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selflessly sacrifice for the security of our nation.
 

May this book help you establish and maintain your own personal 
and financial security through sustained homeownership.  
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You Defended Our Country, Now Defend Your Home

You Defended Our Country, Now 
Defend Your Home

It’s so disheartening when I hear stories of our nation’s service 
men and women, our veterans and their families who face housing 
difficulties, whether it’s determining whether you can afford your 
first home or facing the possibility of losing a home.  That’s why I 
wanted to welcome you to this valuable resource.   First though, 
I was honored to wear the uniform for over 32 years, and I’d like to 
take this opportunity to thank you for your service to our nation!

You volunteered to defend our great country and I want to make sure 
you have all the information you need to make the right housing choices 
and defend your home if need be.  Within this book, you’ll find advice 
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You Defended Our Country, Now Defend Your Home

“You volunteered to defend our great country 
and I want to make sure you have all the 

information you need to make the right housing 
choices and defend your home if need be.”

on assessing your housing issues; from topics on whether 
it’s best to live on- or off-base to determining if home 
ownership is compatible with a permanent change of station.

You’ll see various articles about financing your home, preventing 
foreclosure and protecting your home investment.  And, you’ll find a 
very useful section with pages and pages of Military Resources you can 
tap into for further information and help. 

You’re serving (or have served) our country well and I hope that in some 
way the information herein serves you well as you tackle the various 
housing issues discussed.  

Thank you again for your service and my best wishes for success in 
the future.

With warm regards,

Brig. Gen. Norris W. Overton, U.S.A.F. (Ret.)
InCharge Board of Trustees (1999-2012)
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President’s Message

There’s No Place Like Home
It brings me great pleasure to publish another military guidebook. 
While there are many worthy topics, we believe we can best serve 
you by focusing on housing. The sacrifices you and your family have 
made strengthen the basic security of our nation. With gratitude, 
it is our aim to help you strengthen your own financial security, by 
providing information on housing opportunities and challenges 
unique to service members. 

Often, we don’t understand the true meaning of home until we are 
far from it. For deployed service members, memories of home keep 
the mission in focus and the end in sight. A military homecoming 
is an event to behold. But beyond the welcome signs and hugs, we 
want to ensure that all of you who serve have an affordable home in 
which to hang your uniform.
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President’s Message

For many generations, homeownership has defined the American 
Dream. Today, the home is the largest asset for the majority of families 
entering retirement. Yet buying a home while serving is challenging. 
What do you do when PCS orders transplant you to the other side of 
the country (or world)? Should you sell or become a landlord? What if it 
is not a good time to sell? Are there programs for underwater military 
homeowners? Or maybe you’re just starting out, trying to figure out 
what makes better financial sense: living on-base or taking a housing 
allotment and finding your own place. This book addresses all of these 
questions, and more.
 
We are grateful for the generous support of Freddie Mac for making 
this book a reality, as well as USAA for supplying articles. At InCharge 
Debt Solutions, we salute you, we thank you and stand ready to 
serve you as we can through financial literacy education, free credit 
counseling, and guidebooks like these. 

Wishing you prosperity,

President, InCharge Debt Solutions  

www.inCharge.org
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Living On or Off-Base: Which is 
Right For You?

By Laura Marcus

The minute my husband was notified of his first duty station, 
I began doing my homework. I scoured the Internet, reading 
apartment reviews and online housing forums, and e-mailed 
local buildings with vacancies. As a new Army wife, I knew that 
the military had the final say in where we lived and for how long, 
but I was determined to make the best decisions with what I 
could control.

The first and most pressing issue became whether or not to live 
on-post. This is a question that every military couple faces, and 
each family has their own reasons for picking one or the other. 
I was slowly adjusting to “military speak” (all acronyms, all the 
time) and the plethora of regulations we now faced. It took me a 
while to grasp the differences between the two types of housing. 
When you live off-post, you receive a monthly allotment (BAH), 
determined by the cost of living in your area. This allotment 
may be more than enough to cover rent and utilities – or not. 
When you live on-post, this allocation goes straight toward your 
housing, so you never see a cent of it, no matter what type of 
on-post living arrangement is assigned.

I soon realized what this meant. As a young couple with no 
children, we only needed a one-bedroom apartment, preferably 
within a short distance of his workplace. Would we be able to 
pay our rent and utilities with BAH?
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In short, yes. The Baltimore-Washington metro area is expensive, 
but our BAH was adjusted accordingly. On top of covering our 
housing expenses, we were able to save an additional $200 
each month by not living on-post. 

While we were able to find an affordable apartment that cost 
less than our BAH allotment, living off-post is not always the best 
option. Adding children to the equation may make it a different 
story, as most post housing is ‘family-size’ with two or more 
bedrooms, undoubtedly more expensive to rent independently 
of the military. Also, some towns where bases are located 
might have a limited amount of housing, or lack military-friendly 
leasing options, which could add up to costlier off-base rentals.

Marine wife Brianna VanderVeer knows firsthand that the cost of 
living near base makes an enormous difference when it comes 
to making housing decisions. When living in North Carolina, she 
and her husband Matt stayed off-post, but at their current duty 
station in Hawaii, they chose to reside on-base. “When we lived 
off-post [in North Carolina], we did save a few hundred dollars a 
month,” VanderVeer said. “But when we lived off-post in Hawaii 
we were spending more than our BAH. Other places may be 
cheaper to live off-post, but Hawaii is so expensive that you are 
getting a better deal living on-base.”

Living on-post can also save money when it comes to commuting 
and food costs, due to proximity to work and the discounted 
shopping at the commissary and PX. Picerne Military Housing, 
which houses members of the armed forces community at 

Living on-post can also save money  
when it comes to commuting and food costs.
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Fort Meade, cites several other advantages of on-post living, 
including free access to pools and playgrounds, no required 
security deposit or hookup fees, free trash and recycling pickup, 
on-post security, and 24-hour on-call maintenance.

Despite these selling points, service members and their families 
often find that the benefits of living off-post outweigh those of 
on-post arrangements. Air Force veteran Jessica Adams and 
her husband Phil, who is currently serving in the same branch, 
live off-base in Indiana. While stationed at Seymour Johnson Air 
Force Base in North Carolina, they both stayed in dorms, and 
while at McGuire Air Force Base in New Jersey they lived on-base 
for a year. After their experiences with all types of military 
housing, Adams found that she and her husband preferred off-
post living. ”We don’t like the townhouses on-base and all the 
issues of people being too loud and complaining,” she said. 
“We also like having our own house and yard. It’s a lot easier 
to separate work from personal life when you live off-base and 
aren’t surrounded by rank everywhere you turn.”

Currently, the couple owns two homes, which Adams said “we 
bought with the intent that our BAH would pay the mortgage 
and escrow and that we would pay the utilities ourselves. We 
felt that we weren’t getting enough benefit living on-base in 
NJ, especially with talks of giving people a usage allowance for 
utilities and having to pay the difference. If we were going to be 
paying part of the utilities ourselves we would just rather have 
complete control over our house.”

“We just like having that separate life away from 
military business on our own personal time.”
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Adams felt that for her and her husband, living off-base was the 
best choice, though she realized that this might be different for 
others. “I know a lot of people that prefer living on-base and 
forfeiting their BAH, and are more than happy with what they 
receive for it,” she said. “We just like having that separate life 
away from military business on our own personal time. When we 
lived in North Carolina, we were able to completely pay for our 
rent and utilities with extra BAH to spare. We saw the benefit of 
living off-base and banking the extra BAH.”

 

AS YOU CONSIDER YOUR OPTIONS, KEEP 
THESE KEY QUESTIONS IN MIND:

Do you have children? If so, and especially if you have more 
than one child, living on-post may be your best bet. You’ll likely 
receive a townhouse or single-family house, often for the same 
money as a small apartment and have access to nearby pools 
and playgrounds. Most importantly, you’ll rest easy knowing that 
your community is safe.

Is there a waiting list for on-post housing? This is a big one. 
Many bases have waiting lists ranging from a few weeks to 
a few months. If this is the case, you’ll have to find off-post 
accommodations until on-post housing opens up.

How expensive is the surrounding off-base area? Some places, 
like Hawaii, are notorious for steep rental prices, which make 
living on-post the more economical option. In other places, 
particularly in southern states, the reverse is true.

How far would you be living from post, if you choose to live off-
base? Remember the savings you can achieve by living on base: 
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you’ll save more on commuting costs, as well as on groceries 
and other household items at the commissary and PX.

Do you like to be surrounded by the support system of a 
like-minded community, or would you prefer to have a daily 
breather from military life? Some find the mood of a military 
base comforting; others find it restrictive. Many families cite 
the desire to be part of a larger community as a reason to live 
off-post – however, for some, especially those with a deployed 
spouse, it can be helpful to have friends nearby who are going 
through the same challenges.

