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CMSAF Corner

Some Thoughts on the Military Retirement System

I believe it is important for our troops to have as much information as possible when making career decisions.  Regardless of what that decision may be, it should be based on fact and not hearsay.  We have a tendency to listen to the "barracks lawyer" or react to anecdotal information, without regard to fact.  I am offering the following observations/comments only to encourage our force to get the facts and as much information as possible about this one particular topic, but suggest the same logic applies to other issues as well.

Without making this too complicated - and retirement can be complicated - I want our troops to understand the fundamentals of retirement. 

As I travel around the Air Force, I often ask the question, "How many of you are concerned with retirement?"  Of course, many hands go up.  But then I ask, "How many of you really know what retirement is - or, how much money do you need to retire?"  And most hands go down.  Lots of anecdotal information out there, but very few understand the stock market (NASDAQ, S&P, Dow Jones), traditional and Roth IRAs and associated tax implications, pension plans, social security, etc.  Very few fully understand how a 401k really works - there is a naïve assumption that they are "golden" and automatically successful.  Many have looked at the military retirement as the proverbial glass being "half empty" as opposed to "half full."  

There has been lots of discussion regarding military retirement of late - much of which is related to the 1986 decision to make our twenty-year retirement 40% vice 50%.  I believe that many folks make retention decisions based on this change that happened roughly 12 years ago, and unfortunately do not give their retirement option with the military serious consideration.  And while we are working hard to reverse the 1986 decision (because it is the right thing to do), it is important that our troops learn as much as they can about the subject of retirement - regardless of what it turns out to be.  

First of all, our military retirement should probably be viewed more as a pension than a retirement, because few people are going to "retire" in the true sense of the word.  Most of us will seek employment after service.  This form of military compensation was devised many years ago to recognize service and sacrifice of our servicemembers.  

There are three pieces of retirement income that you should consider - social security, a pension plan (military retirement) and your private investments (savings, mutual funds, etc.).  To retire comfortably, you should have all three of these at your disposal.  Depending on what you read or which news program(s) you watch, it is reported that 50% or more of Americans do NOT have a retirement plan.  They are going to rely on social security as their retirement - and the baby boom generation (77 million people) are going to put a serious draw on that account in the early part of the next century.  (You cannot draw social security until age 65 under normal circumstances, and there is some discussion the age of eligibility may rise).  Unfortunately, baby boomers have not saved as much as they should have over the years - as a group, it is estimated they are putting away just a third of what they need to maintain their standard of living in retirement.  The bottom line, many Americans are not prepared for retirement at all.

Some of our troops leave the service thinking the 401k is a "panacea" or the "silver bullet."  They underestimate the value of their military retirement.  A typical 401k is market dependent - and only does well if managed properly and the market responds favorably.  In a recent CBS news special on retirement in America, it was a reported that one women who had put money into her 401k for years found out after she retired that the fund earned a paltry 4% return.  The following quote is from Money Magazine's Retirement Planning for Every Life Stage,*  which puts the 401k into perspective. 

     "A 401k is less secure than a pension, which pays you a fixed amount each month, no matter how the markets perform.  A 401k's rate of return and your account's ultimate value are not guaranteed and tend to be invested too conservatively and earn lower investment returns than traditional pensions do.  And, many people spend their 401k savings when they change jobs instead of hanging on to the money until retirement."

(Think about this as you listen to someone who would replace the current military retirement with a 401k option).    

So, what is so good about your military retirement?  Well, it offers you one of those very important three pieces to retirement - the pension.  It can be drawn as early as age 38, assuming you came in the service when you were 18 and retire at 20 years.  You continue to draw your retirement for the rest of your life.  That fact that you can draw it so early in life makes it flexible - you can begin another career should you desire, and have accounted for part of your retirement security.  You do not have to wait for a maturation date or a certain age to begin drawing on your investment as you do with other plans. (And to dispel another rumor and myth, your military retirement is NOT reduced when you draw social security or vice versa).   You are not writing a check each month or deducting from your pay to put into your military retirement plan.  Consider how much you would have had to invest over 20 years and what rate of return you would have had to have gotten to receive the same monthly retirement check from another investment option.  

I offer the above only as points to ponder.  Again, retirement is complicated and many books are written on the subject.  I encourage each of you to visit your Family Support Center and discuss financial management with the available counselor.  The time to get smart on investing for your future is now.

