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Special Duty Manager Update

SMSgt Chris Anthony

Greetings First Sergeants!  My first few months have been exciting.  I knew I would have the opportunity to see things on a very different level, and I have not been disappointed.  I've attended several career field manager meetings, as well as the Air Force CAIB and IDS meetings, and am a member of the dormitory working group, just to mention a few.  I accompanied CMSAF Murray on an AEF Center visit and then took a trip down to visit MSgt Tammy Brangard at AFPC.  I've had the opportunity to visit with first sergeant councils at Scott, Langley, Tinker, Offutt, Elmendorf, and Little Rock Air Force Bases.    I am very excited and pleased with the issues our senior leadership is working.  I look forward to watching the developments from my new vantage point over the next couple of years.

When CMSAF Murray asked me to take this job, I jumped at the opportunity.  It was something I had always hoped I would get a chance to do.  After the initial excitement, I realized I had some big shoes to fill.  CMSgt Mike Gilbert's contributions to the first sergeant special duty are numerous, and his efforts will benefit us for years to come.  As most of you know, Chief Gilbert removed his diamond and has taken over as the Chief of Enlisted Force Development.  The first sergeant corps lost a great first sergeant.  However, from my vantage point, I can tell you that the Chief is again on the leading edge of a program that will propel the entire SNCO corps to another level.  Best of luck to you, Chief, and we wish you the best.

I've been asked if I plan any changes to the new first sergeant management process.  Yes, and no.  I'm very pleased with the new process.  Ensuring slots are filled and managing our assignment process continues to be challenging.  I'm sure there will have to be some small changes as the system develops.  I've also been asked about my agenda and/or philosophy.  It is pretty simple.  I want to leave the first sergeant corps in better shape than I found it.  That is the same basic agenda I take to every new job.  Yes, there are some things I want to tackle, but my first priority is manning.  You will see that theme throughout this edition of the journal.  We want to see first sergeant manning at 100% and balanced across all grades.  It is unacceptable for a unit that is authorized a first sergeant to not have one assigned.  It is critical that we recruit more master sergeants and stop relying on senior master sergeant accessions to fill the slots. 

I also intend to keep you informed about the many issues we are working.  We will use The First Sergeant Journal and website to accomplish this goal.  Journals will be published as often as needed.  The Air Force First Sergeant Homepage, at  http://www.firstsergeant.hq.af.mil/, will be used to relay time sensitive information such as assignment information.  The site has a new look, and I have a few more improvements in the works.  

Again, I'm very excited to have been selected to serve as your special duty manager.  I look forward to furthering the great work that my predecessor began.  

_____________________________________________________________________________

First Sergeant Duty Management Changes

The First Sergeant Academy recently graduated its second class since first sergeant duty became a special duty.  I receive frequent e-mails and phone calls from individuals who do not understand the new management policy.  I'll be the first to admit that we have not done the best job educating the field about the philosophy.  It is important to realize that we are exploring new territory.  Our new management policy took over two years to develop before approval by the CSAF.  The concept was discussed in the First Sergeant Journal, which gave all first sergeants an opportunity to provide feedback, and many of you did.  It was discussed at the annual World Wide First Sergeant Conference in issue groups led by Chief first sergeants along with a cross section of the most experienced first sergeants our Air Force has to offer.  However, that does not mean that it is a perfect system or that we know exactly how it is going to unfold over time.  There will be, and are many challenges we must overcome to make it work.  