How long do you expect to be at this duty station? It can be 
tough to find rental units with short-term leases (less than 
a year). If you’re not sure how long you will be stationed at a 
particular base, or if a deployment is coming up and the family 
might wait it out in another location, living on-post may be 
more convenient.

Are you a coupon clipper and penny saver? If so, you might 
prefer the ability to make your own decisions about housing and 
utilities, in order to get a good deal.

Remember to talk with your housing referral office on post (at 
some bases, this is required before you live off-post). The staffers 
there are experts in the nuances of your base’s policies and the 
atmosphere and prices of the surrounding neighborhoods, and 
they have information about both on- and off-post housing at 
their fingertips.

“Some find the mood of a military base 
comforting; others find it restrictive.”
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Your Home: 3 Price Tags  
That Matter Most

Courtesy of USAA

If you’re like many homeowners, the tumultuous events of 
the past few years have left you wondering: What’s my home 
worth today?

Surprisingly, that seemingly simple question has more than one 
answer. “Your home may have three very different price tags 
depending on who’s asking and why they want to know,” says 
Scott Halliwell, a Certified Financial Planner™ professional at 
USAA.

Your home’s three price tags are based on its market, 
replacement and property tax values, Halliwell explains.

“Since different values can be used for different reasons, it’s 
important to understand when each applies,” Halliwell adds. 
“Further complicating matters for some homeowners is the fact 
that these values may be moving in different directions at the 
same time.”

Here’s a description of each value and why it’s important for you 
to know each one.

MARKET VALUE
This is the most commonly referenced calculation of your 
home’s value. It’s the price a buyer would pay for your home in 
today’s housing market, no matter what you paid for it or how 
much you’ve added in updates and upgrades.
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If you’re planning to sell your house, market value is what you 
hope to get for it. “In a buyer’s market like we see in a lot of areas 
today, your home’s market value may be lower than you’d like. 
You might not have as much leverage against a buyer who wants 
to negotiate, but it’s where you need to start,” Halliwell explains. 
An experienced real estate agent can gather information on the 
selling prices of similar homes in your area, which will help you 
set reasonable expectations for your home’s selling price.

You also should know the market value so you can calculate how 
much equity you have in your home. Home equity is calculated 
by subtracting the amount you owe on your home from its market 
value. Today, most lenders will allow you to borrow up to 70% to 
80% of the appraised value of your equity using a home equity 
line of credit or home equity loan.

REPLACEMENT VALUE
In the event of a total loss, replacement cost helps you rebuild 
your home based on current construction costs in your area.

Replacement value can include the additional cost of tearing 
down and hauling away the old structure. Also, home builders 
offer volume discounts that can drive down the price of new 
homes and may not necessarily reduce replacement costs.

Replacement value is the number that insurance companies use 
to determine the amount of dwelling coverage needed in your 
homeowners policy. As building costs go up, it’s important for your 
home to be adequately protected with homeowners insurance.

“Having one’s home damaged or  
destroyed is a tragic event, but not having  

enough money to rebuild makes it even worse.”
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“It’s very possible to see local building costs increase while 
market values decline,” says Halliwell. “This can lead to a 
situation where you actually need more dwelling coverage, 
despite seeing your home’s value drop.”

Having one’s home damaged or destroyed is a tragic event, 
but not having enough money to rebuild makes it even worse, 
Halliwell says.

PROPERTY TAX VALUE
This is the number used by taxing authorities to calculate your 
property tax bill. A given home may be taxed by more than 
one property tax jurisdiction (hospital and school districts, for 
example) and each may apply its own math. Typically, property 
tax values are meant to approximate the market value.

The property tax value of your home is going to drive your 
property tax bill. Sometimes, there’s a big discrepancy between 
the property tax assessment and the market value. Perhaps this 
is due to the assessment being outdated, which could cause 
your homeowner’s tax bill to be too low or even too high. If the 
property tax value of a home exceeds the market value, consider 
contesting the value with your taxing authority to reduce your 
tax bill. Also, be aware that certain actions, such as remodeling, 
could cause the property value to be reassessed and result in a 
larger tax bill in the future.
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Is Home Ownership  
Compatible with PCS-ing?

By Andrea Downing Peck

Meet Army Major J.T. Edwards and his wife Melissa. The Edwards 
bought their first home near Fort Campbell, Kentucky, in 2006, just 
as the housing market in the region showed signs of deteriorating. 

“The on-base housing was so old and inferior for what his rank 
was and what we were paying in BAH that it made no sense not to 
be building some equity,” Melissa Edwards said. “We moved off 
base and purchased a home.”

When they moved two years later, Edwards said they broke even 
on the sale of their 2,200 square foot home, which was more than 
two times larger than their on-base quarters.

Despite the changing real estate climate, they again bought a 
home at their next duty station in Colorado Springs, closing on 
a newly constructed home in days before the real estate crash 
in 2008. Instead of selling their Colorado home at a loss when 
the next set of PCS orders arrived, the Edwards decided to rent it 
while they wait for an uptick in the real estate market. 

The poor timing of their 2008 home purchase has not changed 
Melissa Edwards’ thinking about the benefits of being a military 
homeowner. 

“No. 1, it’s my house,” said Edwards, who with her husband 
purchased a home for the third time in the summer of 2012 at 
their current duty station in Ann Arbor, Michigan. “I can paint 
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my walls purple if I want to. It makes me sick to my stomach to 
give money away every month for something I don’t own. It’s like 
leasing a car. It bothers me.” 

The Edwards, however, make none of their real estate decisions 
in haste. They research all potential costs associated with a 
new home purchase, from the average utility bills in a target 
neighborhood to budgeting for patio furniture. Once moved in, 
there are no big dollar surprises.

“We do research on the front end on the place we are going,” 
Edwards said. “You can call the local utilities and ask for the 
average of what people are paying monthly in July and December. 
What does your average sewer bill look like? We always figure 
that ahead of time so we know what we are looking at on a 
monthly basis.”
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Most importantly, they follow an essential rule of military 
homeownership – making sure their total monthly payments do 
not exceed their housing allowance.

“We try to go $400 to $500 below our BAH when we buy,” said 
Edwards said. “In Ann Arbor, our BAH is $2,300 a month and 
our [total] mortgage payment is $1,800. We never ever, never 
once, have gone anywhere near our BAH so we give ourselves an 
allowance for bills and things we have to fix.” 

Pamela McBride says she and her husband have bought homes 
in North Carolina, Alabama and Georgia during his 20-plus year 
Army career. Their Atlanta house is “close to their dream home” 
and will become their permanent post-military residence, but 
the McBrides never have purchased more home than they could 
comfortably afford.

“With each purchase we were aware that we could have bought a 
more expensive house, but we chose not to because we wanted to 
have enough discretionary income to do a lot of the things we enjoy, 
provide for our children, travel and have an emergency fund,” she 
said. “Don’t be mesmerized by how much credit you can get for a 
home purchase but rather think about how much are you willing to 
spend and how much breathing room you like to have.”

McBride acknowledges she and her husband have had the added 
advantage of maintaining a dual income despite 13 military 
moves, something many military families find difficult to achieve. 

“We try to go $400 to $500 below our  
BAH when we buy.”
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“From the very first duty station to right now, 23 years later, I have 
worked and I have been in a profession that I have been able 
to take with me when I go,” she said. “I have progressed in my 
career. I have built my career and education so it is almost like we 
haven’t been impacted by some of the things that a lot of military 
families or spouses are. I have been truly blessed to be employed 
the entire time.”

One way military families can ensure homeownership does 
not make them “house poor” is to plan for the worst-case 
scenario. That means keeping your total monthly expenses, 
including mortgage payment, property taxes, insurance and any 
homeowners’ association dues, at or below the home’s value as 
a rental property. 

ERA Shields realtor Guy Nanney, a West Point graduate and 
military relocation specialist, says buyers should know the rental 
market in their target community and understand the importance 
of being in a desirable school district. One question to ask, he 
said, is “what does the rental market look like if you had to leave 
and couldn’t sell your home?” 

Nanney also recommends service members keep their monthly 
costs as low as possible by taking out 30-year loans rather than 
shorter-term mortgages. While lower loan rates can make 15-year 
or 20-year mortgages appealing, he says most military families 
are better off locking in a 30-year mortgage, which results in lower 
monthly payments, and having a choice of paying the loan off faster.

