain them right? And so, this is why we've focused on
setting a steady nunber because that steady diet will help
me be nore selective in ny retention decisions once healthy
t here.

Senator Banks: | love the United States Navy, and |'m
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a proud veteran of the United States Navy. This is really
good news. The recruitnment nunbers are really good news,
and you're a big part of it. | appreciate your |eadership
with that. M. Chairman, | yield back

Senat or Tuberville: Thank you, Senator Banks. Senat or
Hi r ono.

Senator Hirono: Thank you, M. Chairman. | thank all
of you for being here to respond to our questions.

This is for the entire panel. As you all know,
Secretary Hegseth has called for a review of the
ef fecti veness of wonen in conbat roles. And upfront, ['l]
just say that it is really -- | would say this is an attack
on wonren to call for this kind of a review, but there you
have it.

And so, | think that he is laying the groundwork to
reverse the policy allow ng wonen to serve in conbat arns
positions, and al so underm nes the sacrifice of thousands of
femal e service nmenbers who have already net the rigorous
gender -neutral standards, and have served in conbat with
distinction. And, you know, all you have to do is | ook at
Senat or Duckworth to know that wonmen can very strongly be in
t hese kinds of roles.

So, | want to ask you, for all of you, do you believe

the nere fact of wonen being in these conbat arns units
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| oners standards? W can start fromny left and go down the
l'ine.

Chief Isom Senator, thanks for the question. Good to
see you again. |'ve seen no data that supports that there's
any |lowering of standards or that there's |lowering of the
readi ness of units with those females in those units.

Senator Hirono: So, answer is, no?

Chief Isom Correct. Yes, ma' am

Sergent Weiner: Senator, great to see you. No, at
this time, I'mnot seeing anything that |eads nme to believe
there's an issue with neeting the standard or affecting
r eadi ness.

Chi ef Perryman: Senator, no.

Sergent Ruiz: Senator, no.

Sergent Wl fe: Senator, fromny perspective, |'ve
served wth sone of the best warfighters that the world has
ever known in the United States Air Force. Sone of them
happen to be nen, sone of them happen to be wonen.

Absol utely not, | have not seen any erosion.

Sergent Bentivegna: Senator fromthe Space Force
perspective, we have not seen any erosion in the readi ness
based on any of the adm nistration's positions.

Senator Hirono: Again, down the line, do you agree

that every service nenber, regardl ess of gender, should be
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permtted to serve in any role, including in the conbat
arns, if they neet the established standards? W'I|l go down
the line again. Yes or no?

Chief Isom Yes, Senator, if they neet the standards.

Sergent Weiner: Yes, Senator, it's about standards.

Chi ef Perryman: Yes, Senator?

Sergent Ruiz: Yes, Senator.

Sergent Wl fe: Yes, Senator.

Sergent Bentivegna: Yes, Senator, and all the
specialties on the listed side and office side within the
Space Force are all open to nmen and wonen.

Senator Hirono: Wen you have a secretary calling for
this kind of research, you know, it does tend to be -- |
woul d say create a sense of divisiveness. So, |I'm planning
to introduce a bill that codifies the current DOD policy
that allows wonen to serve in conbat arns positions as |ong
as they neet the required standards, and that | hope ny
col | eagues on both sides of the aisle wll join ne.

And | will say that especially in a tinme when
recruitment goals are really challenging to neet, except
possi bly for Air Force and Space Force, | think that we need
to make sure that everyone who wants to serve our country;
and so nen, and wonen, and others alike, that includes

LGBTQ and others, that they should have the opportunity to
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do so.

So, this one is very specific, and I want to ask all of
you, again, the frequent pernmanent reall ocations play --
pl ace, a significant financial and enptional strain mlitary
famlies, and | know you're aware of that.

