[image: image1.wmf][image: image1.wmf]
NEWS RELEASE
U N I T E D  S T A T E S  A I R  F O R C E

48th Fighter Wing Public Affairs

Unit 5210, Box 215

APO AE 09464-0215

(01638) 522151, Fax (01638) 525637

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE










Dec. 6, 2002










Release# 120602

Military families take care of their own

By Master Sgt. Will Ackerman

48th Fighter Wing public affairs

ROYAL AIR FORCE LAKENHEATH, Suffolk – People from every walk of life go through rough patches when they need help because of financial shortfalls caused by personal crisis.  During these times, people look toward their community of family and friends for help.

Although Air Force members live away from their families whom they could rely on during trying times, airmen here in the Liberty Wing community take care of their own by giving through private base organizations.

Tucked away in a building behind the old shoppette, volunteers sift through boxes and garbage sacks bursting with clothes, toys, kitchenware and electronics before stocking the shelves. On a gray, overcast rainy day, a stream of customers filtered in to browse at the racks stuffed into a room about the size of one’s living room. 

“There’s a very good selection of children’s clothes,” said April Mansfield, as she browsed through the clothes rack. “The kids go through clothes so quickly.” 
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2/2/2/ HELPING

But Mansfield, like other customers here, don’t look at the price tags or worry about the costs, because everything’s free. The Airman’s Attic collects donations from people in the base community, recycles the non-serviceable items, and then allows Department of Defense ID cardholders here to take what they need. 

Although there’s no limit how many clothes customers can take, they are limited to one electrical item and one large item such as furniture, said Gina Garza, who volunteers about 100 hours per month to operate the “Attic.” 

Like all of the programs in this story, the “Attic” is a private organization, sponsored by the First Sergeants Association here. Operated solely by volunteers, its mission is to receive, sort and distribute donated items. About 40 to 50 percent of the items are put on the shelves; the remainder is recycled, with the funds donated to base members or to the community through British Heart Association or local schools. 

But one customer said it’s another type of recycling opportunity.

“It’s like a recycling center for people who can’t go and buy brand new items,” said Samantha Pitts. “When my kids finish (and outgrow) their clothes, I bring them here. It’s especially helpful around Christmas and deployments when funds are short.” 

But even more important than having warm clothes to wear, people must eat, even when money’s scarce. Liberty Wing members can help each other here, too, through the Airman’s Food Pantry. 
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3/3/3 HELPING

Staffed by volunteers, the pantry’s motto is “Taking Care of Our Own.” Under the direction of the base chapel, the pantry provides non-perishable food items to qualifying airmen and their families. 

“It only takes one emergency to wipe you out or to get stuck, financially,” said Dawn Damato, the pantry’s volunteer coordinator. “It’s not just for families; it’s for anyone in need, but it’s not intended as a long-term solution.” 

Although DOD ID cardholders can use the pantry on their initial visit without referral, subsequent visits are coordinated through base agencies including the family support centers, family advocacy, a licensed military medical provider, chaplain, the Women-Infant and Children-Overseas Program, first sergeant or a supervisor.  

During each visit, customers can fill two brown grocery bags or three plastic bags from the pantry’s shelves, which include baby food, canned vegetables, pasta, rice and diapers. Since Jan. 1, more than 730 family members selected food from the pantry. 

But Damato said the pantry receives no funding, and food is bought through fund-raising profits and donations from community members.

“Airman’s Pantry only exists by donations and food drives,” Damato said. 
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4/4/4 HELPING

Another highly visible avenue for base members to assist others is through the Good Samaritan program, better known as “Good Sam,” operated by the First Sergeants Association. Through food drives and donation collections, the “shirts” provide emergency funds and food to RAF Lakenheath families and employees. 

“It helps anybody we think needs help,” said Master Sgt. Scott Albert, 48th Civil Engineer Squadron First Sergeant, and Good “Sam” vice chairman. “It’s geared toward any situation that puts families or individuals in a potential hardship situation.” 

During 2001, the Good Sam program helped airmen and their families with emergency cash help and food baskets that totaled more than $29,000; just during the holiday season from Thanksgiving to Christmas, more than 150 families were helped with food and money valued at $16,000. 

Although Good Sam drives are most visible before the holidays with volunteers collecting donations at the commissary and base exchange, the first sergeants are busy helping airmen the rest of the year, too. 

“The rest of the year we are focused on specific individual financial situations people might have,” Albert said. Situations can include unexpected financial strains such as an individual’s car breaking down or someone having a baby. 

One Good Sam recipient during the 2001 holiday season said it felt good to know other community members thought about her and her family during the holidays. 
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5/5/5 HELPING

“Everyone can use a little help around that time,” said Senior Airman Charnissa Sampson, 48th Aircraft Maintenance Squadron. She received a food basket on Thanksgiving and gifts for her four children at Christmas. “I enjoyed seeing the kids open up the gifts and seeing their joy.”

No one can predict when misfortune or financial stress will occur, Liberty Wing members can take heart that their military community provides a support system to allow airmen to help other airmen.
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