“We counsel all people, whether they are  
military or not, that it is risky to look at real estate as 

a short-term investment.”
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William Hurt, broker/owner of ERA Shields Real Estate in 
Colorado Springs, says Air Force and Army families in the area, 
where on-base housing is in short supply, are opting to buy homes 
rather than rent because of the potential financial benefits of 
homeownership. 

While the combination of low mortgage rates, attractive home 
prices and rising rents can make buying a home an attractive 
option for military families, Hurt offers a word of caution.

“We counsel all people, whether they are military or not, that it is 
risky to look at real estate as a short-term investment,” he said. 
“Rapid increases in appreciation are not where the market is at 
today.”

“It is not for everybody, but it is an investment opportunity,” 
says Ken H. Johnson, finance professor at Florida International 
University. “Because of the ability to put zero down or near zero 
down, depending on your VA mortgage eligibility, there’s an ability 
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to highly leverage the deal, and the presence of low interest rates 
means it makes a lot of sense for some military personnel to go 
ahead and buy.”

“A fair number of military people coming in are at least considering 
renting, but after they look at the numbers, they begin to see that 
in many cases they can purchase at a lower price than their rent 
would be,” Hurt said. “That doesn’t even take into consideration 
the tax benefits.”

Because the cost of homeownership includes much more than 
a mortgage payment, Johnson says military families need to be 
aware of the vast differences in property taxes from one state 
to the next, noting that property taxes on a $200,000 house in 
Jacksonville, Florida, could be four times more than a similarly 
priced home in Montgomery, Alabama. Such differences may 
make buying a home less appealing at duty stations with sticker-
shock producing tax bills.
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Are You Credit Worthy?
By Janet Farley

Home ownership is dream many of us have, including those still 
in uniform and transitioning out of it. Whether you are looking to 
buy the right house for right now or you are contemplating your 
“forever” home, you’ll need to be worthy…credit worthy, that is. 

Getting to that point, in this financial day and age, can be 
challenging for anyone.

“The wild, wild west [days] of the mortgage industry are over,” 
said Tom Moran, an Army Lieutenant Colonel who, along with 
his spouse Marirose, recently purchased a home in upstate New 
York in anticipation of his retirement after serving 26 years.

“In 2001, we were approved for a mortgage in two hours with 
minimal documentation.  In 2010, we had to provide a bit more 
documentation on our finances.  In 2012, we had to verify, justify 
and document every single source of income and potential 
expenditures.  It was a lengthy and painful process,” said Moran.

If you are thinking about buying a home, then learn from Moran 
who graciously offers up advice from a been there, done that 
and bought the house perspective. 

“Start getting your records in order well in advance of starting 
the mortgage application,” said Moran. 

“In today’s financial environment, approval for financing is based 
on the lender accepting risk for repayment,” said Moran.
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Your mission, should you decide to accept it, is to convince the 
lender that you are a good risk. You can accomplish that by 
being a good risk in the first place. 

“We never carry a balance on our credit cards but we got copies 
of our credit reports to ensure there was nothing on [them] that 
we were unaware of or that were in error,” said Moran. 

“If you have a good credit history, low (or no) revolving debt and a 
strong financial position, you demonstrate to the lender that you 
are an acceptable risk and should have no issues with paying off 
your mortgage,” said Moran. 

“Having a good credit score is important because it puts you in 
the driver’s seat in the financing process,” said Moran.

“If you know that you have a top tier credit score, you can shop 
around for rates and terms that suit you best.  Any facet of your 
financial profile that is not up to par could be a discriminator in 
the lender approving your financing,” warns Moran.
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A good credit score, also known as a FICO, can make a difference 
in the rates you receive. 

For example, a FICO score between 760-850 could result in an 
APR of about 3.039% and a monthly payment of $1,271 on a 
$300,000, 30-year fixed mortgage. A FICO score of 640-680, on 
the other hand, could result in a 4.628% APR rate and monthly 
payments of $1,543. 

There are three major credit reporting agencies in the United 
States.  By law, you are entitled to a free copy each year of your 
credit report from each one. You can visit them at Annual Credit 
Report.com. 

Be sure you get not only the report, but your FICO score as well. 
Also, beware of look-alike sites offering you free credit reports 
that aren’t truly free.

PAY OFF ANY OTHER OUTSTANDING LOANS

“We paid off our remaining auto loan to reduce our debt-to-
income ratio and amassed savings in three separate accounts,” 
said Moran. 

Moran used each account as follows:

In account one, he ensured that there was enough cash to cover 
a significant down payment and closing costs with extra funds to 
cover contingencies.

“We paid off our remaining auto  
loan to reduce our debt-to-income ratio.”
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In account two, he ensured that there was enough cash to ease 
the transition between active duty pay and retirement pay until 
his civilian paychecks started rolling in.

In account three, he ensured that there was enough cash to pay 
for costs associated with moving as Dislocation Allowance (DLA) 
was not authorized for his retirement move.  

“In this way we were able to start our new life in New York without 
being saddled with credit card debt,” said Moran.

PROVE YOUR WORTH

To further convince the lender that he and his family were good 
risks, Moran also completed an analysis on his short and long 
term investments.

Doing this can be as simple as creating a spreadsheet that 
clearly lays out the numbers. 

LOOK INTO YOUR CRYSTAL BALL

You might not always know what is coming, but sometimes 
you can give it an educated guess. If, for example, you are 
planning to transition or retire from the military and want to 
buy a house in the transition process, attempt to make your 
last duty station where you want to live or at least close to it.  

“In this way we were able to start our  
new life in New York without being saddled  

with credit card debt”
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The Moran family carefully planned the purchase of their 
“forever home” with their military to civilian transition process. 

“We spent the 18 months prior to our anticipated retirement 
determining which community we wanted to call home in 
retirement,” said Moran.

They set a date for the movement of the family and began to 
plan and plot their purchase.  

At six months out:  They contacted USAA Movers Advantage and 
were referred to a superb realtor.  Their realtor started sending 
them listings to review. 

At three months out:  The Moran family traveled to New York to 
go house hunting. Because they had been working the issue in 
advance with a realtor, they had a good idea of what they were 
looking for at that point. They knew what neighborhoods and 
schools they wanted to target. As a result of such due diligence, 
they were able to make an offer on a house before they left. 

At one month out:  The Moran family closed on the sale of their 
new home and made preparations to move their household goods.

1. Get a copy of your 
credit report from  
annualcreditreport.com.

2. Itemize your assets  
and liabilities

3. Pay off credit card debt

4. Pay down auto debt

5. Boost your savings

PRE-PURCHASE CHECKLIST
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BE FLEXIBLE

The process of buying a home demands flexibility. In other 
words, your ideal time line won’t necessarily coincide with the 
time line of lenders, realtors and sellers. 

“Giving ourselves a buffer was key as recent changes to the 
mortgage approval process and a backlog of people refinancing 
their mortgages caused our closing date to slip almost three 
weeks,” said Moran.  

HAVE ENOUGH CASH ON HAND

Moran suggests you ensure that you have enough financial 
liquidity for a down payment (if required), closing costs (including 
the VA funding fee) and move-in expenses while not wiping out 
your emergency savings of at least two months salary. Here’s 
how: Pay off any credit card debt. Know your credit score and 
what is on your credit reports.
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When Bad Things Happen
By Janet Farley

When you buy a house to call home, you expect to pay for it 
without any financial difficulties.  You never imagine, as you sign 
on the dotted line of ownership, that you could one day lose that 
house or even your job because of financial difficulties related 
to credit use and abuse.  

But you can. 

Despite the best intentions, bad things do happen to good people 
who own or who want to own their homes. Whether the financial 
mistakes are self-inflicted or caused by institutional error,  
the key to navigating through such times lies with knowledge 
and understanding about credit and what to do when the going 
gets rough. 

Like it or not, credit does play a significant role in our lives. 

“It’s a Catch-22,” says Scott Halliwell, a certified financial planner 
from USAA Federal Savings Bank, based in San Antonio, Texas. 

“To get the good interest rates to purchase a home, you have 
to have a good credit score. To have a good credit score, you 
have to have credit in the first place. Without a credit history, it’s 
difficult to establish credit.  It’s a vicious cycle,” said Halliwell.

Retired Army Major Jacquelyn Nasca and her recently retired 
Navy spouse, Joe, understands this vicious cycle all too well.
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In a concerted effort to be debt-free and prepared for life after 
the military, the couple aggressively paid off their outstanding 
debts and loans.  They also saved money for a sizeable down-
payment on a house. 

The couple accomplished all of this while being stationed 
for several years in Germany, where they lived on the base in 
housing. They did not have any utility bills and they used pre-
paid cell phones so they didn’t have to worry about being locked 
into long-term cellular contracts. 

Nasca, who is now an Accredited Financial Counselor, felt they 
had positioned themselves well for their military to civilian 
transition.

