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NEWS

By Nicholas Wu and 
Deirdre Shesgreen

P 
RESIDENT DONALD TRUMP 

TERMINATED Defense Secretary 
Mark Esper on Nov. 9, days after 
his election loss to President-
elect Joe Biden and following 

a series of clashes between Esper and 
Trump over the withdrawal of U.S. forces 
from key bases abroad, using active-
duty troops to quell domestic protests 
and banning Confederate emblems from 
military installations.  
   Trump named Christopher Miller, the 
director of the National Counterterrorism 

Center, as acting defense secretary. 
In July, Esper effectively banned the 

display of Confederate flags from military 
bases amid a nationwide reckoning over 
racism and the display of Confederate 
symbols. 

In a two-page memo to military com-
manders and senior Defense Department 

leaders, Esper said “the flags we fly must 
accord with the military imperatives of 
good order and discipline, treating all 
our people with dignity and respect, and 
rejecting divisive symbols.” 

Esper listed state flags, the POW/MIA 
flag, military service flags and flags of 
countries allied with the United States as 

Controversial Changes
Esper fi red, fl ags banned and Congress moves to rename bases 

Former Defense Secretary Mark Esper

CHUCK BURTON/ASSOCIATED PRESS



USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION 9

NEWS

appropriate for display. The Confederate 
flag was absent from the list.  

The guidance applies to all public dis-
plays of flags in “Department of Defense 
work places, common access areas, and 
public areas,” Esper wrote. “With this 
change in policy, we will further improve 
the morale, cohesion and readiness of 
the force in defense of our great Nation,” 
he concluded. 

Esper’s decision came just days after 
Trump defended those who fly the 
Confederate flag. “Like it, don’t like it. 
It’s freedom of speech,” Trump said in 
an interview with CBS News.  When the 
reporter noted that it’s a painful symbol 
of slavery for many African Americans, 
Trump responded: “I know people that 
like the Confederate flag, and they’re not 

thinking about slavery.” 
The former defense secretary’s deci-

sion may have widened a rift between the 
White House and the Pentagon over the 
potency of Confederate symbols and how 
the military should address its legacy 
of racism at a time when Americans are 
re-examining race relations.

Nationwide protests and calls to 
remove Confederate and other symbols 
of racial intolerance intensified after the 
death of George Floyd, a Black man who 
was killed when a white Minneapolis 
police officer knelt on his neck for nearly 
nine minutes.

Sen. Jack Reed , the top Democrat on 
the Senate Armed Services Committee, 
applauded Esper’s decision, but says the 
Pentagon needs to go further. “Banning 

the flag is easy and must be followed 
with the more difficult task of eradicating 
racism, prejudice, sexism and all forms 
of discrimination from the ranks,” Reed 
says. “The military is engaged in serious, 
meaningful self-examination, action and 
reform to address these challenges.”

LGBTQ COMMUNITY 
EXPRESSES CONCERNS

But the Pentagon’s order has drawn 
fire from LGBTQ advocates, who say the 
move would ban gay pride flags from 
military bases.

“In what universe is it OK to turn an 
opportunity to ban a racist symbol like 
the Confederate flag into an opportunity 
to ban the symbol of diversity?” asks 
Jennifer Dane, interim executive director 

U.S. BASES NAMED FOR CONFEDERATE GENERALS

SOURCE: CONGRESSIONAL RESEARCH SERVICE

Top defense officials say they are open to renaming the 10 major U.S. Army bases bearing the names of Confederate generals.

of the Modern Military Association of 
America (MMAA) , an advocacy group 
for LGBTQ military and veterans . “This 
decision sends an alarming message to 
LGBTQ service members, their families 
and future recruits.”

Stephen Peters, MMAA’s director of 
communications and marketing,  says 
Esper’s decision specifically threatens 
LGBTQ pride month observances that 
have been held on bases for several 
years. A Pentagon spokesperson did not 
address that specific concern, but said 
the memo does not authorize public 
display of any unlisted flag. 

RENAMING CONTROVERSY 
CONTINUES 

Esper’s memo did not address military 
bases named after Confederate generals.

In July, lawmakers in Congress 
advanced a proposal to strip the names 
of Confederate generals from bases, 
buildings, planes, ships and even streets 
within three years . Esper and Army 
Secretary Ryan McCarthy  had also 
previously indicated their willingness to 
rename bases that honor Confederate 
generals.

Testifying before lawmakers on July 
9, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
Mark Milley  told lawmakers he viewed 
the Confederacy as an “act of treason” 
and had asked a commission to look into 
the renaming of bases and the removal 
of statues and symbols.  “The way we 
should do it matters as much as that we 
should do it,” he said. 

Trump quickly rejected the push 
to rename military bases in a series 
of tweets . And in a July 1 tweet, he 
threatened to veto a massive defense bill 
if a provision removing the names from 
bases was included. 

Republican lawmakers, however, 
signaled their openness to changing the 
base names. “I would support changing 
the names of bases that were named 
in the honor of Confederate generals. 
Those individuals fought against the 
United States of America, and we 
should instead be honoring people who 
fought for the United States of America,” 
Republican Sen. Mitt Romney told 
reporters in the Capitol at the time.  