The basis of the new system is simple, and without getting into all the little details, it goes something like this:  The shadow program, boarding and selection process, MAJCOM review, and career field release procedures are basically the same as before.  Approved applicants enter the special duty for an initial three-year tour.  Those in chronic critical and highly stressed career fields can still expect difficulty in gaining release just as before.  We are optimistic however, that functional managers will be more willing to release master sergeants since they will have opportunities to get them back if necessary to fill requirements.  At the two-year point, first sergeants will decide if they desire to apply for an additional three-year tour, or elect to return to their primary AFSC.  I'm often asked what one's chances are to remain beyond the initial tour.  There are four conditions that must be met for you to remain:  1) You must apply, 2) your commander and CCM must recommend you, 3) your primary AFSC must approve your application, and 4) there must be an Air Force requirement.  If these conditions are met, you will be retained as a first sergeant.  Positions such as the First Sergeant Academy Commandant, First Sergeant Academy instructors, Chief Master Sergeant first sergeant positions, and the First Sergeant Special Duty Manger will require first sergeants to remain beyond six years.  Others will most likely be retained as well, depending on first sergeant manning at the time of application.  

Rather than thinking about the three and six year points as "stop signs or dead ends", think of them as "option points".  Evidence has shown that first sergeants have benefited by returning to their primary AFSCs after a few years in the field.  The SNCO corps have undoubtedly benefited from the experience these individuals have brought back to various career fields.  While many may elect to return to their primary specialties, we can't forecast just how many.  Our goal is to man the special duty at 100% in all grades.  If there are no reasons to disapprove an application to continue as a first sergeant, then in all likelihood, they will remain.  While our desire is to return many SNCOs back to the their primary AFSCs with new skills, Air Force needs and individual desires will determine those numbers.  If an individual does not desire a second tour, or they are disapproved for continued service, they will return to their previous AFSC, or possibly retrain, retire (if eligible), etc.

Of all the calls I receive, the majority are inquiries about assignment policy.  As most of you know, the career field has historically been short 100+ first sergeants.  Previously, we did not do a good job of managing the ones we had.  Now, we are assigning first sergeants based on the Air Force average.  Once an applicant has been approved for first sergeant duty, they will be given a First Sergeant Academy class date.  MSgt Brangard will publish an assignment listing for each class that will allow each student to submit their preferences and know where they will be assigned prior to departing for school.  An applicant may stay at their current duty location only if there is a requirement at that base listed on the assignment listing for their class and they are the most eligible for that assignment.  For the first time, we are seeing great assignment selections for those headed for the First Sergeant Academy.  I surveyed the most recent academy graduates concerning their assignments, and only 4 of 34 students expressed dissatisfaction with their assignment.  In a short time, our assignment policy of "shared pain/shared gain" has produced a balance across the Air Force that results in great assignment choices.   

Before, we had bases that were continuously short first sergeants while other bases were manned at 100%.  If we managed all career fields the way we previously managed first sergeants, we would have squadrons that could not do their mission because they wouldn't have enough personnel to do the job.  All the personnel would be at the more desirable assignment locations.  The first sergeant is a squadron level senior leadership position and we have made a decision to work towards manning first sergeants at 100% Air Force wide.  We don't have vacant squadron commander positions anywhere in our Air Force, nor do we have vacant command chief positions.  The commander and CCM processes are built to ensure that does not happen.  Our goal is to achieve the same for first sergeants.  Remember, we are selecting and assigning KEY Air Force SNCO leaders.

That's it.  There are a million if/and/ors, but I hope that this answers the whys.  I once heard a shirt say that he was not concerned about the new process because it didn't apply to him.  Yes, many of us are "grand fathered", but we each have a responsibility to understand this process.  We are the frontline recruiters for our replacements down the road.  If you have more technical questions, please research the website, and/or contact MSgt Brangard or myself.

Recruiting First Sergeants

We need first sergeants!  CMSAF Murray has laid down the gauntlet.  We will not accept anything less than 100% manning in our first sergeant field.  We have failed to meet the First Sergeant Academy quota of 45 students per class for over two years.  We are averaging 30 students per class.  We must increase the production of the schoolhouse if we are going to sustain our first sergeant corps.  About now, some of you are thinking that the new first sergeant management process is to blame.  No, read the second sentence again.  We were not meeting the goals before.  Why?  I don't have the exact answer to that question, although I can think of a few contributing factors such as the discontinuance of the mandatory retraining programs.  Master sergeants and selects that found themselves on the list for mandatory retraining often selected first sergeant duty.  Most of these individuals probably would not have considered becoming a shirt if they had not been forced into a retraining situation.  These individuals have served, and many continue to serve the Air Force well as first sergeants.