Thanks,

CMSAF Benken  

* "Retirement Planning for Every Life Stage," by Junius Ellis and the Editors of Money Magazine.
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First Sergeant Career Field Manager

SMSgt Mark Smith


We have recently completed a number of projects we had worked over the past year.  It is always rewarding to “close the book” on a project and see it move to the field.  The past year has presented us with numerous opportunities and successes.  First, we  (the Academy is the OPR) have a newly revised First Sergeant Academy (FSA) Curriculum.  In addition to providing our new first sergeants the basics they need for success in a garrison environment, we have included several hours of deployment related issues.  The FSA staff will continue to review and refine the curriculum to make sure we are providing first sergeants the necessary tools to support the Air Force of the future.  In addition to updating the curriculum at the FSA, we are currently completing a review of the Additional Duty First Sergeant Symposium.  We’ll capture many of the current issues and additions (EAF/AEF and others) to the FSA course in this course as well.  The additional duty course is a perfect refresher for the current line first sergeant.  I strongly encourage the you to attend.


AFI 36-2113, The First Sergeant (1 May 1999), is available electronically at http://afpubs.hq.af.mil/ (the Air Force Publications web site). I am thankful for the contributions of the CCMs and first sergeants that helped to rewrite the instruction (each MAJCOM provided a seasoned CCM and first sergeant to participate).  They did a superb job of capturing how our career field is evolving for success in a post cold-war Air Force.  For those of you who haven’t had an opportunity to review the AFI, I would encourage you to do so.  It is imperative that we all have a common understanding of how the career field is evolving to support the Air Force.  It is important to understand that the emphasis on readiness isn’t new.  It simply answers the question of why we do what we do.


I have received several questions regarding the readiness aspect of the AFI.  Let me assure you that no one intends for the first sergeant to maintain the mobility bags for the unit, give shots, or write wills.  Our role, consistent with the guidance provided by the Acting SECAF at last year’s conference, is to serve as readiness advocates.  In this capacity we can (working with the wing CCM) address, from a macro perspective, many of the issues impacting the enlisted members of the organization.  We become much more effective in terms of force enhancement if we are addressing issues that impact a majority of the assigned members, as opposed to the bounced check and delinquent DPP account holder which is clearly the responsibility of the supervisor.


AFI 36-2618, The Enlisted Force Structure, was published in hard copy (miniaturized just like the old AFR 39-6M) in April.  We asked for and received a printing sufficient to provide a copy to every enlisted member regardless of their status (AD, Guard, or Reserve).  Additionally, the printing included copies for anticipated accessions for the next year.  In all we had 690,000 copies printed.  If additional copies are required, they will energize and additional copies will be available.  We owe a great deal to the staff of Secretary of the Air Force Departmental Publishing (SAF/AAD).  Without them we couldn’t have put this project together.  If the members of your squadron haven’t received their copy, work with your Customer Account Representative (CAR) to place your order.  As a LAST RESORT the AFI is available from the Air Force Publications web site.  However, pulling from the web and printing it is a waste of resources since the bill was paid to print the existing copies.  I’ve been encouraged to hear that the AFI is now an element of instruction at several Airman Leadership School facilities.


As a final word on the AFI, it is a great tool to use on a daily basis.  Please encourage the members of your organization to use it frequently.  It is a great tool for reinforcing the “back to basics” theme CMSAF Benken frequently talks about.

Conference Update

SMSgt Mark Smith


Things here are, as they are everywhere, busy!  We are working the final details of the 5th Annual Worldwide First Sergeant Conference, which is being held in Reno.  I’m looking forward to spending time with 225+ first sergeants representing our Total Force.  We still have plenty to keep us busy before the curtain goes up in Reno.  If you are planning to attend the conference and haven’t registered, you need to contact your MAJCOM representative immediately.  It is imperative that we have a good headcount to make sure we have adequate seating and rooms available.  If you were not selected to attend as a wing representative (funded TDY) but would like to attend the conference completely at your own expense, you must still register with your respective MAJCOM representative (to ensure we have adequate seating).  If you are a first sergeant attending the AFSA convention, we will not have available seating in our meeting rooms.  Finally, if you are attending the first sergeant conference, you are not permitted to attend any AFSA meetings as an AFSA representative.  Finally, the clock is ticking on your opportunity to submit, through your CCM and MAJCOM representative, items for consideration at the conference.  Our suspense for accepting items from the field is 16 July.  Your MAJCOM representative has the format for your submissions.


Again, I’m looking forward to seeing you in Reno!

Weight Management AFI

SMSgt Mark Smith


The new AFI 40-502, Weight and Body Fat Management Program became effective 1 July.  It incorporates many of the changes the first sergeant community asked for at our conference in Crystal City, Va.  Among the changes with the greatest impact are the centralized body fat (BF) measurements, a standardized measuring tool, the authority to reinstate line numbers and test data at the wing commander level, and the BF tables at the end of the AFI.  Overall, I think the input from the first sergeants greatly contributed to the design of a program that will surely contribute to the enhanced health, wellness, and readiness of the force.


