SECAF talks challenges during Hill visit
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HILL AIR FORCE BASE, Utah (AFMCNS) - Outlining the services' future challenges and saying more spare parts and test equipment are on the way, the Secretary of the Air Force kept a June promise by visiting here Oct. 15.

Secretary James Roche toured the Ogden Air Logistics Center's landing gear facility and the advanced composites area during his visit and said, "I'm proud to say the folks here are my idea of what a sharp, world-class place ought to be."

Gen. Lester Lyles, commander of Air Force Materiel Command (and a former commander of the Ogden Air Logistics Center), and Lt. Gen. Michael Zettler, deputy chief of staff for installations and logistics at Air Force Headquarters in Washington D.C. accompanied the secretary on his visit.

At a news conference following the tour, Roche said the biggest challenges facing the Air Force are adapting air and space strategy to fit the current era; an aging workforce; finding ways to work more efficiently; and rebuilding the number of aerospace companies to 1985 levels.  He said during the summer studies were being done on how best to adapt air and space strategy to meet today's needs when the Sept. 11 bombings underlined the need for rapid change.

Preparing for Assymmetrical Warfare

Paradoxically, America's military dominance works against it.  

"If countries or groups oppose us they can't do it in a classic fashion, so they'll do it asymmetrically," he said.  

To counter that, the Department of Defense is currently devising asymmetric responses. 

"It means you emphasize different things in terms of doctrine and strategy," Roche said.

Acquisition’s Future Workforce

After talking doctrine, he said the second major challenge facing the Air Force is its aging workforce. Nearly 35 percent of the civilian workforce will be eligible for retirement within seven years.

"There's an enormous amount of knowledge that resides in the minds of employees who have worked technical issues for a long time," Roche said.  

To soften the impact of the anticipated "brain drain," the Air Force is pushing to bring in young people while there's still an opportunity to pass on corporate memory.

Improving Efficiency

In the area of improving efficiency, Roche said he wants to get rid of old airplanes and further consolidate bases.  

"I point out to senators that we have people guarding 20 percent of bases we don't need, yet we're short (of manpower) across the whole system," he said.  

For the first time since World War II, the military needs to protect bases at home as well as abroad and there's a shortage of trained people to perform guard duties in spite of using active duty, Reserve and Air National Guard security forces.

Base Closures

He's in favor of another round of base closures, but he doesn't anticipate closing any of AFMC's three remaining air logistics centers.  He said that bases like Hill, which support an air logistics center, active squadrons, Reserve squadrons and other federal tenants, are doing a smart thing -- being efficient.

"I'm not about to break something that's working," he said.

The last item on his list of challenges deals with fostering growth in the country's aerospace industry. He said that America's industrial base has shrunk to worrisome levels in the last 15 years and he'd like the diversity restored to 1985 levels.  He thinks innovation comes from many companies rather than the few we have now.

Modernizing the Air Force

Roche seems determined to modernize the Air Force as quickly as possible. He said aging intelligence surveillance and reconnaissance aircraft such as AWACs and Joint STARs, are old and will be wearing out faster now they're deployed. He wants to move immediately in the area of unmanned and unattended vehicles to replace them.

He wants to retire old aircraft like B-52s that are parked and have no crews.  He also wants to get rid of about 100 old C-130s and stop buying 707s.

"We're not talking about classic cars here; we're talking about OLD cars," he said. "There's newer technology; ease of maintenance and reliability is programmed in from the start."

He also said that when he took office he had no idea how bad it was in terms of maintenance and modernization. 

"If the crews that are having to maintain aircraft and they don't have any spare parts, then it's our fault; it's not their fault," he said. "We hold the crews responsible for getting the plane ready to fly, but if we don't provide them with the tools, the test equipment and the spare parts, it's on us."

He thinks Congress now understands it will require a massive investment to keep the Air Force flying. He said the 2001 supplemental budged contains more money for spare parts and test equipment, and more of the same can be expected in 2002.

It appears the secretary was satisfied with what he saw at Ogden. 
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Cutline:

Air Force Secretary James Roche answers questions during a Monday "troop talk" in Hangar 37, assisted by acting Command Chief master Sgt. Wanda Newell. Roche addressed more than 700 junior enlisted and officers during his visit.