And then to help reduce that burden, |I worked to
i ncl ude | anguage in the fiscal year 2025 NDAA to authori ze
rei mbursenent for shipping and storing two privatel y-owned
vehi cl es during overseas noves. And it makes a difference.
Alot of our mlitary famlies have nore than one vehicle.
Because guess what? Maybe they need both to get to, you
know, to work, et cetera. So, the mlitary just pays for
one. And that is a huge burden on famlies to have to find
the storage for their second vehicle. Meaning, they could
be thousands of dollars out of pocket if they want to have
t hat second vehicle with them

And ny staff has heard from DOD that the services are
responsi bl e for maki ng any updates to allow for the
rei nbursenent of two vehicles. So, | want to ask each of
t he service people; what steps are you taking to advocate
for the inportant change that woul d save our service nenbers
and their famlies, potentially, thousands of dollars. So,
are you all working to enable the service nenbers to store -

- have two vehicl es stored?
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Chi ef Perryman: Senator, it's my understanding we're
waiting for a JTR change, which is controlled by the
Departnent. And once that changes, then, you know, | know
the Navy will work to figure out how to make that a reality
for our Navy sailors.

Senator Hrono: So, do you, since you're waiting for
sonebody el se to determ ne whether you can do that, but I
nmean, as a sort of a living -- you know, just to address
sone of the real needs of the service nenbers, would you all
agree that it would be a good thing to respond to this
particul ar need?

Sergent Ruiz: Senator --

Senator Hi rono: Yes, no?

Sergent Ruiz: Yes. The two vehicles, ma'am if |
could, it is very -- we are pushing it, and we want that to
be available. But the JTR portion, what | would add is that
if all the services immediately start allow ng for two
vehicles to go to any location, it wuld likely break every
one of our budgets. So, | would just caution --

Senator Hirono: Yeah. | realize that there's a cost
factor here, but | think this is an exanple of addressing a
need that has been brought to our attention, and that we --
t here shoul d be an adequate response to that, because |

don't think this is a matter of frivolously wanting two
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vehi cl es, et cetera.

And so, when it's brought to our attention, it's just
an exanple, and there are other exanples of how the quality
of Iife of our service nenbers can be inproved, and this is
one of them So, thank you for whatever you all can do to
make this happen. Thank you, M. Chairnman.

Senator Tuberville: Thank you very nuch. Senat or
W cker.

Senator Wcker: Thank you very nmuch, M. Chairnman.
And | want to thank you and Senator Warren for conducting
this hearing. 1've been listening fromny office on
television, and I'"'mreally heartened by the participation by
menbers. And | think we've we will benefit, and our
benefiting fromyour testinony.

| don't believe anybody's asked about Juni or ROTC yet.
So, let ne ask about that. And | guess I'lIl direct ny
guestion first to Major Ruiz. 1|'ve been an advocate for
hi gh school Junior ROTC in all the branches, and |I've been a
little frustrated fromtine to tinme on the NDAA. W' ve
rai sed the nunber of allowed Junior ROTC detachnents in the
past, and that wasn't necessarily followed. So, now, we've
rai sed the floor, you nust, these branches nust find other
hi gh schools to expand Juni or ROTC in.

I think Junior ROTC, we mght as well admt it, it's a
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great recruiting tool for the services, but also, it is a
citizenship builder. 1t involves young nen and wonen in the
hi gh schools that volunteer to do a harder thing, to adhere
to requirenments that other students are not willing to do, to
go above and beyond and apply thenselves. At the sane tine,
they do learn quite a bit about the mlitary, and ny hope is
that some of themw |l go on to mlitary service.

So, Sergeant Major Ruiz, you go first. Do you agree
with me on the benefits of Junior ROIC, and do you agree with
think tanks |i ke the RAND Corporation who've said that this

is an absolute plus for Anmerica and for Anerican young peopl e?

Sergeant Ruiz: | do, Senator, that it's a great
program It's been around for quite a long tine, and then
the -- our service nenbers who transition back to the

civilian community, they find a hone and they have the
ability to give back again. So, is this ever -- you know,
gi ve back to our country thing that we have goi ng that we
should not let go of? And I'd love to work with you to get
it back.

