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First Sergeant Career Field Manager

SMSgt Mark Smith


I’ve recently heard (and heard of) that the term “assistant first sergeant” is being used in the field to describe a member’s role/responsibility within the squadron.  It is important that we use the appropriate (and understood) terms “additional duty first sergeants or assistants TO first sergeants” to describe those SNCOs serving in squadrons that either don’t meet the threshold for an 8F or when first sergeant manning doesn’t provide for an 8F.  Furthermore, it is entirely inappropriate to use the term “assistant first sergeant” either as a duty title or to describe the role/responsibility of any member within the organization – the situation is only made worse when the term is applied to anyone below the grade of E-7/MSgt.  AFI 36-2113, The First Sergeant establishes our expectations for additional duty first sergeants.  For instance, they “…must be an E-7 through E-9 and uphold the same professional profile” required of those with 8F000 SDI.  Additionally, they are expected to fully participate in first sergeant activities with the installation first sergeants.  Grade determinations for the commander’s support staff (next article) provides for a single first sergeant within the organization.  Additionally, there is a provision for an administrative assistant (E-6/TSgt 3A) for first sergeants in exceptionally large organizations (enlisted strength = 801), but their duty title wouldn’t be assistant first sergeant.  It is imperative that we maintain the integrity of the system (we need to police our own) and I need your help to ensure we are living within the guidelines established by Air Force Manpower and Innovation Agency (AFMIA) for the commander’s support staff.

First Sergeant Grade Determinations

SMSgt Mark Smith

I’m frequently asked about the manpower determination for first sergeants (number of enlisted = MSgt, SMSgt, or CMSgt).  In an effort to make sure we share a common understanding of the standard, here is the excerpt from AFMS XXX0, 8 October 1996.  I’ve also included information on squadron and section commander grade determinations.  The entire AFMS is located at http://www.afmia.randolph.af.mil/afmia/afms/afind.htm

4.2. Squadron Commander Grade Determination:

4.2.1.  Step 1.  Total authorized (funded) population supported. Add together the total authorized (funded) officer, enlisted, and appropriated fund civilian for the fourth fiscal quarter for the unit(s) supported and the average yearly full-time equivalent nonappropriated fund civilian population for the unit(s) supported.

4.2.2.  Step 2.  Determine the grade of the Squadron Commander applicable to the total authorized population supported from Table 1, Squadron Commander.  For a squadron that requires a higher grade for the commander based on mission responsibility and not population will be determined by MAJCOM approval.  Examples of higher grade requirements are operations, logistics, and direct mission support (i.e., communications, weather, intelligence, and security) squadrons.  Also, commander grades of a composite squadron with multiple disciplines may be based on complexity not population.  Colonel requirements will not be earned through this process.  Colonel requirements will be approved through the USAF Colonel validation process.

4.2.3.  Step 3.  Determine the appropriate AFSC for the mission of the squadron.  Rated AFSCs as commander will be authorized only in operational and operational support squadrons.  Operational support squadrons will have only one rated AFSC as either the commander or operations officer.

TABLE 1

SQUADRON COMMANDER

Population Range Required Grade

0 - 50 Captain

51 - 200 Major

200 + Lieutenant Colonel

4.3.  Squadron Section Commander Determination:

4.3.1.  Step 1.  Total military authorized (funded) population supported.  Add together the total authorized (funded) officer and enlisted population for the fourth fiscal quarter for the unit(s) supported.  The Squadron Section Commander is earned strictly on authorized military population.

4.3.2.  Step 2.  Determine the grade of the Squadron Section Commander applicable to the total authorized officer and enlisted population supported from Table 2, Squadron Section Commander Grade and AFSC.

TABLE 2

SQUADRON SECTION COMMANDER

Population Range Required Grade AFSC

0 - 250 None

251 - 400 Lieutenant C36P3

401 + Captain C36P3

NOTE: Organizations (Air Force Elements) authorized a Squadron Section per AFI 38-101, Air Force Organization, do not need to meet the 250 military population to earn a Squadron Section Commander (LT C36P3).

