
 

 

 
 

Reduce Military “Widows Tax,” Don’t Just Maintain It 
 

Issue:  House and Senate leadership intervention is essential to ensure the FY17 Defense 
Authorization Act provides additional relief for unfairly penalized military widows, rather than merely 
preserving the status quo.  
 
Background:  Retiring servicemembers can purchase Survivor Benefit Plan (SBP) coverage to provide 
their spouses 55 percent of their retired pay in the event of their death for any reason. Coverage is 
automatic for deaths on active duty.  When death was caused by service, the VA pays the survivor 
Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC) -- $1,254 monthly for 2016 ($15,048 per year).  
Under current law, DIC must be deducted from military SBP annuities, which wipes out most or all of 
the SBP check for affected survivors.  (See top chart on reverse for examples.) 
 
In October 2007, the Veterans Disability Benefits Commission (VDBC) concurred with MOAA and 
other veterans associations that DIC should be paid in addition to the SBP annuity, not subtracted 
from it.  (DIC is not deducted from federal survivor annuities for veterans in civil service jobs.)  SBP 
is member-purchased insurance designed to replace a share of service-earned retired pay; DIC is a 
separate and distinct indemnity compensation for a service-caused death.   
 
Congress recognized the inequity and authorized the Special Survivor Indemnity Allowance (SSIA) in 
2007 as partial recompense for SBP-DIC survivors.  The legislative history shows the intent was to 
continue increasing SSIA amounts, subject to funding, so as to phase out the SBP-DIC offset over 
time.  The current SSIA rate is $275 monthly, rising to $310 ($3,720 per year) for FY2017.   
 
Faced with the October 1, 2017 sunset of the SSIA authority, the House Armed Services 
Committee found offsets to extend the $310 allowance for one year in its FY17 Defense 
Authorization Bill.  The Senate Committee included a permanent extension at the same $310 
monthly rate in its version of the bill.  Both would have preferred to increase the SSIA amount, but 
under congressional budget rules, that would have forced them to make more offsetting cuts in 
military retired pay, survivor benefits, or health care. 
 
Simply put, military widows who have suffered $11,000+ annual SBP losses for decades need and 
deserve more help, not just flat-lining the current $310 monthly SSIA.  But to provide the needed 
increase, Armed Services Committee leaders need House and Senate leaders’ help to identify additional 
mandatory spending offsets from non-Armed Services accounts. 
 
Last year, Congress found offsets to keep wealthy Medicare beneficiaries from paying an extra 
$100-$200 monthly in Part B premiums. Military widows losing $11,000 a year deserve no less. 
 
Recommendation for Legislators:    

• Please exert your personal influence with House/Senate leadership, as applicable, to identify 
additional mandatory spending offsets so the Armed Services Committee conferees can 
authorize an SSIA increase in the FY17 Defense Authorization Act without imposing the 
cost on military beneficiaries.   

• Congress should make continued progress toward phasing out the unfair SBP-DIC “Widows 
Tax” via a schedule of increases to the SSIA, rather than just maintaining it at $310/month. 

 



 

 
Examples of SBP/DIC Offset Impact 

Survivor Annuity, Retiree Death 

  SBP Is DIC Is 
SBP Left  
After Offset 

Lost SBP 

O-5 average $30,091 $15,050 $15,041 $15,050 

E-8 average $16,713 $15,050 $1,633 $15,050 

 
 
Congress recognized the unfairness of the offset in 2008 
by authorizing SBP/DIC survivors a Special Survivor 
Indemnity Allowance (SSIA) – monthly rate shown below. 
FY 2009 $50 
FY 2010 $60 
FY 2011 $70 
FY 2012 $80 
FY 2013 $90 
FY 2014 $150 
FY 2015 $200 
FY2016 $275 
FY 2017 $310 
FY 2018 ?? 
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