Senator Wcker: Does anybody el se wish to comment
about that? | saw sone people nodding their heads. Yes,

Sergent Weiner: Senator, 1'd love to, from Arny
perspective, and | appreciate RAND, but we know from

personal experience inside our formations that Junior ROIC
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inspires a call to service. It is a good effort, and the
Arny we're going all in on this, but we're doing it in an
intentional way to ensure we have quality prograns as we

expand them because it is our reputation.

Senator Wcker: Right. And the point that Sergeant
Maj or Rui z made about the retired nenbers, or National Guard
menbers that are reservists who are back in the conmunity,

t he federal governnent pays a good portion of that salary.

So, the school districts are getting a very experienced

instructor for sonetinmes half price. It's a good
i nvest nent .
Let me -- Sergeant Major Weiner, since you vol unteered,

"1l ask you to comment on this in terns of the servicenen
W th spouses and famlies. Wat's the quickest thing this
commttee or this Congress could do to help them on a day-
t o-day basis?

Sergent Weiner: Ooh, Senator, that's a good one.
You're giving nme a massive opportunity for nyself and ny
teammates in the joint force.

Senator Wcker: Gkay. And your teammates at the table
can be thinking of their answers.

Sergent Weiner: Spouse licensure reciprocity is

sonet hing that you all have hel ped us with trenendously, but

we're still stuck in some states, Senator, and expandi ng
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that would be trenmendous. The ability for the renpte work

we' ve seen benefits fromthat. Those would be overni ght

guick wins for all of us in the spousal --

Senator Wcker: |Is that a state matter, the

reciprocity issue?

Sergent Weiner: It is, Senator, and there are quite a

few states that are on board and noving out. And then

there's sonme others that we're still working wth.

Senator Wcker: Anybody else want to junp in there?

know it's been a |ong hearing, but thank you very nuch for

your participation and for your suggestions. Al so,

want, if anybody wants to submt answers for the record

after you' ve had a chance to scratch your head,
appreci ate that.
[ The information referred to follows:]

[ SUBCOMM TTEE | NSERT]
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Senator Wcker: And | yield back, sir.

Senat or Tuberville: Thank you, Senator. Senator
Warr en.

Senator Warren: Thank you, M. Chairman. So, SEAC
Isom 1've got a hypothetical question | want to ask you
about. If over half of enlisted service nenbers left the
mlitary wwthin just one year of joining, would that
constitute a crisis?

Chief Isom Yes, nm'am

Senator Warren: And if you found out that the reason
for this attrition rate was | ow wages, what would you try to
do?

Chief Isom | would conme to you and ask for higher
pay.

Senator Warren: Ckay. And you'd -- and if we gave you
the noney to do that, what would you do with that noney?

Chief Isom W would pay those service nenbers, and
hopeful |y, increase recruiting and retention, m' am

Senator Warren: Well, you may renmenber we started this
by noting we have a waiting list of nore than 7,800 children
who are waiting for their childcare slots and not getting
them And the principal reason for that is because we don't
have enough people. Do you know what the attrition rate is
for people who are hired to be childcare workers for our
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mlitary right now? Don't know? |It's 50 percent. That's
why | started with that hypothetical. 1t's 50 percent.

And when you go ask those people, we've actually
interviewed them and done studies, why did you | eave? These
are people who are attracted to the work, who |ike babies,
who like little kids who like working in a mlitary setting
who |ike the fact that the schedules are different, but it's
part of their contribution. Do you know what they tell us
i s the nunber one reason they |eave?

Chief Isom Low pay?

Senator Warren: Low pay. GCkay. So, |ast year -- year
before last, we got into the NDAA that our mlitary services
woul d have noney and that they woul d upgrade their pay
scales by April, 2025. W can agree it's now passed April,
2025. Right? Wich services have failed to do that? I'ma
l[ittle disturbed that you don't know any of these nunbers.
The Arny, the Navy, and the Air Force have not yet changed
their pay scales, which mght be the reason that we have
7,800 children waiting for care.