Another reason may be the impression that career field functional managers are disapproving most applicants for first sergeant special duty.  This is far from true.  Yes, unfortunately there are a few career fields that are on the chronic critical skills list that will be disapproved almost every time.  There are sometimes other reasons individuals are disapproved as well, but rest assured that any disapprovals are reviewed at several levels before it is final.  Of 222 first sergeant applications submitted to AFPC last year, only 12 were disapproved.  I have reviewed each of these packages and there was sound rational for each of these.  That is a pretty good success rate.  Our senior leadership is committed to providing relief to our many stressed career fields.  It won't happen over night, but I am hopeful that the individuals in these AFSCs will someday have the same opportunities as the rest of us to become first sergeants.

At the most recent MAJCOM CCM meeting with CMSAF Murray, the Chiefs agreed unanimously that it is time to boost first sergeant manning to 100%.  Each MAJCOM accepted a recruiting goal based on their command E-7 manning.  You will hear more about your command’s recruiting strategy from your MAJCOM CCM in the very near future.  As first sergeants, you are closer to the SNCO corps within your squadrons than anyone else.  If each first sergeant identifies one outstanding master sergeant per year to their command chief, through their commander of course, and we manage to put diamonds on about one third of those, we can man the career field at 100%.  I don't think that is too much to ask.

As I type this, I am sitting on Delta flight 830 headed back to the "beltway" from Tinker AFB.  In researching first sergeant accessions, I discovered that Tinker lead the Air Force in first sergeant recruiting over the last year by sending nine individuals to the First Sergeant Academy.  I was interested in what they did different.  When I asked, I was invited to attend a first sergeant recruiting briefing.  They put together an all-afternoon event that focused on educating NCOs on first sergeant duty.  Since MSgt Brangard and I were attending, we both had the opportunity to give a briefing on our respective areas.  Over 50 TSgt, MSgt, and SMSgts attended.  What a great event.  The questions and interest from the attendees was great.  Now, I have no idea how many of those will actually become first sergeants, but Tinker lead the Air Force last year after doing the same thing.  Good on ya, Tinker!  Thanks for the opportunity to attend.

_____________________________________________________________________________

First Sergeant Manning
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CMSgt      
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SMSgt      
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MSgt 
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  78%

Total           
  91%

  90%

Overall, first sergeant manning is good, but our grade mix is not good.  We've seen our percentages among the different grades shift significantly over the past months due to chief and senior promotions.  However, this does not affect the bottom line.  As I travel around, I always find at least one shirt at every location that has retirement orders.  I've also had discussions with several about removing their diamonds.  Retirements will always take place, and we expect to see a small number remove their diamonds for other duties.  Please keep your eyes open for that sharp SNCO ready to step up and help lead an Air Force unit.  We can’t overemphasize the importance of first sergeants and CCMs leading strong local recruiting efforts.  Please help spread the word.  We really can get there from here!  

______________________________________________________________________________

AFI 21-101

I’ve received many inquiries about the new AFI 21-101, specifically chapter 12 regarding the Keep Enlisted Experience Program (KEEP).  Many of you probably are not aware of this program unless you are assigned to a maintenance unit.  I wasn’t aware myself until I was asked about the program at one of my base visits.  KEEP is a retention program designed by maintainers, for maintainers.  Senior level leadership within the maintenance field is concerned about retaining trained personnel, as they should be.  While other retention programs are out there, they made a conscious decision to attack their retention issues head on with their own program. KEEP is designed to work in concert with other programs, such as those managed by our Air Force Career Assistance Advisors (CAA), while giving maintenance supervisors tailored tools to assist them.  