4.4.  First Sergeant Requirement Determination:

4.4.1.  Step 1.  Total enlisted authorized (funded) population supported.  Add together the total authorized (funded) enlisted population for the fourth fiscal quarter for the unit(s) supported.  The First Sergeant is earned strictly on enlisted population that must be greater than 75.  NOTE: AF/PER approved an AF/CCC request for a temporary variance to the 75 enlisted threshold until AFMEA determines a more appropriate number of enlisted authorizations to earn a First Sergeant.  For three years from date of AFMS approval or the approval of the AFMEA study, squadron commanders may elect to convert an existing unit E-7 requirement and authorization to an E-7 8F000 First Sergeant authorization. .

4.4.2.  Step 2.  Determine the First Sergeant requirement applicable to the total authorized (funded) enlisted population supported from Table 3, First Sergeant.  NOTE: Units greater than 800 enlisted funded authorizations earn an additional 3A071 to work for the First Sergeant.

TABLE 3

FIRST SERGEANT

Population Range Required Grade AFSC

0 - 75 None

76 - 250 MSG 8F000

251 - 550 SMS 8F000

551 - 800 CMS 8F000

801+ CMS 8F000 + TSG 3A071
______________________________________________________________________________

Commissary Visitor Policy Responds to Patrons

Rena Zatelli


FORT LEE, VA - Identification checks at the cash register, and a chance for authorized patrons to shop accompanied by friends and relatives, are new experiences commissary shoppers may soon have, according to Defense Commissary Agency officials.


The changes in commissary entry identification checks and visitor policy were recently approved by the Department of Defense and briefed to military installation commanders.  The new policy, recommended by the DoD Commissary Operating Board, standardizes authorized patron identification procedures and allows visitors accompanied by authorized patrons to enter commissary stores.  Visitors will not be allowed to purchase commissary goods.


"The new visitors policy allows access to the benefit for patrons who otherwise might be inhibited from using what is rightly theirs," said DeCA Chief Executive Officer John F. McGowan.


For example, shoppers have asked DeCA if they could bring in relatives visiting from out of town, rather than making them wait in the car.  DeCA also heard from military spouses who found it difficult to use their commissary when they provided home day care for children who are not military dependents.


Commissary officials briefed the new policy to installation commanders, and implementation of any changes should occur by the end of November.


Only visitors accompanied by an authorized shopper are allowed to be in a store.  Commissary officials don't expect much additional crowding, because access to many military installations is controlled, thus controlling visitor access to the commissaries.  Additionally, commissary officers have authority to "spot check" for unauthorized persons in their stores and to have installation authorities remove them.


Many commissaries already perform ID checks at the cash registers.  Whether a store changes its ID check procedures is up to the installation commander because the policy allows exceptions due to security reasons.  Commissary employees will check ID upon entry only if required by an installation or higher level commander.  Either way, only those positively identified as authorized patrons will be allowed to make purchases.  Visitors will not be allowed to buy commissary goods.  Anyone suspecting abuse of the commissary privilege can call the installation authorities, and those who abuse their shopping privilege can lose it.

Office of Public Affairs

DeCA Headquarters, Fort Lee, VA

(804) 734-8134 (DSN 687)

zatellrh@hqlee.deca.mil
_________________________________________________________________

Web Site Update

SMSgt Mark Smith


Our web site gets a significant amount of traffic from across the Air Force and our sister services.  On average the site is accessed in excess of 2100 times each day.  I frequently receive e-mail traffic from NCOs and SNCOs alike who find the continuity book and Journals particularly useful.  You might consider offering the web site as a resource center for you line supervisors.  If they are provided the tools do accomplish their supervisory tasks via our web site and access to current Air Force news (as a supplemental source) you may find you have more time to focus on the more positive aspects of your job.

I’ve updated the first sergeant web site with additional “Related Site” buttons.  If you feel there are additional government web addresses that will enhance the ability of first sergeants to accomplish the mission – let me know.

_________________________________________________________________

Test Cycle Information

MSGT BRITT, HQ AFPC/DPPPWE

DSN 665-2265

Note:  I’m sure most of you have seen this message.  However, there is a lot at stake when you talk about an individual’s promotion opportunity and I wanted to make every effort to ensure first sergeants see this message. (SMSgt Mark Smith)

PLEASE ENSURE ALL COMMANDERS SUPPORT STAFFS AND BASE PROMOTION TESTING OFFICES RECEIVE A COPY OF THIS MESSAGE.  IN KEEPING WITH CSAF ENLISTED PROMOTION TESTING INITIATIVES TO SHORTEN THE TESTING WINDOW AND LIMIT EXPOSURE OF EACH PROMOTION TEST, THE TESTING WINDOWS WILL BE SHORTENED FOR CALENDAR YEAR 2000 TESTING.