So, | appreciate that everyone says they care about
childcare, they care about quality of life. Al of it
relates to readi ness. You have the tools from Congress,
we' ve al ready given themto you, and you haven't picked them

up and used t hem
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So, here's ny question for the Arnmy, the Navy, and the
Air Force. W're going to be back here a year fromnow. W
do this every year. W're doing this on video right now.
When | cone back to ask these questions a year fromnow, are
we still going to have a waiting list that's 7,800 babies
|l ong, or are we going to have whittled that waiting |ist
down because we're actually hiring enough childcare workers
to get the job done? Can | hear, please, fromthe Arny?

Sergent Weiner: Senator, our goal is to drop our --

Senator Warren: |'mnot asking your goal, |I'mgoing to
ask; are you going to get it done?

Sergent Weiner: Senator, we're going to nove out with
a purpose.

Senator Warren: Navy?

Chi ef Perryman: Senator, | believe the Navy has taken
advant age of the increased pay scales that were authorized
by Congress to the point where our current staffing is at 87
percent, which is up fromthe 60s. And, roughly, fisca
year 2022, our unnet need sits at about 1,400. R ght now,
we have significantly increased our childcare fee
assistance. And so, | do think, to your point, nma'am we
have noved out with the authorities. W are naking
significant progress in reducing our wait |ist.

Anot her thing we did inside of helping our childcare
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wor kers is for anybody who works for us, their first child
is free, and then, their second child is -- it's reduced
further.

Senator Warren: (Ckay. That's great. But that just
not reduced your waiting list. Do you think it's okay to
have a waiting list of 1,400 kids?

Chief Perryman: | don't think it's okay, but if |
don't --

Senator Warren: Have you updated your pay scales --

Chi ef Perryman: Yes, nm'am

Senator Warren: -- as you were required to do by
April, 2025?

Chief Perryman: Yes ma'am Qur pay scal es have been
updat ed.

Senator Warren: You're telling ne the information
have it says you have not upgraded themis w ong.

Chief Perryman: Ma'am in ny prep, | was told we
upgraded our pay scal es and operate --

Senator Warren: Ckay. And mne, | was told you had
not. Let's go back and check that one. And how about the

Air Force?

82

Sergent Wl fe: Yes, Senator Warren, sane as the Navy.

|"munder -- the information | have is that we have update

our pay scales, and --

d
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Senator Warren: And how long is your waiting |ist
ri ght now?

Sergent Wl fe: R ght now, we've got about 2,700 with
unnmet need across the Air Force, and that's absolutely not
where we want to be, for sure. W are seeing initial
indications that the first child free is having an inpact
because it's hel ping us keep people longer. So, we are
seei ng sone inpact there.

W don't have enough tine with that policy in place to
know for sure. W think we've got about a 7 or 8 percent
bump fromthat policy all by itself. And, absolutely, we
are commtted to making sure that this nunber goes down over
time and does not creep back up. You have that conmm tnent.

Senator Warren: GCkay. Can we when we say over tine,
can we just keep in mnd that parents can't wait. They
don't have a year that they can just set aside while they're
wai ting around on a 1,400- or 2,700-child wait |ist.
They' ve got to have childcare. Now, our position should be
that there are extra slots, so you're there to be able to
pi ck up the slot.

So, | really want to say Space Command, Marines, you
nailed it, and let's keep it up because that's what we've
got to do. W can't say that we are a mlitary that cares
about our famlies if we pretend to provide childcare, and
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then we've got a wait list that's got 7,800 babies waiting
onit. So, |I just want to say this is what oversight is
about, and | hope when we cone back next year, | wll be

of fering congratul ations to every one of you because we have
no babies waiting for the care they need.

Thank you, M. Chairnman.

Senator Tuberville: Thank you, Senator Warren.

Senator Ernst?

Senator Ernst: No further questions, but just a couple
of comments. There have been a |ot of really great topics
of discussion today, whether it's the housing issues, the
childcare issues, in particular, as well, the brain health
i ssues that were brought up. And | like to think about it
in that way, that it is brain health, not just nenta
heal t h.