The phone calls and inquiry I’ve received concern paragraph 12.3.2, where the first sergeant is tasked to be the “focal point for all retention issues within the squadron.”  Some believe that any responsibilities levied against first sergeants should be placed in AFI 36-2113.  If you think about it, to do that we would have to incorporate a whole bunch of stuff that is currently covered in other AFIs.  AFIs 36-2406, 36-2908, and 36-2704, just to name a few, all place requirements on the first sergeant.  These issues are not covered in AFI 36-2113, or are they?  Our AFI states that we are a “critical link in providing the commander a mission-ready enlisted force to execute the unit mission.”  Aren’t family care, enlisted performance reports, and unit climate assessments (covered in the AFIs above) key to a mission ready force?  Retention certainly is a readiness issue.  Our AFI also says that we are “the vital link between the commander, enlisted personnel, and support agencies.”  The CAA is certainly a support agency created to support the commander with retention efforts.  

When the decision was made to bring back CAAs, many feared that supervisors, first sergeants, and commanders might wash their hands of the inherent responsibility of retention and the effort required to keep trained airmen in uniform.  The maintenance community has taken deliberate steps to ensure that doesn’t happen and defined where the “maintenance” first sergeant fits in the picture.  They realize that the first sergeant fills a unit level senior leadership role and is someone who should also be close to the troops.  Who is in a better position to support this program?  It’s not telling us to do anything new really.  I think if you sit down are review the guidance task by task, you’ll find you are already doing most of it.  You’re just not doing it in the name of retention.

_____________________________________________________________________________

First Sergeant Academy Update
CMSgt Sandra Williams

 

SMSgt Anthony and MSgt Brangard have been very supportive on trying to fill our seats here at he First Sergeant Academy and I am grateful for their involvement.  I have heard several leadership personnel blame the lack of seats filled on the "new process."  I don't agree, because our seats haven't been filled for over 3 years.  Let me point out a couple of benefits that I have noticed since the new process began.  First and foremost, everyone comes to FSA knowing where they are going.  This wasn't true in the past; in fact I was often facilitating communication between students and AFPC to firm up assignments for 5-10 individuals per class.  In the most recent class, we have 4 people going to Florida assignments.  That is because they were able to compete for those assignments.  In the past, those assignments would be "home grown" and opportunities were few. Also, we are seeing students selected for assignments to overseas long and split tour locations for the first time.  When we only produce 24-30 people in a class and our quota is 45, it not only affects our funding and manpower....it affects the enlisted corps.  I ask each one of you to touch a SNCO in your squadron and encourage him/her to volunteer for this special duty.  I received an e-mail from a field first sergeant that puts what we do into perspective and here it is:  "I can truly see the value of my role as a first sergeant...we're desperately needed in the field, we bring resolutions to unresolved issues and harmony and balance to the units, and we're are amazing life savers!  We cannot save everyone, but the ones we do save is like a breath of fresh air.  At the end of the day, I feel like I have accomplished something bigger than me...I've helped someone to grow and mature responsibly."  Please help us fill the seats so we don't have squadrons without first sergeants.
Deploying Under the 9AFS2 UTC