2.  THE TESTING WINDOWS WILL BE:

CYCLE           NEW TESTING DATES

00E6 (TSGT)      1 FEB - 15 MAR

00E7 (MSGT)      1 FEB - 15 MAR

00E5 (SSGT)      1 APR - 30 APR

01E8 (SMSGT)     1 NOV - 10 NOV

00E9 (CMSGT)     5 SEP -  8 SEP

3.  IT IS IMPERATIVE THAT ALL INDIVIDUALS DEPARTING TDY DURING ANY TESTING WINDOW BE TESTED BEFORE THEY LEAVE.  THIS SHOULD BE MADE PART OF THE TDY DEPARTURE CHECKLIST.  MEMBERS RETURNING FROM NON-CONTINGENCY TDYS BEFORE THE END OF A TESTING WINDOW MUST BE TESTED DURING THE WINDOW.  ALSO, PLEASE NOTE THAT THE WINDOW MAY BEGIN EARLIER FOR ANY EXAMINEE WHO WILL BE TDY DURING THE ENTIRE TESTING WINDOW SUBJECT TO TEST BOOKLET AVAILABILITY.  THIS WILL MINIMIZE THE NUMBER OF EXAMINEES BEING TESTED OUT-OF-CYCLE AND WILL ALLOW US TO SHORTEN THE LENGTH OF TEST EXPOSURE.  THIS IS NOT AN INDIVIDUAL CHOICE AND EXPANDING THE NORMAL WINDOW IN ORDER TO TEST INDIVIDUALS PRIOR TO TDY DEPARTURE DOES NOT REQUIRE CONCURRENCE OF THE MEMBER.  MEMBERS WHO DECLINE TESTING WHEN GIVEN THE OPPORTUNITY TO TEST BECOME INELIGIBLE FOR PROMOTION FOR THE REMAINDER OF THE CYCLE.  THESE PROVISIONS ARE BEING INCORPORATED INTO THE REVISED AFI 36-2605.

4.  PLEASE PUBLICIZE THE FOLLOWING ARTICLE IN YOUR BASE BULLETIN, AND PASS THE INFORMATION THROUGH COMMANDER'S CALLS, STAFF MEETINGS, ETC."  AFPC ANNOUNCED THE CY 2000 ENLISTED PROMOTION TESTING DATES THIS WEEK.  ALTHOUGH THE TEST WINDOWS ARE SMALLER FOR EVERY CYCLE, THIS CHANGE DOES NOT AFFECT THE PROMOTION ELIGIBILITY CUTOFF DATE (PECD) FOR ANY GRADE.  WHILE THERE IS A POSSIBILITY THAT THE SHORTER TEST WINDOWS COULD RESULT IN EARLIER PROMOTION RELEASES, SPECIFIC RELEASE DATES ARE NOT BEING ANNOUNCED AT THIS TIME.   THE TESTING DATES FOR CALENDAR YEAR 2000 ARE: 

CYCLE           NEW TESTING DATES

00E6 (TSGT)      1 FEB - 15 MAR

00E7 (MSGT)      1 FEB - 15 MAR

00E5 (SSGT)      1 APR - 30 APR

01E8 (SMSGT)     1 NOV - 10 NOV

00E9 (CMSGT)     5 SEP -  8 SEP

IN ADDITION, RESCHEDULING MUST BE KEPT TO AN ABSOLUTE MINIMUM TO ENSURE EVERYONE CAN BE TESTED WITHIN THE TESTING WINDOW.  INDIVIDUALS WHO WILL DEPART TDY DURING THE TESTING WINDOW MUST TEST PRIOR TO THEIR DEPARTURE.  COMMANDERS SUPPORT STAFFS AND BASE TESTING OFFICES MUST WORK CLOSELY TOGETHER TO ENSURE COMPLIANCE WITH AFI 36-2605, PARA A10.10.3.3.  IF AN INDIVIDUAL IS GOING TO BE TDY DURING THE ENTIRE TESTING WINDOW THEY WILL BE TESTED PRIOR TO THE PUBLICIZEDTESTING WINDOW IF THE TEST BOOKLET IS AVAILABLE.  MEMBERS WHO DECLINE TESTING WHEN GIVEN THE OPPORTURNITY TO TEST BECOME INELIGIBLE FOR PROMOTION FOR THE REMAINDER OF THE CYCLE.  IF YOU HAVE ANY QUESTIONS, PLEASE CONTACT YOUR MILITARY PERSONNEL FLIGHT (MPF) CAREER ENHANCEMENT OFFICE."

