AFMC, AETC Team to better Support Warfighter


Article courtesy of the Ogden Air Logistics Center Maintenance Directorate Aircraft Division

SHEPPARD AIR FORCE BASE, Texas (AFMCNS) - Thousands of Air Force Materiel Command depot maintenance technicians can soon get the training they need without traveling from home thanks to Air Education and Training Command and AFMC experts working together.

AETC's 982nd Training Group here is training and certifying 19 new civilian instructors -- the first such civilian instructors in the Air Force -- who will join already existing field training detachments at three AFMC air logistics centers, according to Senior Master Sgt. Joe Rock, 37rd Training Squadron training management flight chief. These new instructors will then train the thousands of AFMC depot maintenance technicians needed to bolster the depot maintenance career field.

Sheppard is providing basic instructor course training and actual aircraft systems training so the civilian instructors will soon begin depot maintenance training in the months ahead, Rock said. There will be eight new instructors at Warner-Robins ALC, Robins Air Force Base, Ga.; six more at Oklahoma City ALC, Tinker Air Force Base, Okla.; and five at Ogden ALC, Hill Air Force Base, Utah.

AFMC officials said the depot maintenance work force is facing the possibility of severe shortages, due to an aging corps of technicians. The Air Force's goal is to start training approximately 4,000 depot technicians annually.

In the past, AFMC's three logistics centers were able to schedule training for about 1,000 technicians per year.  Now, with dedicated civilian instructors soon to be in place, the demand for increased training can be met, according to Col. Michael Moschella, Oklahoma City ALC aircraft division chief.

"During the next five years we will have a major turnover in our workforce," Moschella said. "Having skilled, aircraft-specific instructors on site, integrated into our workforce processes, will make the training job-focused and readily available."

Field training detachments assigned to Sheppard's 372nd and 373rd Training Squadrons have been available in the past to provide training for depot maintenance technicians at all three air logistic centers, Rock said. But more and more, instruction on a  "space available" basis became increasingly difficult, since the increased demand for training became greater than the supply of instructors.

Rock also said because of a lack of local aircraft-specific classes, people often had to travel long distances on government orders to receive the training they needed.

However, due to the AFMC-AETC agreement, 19 civilian positions were added to the rolls of the 982nd TRG, which is hiring and training the depot maintenance technician instructors, soon to be providing systems training at the three logistics centers.

Put simply, Moschella said, AETC and AFMC are working closely together to solve a problem that, in the end, will improve support for the war fighter.

"Adding field training (982nd TRG) personnel to our employee training arsenal is a major step in enhancing the aircraft-specific technical skills of our employees," Moschella said.

The new instructors are expected to begin training depot technicians at Warner-Robins ALC as early as mid-May, with instruction at Oklahoma City and Ogden beginning soon thereafter, Rock said. Having full-time instructors in place at all three ALC's will help eliminate people not being able to get the specific aircraft systems training they need at the logistics center they're located at.

It will also allow the training to take place right there at the logistics centers where the technicians are needed-trainees won't have to go TDY elsewhere in search of the specialized training they require, he said.

The importance of expanding on and improving the current capability to train depot maintenance technicians shouldn't be underestimated -- they perform a critical service to the Air Force, Rock said. The technicians provide major overhaul and repair of aircraft systems and spare parts.

According to an October 2002 AFMC depot maintenance mission area overview, the technicians enhance mission readiness by "efficiently and economically repairing, overhauling and modifying aircraft, engines, missiles, components and software to meet customer demands."

Nearly 21,500 maintenance people within AFMC, along with 750 contractor organizations, provide more than $6 billion of depot maintenance goods and services annually, according to the DMMA overview.  The Oklahoma City, Ogden and Warner-Robins ALC's own and operate more than $7.3 billion in facilities and equipment.

Knowing the critical mission of the depot maintenance technicians, and the fact that a large amount of the workforce is rapidly nearing retirement age, Rock said it's easy to see why there's such an emphasis on providing more instructors to preserve the Air Force's depot maintenance capability.

One notable aspect about the civilian instructors is they will be the first FTD instructors under the 982nd TRG umbrella not wearing the uniform of active-duty Air Force -- all the more noteworthy, since the group manages 44 detachments all over the world, with more than 900 instructors in the field.

At Sheppard, where base leadership has established a reputation for continuous transformation and innovation, doing business as "unusual" is the norm.  Seeing a need, and introducing a unique, improved way of doing business, is part of the culture on base.  Employing civilians in a field that was previously manned entirely by military personnel, is just another example.

