In September, | and several other members from the Air Academy NCOA chapter had the
opportunity to participate in the Tragedy Assistance Program for Survivors’, better known as
TAPS, Advocacy Days in Washington DC. This was a beautifully organized event that
brought participants across the nation together to speak with members of Congress in an
effort to gain their support for a number of initiatives that hold special significance to the
TAPS community and NCOA alike. The event spanned two days, in which NCOA members
partnered with groups of survivors and other VSO/MSO escorts to engage various offices in
the House of Representatives and the Senate. Our initial goal was to offer support as
survivors shared their personal experiences after the loss of a loved one; but over those 2
days, this flourished into a more significant cooperation between us, the members of
NCOA, and the members of TAPS as we advocated for meaningful legislative change.

Our discussions with Congressional members emphasized a number of legislative
priorities:

e The Love Lives on Act, to give widowed spouses the ability to remarry at any age
without losing the benefits they and their spouse earned through military service

e Tricare Young Adult parity, allowing adult children to remain on their parents’ Tricare
coverage until the age of 26 as outlined by the Affordable Care Act

e Treating suicide as a presumptive service-connected cause of death among
veterans, so that families do not have to prove their loved ones’ death was the direct
result of their service in order to extend benefits.

Walking the halls of Congress and meeting various leaders in the Senate and House was
an eye-opening experience for me. | have always closely followed NCOA’s legislative
objectives and been mindful of the legislation we are supporting, but I’ve never fully
understood the work that goes into getting these bills through Congress. | learned a lot
about how important it is to have difficult, and sometimes taboo conversations, how to tell
a story in a succinct and meaningful way to inspire action by staffers and Congressional
members, as well as striking the right level of boldness to explain to a member why they
should support your legislation and to ask for their commitment. | also learned that many
times members of Congress and their staff are ready to support and back these initiatives,
but they don’t always know about them until voices like ours make them aware.

It was truly amazing to get to be part of the conversation with our national lawmakers,
command their attention and make sure they understand our concerns. But at times, it was
also incredibly frustrating and angering. | couldn’t believe the stories | heard of the hoops
widows and their families must jump through and the hardships they are forced to endure
by our own government systems after losing a loved one in service to our country. Stories
such as the veteran who begged the VA to help him when suffering suicidal ideations and



being told to learn to live with it, then his spouse having to fight for the VA to recognize his
death as service-connected upon losing his battle to those ideations. Or the story of the
widowed spouse who had to surrender her Tricare and other benefits when she had the
audacity to find new love and remarry after losing her husband in her early 30s. And bear in
mind, these are not benefits and protections gifted to a widowed spouse as a consequence
of their loved ones’ death, these are benefits their service member earned through their
military service, then passed on to their families as one final act of love in their passing.

The stories and experiences these survivors have lived through were heartbreaking, and
sometimes incredibly frustrating, but to be a part of those 2 days of direct, face-to-face
advocacy felt like we were making a difference and truly being heard by members of
Congress. What meant more to me than anything else though, was the participation of the
military members that joined us on this trip. The Air Academy chapter invited 4 current
active-duty service members regularly involved with the chapter to participate in the event:
two from the Space Force, one from the Air Force, and one from the Army. When we arrived
in Washington DC, these four individuals knew very little of TAPS, or the legislative activities
of the NCOA, or even the fact that they have the power to advocate for themselves and
their military community directly with lawmakers. But by the end of the trip, they were
inspired, motivated, and could not stop talking about how important itis for every service
member to get involved and make their voice heard. | truly believe those four service
members were ready to run through walls for their TAPS team members by the end of the
trip and | know without a doubt they have taken those experiences back to their military
peers, encouraging them to speak up and find ways to engage as well. It’'s something that |
hope NCOA on a grander scale is inspired to pursue in the future. For years, we as NCOA
have proudly declared ourselves the voice of the enlisted, and today we still believe in the
strength of a unified front and the power of one combined voice on Capitol Hill. It is crucial
that we stay committed to this ideal and seek the opportunity to deliver our members to
Capitol Hill to speak directly on the considerations that matter most to NCOA.

| can say that | personally am inspired and motivated to keep speaking out and will
absolutely be back to advocate on the Hill again someday soon, and this time, | hope to
bring an army of NCOA members with me so we can keep fighting the good fight!