5.  EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATELY, PLEASE ANNOTATE AN EXPLANATION ON THE TEST ROSTER FOR ALL EXAMINEES TESTED OUT-OF-CYCLE.  YOU MAY USE THE REVERSE SIDE OF THE TEST ROSTER IF NECESSARY.  IN YOUR EXPLANATION PLEASE PROVIDE INCLUSIVE TDY DATES.  EXAMPLES OF ACCEPTABLE EXPLANATIONS:  CONTINGENCY TDY 27 NOV 99 - 27 FEB 00;  TDY 17 AUG - 26 SEP 99; EMERGENCY LEAVE 28 FEB - 28 MAR 00; CONVALESCENT LEAVE 20 FEB - 20 MAR 00; MEDICAL PROFILE 1 FEB - 31 MAR 00:  ADDITIONAL STUDY TIME IS AUTHORIZED FOR THE MEMBER WHO WAS ON THE CONTINGENCY TDY IAW AFI 36-2605, PARA A10.10.3.  IN ALL OF THE OTHER EXAMPLES THE MEMBERS MUST BE TESTED AS SOON AS THEY ARE AVAILABLE.  NO ADDITIONAL STUDY TIME IS AUTHORIZED.  WE WILL ROUTINELY AUDIT EXPLANATIONS FOR ACCURACY AND COMPLIANCE WITH AFI 36-26056.

6.  EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATELY, PROMOTION TESTS ARE VALID ONLY THROUGH THE PROMOTION ELIGIBILITY CUTOFF DATE (PECD) FOR THE NEXT CYCLE.  ANY INDIVIDUAL WHO REMAINS NONWEIGHABLE - MISSING TEST FOR A PREVIOUS CYCLE AFTER THE PECD FOR THE CURRENT CYCLE, MUST TAKE THE CURRENT CYCLE PROMOTION TEST(S) AND WILL RECEIVE SUPPLEMENTAL PROMOTION CONSIDERATION FOR THE MISSED CYCLE USING THE RESULTS OF THE CURRENT CYCLE TEST(S).  THEREFORE, 99E6 AND 99E7 MUST NOT BE ADMINISTERED AFTER 31 DEC 99.  99E5 TESTS MUST NOT BE ADMINISTERED AFTER 31 MAR 2000.  99E9 TESTS MUST NOT BE ADMINISTERED AFTER 31 JUL 2000 AND 00E8 TESTS MUST NOT BE ADMINISTERED AFTER 30 SEP 2000.

7.  TO FACILITATE MULTIPLE TESTING SESSIONS ON ONE DAY WHEN NEEDED, WE ENCOURAGE APPOINTMENT AND TRAINING OF OTHER BASE-WIDE 3S000 OR 36P OFFICER RESOURCES MEETING THE GRADE REQUIREMENTS SPECIFIED IN AFI 36-2605.

8.  ADDITIONALLY, AS A REMINDER, WE RECENTLY SENT OUT MPFM 99-41, DATED 5 OCT 99, SUBJECT: INDIVIDUALLY SEALED PROMOTION TEST BOOKLET PROCEDURES, THAT OUTLINES NEW TEST DESTRUCTION PROCEDURES.  IF YOU ARE NOT IN RECEIPT OF THIS MPFM, PLEASE NOTIFY US IMMEDIATELY.  THIS MPFM SHOULD ALSO BE PASSED TO UNIT COMMANDERS AS THE NEW DESTRUCTION PROCEDURES WILL INVOLVE A ONE-TIME (APPROXIMATELY 45 MINUTES) DETAIL FOR A LIMITED NUMBER OF EXAMINEES THROUGHOUT THE CYCLES.