“Unfortunately, when we got back to the States and tried to buy 
a house, we found out the hard way that it wasn’t going to be as 
easy as we thought,” said Nasca.

“Because we avoided using credit over the years, we didn’t have 
a credit history,” said Nasca. 

“It didn’t matter that we were debt-free, had two-thirds of a 
$350K house cost ready to put on the table and had a good job 
with a decent salary waiting in the wings. It didn’t matter that we 
had successfully owned and sold three houses in prior years,” 
said Nasca. 

“You have to have a credit score, too,” said Nasca who, along 
with her spouse, eventually worked out a manual underwriting 
deal with a lending organization to purchase their Charlottesville, 
Virginia home. 
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“As a result of not having a credit history, we ended up paying 
additional money for private mortgage insurance and we didn’t 
secure the best rate available for the mortgage loan itself,” said 
Nasca. 

“We took a hit even though we planned carefully,” said Nasca.

Having a good credit score not only helps you land attractive 
interest rates to buy a home and avoid additional fees, but it can 
help you fill up empty rooms afterwards.

“Having a good credit score came in handy immediately after 
buying our home when we were buying appliances,” said Ann 
Marie Detavernier, an Army spouse of eight years who along 
with her active duty spouse, recently purchased a home in  
El Paso, Texas. 

“One phone call and our credit card limit was increased to allow 
for move-in purchases,” said Detavenier who also writes a popular 
blog about being an Army wife at www.household6diva.com.

Halliwell is often asked by service members how they can “fix” 
their credit histories.

“I tell them that there are no quick fixes. It’s called a credit 
history for a reason,” he said.

Halliwell feels that there is a lack of understanding about credit 
and how it plays a role in the financial cycle of life. 

“Financial issues can cause you to  
potentially lose your security clearance and 

maybe even your job.”
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“Credit is a necessary evil in our society.  It can often feel like a 
double-edged sword. We need to be thoughtful and careful with it,” 
said Halliwell. 

THE RIPPLE EFFECTS ON YOUR CAREER
Credit may be a necessary evil but another thing is also certain. 
Financial issues can cause you to potentially lose your security 
clearance and maybe even your job.  

“There can be ripple effects to your career,” said Jim Hennessey, 
owner of JLH Company, a security clearance consulting company 
based out of Leesburg, Virginia.

Hennessey is a retired U.S. Government Special Agent who was 
employed as federal backgrounds investigator for 25 years. He has 
seen more than his share of such stories.

“While organizations look into the matter, careers are put on hold. 
People are passed over for promotions. It’s very sad,” said Hennessey 
who assists clients struggling with security clearance issues through 
in-person and/or on-line consultations. 

Still, Hennessey says there is hope.
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“Everyone has debt. It’s what you do to alleviate it that matters,” 
he said.

According to the Adjudicative Guidelines and Investigative Standards 
in the Department of Defense (Guideline F: Financial Considerations), 
conditions that could raise a security concern include:

• A history of not meeting your financial obligations

• Deceptive or illegal financial practices

• An inability or unwillingness to satisfy your debts

• Unexplained affluence

• Financial problems linked to gambling, drug abuse, 
alcoholism or other security concerns

If your financial difficulties become unmanageable, Hennessey 
reminds of the responsibility to self-disclose that you assumed when 
you were sworn into the clearance level.

“Let your supervisor and security folks know about the situation and 
what you’re doing to clear it up,” he said.

Hennessey also says that many people fail to self-disclose. If you are 
applying for a security clearance for the first time, the same guidance 
holds. Honesty, as it has been for centuries, is the best policy. 

“Be honest and candid about your situation. Explain what happened 
and how you are trying to mitigate the circumstances,” said 
Hennessey. 

“Just because you experience bad things doesn’t mean you will lose 
your security clearance or that you will be denied one.  Make every 
effort to do the right thing,” he said.

Scott Halliwell, a USAA Federal Savings Bank financial planner, 
offers the following potential strategies for various credit dilemmas. 
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When You Lack a Credit Score and/or Credit History:

• Obtain a secure credit card through your bank. 

• Open a certificate of deposit with a bank and take a loan 
out against it.

• Obtain a department store credit card to establish a 
payment history.

When You Have a Less than Desirable Credit Score:

• Don’t pretend it doesn’t exist. Don’t hide from it. 

• Figure out the root cause for the debt and address it. 

• Create and stick to a manageable budget. 

• Pay off the debt that you have accumulated.

• Don’t cancel cards once you’ve paid the debt off. 

• Avoid having the debt turned over to collection agencies. 

• If your debt is turned over to one, try to work with that 
agency and prevent it from being passed on to another 
agency. Contain the problem. Solve the problem.

When You Want to Improve Your Credit Score:

• Get a better understanding of how credit works at  
www.myfico.com

• Make thoughtful decisions concerning your credit.

• Don’t apply for the 20% off your purchase department 
store cards.

• Be careful about co-signing loans with others.

• Monitor your credit reports. Take advantage of your 
annual free reports.  
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Jim Hennessey, owner and security clearance consultant of JLH 
Company, makes these suggestions for completing the SF 86, 
Security Clearance Questionnaire:

• Create a draft on a paper copy of the form before 
entering it electronically.

• Answer all the questions, getting the details such as zip 
codes and nicknames correct. 

• Don’t forget to include information such as mental health 
treatment or substance abuse counseling you may have 
received. 

• Use the “comments” sections to fully explain your 
situation in detail. 

• Don’t lie about what happened; don’t make light of it. 
This is an honesty issue. Provide complete and accurate 
information.

• Explain how you did make things better or how you are 
doing it now.

• Express your genuine regret at what happened. 
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The Pros and Cons of VA Loans
One of the benefits of serving is the opportunity to qualify for a Veterans Affairs (VA) 
loan. Qualifications for a VA loan are similar to non-VA loans:  you must have good 
credit and reliable income. Below are the pros and cons of taking out a VA loan.  

PROS
 •  There is no down payment requirement as long as the sales price doesn’t 

exceed the appraised value.

 •  No private mortgage insurance (PMI) premium requirement. PMI is typically 
charged when consumers invest less than a 20% down payment. PMI can cost 
the average homeowner between $50-$150 per month.

 •  VA rules limit the amount you can be charged for closing costs.

 •  The lender can’t charge you a penalty fee if you pay the loan off early.

 •  VA may be able to provide you some assistance if you run into difficulty 
making payments.

CONS
 • Funding fee

You must pay a funding fee when you get a VA loan. The funding fee is an additional 
fee charged by the VA and is based on your down payment:

Down payment is 10% or higher – funding fee will is 1.25% of your loan

Down payment is between 5%-10% - funding fee is 1.50% of your loan

Down payment is 5% or less – funding fee is 2.15%

If you take out a 100,000 with no deposit, your funding fee would be $2150. If you 
finance this fee into you loan, keep in mind that over a 30-year mortgage, this will 
cost you more than $10,000.

The funding fee is waived if you are a veteran receiving disability payments.
 •  No down payment. While many people may consider the ability to buy a home 

without a down payment a pro, it can also be viewed as a con. Saving for a 
down payment over time builds up a “saving muscle” that you may need as 
a home owner to pay for unexpected repairs. Being able to purchase a home 
with no down payment can set service members up for failure later on.

For more information on how to obtain a VA loan, visit: www.va.gov.
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Need to Know:  
Servicemembers Civil Relief Act

By Andrea Downing Peck 

If you or your spouse are in the military and stationed in another 
state other than your home state, there may be different rules 
for how you file your state return.

A federal law called the federal Servicemembers Civil Relief Act 
(SCRA) provides that:

 1.  A Servicemember shall not be deemed to have lost a 
residence or domicile in any state solely by reason of 
being absent in compliance with military orders

 2.  A Servicemember shall not be deemed to have 
acquired a residence or domicile in any other state 
solely by reason of being there in compliance with 
military orders; and

 3.  Compensation for military service is not considered 
to be from sources within the state where a 
Servicemember is stationed if that state is not the 
Servicemember’s domicile.

The term “domicile” means where you maintain your permanent 
home that you intend to return whenever you are absent, which 
is typically the home state you lived in before entering the 
military; also referred to as your legal “home of record.”
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For Example: Private John Kurtz enters the military in 2011. He 
lived in his home state of Kentucky for 10 years before entering 
the military, and wrote Kentucky as his home of legal residence 
on his DD Form 2058. Private Kurtz then gets stationed in 
Arizona on military orders. He would still maintain Kentucky 
as his main home and would not be considered a resident of 
Arizona. Any military income that Private Kurtz earns while in 
Arizona would not be sourced to that state and would not be 
taxable in Arizona. However, any non-military income may still be 
subject to tax if it was earned in Arizona.

