Living on a Military Base: Advantages and
Disadvantages

Is Military Family Housing Right for You?

By Curtis Jerry Smothers, LCDR, USN (Ret.)
Life Inside the Gates

Living on a military base isn't for everyone. The military profession is highly structured,
governed by regulations, and organized around a chain of command. Some families enjoy the
security and companionship of living among other military families, while others prefer to leave
military life behind at the end of the workday.

In many respects, a military installation is the ultimate gated community. It offers controlled
access, security patrols, recreational facilities, and a neighborhood of people who understand
military life. But it also brings regulations, occasional inconveniences, and responsibilities that
civilian homeowners may never encounter.

Before deciding whether to live on or off base, consider the advantages and disadvantages.
Military Housing: From Austere to Comfortable

Military housing varies considerably in quality. Some installations offer attractive modern
neighborhoods with playgrounds, community centers, and spacious homes. Others have older
quarters that are perfectly functional but hardly luxurious.

Housing eligibility generally depends on the service member's rank, family size, and availability.
Junior enlisted families ordinarily occupy different housing categories from senior officers.



During my time in the service, the average military housing community wasn't likely to make the
cover of Better Homes and Gardens—unless, of course, you happened to be a general or admiral.

Fortunately, much military housing has been renovated or replaced, often through partnerships
with private housing companies. Still, it's wise to inspect available quarters before accepting an
assignment.

Understanding Your Basic Allowance for Housing

One of the most important financial considerations is your Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH).

Who qualifies? Active-duty service members stationed within the United States generally
qualify for BAH when government quarters_aren't provided. Married members and those with
qualifying children ordinarily receive the with-dependents rate. Eligible unmarried personnel
authorized to live outside government quarters may receive the without-dependents rate.

Junior unmarried personnel assigned to barracks generally don't receive full locality BAH.
Reservists and National Guard members may qualify when serving on eligible active-duty
orders, although special rules apply. Overseas assignments generally use a different system
called Overseas Housing Allowance (OHA).

BAH is tax-free and based on three factors: pay grade, duty location, and dependency status. The
number of dependents doesn't increase the allowance beyond the applicable with-dependents
rate.

How Much Is BAH?

Housing allowances vary dramatically according to local housing costs. To illustrate, here are
actual 2026 monthly BAH rates for an E-5 with dependents in three different housing
markets:

Housing market Monthly BAH
Lower-cost: Fort Sill/Lawton, Oklahoma $1,233
Midrange example: Colorado Springs, $2.358
Colorado
Higher-cost: San Diego, California $3,975

These are illustrative locations, not the national minimum, median, or maximum. Higher-ranking
personnel may receive considerably more. For example, an O-6 with dependents in San Diego
receives $5,541 monthly in 2026.

For exact rates, consult the Defense Department's BAH information and rate lookup.

What Happens to BAH When You Move On Base?


https://www.travel.dod.mil/Allowances/Basic-Allowance-for-Housing/

Here's the important part: When you move into military family housing, you generally forfeit
the use of your BAH as disposable income.

In traditional government-owned quarters, BAH generally stops because housing is provided. In
privatized military housing, you continue receiving BAH, but it is normally directed to the
housing company through a payroll allotment to cover rent.

Either way, you ordinarily won't have that allowance available for other household expenses.
Check the lease carefully, since rental arrangements and charges can vary.

Are Utilities Included?

In government-owned family housing, basic utilities are generally provided. Privatized housing
arrangements differ. Some include electricity, gas, water, and trash collection; others impose
usage allowances or separate charges.

Internet and cable television are usually additional expenses. Before signing a lease, ask which
utilities are included and whether excess consumption could produce an unexpected bill.

Rank Has Its Privileges—even at Home

One of the less appealing aspects of military housing is that you never entirely escape the social
effects of rank.