REF:  AFI 36-2605, AIR FORCE MILITARY PERSONNEL TESTING SYSTEM, ATCH 10, PARA A10.10

_________________________________________________________________

Note:  The following two articles were submitted by students of the USAF First Sergeant Academy.  It is important for us to understand their rationale (which is probably consistent with the majority) for choosing to retrain into the career field.  It is equally important to understand that longevity in the field brings with it a type of evolution to different levels of understanding about our role and responsibilities (for instance, what our product to the AF is).  But, here are two stories “in their own words.”

HEY SHIRT, GOT A MINUTE?

MSgt John C. Gervais

Hanscom AFB MA

“Hey shirt, got a minute?”  The first sergeant looks at the clock and decides that yes, there’s time to talk.  The day is already planned with things to do, but the first sergeant says “Sure, what’s on your mind.”  It could be anything from A to Z, from a question about the upcoming quarterly recognition board to the individual has been contemplating suicide.  But by stopping and taking a minute out to just talk, that first sergeant has made someone’s day.  Why would someone want to become a first sergeant?  It’s all about people.  There is nothing in this world more important.  And there is no other job where you can have a greater impact.  The first sergeant’s motto is “People are our business.”

I was looking back over my life recently and examining my personal goals, which ones I’ve made and which ones I was still striving for.  I thought about my family as well and how I was doing as a parent, I even pulled out a photo album and fondly turned the memory-filled pages.  There were my kids, they’ve grown so much over the years.  And I realized life is made up of moments.  Special moments...memories you cherish forever.  When you look back on what you’ve done with your life, it’s the moments you remember, not the days, weeks, months, or years but simply the moments that we remember.

We all pride ourselves on how well we manage our time as we continue to pack more and more into our busy schedules, writing down important information about things to do, places to be, and meetings to attend in our day planners.  We are always checking our email, responding to those items we feel are important.  But how much of it all is really that important?  What will we remember and be proud of when it is all said and done?  As the time of our lives slips by and the days turn into years, it’s the special moments we shared with the people we care about that will live on.

That’s why I am going to be a first sergeant, it’s all about people.  A good first sergeant loves people.  Each human being is a unique, delicate, complex, fascinating, absolutely wonderful creation.  Think about it.  Think about yourself and all of your experiences you’ve had that have contributed in making you who you are.  There is nobody else quite like you, revel in that fact.  Each of us is vitally important, and contributes towards accomplishing our Air Force mission.  The first sergeant is the liaison between the enlisted personnel and the commander and should know each and every individual in the unit, what motivates them and how they feel about things.  The first sergeant is there sharing in the joy when handing out stripes on the day line numbers are released.  They are there when you need them to bounce an idea off of, or when you just want somebody to listen.  The first sergeant is someone to look up to for leadership, fairness, and guidance.  The reward that comes from helping others and helping them achieve their goals makes it the best job in the Air Force.  I didn’t want to finish my career and pass up the opportunity to really make a difference in people’s lives as a first sergeant.  Then I’ll be able to look back over my life with fond memories, satisfied that I’ve touched people’s lives and made a difference.  Each new day is a gift, full of untold adventures.  As a first sergeant the day will be full of special moments to be made as you touch lives, leaving things just a little better than when you found them.  Why don’t you make that difference too, be a first sergeant.  Let us begin then, and together we can make take care of the people who take care of the mission.

______________________________________________________________________________

MY DECISION TO BE AN AIR FORCE FIRST SERGEANT

MSGT MICHAEL BELANGER

McConnell AFB, KS

Rarely are you given the chance in life to have a line of work that can have a positive or negative effect on all persons you come in contact with.  You are both revered and reviled. All you say and do is closely scrutinized, and taken in as the utmost truth.  You are a counselor, disciplinarian, babysitter, sounding board, leader, and the list goes on.  What kind of person would subject himself or herself to such a life?  I know many and 59 more that signed on to take on these responsibilities.  The mission of being a United States Air Force First Sergeant