I’ve received feedback from a couple of first sergeants who expressed concerns that the centralized body fat measurements will somehow reduce the flexibility of their commander.  It is important to keep in mind that the commander retains all of his or her options under the revised program.  In terms of BF measurements, I’m sure you all know they are now accomplished at the HAWC.  This change, made at the request of first sergeants, offers the benefit of providing the commander with impartial third party data on which to base potentially serious career decisions.  Additionally, centralized measurements strengthen the program in other ways.  First, this should serve to remove doubt the troops may have regarding the taping process.  More importantly, the new process will get members into an area that can provide the lifestyle changes needed for improved health, wellness, and readiness.


The “Gulick Tape” is another recommendation made by first sergeants.  I’ve received feedback, both positive and negative, on this change as well.  Most of the feedback has been positive.  However, for those who want to discount the accuracy of the tape, please keep in mind that the tape while not perfect is much more accurate than the measuring tape previously used.  It is important to focus on the positive aspects of the changes


The decision to provide the wing commander the opportunity to restore a line number or test data on a member who failed to meet the standard is another positive change.  While the opportunity to restore both the line number and test data always existed, under the old program your commander’s request had to go to AFPC for final approval.


The DP and SG staffs worked hard to produce a program that I feel is far superior to the previous WMP.  We owe them a debt of gratitude for allowing us to participate in the formulation of the new AFI.  We are now at a point where we need to educate the force on the new program.  If we need to recommend future adjustments (from a first sergeant perspective) to the program, feel free to forward them through your wing CCM and I’ll address your issues directly with the DP, SG, and Commander’s Program Branch at AFPC.  If you go directly to AFPC, please provide me a courtesy copy of your message, I’d prefer to avoid being blind-sided by one of the other staff agencies.  I’m sure we can expect additional guidance on the BFWMP as course corrections are required.  For instance--

SUBJ:  CLARIFICATION OF IMPLEMENTATION OF AFI 40-502, 

> THE WEIGHT AND BODY FAT MANAGEMENT PROGRAM (WBFMP), EFFECTIVE        

> 1 JUL 99.

> 1.  WE HAVE RECEIVED NUMEROUS CALLS AND E-MAILS ON THE IMPLEMENTATION 

> OF THE NEW AFI.  THE EFFECTIVE DATE OF THIS AFI IS 1 JUL 99.  THE 

> AFI IS A COMPLETE REWRITE AND SHOULD BE THOROUGHLY READ BEFORE ANYONE 

> PROVIDES GUIDANCE TO A SUBORDINATE ORGANIZATION.  IT IS IMPERATIVE 

> THAT WE PROVIDE CORRECT GUIDANCE AND PUT TO REST ANY RUMORS.  IF YOU 

> HAVE A DRAFT COPY OF THE AFI, PLEASE DESTROY IT AND PRINT A COPY OF 

> THE OFFICIAL AFI FROM THE AIR FORCE WEB PAGE (WWW.AF.MIL/LIB/PUBS.).  

> THE FOLLOWING MAY ANSWER SOME OF YOUR QUESTIONS.

> A.  HAWCS SHOULD BE READY TO BEGIN ADMINISTERING BODY FAT 

> MEASUREMENTS AS EARLY AS 6 JUL 99 (TAKE INTO ACCOUNT THE 2 DUTY DAY 

> APPOINTMENT REQUIREMENT).  THE ONLY TRANSITIONAL PERIOD ALLOWED FOR 

> IN THE AFI IS PARAGRAPH 1.4, THE TYPE OF TAPE MEASURE (GULICK VS. 

> STANDARD).  

> B.  ON 1 JUL 99, THE CSS WEIGHT MONITOR WILL MANUALLY REMOVE ALL 

> PERSONNEL IN WSC 7 FROM THE WBFMP.  THE ABILTY TO UPDATE WSC 0 

> WILL NOT TRANSPIRE UNTIL THE NOV BLMPS RELEASE BECAUSE THERE ARE ONLY 

> TWO SYSTEM UPDATES PER CALENDAR YEAR (MAY AND NOV).  THE CSS WILL 

> HAVE TO MANUALLY TRACK PERSONNEL IDENTIFIED AND MEDICALLY CLEARED TO 

> PARTICIPATE IN THE 3-MONTH DIET AND EXERCISE PERIOD.  UPON COMPLETION 

> OF THE 3-MONTH PERIOD, THE CSS WILL UPDATE WSC 6 (INITIAL ENTRY) IF 

> THE MEMBER STILL EXCEEDS THEIR BODY FAT STANDARDS.  IF THE MEMBER IS 

> WITHIN AIR FORCE BODY FAT STANDARDS, UPDATE WSC 3 (PHASE II).