"We are definitely working outside of the box," Rock said, referring to the hiring of the civilians.  "The only civilian instructors we have will be the ones at the air logistics centers."

Capt. Paul Sturges, 373rd TRS operations director, said the three ALCs have invested more than $1 million to help facilitate the addition of the new instructor positions.  The money has been used to upgrade current classroom facilities and to purchase computers and other supplies needed for the depot maintenance course.  AFMC is also covering funding for the instructor positions.

The end result of this AETC-AFMC partnership will mean having the right amount of instructors in place to provide top-quality, Air Force-certified training to the 4,000 technicians needed annually in the upcoming years to keep the Air Force's jets flying high, Moschella said.

Col. Robert Simmons, 982nd TRG commander, calls this latest chance for Sheppard and the 982nd TRG to demonstrate its core competency of world class maintenance training, "a huge win for AETC and AFMC, and a great opportunity for Sheppard to excel."

F-16 maintainers educate, motivate to transform processes

HILL AIR FORCE BASE, Utah (AFMCNS) - Maintainers here using Lean initiatives recently shaved F-16 pylon rib process time from 11 to four days, helping decrease the fighter's wing repair times by 10 percent.

Aiming at getting aircraft back to the warfighters quicker, experts assigned to the Ogden Air Logistics Center's aircraft division repair environment focused on the pylon rib because it's susceptible to fatigue and corrosion due to constant interchanging of equipment.

The pylon rib is a structural hard point on an F-16 wing used for attaching armaments and external fuel tanks.

Using Lean initiatives, a Rapid Improvement Event was scheduled to initially address this area. Some of the goals of this event were to reduce flow days, decrease overtime expenditures and develop and implement visual material control boards.

Lean is the systematic and persistent pursuit of eliminating waste in any business process. Under the direction of Col. Rick Dugan and Chief Master Sgt. Alex Gasper, aircraft division experts launched an aggressive crusade to improve efficiency in the division's warfighter support effort.

This crusade first began in December of 2001 when a six-member Lean core team was put in place to help facilitate continuous improvement efforts. Their first directive was to find a way to decrease flow days, trim costs and increase quality in the F-16 wing repair process, Dugan said.

By January of 2002, the core team, along with Lean consultants from Southwest Research Institute, began analyzing the F-16 wing repair process. They first discovered that in order to successfully achieve their goals, they would need cooperation from shop employees.

Unfortunately, much of the shop's workforce didn't understand process improvement well enough to voluntarily engage in a continuous improvement campaign, Dugan said. Education and top management support seemed to be the key to help motivate shop employees.

With the education goal in their sites, core team members and the SwRI consultants began with an area assessment that included developing a value stream map to illustrate the value-added, and the non-value-added steps in the wing repair process, Dugan said. They also conducted numerous training sessions to teach both management and shop employees essential Lean tools which emphasize workplace organization and cleanliness.

After the initial training sessions were complete, a detailed value stream map analysis showed that a major area of improvement could be found in the pylon rib assembly process, he said.

Trying to increase the Rapid Improvement Event's effectiveness, Hill officials established a cross-functional event team which consisted of management and shop workers from the three areas involved in the pylon rib assembly process: the aircraft division, logistics management directorate and technology industrial support division. Each team member was encouraged to sign a Contract of Excellence which assigned responsibility and accountability to the event's goals.

Dugan said the actual event included three weeks of preparation, one week of dedicated hands-on work, followed by three weeks of follow-up from each team member. All this resulted in team members decreasing flow time for the pylon rib process from 11 to four days which helped decrease the time involved to complete an entire F-16 wing repair by 10 percent.

But despite the successes, Dugan said the hard work from this project is not over. Core team members established a Stick Rate Audit system to make sure the positive effects are continued and not forgotten. A stick rate audit is a formal evaluation system that assesses daily whether the follow on items from an event are being implemented.

"This is the essence of a continuous improvement process," says core team member Paul Roberts. "Continuous improvement does not go away at the end of a Rapid Improvement Event. Stick rate audits help enforce and promote a Lean culture on a daily basis."

And that is indeed the true goal of a Lean campaign - to change the culture of a work group from one that is contest with the status quo, to one that actively seeks to improve every aspect of the organization, according to Rich Painter, Lean depot repair core team lead.

"Lean in a government depot repair environment works," he said.
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