And with our troops, you know, we need to think of the
brain as an organ. It is an exquisite organ, but just when
we need that care, just |like any other organ in the body, we
need to seek care and encourage our troops to seek that care
and get the proper care for that organ. So, think of it as
brain health. W want to nmake sure that their organ is
healthy. So, if we can focus on it |ike that.

And then, also, just a closing coment because as

sonmeone who served as an engineer and a logistician in the
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U S. Arny Reserves and the lowa Arny National CGuard, we live
in an incredible culture of warriors and enbraci ng the
warrior ethos. | was always brought up that we're a sol dier
first regardless of our MOS

But what | would say, too, is that as we're talking
about our warriors never forget about all of the other
spokes of that wheel that makes that infantryman or that
warrior successful. So, whether it's our adm nistrative
assi stants, our technicians our truck drivers, our
mai nt ai ners, our fuelers, whatever it happens to be, we're
all an inportant part of today's mlitary.

So, God bless you all, God bless our warriors, but
pl ease, as we're tal king about the entirety of the force,
never forget that every single one of us can be a point of
failure. And if we're not all strong, that neans those
warriors on the front lines will also fail. So, let's
al ways renmenber to recogni ze every single one of us that
serves in uniform So, God bless you all for everything you
do. Thank you for a great hearing.

Senat or Tuberville: Thank you, Senator Ernst. You
ready to reenlist?

Senator Ernst: | am

[ Laughter.]

Senat or Tuberville: Senator Hirono, you have anot her
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guesti on?

Senator Hirono: No.

Senator Tuberville: Ckay. | just got a couple
guestions here, real quick. Does anybody want to foll ow up
on the suicide in their purview? You didn't get to talk
about anybody want to say anything? W had a couple that --

Sergent Bentivegna: Yeah, Senator, thanks so nuch
You know, our coll eagues said, you know, obviously, you
know, suicide is a challenge that all the services in the
Nation really has been facing, trying to tackle, you know,
in addition to, you know, our ability to hire nore
heal t hcare prof essional s.

And | think we all agreed there's a |lot of work on at
the tactical |evel, how do we get |eadership involved, but
al so how do we get just to rank and file involved. You
know, from a Space Force perspective with six years old as
we stood up, you know, we had the opportunity to kind of
take a | ook back at what some of the chall enges service, you
know, brings to it.

You know, that's one of the reasons why, at |east from
a cultural perspective, you know, the CGuardi an comm tnent,
what it nmeans to be a team nenber and a team | eader at the
tactical |evel to make sure that there's connection there,
which is also one of our core values to try and hel p get
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after sone of the isolation and sone of the |oneliness.

And | think in addition to professionals' healthcare
system it is the work at the tactical |evel and the culture
that all of us are trying to create so that nenbers fee
connected, and they don't necessarily have to feel -- get to
extremes to the point where it's crisis. And we have to
rely on the nedical conmunity that they have that connection
and camaraderi e anongst one another with the culture we're
bui | di ng.

Senat or Tuberville: Thank you. Well said. Anybody
el se?

Sergent Ruiz: |If | could just add, sir. It's the 21st
century, and just to one little point on data and for an

organi zation that is about humans, it's about the Mari ne.

W are -- we can do so nuch better with how we devel op a
young person today. It is different. And so, we nust bring
themup in a different way. W were talking about it. 1In

ny day, there was soneone snoking a cigarette and running in
front of leading nme in a formation.

And those days are over. And sone may be sad about
that. I'mnot interested in that anynore. This is a
different -- these are our children. These are our
grandchi |l dren that have conme up to take the helm And so,

with the point of data is imagine that the platoon sergeant
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knows that soneone didn't get sleep in the |ast two days
because | give them sonething to wear or a shirt that tells
me how nuch how dehydrated they are.