TSgt Jim Pautler (First Sergeant Scheduler)
DSN 575-2238

When it comes to deploying, everyone has questions they need answered.  Such as, how did I get selected?  When should I expect to deploy?  How long are the deployments?  This article is not designed to explain the entire AEF process, but it will answer many of the questions you have pertaining to First Sergeant (FS) deployments.  Let me introduce myself before we get started.  I’m the FS Scheduler assigned to the AEF Center (AEFC).  I’m responsible for sourcing the 9AFS2 Unit Type Code (UTC), which is the stand alone FS UTC.  Many of you may have deployed under this UTC in support of a contingency or steady state tasking.  With any luck, your deployment went smoothly and you had a great experience.  For some of you (hopefully very few), getting to the deployed site may have been a challenge.  Your deployment may have been short notice or things may not have gone as smoothly as you would have hoped.  That’s usually the time when the rumors start to fly about how the AEF process doesn’t work.  I’m here to tell you the process does work.  In fact, it works quite well.  Ninety-three percent of all deployments, personnel and equipment, are successful.  However, the only deployments people focus on are the 7% that had problems, which is why the Air Force spends so much time analyzing and brainstorming ways they can improve the process.  I’d like to take a little of your time to explain how FSs deploy under the 9AFS2 UTC and hopefully put an end to some these rumors.  Some of you may know this process like the back of your hand, while others may find this process fairly new and confusing.  Lets see if we can reduce the confusion.      

The first thing we need to know is the Air Force deploys UTCs.  By definition, a UTC is a defined Air Force capability.  It is a five-character alphanumeric code that uniquely identifies each force package.  OK, so what does that really mean?  Basically, when the supported commander needs a certain capability at a deployed location, they load a unit line number identifying the requirement for that UTC (i.e. 9AFS2). The AEFC receives the requirement and nominates a unit that has already identified UTCs available to deploy during the required time frame.  The UTCs will already have the people and equipment assigned to it.  So, now we know what a UTC is.  How do FSs deploy under the 9AFS2 UTC?

First, I review all the 9AFS2 requirements to ensure I know what needs to be nominated.  When I say all requirements, I’m referring to Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF), Operation Noble Eagle (ONE) and all Steady State (SS) requirements.  Usually that is right around 30 - 35 requirements per AEF rotation.  

Second, I review the Base Alignment Template to get the list of bases that are eligible to deploy.  For example, if I’m nominating for the AEF 9/10 rotation, I’ll review the 9/10 aligned bases.  This helps me know what bases can “play.”  

Third, I focus on the "Teaming" concept.  Basically, I nominate bases to deploy to a particular forward operating location (FOL) aligned against that particular FOL in the Base Alignment Template.  For example, if Edwards AFB is aligned against Ali Al Salem (FOL) on the Template, I look to Edwards AFB to provide the 9AFS2 FS to deploy to Ali Al Salem since, more likely than not, the rest of Edwards would also deploy to that particular FOL.  Remember, the primary sourcing objective is to maximize the deployment of combat ready UTC from the fewest number of installations to a single FOL.

Fourth, I check to see if the base I want to nominate has the 9AFS2 UTC postured in the AEF libraries.  If they have the UTC and the MAJCOM verifies, I load their PAS Code in the system.  However, not all bases have the 9AFS2 UTC postured.  There are numerous reasons why that is, but I’ll have to wait to explain that in another article.  If I need to nominate a base that does not have the 9AFS2 UTC postured, I simply contact the MAJCOM and they verify the base can support a FS tasking.  As you can see, there’s not a huge difference between the two procedures.  That is primarily because the MAJCOMs do such a great job assisting the AEFC.        

The final step is the verification process.  Since the AEFC does not have tasking authority, the MAJCOMs must verify the unit can be sourced.  This is very important.  If the requirement is not verified, it will not flow to the unit.  Once the verification is complete, the requirement will flow to the unit so the personnel can begin their out processing.  This is why it can take days before a PRU receives a requirement.  There are numerous steps that must be followed and completed before a requirement will flow.  

I know the AEF Process is not perfect, but it does work.  The process is getting smoother with each AEF Cycle.  There will be times when your deployment will go off without a hitch and there are other times when things pop-up that will make your deployment a little more challenging.  Like they always say, flexibility is the key.  Thank you and good luck on your future deployments.

_____________________________________________________________________________

As always, we solicit articles and other items from the field for inclusion in the First Sergeant Journal.  It’s always best if you route your submissions through your Command Chief Master Sergeant.  Send submissions or comments on this Journal to chris.anthony@pentagon.af.mil.
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