Republican Sen. Marco Rubio told 
reporters he believed there should be a 
“process” to remove the names, but “I 
don’t think the name of a facility should 
be something that’s divisive or offensive 
to people, especially if there are better 
alternatives.” 

Tom Vanden Brook contributed to this 
story.
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By Adam Stone

B
ILL MOORE , A VETERAN who 
fought in Korea and Vietnam, 
says he is eager for today’s 
young soldiers to take advan-
tage of their discount-grocery  

benefit. “When I was young, the savings 
we got from the commissary was  a huge 
improvement to our quality of life,” says 
Moore, director and CEO  of the Defense 
Commissary Agency (DeCA).

Moore says DeCA is actively looking 
for ways to get Generation Z soldiers 
(those born after 1996 ) to shop the base 
grocery stores that typically offer savings 
of up to 25 percent . “They are very tech 
savvy; they live generally off base, and 
they view cash (as) kind of a legacy way 
of doing business,” he says. The commis-
sary model doesn’t always speak to that 
audience. “We have baggers (who) work 
for tips, and that scares off the younger 

consumers because they don’t carry 
cash.”

In a bid to shift the narrative, DeCA 
has introduced self-checkout, “which the 
younger service members love,” he says. 
“They don’t have to worry about tipping a 
bagger, and they are used to doing it that 
way.”

Last year, DeCA introduced Click2Go,  
a system of online ordering and curbside 
pickup. It’s tech-friendly and cash-free , 
but it’s only available in six locations. 
Moore is looking to expand that 
throughout the nationwide system of 236 
commissaries.  “More of these service 
members are living off base, and if they 
go to a commissary in uniform they have 
to salute; they have to meet a standard, 
and it creates pressures on them they’d 
rather avoid,” Moore says.

In addition, online ordering resonates 
with the way Gen Z likes to shop, espe-
cially during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

“E-commerce has become not a conve-
nience but a necessity, and we have to 
figure out a way to introduce it faster as 
we try to modernize our systems,” Moore 
says. “We’ve done a successful pilot, 
and now we are trying to implement 
that institutionally as part of a business 
systems-modernization effort. I have the 
team looking to see how we can acceler-
ate that.” 

Moore says DeCA is also working 
to introduce a nutrition system that 
highlights organic offerings (another big 
selling point for Gen Z) and coordinating 
with enlisted advisers to educate young 
service members about the commissary 
system. “A lot of them don’t even know 
what they have with the commissary,” 
Moore notes. “I want that information to 
be delivered during basic training and in 
their early specialty training. It should be 
part of their in-brief when they come to 
an installation.”

 Savvy Shopping
Commissary system aims to draw younger generation

COVID-19 PROTOCOLS  

The Defense Commissary 

Agency has taken steps to 

make shopping safer during 

the pandemic, including :

uPlexiglass shields in all 

checkout lanes 

uMandatory use of gloves 

and face coverings for all store 

employees 

uFace covering required for 

all shoppers   

uLimited use of reusable bags 

at the registers

KEVIN ROBINSON/DECA; JOHN ZOUBRA

The Defense Commissary Agency is adjusting its business model in an effort to modernize its system and appeal to Gen Z.
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  Honoring a 
Milestone in Masks 

Tribute marking the end of WWII is mostly 
virtual amid coronavirus

By Caleb Jones

W
HEN JAPANESE MILITARY 

LEADERS climbed aboard 
the USS Missouri in 
Tokyo Bay on Sept. 2, 
1945, the battleship was 

packed with U.S. sailors eager to see the 
end of World War II.  

This year, on the 75th anniversary of 
the surrender, some of those same men 
who served the United States weren’t 

CONTINUED

Sailors aboard the 
USS Michael Murphy

 PETTY OFFICER 1ST CLASS DEVIN LANGER/U.S. NAVY VIA ASSOCIATED PRESS
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CONTINUED

able to return to the Missouri in 
Hawaii’s Pearl Harbor because of 
the world’s new war against the 
coronavirus. The commemoration 
initially was supposed to be a 
blockbuster event with parades, 
movie premieres, galas and 
thousands of people honoring the 
veterans in their 90s or beyond, 
some who may be marking the 
milestone for the last time.

Because of the threat of 
COVID-19, only about 50 people 
were allowed to attend the cer-
emony, with local veterans and 
government officials gathering on 
the USS Missouri in masks. Read 
aloud were the names of surviving 
WWII veterans, including 14 
who were on the ship the day the 
Japanese surrendered.

Jerry Pedersen, 95,  was one of 
them, watching history unfold 
as a young Marine. He and his 
comrades who live in the mainland 
U.S. had to watch a livestream of 
the ceremony from home instead 
of on the decks of the battleship 
as planned. “Well, I was very 
disappointed, yes. I was hoping to 
maybe see a friend or two,” he says. 
“I just want to share with at least 
my family and a couple of other 
folks some of the feelings that I was 
going to express when I got there.”