It was 13 years ago this October that I enlisted in the Air Force.  From the start I loved the Air Force way of life.  My first assignment was to Dyess Air Force Base in Abilene, Texas.  I was assigned to the 96th OMS as a KC-135 Phase Member.  It was in this unit that I witnessed first hand how much a positive first sergeant can have in influencing a person’s life.  I was an Airman fresh out of tech school, and like many others was kind of fearful of what life had waiting for me around the corner.  I was due to get married soon, to my now bride of 12 years, and had no clue as to what to do.  I talked to my supervisor about my upcoming plans and he said that I should talk with my first sergeant.  Well I made an appointment to meet with him that afternoon.  Let me tell you a little about my first first sergeant.  Well to start he was a Chief!  I was in utter fear of this man.  All I had learned about first sergeants was at basic training, and that was not good to say the least.  I went to his office and cautiously knocked on the door.  I was immediately greeted and put at ease by him. He asked where I was from and took a genuine interest in me.  I related to him that I was getting married soon and was clueless on what to do.  To make a long story short, at the end of the day I knew all I needed to know, plus had paperwork in hand to start my BAQ and find a place to live off base.  He did what all-good first sergeants do, he listened and he helped!

Needless to say my Air Force Career was off to a great start.  I told myself at that point sometime that becoming a first sergeant was something I would like to do.  It was early in my career that I realized that helping others was a gift I had and liked to do.  It seemed as if people just kind of gravitated to me for someone to talk to or just plain sound off.  I have been blessed over my last 12 years of service in making rank rather quickly.  I don’t use that as leverage, but as encouragement for others to attain their goals in life.  My goal throughout my Air Force Career was to be a first sergeant so I could help and serve others.  Well I have to pinch myself.  The goal has become a reality and it is time to set forth and do the things for people in our Air Force that will have a positive or sometimes negative influence on their life. People have told me, “Mike your crazy!”  “You will never make rank as a shirt.”  Maybe they are right, but I know in my heart that they are wrong.  I know that what I do from this day forth will have an impact on others in our Air Force, and I challenge more Senior NCO’s to make a commitment to the Air Force and be out in the forefront of your unit.  Yes your life may change, and you will get frequent phone calls at 0230. But it is all worth it when you get a simple thanks from a troop that you have impacted in a positive way.  I encourage you to take the challenge, and live the mission, by becoming a United States Air Force First Sergeant.

______________________________________________________________________________

Thoughts From a First Sergeant
Eighty-two years of military presence on the Isthmus of Panama is coming to a close and we are in the final stages of complying with the Carter-Torrijos Panama Canal Treaty of 1977.  Howard Air Force Base will soon become the last military installation to leave Panama and much of the mission will be relocated to other parts of the world.  The history and heritage of the Air Force here, has largely been based on the canal and the protection of such, but in the last 25 years, a major mission has been focused on the flying counter-drug missions throughout Central and South America.


Unlike Mount Pinatubo causing a quick exodus in the Philippines on a very short notice, and unlike many stateside bases closed due to the realignment and closure process, Howard Air Force Base has known it was closing for the last quarter of a century.


From a first sergeant perspective, it has been both rewarding and challenging to be stationed here in these historic times.  It is not the first base that I have been involved with closing but it certainly is the most unique.


The last two years have been filled with challenges that were different from the stateside closure.  It began with DEROS’s.  In stateside bases, there is no such thing as a date one is expected to leave, but as you all know, overseas assignments have projected departure dates and with that comes projected gains.  Leadership decided to make this a remote tour in early 1998 to benefit the Air Force in two ways.  It would save many taxpayer dollars not to move families in and out of here for the projected fills for a short period of time and it was designed to help the military members focus on redeployment and closure only.  I certainly believe it was the right call, but inside of that came many challenges.  We ended up having people on four year extended tours, three year accompanied tours, two year unaccompanied tours, and of course, one year remote tours.


Unlike Korea and Iceland where remote tours are the norm, Howard Air Force Base was not equipped with enough dormitory space to accommodate all the inbound remote tour personnel.  Facing that issue created some challenges in and of itself.  We answered that by making vacated military family housing units, extensions of the unaccompanied personnel housing.  Although that worked real well, it had some challenges attached to it as well.  Initially only NCO’s and above were authorized into the UPH extensions, but the numbers eventually forced us to put some Senior Airmen and below in them, as the dormitory space became a premium.  When that happened we had buddies wanting to share quarters, in those houses.  The first sergeant challenge came as it came to inspections and who was going to responsible for those inspections, should they be necessary.  Ultimately we chose not to inspect the housing units, as they were all scattered out and since most of them were NCO’s we depended on the core values of the individuals to comply with the rules and regulations set forth.  Of course, when roommates squabbled, we got involved to the degree necessary to settle the issues, but for the most part, it worked out like a champ. 