> C.  THE REVISED AF FORM 108 WILL REPLACE THE CURRENT AF FORMS 108 AND 

> 393 BECAUSE MUCH OF THE INFORMATION ON BOTH FORMS IS OBSOLETE.  WE 

> ANTICIPATE IT TO BE IN THE FIELD AROUND THE SYSTEM RELEASE DATE   

> (NOV 99).

> D.  THE HAWC WILL PROVIDE THE MEMBER'S NECK, WAIST, AND HIP 

> MEASUREMENTS.  THEY WILL NOT PROVIDE THE BODY FAT CALCULATIONS.  THEY 

> MAY TRANSMIT THESE NUMBERS VIA E-MAIL BACK TO THE CSS.  THE MONTHLY 

> E-MAILS WILL BECOME A PART OF THE WBFMP CASE FILE.  

> 2.  BECAUSE OF THE OVERWHELMING AMOUNT OF CALLS AND EMAILS WE HAVE  

> RECEIVED LATELY, WE IMPLORE YOU TO CONTACT YOUR POINT OF CONTACT AT 

> THE NEXT LEVEL FOR CLARIFICATION (I.E., CSS CONTACT THE MPF, THE MPF 

> CONTACT THE MAJCOM, THE MAJCOM CONTACT AFPC...). 

> 3.  PEN AND INK CHANGES:  

> A.  PAGE 8, LINE 23, (FOLLOWING PARA 2.8.8), NOTE, AS READS: 

> BODY FAT MEASUREMENTS MUST BE TAKEN BY PERSONNEL OF THE SAME SEX 

> AND WEIGHT AND HEIGHT MEASUREMENTS CAN BE TAKEN BY PERSONNEL OF 

> EITHER SEX.  SHOULD READ:  BODY FAT MEASUREMENTS MUST BE TAKEN BY 

> PERSONNEL OF THE SAME SEX.  WEIGHT AND HEIGHT MEASUREMENTS CAN BE 

> TAKEN BY PERSONNEL OF EITHER SEX.  

> B.  ATTACHMENT 2, PAGE 42, LINE 7, AS READS:  THE UNIT WBFMP MANAGER 

> WILL TAKE THE WEIGHT MEASUREMENTS AND THE FITNESS PROGRAM MANAGER 

> WILL TAKE THE BODY FAT MEASUREMENTS.  SHOULD READ: THE UNIT WBFMP 

> MANAGER WILL TAKE THE WEIGHT MEASUREMENTS AND THE BODY FAT 

> MEASUREMENTS WILL BE TAKEN AT THE HAWC BY THE HAWC STAFF OR TRAINED 

> FITNESS AUGMENTEES.

By CMSgt Dave Bayliss

Chief, Medical Enlisted Issues

Office of the AF Surgeon General 


The Air Force ended 1998 with 34 active duty deaths attributed to suicide -- the lowest number in more than 20 years on record – and so far in 1999, has had only two deaths (as of April) through suicide.  


Although even one suicide is too many, the declining numbers show awareness efforts at all levels is starting to make a difference.  These efforts are designed to reduce the stigma associated with seeking help for dealing with life’s most difficult issues, such as legal, financial or relationship problems.   


The awareness efforts are the results of a cross-functional team, started in June 1996, tasked with examining the causes and possible solutions to suicides in the Air Force.  The team includes more than 75 people representing first sergeants and command chief master sergeants, personnel, chaplains, legal experts, safety, medical services, security police, services, public affairs, and the office of special investigations.  All major commands participate, along with the Air Force Reserve and Air National Guard.


Based upon the team’s findings, 11 recommendations were given to the Air Force Chief of Staff and senior leadership designed to improve the Air Force’s suicide prevention approach. Recommendations included the development of standardized Air Force Critical Incident Stress Debriefing teams to provide care in the aftermath of suicides, as well as other traumatic events in the community; improving the limited privileged communications for mental health providers treating individuals under UCMJ action; and the integration of preventive services from base helping agencies.  


One group, however, concerns our leaders -- our senior NCOs.  This is the one segment of our population in which the suicide rate numbers has not declined.  Some of the experts on the IPT believe our senior NCOs, who frequently have a great deal of responsibility as the care-givers for their units and work centers, may not recognize they themselves need help or they may not believe that help is available without it potentially hurting their careers.  We must assure our senior NCOs that getting assistance in dealing with situations in today’s military is not only acceptable but the responsible course of action.  


Our people are looking to us for leadership; a good leader always makes sure his or her troops have the right help they need to get the mission accomplished.  In this case, that help it is critical to their very survival.  