Note: You will want to check with a tax professional as some 
states allow for additional exclusions or benefits for resident 
military taxpayers. In addition, the Military Spouses Residency 
Relief Act (MSRRA) expanded the federal Servicemembers Civil 
Relief Act to include rules about state residency and taxation of 
a Servicemember’s spouse. This act provides that:

 1.  A nonmilitary spouse of a military Servicemember shall 
neither lose nor acquire a residence or domicile for tax 
purposes by being absent or present in a state solely 
to be with the Servicemember in compliance with the 
Servicemember’s military orders if the residence or 
domicile is the same for both the Servicemember and 
spouse; and

 2.  Income of a military Servicemember’s nonmilitary 
spouse for services performed in the duty station 
state while accompanying the military spouse in the 
duty station state would not be considered income 
sourced to that state. This means it is not taxable in 
the duty station state, although such income may be 
subject to taxation in the spouse’s home state.
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For Example: Lieutenant Marie Childress and her husband Steve 
have a permanent home in Michigan. Lieutenant Childress gets 
called on PCS orders to be stationed in Sacramento, California. 
Steve decides to accompany his spouse in California. After a 
couple of months in California, Steve gets a job as a bartender 
at a local restaurant. Steve would not have lost his residence in 
Michigan because of the move to California to be with his wife. In 
addition, he would not acquire a residence in California and the 
income he earns for the job in California would not be taxable in 
California. However, the income would be taxable in their home 
state of residence, Michigan.

Alternate Example 1: Steve and Marie did not live in the same 
state before Marie got stationed in California. Instead Steve 
lived in Ohio and decided to move to California to be with his 
wife. The act would not cover this situation because they did 
not have the same residence before the move. Therefore, Steve 
may become a resident of the state of California and any income 
earned while working the job in California would be taxed by the 
tax laws of California.

Alternate Example 2: Steve and Marie did live in the same home 
in Michigan, but Steve does move to California because he 
accepts a VP position at a company. However, the position was 
located in San Diego and has no intention of living with his wife 
in Sacramento. Because Steve is not present in California solely 
to be with his military wife, he may obtain residence in California 
and he would be subject to tax on his income earned there.

“The term “domicile” means  
where you maintain your permanent home.”
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Homelessness in the Military
By Andrea Downing Peck 

Army Capt. Jaspen Boothe knows firsthand how fast the 
downward spiral into homelessness can be. An Army National 
Guard soldier, Boothe was preparing to deploy to Iraq when 
Hurricane Katrina destroyed her New Orleans home. One month 
later, her life took another devastating turn when she was 
diagnosed with head, neck and throat cancer, leaving her out of 
work and clinging to limited options.

“It was one thing to lose everything to Katrina,” says Boothe, 
who at the time was a single parent. “Those are material things. 
My son was safe. I was safe, and I still had a mission with my 
soldiers in Iraq. When the cancer diagnosis came, the first thing 
I thought about was my son. I never thought I wouldn’t be taken 
care of if I couldn’t continue my military service.” 

Homeless – and fearing her medical diagnosis meant her 
military career was over – Boothe turned to local social service 
agencies for help and found few solutions.

“If you are a woman with a child, you qualify for what every 
adult with a child qualifies for,” she said. “That was a hard pill 
to swallow because I wasn’t just any woman walking in off the 
streets that had fallen on hard times. When you go to social 
services, you aren’t looked at as a soldier, sailor, Marine, 

“When you go to social services, you aren’t  
looked at as a soldier.”
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airman or military member. You are looked at as crack head, 
somebody’s baby mama or a woman that has made a bunch of 
bad decisions in her life.”

Boothe moved her son to Missouri to live with her aunt, her son’s 
designated long-term care provider. After completing cancer 
treatment, Boothe joined the family in Missouri and took up 
residence on their couch.

Ultimately, Boothe, 35, was able to continue her military service, 
and today she works as a full-time guardsman at the National 
Guard Bureau in Arlington, Va. Her brush with homelessness, 
however, left an indelible mark.

“I decided poverty wasn’t going to be an option for me and my 
son and that it should never be an option presented to you after 
you raised your right hand and risked your life for your country,” 
she said.

In response, Boothe founded Final Salute, a non-profit 
organization that provides temporary housing and assistance to 
homeless female veterans and their children. Since 2010, the 
organization has purchased two transitional assistance homes 
in Virginia, providing housing and preventive services to more 
than 50 women and children to date. 

The Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 
estimates more than 62,000 veterans are homeless and 
approximately twice that number may experience homelessness 

Veterans continue to make up a disproportionate 
percentage of the homeless population.
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during a year. Veterans continue to make up a disproportionate 
percentage of the homeless population, with nearly 13 percent 
of homeless adults claiming veteran status, a figure nearly 
double the percentage of veterans in the general population.

In 2009, the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced 
an ambitious goal of ending homelessness among veterans 
by 2015. There are signs the concerted effort by federal, 
state, local and non-profit agencies to combat homelessness 
is making a difference. The number of homeless veterans 
dropped 18 percent between 2010 and 2012, beginning a 
steady downward decline.
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“We are optimistic if we don’t get to zero by 2015 that we’ll be 
pretty close,” said Randy Brown, director of communication for 
the National Coalition for Homeless Veterans.

As part of the VA’s five-year plan, they launched the Supportive 
Services for Veterans Families program, which provides financial 
and other assistance to families at risk of becoming homeless 
and rapidly re-houses the newly homeless. The VA also has 
partnered with HUD to create HUD-VA Supportive Housing (HUD-
VASH), a voucher program that allows homeless veterans and 
their families to rent privately owned housing. In addition, the VA’s 
Homeless Providers Grant and Per Diem Program awards funding 
to community agencies providing services to homeless veterans.

Steve Berg, vice president for programs and policy for the National 
Alliance to End Homelessness, says the federal initiatives have 
targeted both the chronically homeless as well as veterans who 
may be unemployed or facing short-term economic issues that 
are pushing them to the brink of homelessness.

“There are still some big obstacles ahead of us but some really 
good work has been done, both by Congress and the Department 

of Veteran Affairs,” he says. 

Berg says the final step in solving 
veteran homelessness must occur 
at the community level.

“We need people in local 
communities, people who work in 
local VA medical centers, people 
working on homelessness in one 
way or another, getting together 
and implementing these programs 
in a systematic way so they are 

IT IS ONE OF THOSE 

ISSUES 
WHERE IF YOU 
CUT FUNDING 
TO VETERANS, YOU 
LOOK REALLY BAD
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finding everyone who is homeless, getting that veteran the right 
intervention and then preventing people who are on the verge of 
homelessness from becoming homeless,” he said.

While he believes a permanent solution to veteran homelessness 
is within reach, Berg worries that recent progress will evaporate 
if federal funding dries up for the programs that have been 
instrumental in getting ex-service members off the streets. 

“We could be right on the verge of solving this problem and if 
Congress pulls the rug out from under us, it could go the other 
way,” he said. “The economy is still not great. People are still 
becoming homeless because they can’t get a job. Unemployment 
still is higher for veterans than non-veterans. We’re still in a 
vulnerable state.”

Brown, however, expects Congress to spare homeless veterans 
programs when wielding its deficit-cutting ax.

“From both sides of the aisle in Congress, there has been 
bipartisan support to continue funding programs to help 
homeless veterans,” he said. “It is one of those issues where if 
you cut funding to veterans, you look really bad.”

Veterans needing assistance can find help by contacting:

National Call Center for Homeless Veterans

The VA’s homeless veteran hotline number is 1-877-4AID-VET 
(1-877-424-3838). Homeless veterans, veterans at-risk for 
homelessness and their family members have free, confidential, 
24/7 access to trained counselors.
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Live chat is available at:  
http://www.va.gov/HOMELESS/NationalCallCenter.asp

Department of Veterans Affairs – Homeless Programs

This web site provides information on the VA’s housing assistance 
programs, mental health services, health care and employment 
programs for homeless veterans and at-risk veterans at  
http://www.va.gov/HOMELESS/index.asp

VA’s Homeless Veterans Coordinators

Homeless Coordinators at local VA Medical Centers can provide 
outreach, case management, referrals to benefit counselors, 
health care information and housing assistance. Go to  
http://va.gov/HOMELESS/docs/HCHV_Sites_ByState.pdf to 
locate Housing Coordinators at VA Medical Centers in your state.

