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Focus on retention

By Staff Sgt. Claudette Hutchinson

48th Fighter Wing public affairs

ROYAL AIR FORCE STATION LAKENHEATH, Suffolk – When Air Force officials want help with solving people issues, they go directly to the source. Six Liberty Warriors got their say on retention when they attended a command-directed U.S. Air Forces in Europe focus group at Ramstein Air Base, Germany, March 19 and 20.

The Lakenheath representatives were : Master Sgt. Leslie Ingram, 48th Fighter Wing career assistance advisor, Tech. Sgts. Jeffrey Metz, 48th Equipment Maintenance Squadron and Gary Schafer, 492nd Fighter Squadron; Staff Sgts. Troy Armstrong, 492nd FS and Edwin Lara, 48th FW and Capt. Kevin Carrico, 48th Transportation Squadron. All are all within the 12 to 15 year group that the leaders have targeted as a retention concern.

Although, the Air Force exceeded its first-term re-enlistment goal with 56 percent in fiscal year 01, the second term and career rates remained below the goal. In fact, the Air Force hasn’t made its second term or career goals in the last four years.

Rated pilot retention is also a major problem. The push of operations tempo, especially since Sept. 11, and the airline hiring of Air Force pilots have played major roles in pilot
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separations. The Air Force is currently experiencing a shortage of 1,239 pilots.

According to an Air Force survey, responses from both officers and enlisted identified some key factors why people separate from the service are availability of civilian jobs, military pay concerns, high operations, base-level leadership, promotion opportunity and numerous permanent change of station moves.

To combat this problem, initiatives to improve quality of life and personnel programs were established to improve re-enlistments. Quality of life initiatives include adequate manpower; improved workplace environments; fair and competitive compensation; balanced operations tempo; quality health care; safe, affordable housing; enriched community and family programs; and enhanced educational opportunities and benefits.

The Air Force also expanded the selective re-enlistment bonus program, increased promotions rates, implemented a career assistance advisor position at almost every base, and increased the high year of tenure for technical sergeants increased from 20 to 22 years.

What would cause someone with 12 to 15 years in service to leave the Air Force? That’s the answer Gen. Gregory S. Martin, USAFE commander, doesn’t know and is trying to determine with this workshop. 

“We worked with our USAFE counterparts to look at high tempo career fields,” said Master Sgt. Leslie Ingram, 48th Mission Support Squadron career assistance advisor. “The fact that Gen. Martin pushes for this to happen is very important. While we were there he dedicated six hours of his day to just sit with us, and hear what we have to say.”
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Everyone in the group agreed that the Air Force has made great strides toward

improvements. However, they thought little emphasis was placed on the people with 12 to 15 years of service. 

“The bonuses have never been geared toward this target (12 to 15 years) group. Most of us are committed no matter what, because we’ve seen good times and bad. However, a lot more needs to be done for us to decide whether we stay past 20 years,” said Tech. Sgt. Jeffrey Metz, 48th Equipment Maintenance Squadron.

The group looked at several issues associated with retention such as retirements, promotions, stop-loss, assignments and USAFE housing. 

All six Lakenheath group members agreed that one big factor that’s currently affecting retention is task saturation. 

According to Schafer, as a training manager, he councils a lot of people who said they feel overworked and over-tasked due to low manning.

  
However, manning authorizations, here, is where it should be based on the peacetime mission. The problem is with over tasking, according to Tech. Sgt. Edwin Lara, 48th FW manpower office. 

 “I think the biggest drawback is too much time being deployed. The end result is that quality of life suffers,” said Carrico. While I know our leaders are constantly looking at ways to improve our situation, it just won’t happen right away. People will opt more for a greater quality of life instead of money.”
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According to Ingram, Martin stressed to the group that, “If you are in a leadership

position, listen to your people.”

“I can tell you that all the commander’s here on base listens to the issues,” said Ingram.
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