Another issue we faced was housing unaccompanied and accompanied personnel in attached housing units.  Would single/unaccompanied personnel be too loud for the next door neighbor’s baby?  We answered that by attempting to keep all the unaccompanied personnel in the largest vacated areas first, and go from there.  It gave us time for some of the accompanied personnel to vacate and depart station and we utilized their quarters as they became available.  Needless to say, housing issues were the primary concern associated with our impending closure.


BAS also raised its ugly head from time to time.  Personnel coming in who had been receiving BAS at their previous duty location were not always authorized to receive it here based on the DFAS regulation.  We had to remind personnel that BAS was a function of eating and not a function of personal economics.  Most understood it and took full advantage of the dining hall and it seemed to resolve itself if people understood the issues involved.


And DEROS rollbacks.  What are we going to do with all the personnel who came in here on three and four year tours prior to 1998, who had DEROS’s in 2000 and beyond.  We answered that by rolling them all back to December 1999, after we were sure that the political processes involved informed us that a post-2000 presence was not going to happen.  It gave most families at least a year notice on their adjusted departure date.


After getting their departure dates squared away, the next obvious question, was, “where am I going from here?”  Finely detailed coordination between the Military Personnel Flight, the ACC/AMC assignments sections, and AFPC resulted in an assignment team visit.  The came down here and pre-briefed the entire base populace on the uniqueness of the system and how it was going to work.  Again, it worked like a champ.  They came down here with COT possibilities and at least two stateside choices for every person and the rack and stack came by virtue of date of rank.  We processed over 700 assignments in only 4 days for the enlisted population.  The COT options were not that simple, but most of those preferring to stay overseas were granted that option.  Officers were handled a bit differently, using their own assignment team system.


Pets!  Families with pets!  What are we going to do with families with pets?  Pets are a part of the family.  People were concerned with the welfare of Fluffy and Fido and although the government does not allow for the travel of pets, our Logistics Group made many coordinating efforts on the safe travel of the pets.  Commercial airlines came on board and the intense coordination to get all the pets out of Panama and to their new destination safely.  Everything from boxer pups to yellow headed parrots all arrived into the care of their families at their destination.


The challenges kept coming and coming.  Our civilian workforce, composed of those on travel agreements and some local nationals, were mixed in with temporary hires and student hires.  Cutting them loose, giving them options, opening up job fairs with coordination from many Panamanian companies, and a plethora of other intricacies, eased the transition for many of them.  Many of them found jobs during the job fairs and departed the government employ early.


Force protection in today’s force was also a primary consideration.  Force protection has been a key issue worldwide and although the threat was minimal here, there was still some significant efforts made to ensure safety and security of all our members.  These included such things as a serpentine gate entry at both gates, some off-base establishments being added to the restricted list, and a no-uniform policy for those traveling off base were implemented.  We also housed a temporary duty and rotating United States Marine Corps company here to support our force protection efforts and they augmented our Security Forces in our fenceless jungle.  All of these efforts led to Team Howard winning the Force Protection Award for its category for 1999.


These were only a few of the issues we faced as we attempted to focus on our redeployment and closure.  Yes, we had other issues.  The flightline closure kept slipping and slipping and created some uncertainty, but it was a necessary evil as we kept it open to support the counter-drug mission as long as possible.  


Exchange and commissary drawdown.  Closure of morale welfare and recreational activities and opportunities.  You name it, we faced it.  Ultimately we faced it with style and we are on track to meet the closure guidelines to be out of Panama, by the end of 1999.


The privilege of serving in historic times on the Isthmus of Panama is something that I will never forget.  What President Theodore Roosevelt began in the early 1900’s, what our only five-star general, General Hap Arnold expanded on in the 1940’s, what many, many others who came and went over the years, including those involved with Operation JUST CAUSE, in 1989-1990, we were privileged to bring to an end at the close of the century.  We ensured we remembered the history and heritage of the wing as we celebrated our departure as well.  We incorporated a battle streamer ceremony into the 51st Anniversary celebration.  We held a two-day heritage celebration so all personnel could get the feel of the historic times in which we were living.  And we had our share of inactivation and deactivation ceremonies that are commonly associated with shutting down an operation, as we cased our guidon flags and went quietly into the history books.  As our Command Chief put it, “This has been the crown jewel of my career.”