National Coalition for Homeless Veterans

NCHV web site includes links to resources, employment 
assistance and guides for homeless veterans at  
http://www.nchv.org/

Final Salute

Finale Salute provides homeless female veterans and their 
children in the Washington, D.C., Maryland and Virginia areas 
with safe transitional housing and offers eligible applicants 
interest free loans or grants to pay for rent, deposit or utilities. 
For more information, http://www.finalsaluteinc.org 
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How You Can Prevent 
Foreclosure

Courtesy of Freddie Mac 

Foreclosure is not inevitable when you fall behind on your 
mortgage payments. There are options. But, you need to discuss 
these options with your lender (the company to which you make 
your mortgage payments) to determine the best solution for your 
situation. Remember: the earlier you contact your lender, the 
more options you will have to avoid foreclosure.

OPTIONS TO KEEP YOU IN YOUR HOME

Your lender will work with you to determine if you are eligible 
for any of the following workout options. Keep in mind that your 
lender wants to help you; they do not want your home. 

1. REFINANCE

Mortgage Refinance

If you have an adjustable-rate mortgage that is adjusting or 
want to secure a lower interest rate than your current mortgage, 
refinancing may be able to reduce your monthly payments to a 
more sustainable level. If you have not missed any mortgage 
payments, refinancing can completely replace your current 
mortgage loan and provide you with new terms and a new 
monthly payment.
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Refinancing may make sense if you:

 • Have enough equity in your home to qualify for a new loan.

 • Are current on your mortgage payments.

 • Have acceptable credit.

 •  Want to secure a lower rate, longer term or a different 
type of loan.

Home Affordable Refinance Program

If you are unable to qualify for a mortgage refinance, you may 
be able to refinance through the Home Affordable Refinance 
Program (HARP), part of the federal Making Home Affordable 
Program.

HARP may make sense if you:

 • Have a loan that is owned by Freddie Mac or Fannie Mae. 

 • Have little or no equity in the home.

 • Have the financial ability to afford the new payments.

2. FORBEARANCE

Forbearance

If you are facing a short-term financial hardship and need 
temporary assistance with your mortgage, your lender may offer 
you a “forbearance.” With this option, your lender is temporarily 

“ If you are facing a short-term financial hardship and 
need temporary assistance with your mortgage, 

your lender may offer you a “forbearance.”
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reducing or suspending your mortgage payments for up to six 
months while you get back on your feet.

Forbearance may make sense if you:

 • Are facing a short-term financial hardship.

 •  Think you may fall behind on your mortgage payments,  
or have already missed one or two payments.

Forbearance is often combined with a reinstatement or a 
repayment plan to pay off the missed or reduced mortgage 
payments when your financial situation has stabilized.

Unemployment Forbearance

Unemployment is a reality that many homeowners currently 
face. To provide you with a greater measure of security and more 
time to find new employment, your lender may be able to provide 
you with short-term unemployment forbearance (6 months) and, 
if necessary, extended unemployment forbearance for up to an 
additional 6 months if you are unemployed.
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Unemployment Forbearance may make sense if you:

 •  Have a loan that is owned by Freddie Mac.  
Visit Freddiemac.com to see if FM owns your loan.

 • Are facing financial hardship due to unemployment.

 •  Are looking for assistance with the mortgage for your 
primary residence.

If you are unemployed and were or currently are in an existing 
short-term forbearance plan, you can also be evaluated for an 
extended unemployment forbearance under this policy.

3. REINSTATEMENT

With a reinstatement, you may be able to make your loan current 
and avoid foreclosure if you have the funds to repay the missed 
payments on your mortgage and any associated fees and late 
charges (typically a lump sum payment on a specific date).

A reinstatement may make sense if you:

 • Are recovering from a short-term financial hardship.

 •  Are behind on your mortgage and have received a notice 
of default.

 •  Can demonstrate to your lender that you can repay your 
debts and afford your monthly mortgage payment.

Be aware that there may be late fees and other costs associated 
with a reinstatement plan.

Reinstatement is often combined with forbearance when you 
can show that funds from a bonus, tax refund, new employment 
or other source will become available at a specific time in the 
future.
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4. REPAYMENT PLAN

If you are a few months behind on your mortgage due to a short-
term financial setback, but are now financially secure, you may 
be eligible for a repayment plan. This option will enable you 
to make up your missed payments, and late fees, over a fixed 
amount of time by combining a portion of what is past due with 
your regular monthly payment. By the end of the repayment 
period you will have paid back the amount of your mortgage that 
was delinquent.

A repayment plan may make sense if you:

 •  Have recovered from a short-term financial hardship that 
caused you to miss a few mortgage payments and receive 
a notice of default.

 •  Can demonstrate to your lender that you have the funds 
to repay past-due amounts – along with any associated 
fees and late charges – and can afford your mortgage 
payments.

Repayment plans are often combined with forbearance 
when you can show that funds from a bonus, tax refund, new 
employment or other source will become available at a specific 
time in the future.

“If you are facing a short-term financial hardship and 
need temporary assistance with your mortgage, your 
lender may offer you a “forbearance.””
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5. MODIFICATION

Loan Modification

For homeowners who are several months behind on their 
mortgage – or expect to fall behind soon – a loan modification 
of the mortgage terms may provide a solution. With a loan 
modification, you and your mortgage company will have a written 
agreement that changes one or more of the original terms of 
your note (such as the interest rate or duration of loan) to make 
your payments more affordable and sustainable.

A modification may make sense if you:

 •  Are not current on your mortgage.

 •  Do not qualify for the federal Home Affordable 
Modification Program (HAMP)

 •  Do not qualify for the federal Home Affordable Refinance 
Program (HARP).

 • Can afford the modified mortgage payments.

Home Affordable Modification Program (HAMP)

If you’re behind in your mortgage payments, in the foreclosure 
process, or current on your payments but are about to default 
due to a recently experienced hardship, you may be able to 
modify your loan to a lower rate through the Home Affordable 
Modification Program (HAMP), part of the federal Making 
Home Affordable Program. This program is available through 
December 31, 2013.
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HAMP may make sense if you:

 •  Have a loan that is owned by Freddie Mac, Fannie Mae or 
a participating lender. Visit our Freddiemac.com  to see if 
FM owns your loan.

 • Took out your mortgage on or before January 1, 2009.

 • Currently live in the property as your primary residence.

 •  Do not qualify for the federal Home Affordable Refinance 
Program (HARP).

 •  Are behind on your mortgage, or you are current but will 
be unable to afford your mortgage payments because of 
a documentable financial hardship.

 •  Spend more than 31 percent of your pre-tax income on 
your mortgage payment (including principal, interest, 
taxes, insurance and homeowner’s association dues).

Be aware that all workout options affect your credit score and 
some affect it more than others. You should discuss all potential 
impacts with your lender. You may also visit www.myfico.com  
for more information about your credit and how alternatives to 
foreclosure may affect it.

Don’t Give Up!

It is important you understand what foreclosure means and why it 
is so critical to get help early to avoid it. The impacts of foreclosure 
are significant – including potential loss of equity in your home 
and the negative hit to your credit score. The emotional impacts 
are considerable as well – for you and your family.

For these reasons and more, be sure that you and your lender 
explore all options to foreclosure and don’t give up.
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We Did It! What It Takes to Be a 
Successful Military Landlord

By Andrea Downing Peck 

The real estate crisis has turned many military homeowners into 
reluctant long-distance landlords, but having a tenant cover your 
monthly mortgage payment can yield long-term dividends. 

Major R.J. and Elizabeth Garcia successfully bought and sold 
homes throughout the first 10 years of their marriage as the 
Army moved them to eight different military posts. They bought 
their first home in Savannah, Ga., soon after they were married 
in 2002, sold it 15 months later and bought another home in 
Woodbridge, Va., which they owned for 19 months. 

“For the most part, we have really, really lucked out and bought 
and managed to sell,” Elizabeth Garcia said. “In some instances, 
we were able to do well on the house when it sold or at least 
break even. We actually did quite well right before the bubble 
burst in Washington, D.C. We walked away happy with our 
experience there.”

Their luck changed in March 2008, however, when they bought 
a 3,400 square-foot-home in Harker Heights, Texas. By the time 
their permanent change of duty station orders to the U.S. Military 
Academy at West Point were in hand, the housing market had 
nose-dived in the Fort Hood area.

“When we bought a home at Fort Hood, we could tell the climate 
there was changing,” Garcia said. “It had not really been affected 
and then right when we bought, it definitely started to change. 
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The real estate market was not doing as well as hoped. This was 
our first time deciding not to sell.”

While becoming a long-distance landlord was not part of 
their original plan, the Garcias have weathered the transition 
with ease. Their first step was listing the house for sale on 
MilitaryByOwner.com, a web site focused on military homes for 
sale and houses for rent near military bases. 

