Engineers, Scientists Prove to be Muscle Behind Air Force Might
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WRIGHT-PATTERSON AIR FORCE BASE, Ohio (AFMCNS) - Without engineers, Air Force people would have nothing to fly, no weapons to release nor places to take off or land.

Referring to designing, testing and fielding aircraft and munitions and building landing strips in less than accommodating locations as highlighted in the latest Air Force video clip, "Cross into the Blue," Brig. Gen. David Cannan, Air Force Materiel Command's command civil engineer, described the critical role engineers and scientists play in the Air Force accomplishing its mission.

During a gathering of engineers here Feb. 21 to celebrate National Engineers Week, held all across the nation Feb. 16-22, Cannan and Col. Steve Peterson, AFMC engineering and technical management directorate deputy director, said engineers should be proud that they're making such an important contribution to the Air Force, both on the civil engineering and technical sides.

"This is an exciting time to be an engineer," Peterson said.

He first referred to the recognition Air Force leaders are giving military and civilian engineers in certain fields in the form of bonuses. Secondly, he cited the challenges that face Air Force and AFMC engineers and scientists.

"When you look at what we're doing and the kinds of weapons systems we've been asked to develop and are involved in developing, and see their performance, you've got to sit back and think that each and every one of you are part of the single greatest Air Force the world has ever known," he said.

National Engineers Week, by its charter, provides an opportunity for engineers to reach out to their communities and increase the awareness and appreciation of the engineering profession. That appreciation is something that's been a long time coming, according to Gen. Lester Lyles, AFMC commander.

"There's recognition, understanding and appreciation for engineers that the Air Force and this command have not seen for many, many years," Lyles said at the Feb. 21 gathering. "It's amazing how much people appreciate what our engineering force does and the things they create, not just for the Air Force but for our country also."

National Engineers Week coincides on the calendar with George Washington's birthday, because he is considered the nation's first engineer, according to the National Society of Professional Engineers.

Very interested in engineering and what infrastructure could bring to an emerging nation, Washington, in June 1778 at Valley Forge, issued a call for engineers and engineering education. NSPE experts believe this led to the start of the Army engineer school at Fort Belvoir, VA.

Later, after becoming president, Washington established the corps of artillerists and engineers to be educated in a little New York town called West Point - which later became home to the Army's military academy.

"Well into his administration and the early days of this nation, George Washington was thinking about the importance of engineering and what it would mean to a very fledgling country," Cannan said during the Feb. 21 event.

But not only is engineering critical to the Air Force and AFMC's success, it's equally critical to a wanting-to-get-at-it engineer, according to April Lewis, AFMC water quality manager, and Diane Phillips, an AFMC industrial engineer. They said the experience you get earlier in an Air Force career is unparalleled in the civilian job market.

"Although we're paid a little less than in a civilian job, we get more responsibility sooner," Phillips said. "You can become a program manager at a very low grade with the Air Force where you wouldn't get that chance until you became a senior engineer at a corporation."

Lewis echoed those sentiments and cited world travel and the ability to cross-functional barriers as additional reasons for engineers to go Air Force.

"My degree is in materiel engineering, but I've worked in other areas across the nation and currently work environmental engineering here," Lewis said. "I don't think that happens much in the civilian world."

And the added responsibility, world travel and other perks are exactly what Cannan said has kept him doing Air Force engineering for more than three decades.

"I've been doing this for 32 years and it's an incredibly rewarding career," the general said. "Everyone has to make their own career choices, but if you're wanting to get more experience and more responsibility sooner than you would in a civilian job, and work for the best organization in the world to boot, the Air Force is the way to go."