And so, it is a 21st century where we can use all these
Al predictive things to help as a tool. You'll never
repl ace the human connection with eye by to eye, to eyeball.
But the tine it's here to get after the things that sergeant
maj or of the Arny and SEAC that conme fromthat world.
They're small, and they're able to invest, and that's how
they create lethal teans. And we can do that today for al
of our services. |It's right in our fingertips. So, | would
just appreciate the help in the future with that.

Senator Tuberville: Thank you. As we've finish this
up, if you got sonething on your mnd, | want you to bring
it up, and we're going to start at the end down here.

Chief Isom Senator, thank you. And thanks for this
entire commttee. W really do appreciate the focus that
you're putting on people. | wll just say that we as
| eaders, we do have to always renenber that every service is
different. Each one has uni que denographi cs and uni que
probl ems. Every basing location is different. A problemin
Guam | ooks very different than Al aska, than Pensacol a,

Fl ori da.

And so, a top-down solution is not always the best
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approach. | advocate for flexibility for the services to
find solutions inside of their own services, and for | ocal
commanders out at those bases to try to find solutions
because, oftentines, the local solution is nmuch better than
t he top-down solution. But thanks again for all that you
do, and | appreciate your service to our Nation.

Senator Tuberville: Thank you. Sergeant Major?

Sergent Weiner: M. Chairman, Senator Warren. Thank
you. | hope today one of the things that you see from al
of us here is how close we are. Services have equities.
That's just howit works. W're in the people business.
W're actually tight. M teammate to ny left is new, but
hi s predecessor sitting behind ne, we're still tight, and
Dave Wl f's here. This is who we are.

And | hope that that cones off today. There's nothing

we deal with that's easy. |1've learned that three years

ago. But we definitely want to nake sure, since you gave us

the opportunity, that is one thing the commttee wal ks away
Wit h.

Senator Tuberville: Master Chief?

Chi ef Perryman: Chairnman, Ranking Menber. |
appreci ate the opportunity, again, and very nuch thank you
for holding the hearing. And | appreciate the heat and

light you put on us in this, you know, whether it was
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barracks, or fam |y housing, or childcare. Because | think
everybody in this roomknows |eft to our own devices, ny
building in this building will just buy nme stuff, right?
You know, it loves kits, right? | got lots of contracts for
war shi ps and airplanes and all kinds of things, you know,
and the thing that often gets a short shrift in the budget
is the things that inpact the quality of service of our
sailors, not just their quality of life. Because | think
sonetines, we get too narrowy focused on housing and
bar r acks.

You know, the other place, in ny service specifically,
we take a detrinment in often when budgets are tight or in
the quality of the training that | give to the enlisted
menber, the quality of my peers, the hangers. You know,
we're the richest country in the world with the strongest
Navy in the world. But when you drive on our base, it is
not obvious that those first two sentences are true.

So, | appreciate your continued partnership, and | | ook
forward to engaging with you in the future. Thank you.

Sergent Ruiz: Senator, thank you for the opportunity.
Just one nore thing that naybe your influence or your
menbership in other commttees. | feel like I'"'malso the
sergeant major of the Marines of the past and today

t housands of Marines exited for the last tinme their Mrine
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Corps base. And so, building nomentumin their |ives as
they exit, because | won't be able to keep all of them And
really, | don't -- | can't, and frankly, | don't want to.

|s the best of the best. Get a seat at the table.

But for those that transition, especially for the
culture that we have, the ability to transition fromactive
duty or the reserve conponent, whatever they're serving in
straight into a first responder type of billet, that they're
not waiting 12, 18 nonths to go to a school, right, and that
i n-between tinme when the paychecks run out, when the nedica
gets expensive and life hits them | worry about suicide in
ny service, in active duty and reserve, but just as nuch
when they exit the service.

And so, if | can transition them faster to those areas,
shi pbui | di ng, whatever it is -- | net wwth the Secret
Service director. Build a pipeline where a Marine can go
straight fromthe |ast day of active duty to your school.
21st century, elimnate the barriers, let's get after it,
and in turn, the communities get a |leader a |ot quicker to
go and be the next mayor, the next congressman, the next
congresswonman, and take over the hel mof Anerica.

