Testimony of Rep. Alan Grayson – H.R. 821

Chairman Flores and Ranking Member Takano, thank you for calling this legislative hearing.  

I am here today to address H.R. 821, a bill “To amend the Servicemembers Civil Relief Act to provide surviving spouses with certain protections relating to mortgages and mortgage foreclosures, and for other purposes.”  

In plain English, this bill would extend mortgage foreclosure protections to the surviving spouses of men and women who are killed while serving in the United States military.

Under current law, members of the military are shielded from foreclosure while they are on active duty.  This bill would extend those same protections to a surviving spouse of a servicemember who is killed while serving our nation.

H.R. 821 is a reintroduction of last term’s H.R. 1263 which Bob Filner, my good friend and the former Chairman of the Veterans Affairs Committee, introduced and passed through the House of Representatives by a voice vote during the last Congress.  Unfortunately, the Senate never acted on the bill. 

The only difference between his bill and mine appears in Section 3.  There is slight change, resulting in a shorter bill, that reflects intervening changes in law made by the “Honoring America’s Veterans and Caring for Camp Lejeune Families Act of 2012”.   Previously, servicemembers were afforded foreclosure protections for nine months after they separated from service.  They now have a full year, and this bill reflects that. 

Mr. Chairman and members of the subcommittee, Florida is a state that produces a high number of men and women who enlist in our armed forces.  It is also a state whom a large number of veterans call “home”.

Unfortunately, Florida has also lost 343 of its sons and daughters in Iraq and Afghanistan – second only to Texas.

Given that statistic, and given the fact that I represent a district consistently ranked at, or near the top, in foreclosure activity nationwide, I felt compelled to reintroduce this bill.

This committee held multiple hearings on the issue throughout last Congress, and there were consistent reports on the need for it.

In January of 2011, a JPMorgan Chase official told NBC News that over 4,000 servicemembers had been illegally overcharged on their mortgage interest rates, and that many military families had been improperly foreclosed upon, in violation of the ‘Servicemembers Civil Relief Act’ (SCRA).

This revelation addressed only servicemembers who had SCRA protections, and only covered the actions of one bank. Surviving spouses are not afforded the same protection by SCRA, and we can only guess how many unfortunate husbands and wives lost their homes when they needed our protection the most. 

Later that year, more allegations surfaced of SCRA violations by JPMorgan Chase and other lending institutions. 

In response, this Committee held oversight hearings to review the allegations.  It received testimony from Captain Jonathon Rowles (USMC) and Mrs. Julia Rowles, about their troubles with JPMorgan Chase. 

Mr. and Mrs. Rowles testified that when they called the toll-free number provided by their bank, employees were woefully uninformed about SCRA protections, and nobody seemed in charge of ensuring that the bank was compliant.

In response to that testimony, and other revelations that came to light through the Committee's continuous oversight of SCRA abuses, H.R. 821 requires lending institutions to employ and/or designate a SCRA compliance officer.  

Every bank must take SCRA seriously, and every bank must have at least one person responsible to ensure the institution's compliance. 
USA Today has reported that more than 20,000 military members and Reservists faced foreclosure in 2010 alone.  

That is a staggering number, and it is a serious problem.  A servicemember’s home is often his or her largest financial asset.  It is an investment that should be protected.  

Servicemembers and veterans, as well as their families, should have an opportunity to avoid black marks on their credit history by working with lenders to minimize the chance of foreclosure.  

Some military families experience difficulties – often related to owning a home where the servicemember is stationed – in the transition from the military to the civilian world.  These problems are only magnified in the tragic instance of a servicemember’s death.

[bookmark: top_doc]According to the Washington Post, 6,668 servicemembers have died in service since U.S. forces began Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom combat operations in 2001. This means that thousands of families have lost a spouse, a wage earner, and servicemember mortgage protections under SCRA. 

While a family grieves the loss of a servicemember, the resulting change in income is likely to force a surviving spouse to make difficult financial decisions – including whether or not he or she will keep or sell the home.  

A surviving family should be given sufficient time after the loss of a loved one to refinance, make arrangements with the lender to restructure their loan, or sell the house.  Unfortunately, right now, they are not afforded the extra time they often need.

Mr. Chairman, this is a serious problem, and it is one that can be solved.  I thank you for the time today to appear before you, and I thank each of you for listening.  I respectfully request your support of this bill.
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