“Within minutes to hours we had people saying, ‘I’m not in the 
market to buy, but we’re very interested in renting,’” Garcia 
explained. “We had so many inquiries so fast that we looked at 
our situation and thought maybe we should look at the house as 
a long-term investment.”

The features that attracted the Garcias to the house are the 
same qualities that gave it widespread appeal as a rental 
property. It is great for entertaining, has an updated kitchen 
with granite counter tops and stainless steel appliances and is 
located on a cul-de-sac in a top-notch school district.

Their tenant is a fellow aviator whose family was looking to rent 
a home for two years in Texas because they were forced to rent 
out the house they own in Washington, D.C. While a military 
connection does not guarantee a hassle-free tenant-landlord 
relationship, Garcia says there are benefits to sharing similar 
situations.

“While becoming a long-distance landlord was  
not part of their original plan, the Garcias have 

weathered the transition with ease.”
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“We were all currently in the same predicament,” she said. “He is 
trusting another family with his home, just like we’re trusting him in 
ours. They’ve been fantastic. They probably take better care of the 
house than we did. As far as I’m concerned, we couldn’t have had 
better renters.” 

While converting a house to a rental property is often a last-ditch 
option for military homeowners, today’s tight rental market means 
that rental houses are in demand, especially homes with rental 
prices that fall in line with typical military housing allowances. 

“It’s the old supply and demand situation,” said William Hurt, broker 
owner of ERA Shields Real Estate in Colorado Springs. “As more 
people choose to rent – in many cases they were unable to sell their 
home where they were coming from – they become renters on this 
end as well.”

Low mortgage rates have been an added bonus for many 
military landlords, allowing them to refinance and reduce their 
monthly costs.



We Did It! What It Takes to Be a Successful Military Landlord

Page:62

Army Major J.T. Edwards and his wife Melissa decided to rent out 
their four-bedroom, 2,800 square-foot home in Colorado Springs 
last year rather than sell it at a loss. However, by refinancing 
their mortgage, which lowered their interest rate from 6 percent 
to 3.89 percent, they shaved $500 off their monthly payment 
and added to their positive cash flow. Meanwhile, the home’s 
value has rebounded roughly $45,000 during the time it has 
been rented.

“We should be OK,” Melissa Edwards said. “Plus, everything we 
charge [in rent] over our mortgage we’re putting directly onto 
the principle so we actually will make more money when we sell 
that house.

Ken H. Johnson, finance professor at Florida International 
University, says research proves owning real estate builds 
wealth, but not for the reasons most people assume.

“It is not really the property appreciation that creates wealth,” 
Johnson said. “That’s the myth. What we’re finding every time 
we do studies is that the real wealth increaser is not property 
appreciation. It is not the tax write-off. Those help, but not to the 
point you would think. What really creates wealth is having the 
loan paid down. It is a forced savings account.”

Johnson acknowledges that having a tenant pay your mortgage 
is even better.

“When you have somebody pay into your savings account for 
you, that is a good thing,” he said.

Army spouse Heather Armour and her husband Jason, a staff 
sergeant, agree. They bought a three-bedroom, two-bath house 
in 2006 in Augusta, Ga. Despite the real estate market’s ups 
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and downs and an overseas tour to Germany, they have not 
considered selling the 1960’s era home.  Instead, when they left 
Fort Gordon in 2008, they turned the house over to a property 
manager who had the house rented within two weeks. 

While the property manager’s 5 percent fee adds to their monthly 
expenses, Heather Armour says the money buys peace of mind. 

“Every once in a while I wonder how the house is doing, but 
we’ve grown to really trust the property manager,” she said. 
“She’s a little bit hands off with it – I am not going to bug you 
if you aren’t going to bug me. We were thankfully able to also 
establish a trusting relationship with the tenants and have not 
had any issues.”

Armour is a firm believer in the value of real estate, an idea 
instilled in her by her grandfather who preached, “Buy land. 
They don’t make it any more.” Her original goal of buying an 
investment property at each duty station has been tempered 
by the realities of homeownership, but her enthusiasm for real 
estate investments has not waned as she continues to survey 
the market for another buying opportunity.

“It’s definitely an option,” she said. “We keep an eye on 
the market and try to have a feel for what is going on in the 
communities where we live, where we would like to live, where 
we have lived before and where we have family living just to see 
if there is an opportunity.” 

One reason Armour can consider adding to her real estate 
holdings is that she has tight control over the family finances. 
She has taken full advantage of the myriad of financial readiness 
programs available to military families, ranging from Dave 
Ramsey’s Financial Peace Military Edition to personal financial 
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readiness classes offered by Army Community Services. Putting 
the debt reduction lessons to work, she is on track to have the 
Georgia house paid off in another seven years, less than halfway 
through a 30-year mortgage.

“I have a payment schedule that is completely feasible where, if 
we want to, we can have it paid off in about 6.5 years,” she said.

While not everyone will be able to duplicate the Armours’ 
financial discipline, Johnson says a landlord must be prepared 
to weather financial storms since a bad tenant can be costly.

“I’ve had tenants where I think if I ever get these people out of 
my house, I am going to sell it,” Johnson said. “When you have a 
good tenant, it is the smartest investment you can make. When 
you have a bad tenant, your return isn’t as good.”

If you are considering becoming a landlord, carefully consider the 
following:

• Good tenants are hard to find, especially as an absentee 
landlord. Bad tenants may not pay the rent, damage the 
property and lead to costly legal fees.     

• Be wary of others’ tales of quick wins in real estate.  

“Every once in a while I wonder how the  
house is doing, but we’ve grown to really trust  

the property manager.”
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• Absentee management of a property is problematic at best.  
Major cash outlays may be required for repairs/replacement 
of major appliances, heating and air conditioning units, roof 
replacement, cost of property insurance, potential vacancy 
periods, refurbishing between tenants, locating tenants etc. 
These circumstances may lead to engaging the services of 
a professional local property manager (which can be costly).  
This is especially true where the new duty station is overseas.  

• If the new assignment is to a military installation where 
acceptable government quarters are available, the member 
could lose entitlement to the BAH.  In this situation, the 
rental income must be sufficient to cover all cash outlays for 
mortgage payments, property maintenance and upkeep etc.  

• You must be able to manage gaps in rental income between 
occupants. Don’t consider maintaining an investment 
property without healthy cash reserves (a minimum of 6 
months of mortgage payments and additional expenses). 

• Don’t count on a quick sale of real-estate. Be prepared to 
wait a long time to realize significant profits when holding 
real-estate as an investment. Possibly 10 to 15 years.

• Always remember that a military person under the rank of 
Colonel has little say when he or she will receive PCS orders 
with a relatively short notice

• In some instances, the spouse must remain behind to sell a 
house when living off-base.

• When one buys a house or rents off-base, don’t forget to 
consider the cost of commuting to the base for use of the 
commissary, PX and medical facilities. 
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Choose and Use Smoke  
Alarms Wisely

Courtesy of USAA

October is National Fire Safety Month, a good time to remember 
how smoke alarms can protect you. Use the following tips to 
make sure you have what you need:

• Look for the “UL” logo. Underwriters Laboratories 
provides product safety testing and certification. The 
UL symbol on the packaging means the alarm meets 
nationally recognized standards.

• Don’t cut corners. Experts recommend having alarms 
on each floor of your home and posting them near 
sleeping areas.

• Check the batteries monthly. Smoke alarms most often 
fail because of missing, dead or disconnected batteries. 
Testing batteries is generally as simple as pushing a 
button and listening to hear the beep.

FIX FAULTY WIRING
Most electrical fires are the result of faulty electrical outlets, 
old wiring and problems with cords, receptacles and switches, 
according to the U.S. Fire Administration. You can lessen the 
chances of an electrical fire with a few prudent precautions:

• Routinely check appliances and wiring, looking for 
anything that appears frayed or damaged.



Choose and Use Smoke Alarms Wisely

Page:68

• Replace old or damaged electrical cords.

• Don’t overload extension cords by plugging in appliances 
that draw a total of more watts than the rating of the cord.

• If light switches flicker or feel hot, stop using them 
immediately and have them replaced or serviced by a 
professional.

• Buy appliances and electrical supplies that have been 
tested by a nationally known laboratory, such as UL.

Extension Cord Safety: What You Might Not Know About 
Choosing a Cord. (UL)

PREPARE FOR COLD WEATHER
Leaving home for the holidays or heading south for the winter? 
Heed these to-do’s from the Insurance Institute for Business & 
Home Safety:

• Turn the thermostat no lower than 55 degrees so pipes 
don’t freeze.

• Drain your water system, and turn off the main water 
source to prevent serious damage from a buildup of 
pressure if water freezes in your pipes.