Senat or Tuberville: Thank you.

Sergent Wbl fe: Thank you, Chairman, Ranking Menber.

W really do care about these issues just |ike you do. W
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real |y appreciate your continued advocacy. One of the
things that |1've noticed in just a couple of short nonths in
this job is we do have resilience problens in a | ot of

areas. One area |I've noticed that we don't have any
resilience problens is in the bureaucracy. The bureaucracy
is very resilient. And as | |ook at the issues that have
conme before this coomittee today, there are conmon thenes in
each one of those areas where bureaucracy sonetines keeps us
fromdelivering what our fol ks need.

So, anything that this committee can do to continue to
put pressure on extra rules that aren't necessary and things
that bl ock us frombeing able to deliver what we need to our
peopl e, we welcone that opportunity, and | ook forward to
wor king with you on that and many other things in the years
to come. Thank you

Sergent Bentivegna: Chairman, Ranking Menber. Thank
you so rmuch for the opportunity today to tal k about, you
know, these very nuch inportant topics. You know, quality
of life and we kind of talked about this a little bit in
guality of service.

Having stable and reliable budgets really will be
hel pful as we plan sone of these things out. So, help with
reliable, stable funding will be helpfully get after sone of

the chall enges that we tal ked about today. And the
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flexibility, I think SMA tal ked about, right? Having
flexibility because not -- you know, one size doesn't fit
all, I think is really inportant.

You know, Ranking Menber Warren, you talk so nmuch so
passi onatel y about chil dcare and CDC specifically, but so
much goodness and effort with all the, you know, chil dcare,
in the conmmunity, you know, honmes of spouses opening
childcare in their honmes, you know renting seats downt own
like | tal ked about they did at Peterson. Having the funds,
and the authority, and the flexibility to get after sone of
these challenges in multiple ways is so hel pful to kind of
cut through sone of the bureaucracy, and actually provide
i npact to our service nenbers and their famlies. So, thank
you for all the help on that. | appreciate it.

Senator Tuberville: Well, thanks to all of you. This
has been good. And we need this. W need nore of it. |
coached the football team You can have all the equi pnent
you want, but if you ain't got the players you got, you
don't have a chance. And we need players. W need nen and
wonen to fight, to sign up and protect our country.

About six nonths ago, | had a famly cone into ny
office here on Capitol Hll, career mlitary, five kids, 12
years old and under. Not one of themis healthy because
they were in a hone for years that had nold. Yeah, sonebody
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should go to jail and it probably should be us up here. |If

| had a magi c wand, we'd take 5 percent and add to the NDAA
every year. If it's $1 trillion, it's $50 billion. It goes
to barracks, food, childcare, healthcare, whatever it takes

to build the best, continue to build the best mlitary in

t he worl d.

If we don't do that, it's not going to happen. As
Sergeant Major Ruiz said, we've got Al comng, but it ain't
going to take the place of a soldier. Not going to happen.
We can't count on that. But we can count on you training,
but you can't train unless you got people. And you can't
have people unless you got famlies that are taken care of.

It's enbarrassing that we have those five kids that
will never live the |ife that nost of us have had a chance
to live in here because of stupidity of not follow ng up and
hel ping a fam |y that's put their husband or their wife's
put their life on the line to serve in the mlitary. It's
just sad. So, hopefully, we can continue these dial ogues.
We hope we can help all of you

W appreci ate your service and what you've done for our
country. Continue to push our soldiers hard. Train them
hard. You never know what's down the road. | nean, we |ive
in a dangerous world, but thanks to the famlies, also. MW
CGod, if it wasn't for them we wouldn't have it. So, thanks
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Thanks for what you do, and let's continue

to have the best mlitary in the world.

Thi s hearing is adjourned.

[ Wher eupon,

at 4:51 p.m, the hearing was adjourned. ]
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