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June 16, 2003

Korea receives COLA

By Staff Sgt. Russell C. Bassett

YONGSAN GARRISON, Republic of Korea – For the first time in the more than 50 years that the United States has maintained forces in Korea, servicemembers stationed here will receive a cost of living allowance beginning June 16.


The COLA is designed to offset Korea’s high cost of living and give servicemembers stationed here the equivalent purchasing power of servicemembers stationed in the U.S. 

“I am very pleased that the Secretary of Defense approved the COLA for all servicemembers stationed in Korea,” said Gen. Leon LaPorte, commander, United Nations Command/Combined Forces Command/USFK. “It is much needed as many of our servicemembers face economic challenges during their tours. For example, Seoul has the eighth highest cost of living of any city in the world.  

“The institution of a COLA will have a beneficial effect on servicemembers’ quality of life during the time they spend here.” LaPorte added.

According to Maj. Robert Olsen, director of finance policy with the 175th Finance Command, several obstacles and misconceptions previously kept Korea from receiving a COLA.


“The inflation rate in Korea is quite high; however, if you remember back 10, 15, 20 years ago, Korea was a very inexpensive place and the mindset is still here – that it’s a shoppers paradise,” he said.


Another obstacle was that previous attempts to obtain a COLA for Korea failed to compensate for a Catch 22.


“Servicemembers in Korea found themselves in a vicious circle, where decreased buying power led to drastic lifestyle changes, which were in turn read as lifestyles which didn’t warrant increases in COLA,” said Olsen. 


Also, Previous Living Pattern Surveys – the main tool in obtaining a COLA – had not contained a representative sample of servicemembers. 


 “Back in ’97, a few thousand took (the survey) for all of Korea, and in 2001 it was administered again and only 150 people took it,” he said. 


The Living Pattern Survey is required to be taken every three years, and this year the 175th Finance Command decided it would administer the survey along with the J1.


“We wanted (the survey) to be more of a representative sample,” said Olsen “We set the goal at 70 percent of all the command-sponsored personnel in Korea and we ended up getting about 99 percent.” Olsen went out to say that 11, 084 servicemembers took the survey, or roughly 30 percent of all military personnel stationed in Korea. 


The Living Pattern Survey determines the percent of purchases servicemembers make on post versus off post and where they make those off post purchases. The LPS was administered through the Internet via a program created by the 175th Finance Command. Olsen said the program consisted of 44 different databases. 


The online survey was only one part of the overall COLA survey. The Retail Price Survey was the other. For the RPS, teams from around the peninsula obtained the prices for over 200 items and grades of items at the off post shopping centers listed most frequently in Living Pattern Survey.


The raw data from those two surveys was then sent to the Per Diem, Travel and Transportation Allowance Committee in Washington D.C., where a new analysis produced the new COLA rates. Those rates were then sent to the Military Advisory Panel with the Office of the Secretary of Defense, which approved the new COLA for all servicemembers stationed in Korea. 


The individual COLA amount is based on a servicemember’s locality, rank, years of service, number of command-sponsored dependants, exchange rate and whether or not they live in the barracks. 


Under the new COLA, an E-5 with eight years of service who lives off post in Seoul without any dependants will receive an additional $261.34 a month. An 0-4, under the same criteria, will receive $417.34. Servicemembers living in the barracks, including the BOQs and BEQs, will receive 47% of those living off post. An additional 10 percent (average) will be added for every command-sponsored dependant, up to 5.  

Servicemembers living in Seoul will receive the largest COLA amount. Servicemembers stationed in the Taegu area will receive the least amount.


Olsen said the new COLA could not have been realized if not for the support of the command. 


“The command emphasis, from the top all the way down, was just phenomenal for this COLA,” he said. “If we didn’t have the command emphasis and community support, we would not have achieved the results that we did.”

Servicemembers should see the new allowance reflected in their July 1 Leave and Earnings Statement. 


Detailed rates can be found online at http://www.dtic.mil/perdiem/ocform.html.