• Cut off the water supply to your washing machine, ice 
maker, toilets and sinks to stave off flooding from ruptured 
hoses. Even a small crack can spew hundreds of gallons 
of water a day, ruining floors, furniture and mementos. 
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• Unplug electrical appliances, such as the coffee maker, 
microwave, television and computer. If a power outage 
occurs while you’re gone, this will prevent damage to 
appliances once power is restored.

• Check that the sump pump is working to prevent flooding 
from melting snow or heavy rain.

• Install a home security system to monitor break-ins, fire, 
smoke or carbon monoxide. Also, provide the security 
company with the name of an emergency contact.

MONTHLY REMINDER
Don’t wait for a blizzard to prepare your snow-removal supplies. 
Make sure snow shovels are in good condition and easily 
accessible. Perform routine maintenance on your snow blower 
so it’s ready for action. Stock up on rock salt and sand, if needed 
in your area.



Military Housing Resource Directory

Page:70

Resource Directory
Home Circle from USAA
Find your next home the easy way with Home Circle™. Whether 
you’re buying or renting, we can help you find the right place for you 
to call home. Start with our comprehensive real estate listings.
https://www.homecircle.com • 210-531-8722

Military by Owner
Military Homes for Sale and Houses for Rent near all U.S. Military 
Bases.  Your first stop online when searching for off-base housing 
and real estate near base.
http://www.militarybyowner.com • 866-604-9126

Military Homes Today
The official site of the Military Housing Privatization Initiative 
(MHPI) Partners. We share the common mission of providing 
thriving communities and housing that truly feels like home. The 
quality of life for the military families and the residents we serve is 
our first and foremost priority. This site will link you directly to the 
MHPI partners nationwide by just clicking on a state, and selecting 
an Installation…You are almost home.
http://www.militaryhomestoday.com

The New Army Housing Web Site at My Army One Source
This is the official web site for finding information on Family, Single 
Soldier and Off-post housing options.  This interactive site features 
installation welcome videos, estimated off-post housing costs and 
allows for you to check your position on the on-post housing wait list.  
https://www.myarmyonesource.com

DoD Housing Network
On and off post housing and relocation information.  Homes 
for rent and real estate for sale for the U.S. Military.  
DoDHousingNetwork.com is not a government sponsored web site.
http://www.dodhousingnetwork.com 
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Final Salute Inc.
For female vets, by female vets: this organization helps female 
veterans facing homelessness.
http://finalsaluteinc.org • 866-720-9171

Lincoln Military Housing
Our mission is to provide premier homes and outstanding 
management and maintenance services to military families, who 
deserve nothing less.  We strive to understand the changing needs 
of military families and consider it our duty to improve the quality 
of life for those who live in our communities.
http://www.lincolnmilitary.com • (229) 888-6662

Military Moves
Military Moves is dedicated to helping military members and their 
families find military housing close to their installation. We are 
proud to offer a unique online resource that allows you to search 
for homes near your new installation before the actual PCS.
http://www.militarymoves.com

Military Times
The housing office serves as a liaison between the military 
community and civilian real estate agents and landlords. DoD 
policy calls for the services to look to the local community first to 
provide adequate housing through aggressive referral services in 
base housing offices.
http://militarytimes.com

Automated Housing Referral Network (AHRN)
The Automated Housing Referral Network (AHRN) program is 
sponsored by the Department of Defense and all Service Branches 
to assist military members and their families in locating available 
housing at their duty station. AHRN.com is the preferred and 
trusted housing referral resource for US military members and their 
families around the world.  
http://www.ahrn.com/
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Apartment Guide
Finding military housing is simple - just choose your branch and the 
base you want to live near, and ApartmentGuide.com will show you 
apartments for rent in that area. Whether you’re in the Air Force, 
Army, Coast Guard, Marines or other branch, we’ll help you find a 
military apartment or housing near your base.
http://www.apartmentguide.com/military

Free Military Listings
The quickest way to sell or rent your home.  Why?  Because it’s 
FREE!  We are here to connect you to other military members.  
Think of this as the community-wide bulletin board where we can 
all meet to buy, sell, rent, or lease our homes! 
http://www.militarylistings.com/housing

Military Housing
We list military houses, homes and apartments for sale and rent 
near military installations and air force bases.
http://www.military-housing.net

Off-Base Housing
Off-BaseHousing.com provides a link for military families to find 
owners, agents and managers of homes for sale and rent near 
military installations.
http://www.off-basehousing.com

Rent.com
Find apartments, houses, and condos near your new U.S. military 
base or post.
http://www.rent.com/rentals/housing-near-military-base
866-432-7368

MRD Military Housing
Through our experienced on site personnel, we bring the best 
operating practices from our private residential developments 
in order to provide an exceptional quality of life for the military 
families residing in our community.
http://www.mrdapartments.com
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• Pre-Purchase Counseling
• Foreclosure Prevention Counseling
• Homebuyer Education Workshops

Housing Counseling



• Free Credit Counseling
• Free Budget Analysis
• Reduced Interest Rates
• Single Monthly Payment

Call toll-free today 
877-300-4185

CREDIT COUNSELING
DEBT PROBLEMS?
          RELAX. WE’RE HERE TO HELP

Se Habla Español | Nonprofit

• Prefiling & Predischarge Courses
• Available in English and Spanish
• Free E-book upon completion of 

second course

• Available at  
InCharge.org/Military-Money

• Education and advice for the 
military and their families

• Informative podcasts and videos

www.incharge.org

5750 Major Blvd., Suite 300 Orlando, Fl 32819; Arizona residents: InCharge Debt Solutions is NOT A LOAN COMPANY; Illinois and 
Indiana residents: we do not lend money; Maryland license number: 14-4; Vermont residents: InCharge Debt Solutions is licensed by the 
Department of Banking, Insurance, Securities and Health Care Administration; New York residents: InCharge Debt Solutions is licensed 
by the New York State Department of Financial Services; Mississippi residents: InCharge Debt Solutions is a licensed debt management 
service provider. Delaware, Rhode Island, and Colorado residents: Establishment of a plan may adversely affect the individual’s credit 
rating or scores. Nonpayment of debt may lead creditors to increase finance and other charges or undertake collection activity, including 
litigation. Oregon residents: InCharge Debt Solutions is registered by the State of Oregon (registration# DM-80015) Utah residents: Using 
a debt management plan may make it harder for an individual to obtain credit.





Se Habla Español | Nonprofit

•	Free	Credit	Counseling
•	Free	Budget	Analysis
•	Reduced	Interest	Rates
•	Single	Monthly	Payment

CREDIT COUNSELING

www.InCharge.org/Military-Money

KEEP	 YOUR	 PEACE	 OF	 MIND
WHILE KEEPING THE PEACE

For	more	information,	contact	InCharge	Debt	Solutions:

•	 For	bankruptcy	services	call	866-729-0049.
•	 For	credit	counseling	call	877-486-4924.		
•	 For	housing	counseling	services	call	877-251-1882.
•	 For	servicemembers	call	877-258-9549.
•	 Or	visit	us	online	at	www.InCharge.org	

InCharge	Debt	Solutions	is	a	tax-exempt	501(c)(3)	organization.





HOUSING: ASSESSING YOUR OPTIONS
Living On or Off-Base: Which is Right For You?
Your Home: 3 Price Tags That Matter Most
Is Home Ownership Compatible with PCS-ing?

FINANCING YOUR HOME
Are You Credit Worthy?
When Bad Things Happen
The Pros and Cons of a VA loan

PRESERVING YOUR HOME
Servicemembers Civil Relief Act
Homelessness In The Military
How You Can Prevent Foreclosure

PROTECTING YOUR INVESTMENT
What it Takes to be a Successful Military Landlord 
Choose and Use Smoke Alarms Wisely

DEFENDING YOUR HOME is designed for service members, veterans and their 
families to help with navigating the special housing challenges faced by those who 
serve. Owning a home has long been the American Dream, but with frequent moves 
and deployment, is this dream attainable for the military? What about VA loans? 
How can a service member protect his or her home from foreclosure action while 
deployed? These and more questions are answered in this guide, which provides 
helpful tips, real-life examples of sustainable military home ownership, and a robust 
resource guide for those needing more information.

Lighten your load.
Pass me to a friend. Access my electronic 
version by scanning this QR Code

Defending Your Home was made 
through a generous grant from 
Freddie Mac.

Brigadier General  Norris Overton (U.S.A.F. retired), after 
32 years of active duty military service and successfully 
transitioned into senior management positions in business 
ranging from Vice President of Information Systems to Vice 
President and Chief Financial Officer with Amtrak.  In his 
forward, he describes how this resource can help service 
members and veterans deal with the variety of housing issues 
they’ll face as they enter, serve or exit military life. 
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