Anyone familiar with military life has probably encountered the proverbial colonel's wife who
seems convinced that her husband's eagles belong to her, too. Similar attitudes occasionally
appear among spouses of senior noncommissioned officers.

Fortunately, most military spouses are friendly, supportive people who couldn't care less about
rank. Nevertheless, military neighborhoods sometimes develop informal social hierarchies that
can make newcomers uncomfortable.

Remember that your spouse's rank does not become your rank. You aren't obligated to organize
bake sales, serve on committees, or attend every social function simply because someone with a
higher-ranking spouse thinks you should.

If you enjoy socializing, base housing can be wonderful. If you prefer keeping your personal life
separate from military affairs, living off base may be more comfortable.

Living Under Military Regulations

Military installations have rules governing parking, pets, noise, property maintenance, and
personal conduct. Installation security personnel enforce applicable regulations, and family
members are expected to comply.



Parents are responsible for supervising their children. Repeated misconduct, serious
disturbances, or property damage can result in administrative action, including possible loss of
housing privileges.

Most families encounter few problems, but the restrictions may feel excessive to those
accustomed to the independence of civilian neighborhoods.

Getting Through the Front Gate

Living close to your spouse's workplace is convenient. Getting through the installation gate,
however, can sometimes be aggravating.

Identification checks, vehicle inspections, traffic congestion, and occasional security restrictions
can turn a routine shopping trip into an unexpected delay. Visitors may need advance
authorization or special passes, and some installations impose additional restrictions during
heightened security conditions.

These precautions are necessary, but they aren't particularly enjoyable when you're running late
or trying to get visiting relatives through the gate.

Maintenance and Moving-Out Inspections

Military housing generally provides maintenance services for plumbing, heating, and structural
repairs. Residents, however, remain responsible for reasonable cleanliness, reporting damage,
and complying with housing rules.

Moving out can be an adventure of its own. In years past, military housing inspectors sometimes
seemed determined to discover dirt in places that hadn't been visited since the house was built.
Many families hired professional cleaners rather than risk failing inspection.

Today's procedures vary, particularly in privatized housing. Residents should obtain written
checkout requirements, document the home's condition, and understand which cleaning or repair

charges may apply. Ordinary wear and tear shouldn't automatically become an expensive repair
bill.

The Advantages of a Military Community

Despite its inconveniences, base housing offers something that can be difficult to duplicate in
civilian neighborhoods: a community whose residents understand military life.

When your spouse deploys, neighbors may be experiencing the same separation. When PCS
orders arrive, the family next door understands the challenges of moving. Military friendships
often develop quickly because everyone shares similar responsibilities and sacrifices.



Installations may also offer convenient access to commissaries, exchanges, medical facilities,
recreation centers, playgrounds, and youth programs. For young families far from relatives, these
advantages can be especially valuable.

Should You Live On Base or Off?

There's no universally correct answer. Some military families love installation housing and
choose it whenever possible. Others prefer civilian neighborhoods, greater independence, or the
opportunity to purchase a home and build equity.

Compare housing quality, commuting expenses, utility costs, schools, neighborhood amenities,
and the amount of BAH you would otherwise receive. Remember that housing availability may
be limited and waiting lists can be lengthy.

For families willing to accept a little additional structure and the occasional inconvenience,
military housing can provide affordability, convenience, and a strong sense of community.

And if you decide to live on base, remember to keep your identification handy. You'll probably
need it every time you come home.

Helpful Resources

e Defense Department — Basic Allowance for Housing

» Military OneSource — Housing and Moving

o MilitaryINSTALLATIONS — Installation Information

Editor's Note: BAH rates shown are for 2026. Housing allowances, eligibility, utility
arrangements, and installation regulations vary. Confirm current details with your installation
housing and finance offices.


https://www.travel.dod.mil/Allowances/Basic-Allowance-for-Housing/
https://www.militaryonesource.mil/moving-pcs/housing/
https://installations.militaryonesource.mil/