Those feelings are complicated, 
says Pedersen, who dedicated his 
life to peace after the war ended. 
“War must not happen again,” he 
says, recalling the words uttered 
by Gen. Douglas MacArthur on the 
day the Japanese surrendered. But 
“we’re still oscillating on many of 
the things that are necessary to 
bring us peace.”

Pedersen wore a blue Marine 
uniform recently sent to him for the 
ceremony as he watched the event 
from a laptop at his son’s house 
in West Sacramento, Calif. His 
three adult children, their spouses 
and some grandchildren gathered 
around the computer, clapping and 
hooting when his name was called. 
Pedersen smiled and gave a fist 
pump.

“For me, it was the end of the kill-
ing, the war that had taken millions 
of soldiers and many, many, many 
millions of civilians in wars in 
Europe and finally in the Pacific 
that came to an end that day. And 
we were celebrating,” Pedersen ASSOCIATED PRESS

Servicemen, reporters and photographers were perched on the USS Missouri for the onboard surrender ceremony in Tokyo Bay that 

ended World War II. 
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TERRY CHEA/ASSOCIATED PRESS

Jerry Pedersen holds a letter he sent to his family from aboard the USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay on Sept. 2, 1945. 

says. “I had the feeling that day. I made a pact 
with myself that I’m going to be a peacemaker 
in my life.” Pedersen went to college after 
the war, earned his doctorate and became a 
minister.

He watched remotely as WWII-era 
“warbirds” flew over Pearl Harbor and video 
messages from veterans and others played in 
a tribute to those who couldn’t attend or had 
died.

Former Defense Secretary Mark Esper said  
he was honored to “commemorate ... and 
reflect on the sacrifices and victories of our 
service members and allies who helped fight 
for — and secure — peace.”  At the end of his 
keynote address, he built a case for a strong 
military for the future: “We honor the legacy 
of those who came before us and recommit 
ourselves to defending today’s international 
rules and norms so that the road is safer and 
is better for generations yet to come. ... The 
United States’ commitment to the role today is 
the same one we made to the freedom-loving 
people of the world in 1941: that we will remain 
ready to fight any foe and defend any friend.”

The U.S. entered the war after Japanese 
warplanes attacked Pearl Harbor on Dec. 7, 

1941.  Thousands of service members were 
killed and wounded, about half of them dying 
on the USS Arizona, which still sits submerged 
in Pearl Harbor near  the Battleship Missouri 
Memorial, a floating museum. 

Four years later, after massive losses on 
both sides that included the dropping of 
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the 
Japanese announced  they would surrender on 
Aug. 15, then met with Allied forces aboard the 
Missouri on Sept. 2 to sign the Instrument of 
Surrender.  

Hawaii Gov. David Ige  says the country can 
learn from WWII veterans about targeting the 
problems of our time: “Some compare fighting 
a pandemic akin to fighting a global war. 
What I do know is that we cannot go wrong 
in following their example in the face of any 
adversity. Their courage under fire, strength 
of character, resilience over time provides a 
clear road map for us to follow in all that we 
do, whether we are fighting a social injustice 
or a virus.”

Caleb Jones writes for The Associated Press . 
Terry Chea of The Associated Press contributed 
to this story.

“Their 

courage under 

fire, strength 

of character, 

resilience over 

time provides 

a clear road 

map for us to 

follow in all 

that we do, 

whether we 

are fighting 

a social 

injustice or a 

virus.”

— DAVID IGE,
Governor of Hawaii
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A New Chapter 
DARPA is working to create the future

By Robin Roenker

C
REATED IN RESPONSE TO 

Russia’s launch of Sputnik 
into space in 1957 , the Defense 
Advanced Research Projects 
Agency (DARPA) makes a 

mission of ensuring that the United States 
— in the agency’s own words — is “the 
initiator and not the victim of strategic 
technological surprises.” 

DARPA’s six technical offices oversee 
roughly 250 research and development 

LEADERSHIP

DARPA

One of DARPA’s programs has created unmanned sea vessels that are able to traverse thousands of miles for months at a time. 

CONTINUED
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programs  that advance and inform a 
wide range of fields, including stealth 
technology, quantum computing, 
machine learning and artificial intel-
ligence.

While DARPA’s key focus is promot-
ing U.S. national security through 
cutting-edge scientific research, the 
agency’s work has transformed lives for 
everyday Americans as well, thanks to 
its role in the conceptual development 
of the internet  ,  microelectronics , drone 
technology  and more.

In September, the agency named 
Victoria Coleman as its new director . 
Coleman joins DARPA after holding 
senior positions at companies including 
Yahoo , Hewlett-Packard,  Samsung 
and Intel.  She shares her thoughts on 
the agency, its mission and its world-
changing work.

What about the director-
ship at DARPA most 
appealed to you?
COLEMAN: DARPA fre-
quently is at the vanguard 

of science and technology in this nation 
and around the globe. I’m honored to 
be the director at this time in particular, 
when incremental improvements are 
inadequate to achieve our national 
security mission. For me, the challenge, 
and what is most appealing about this 
position, is not just new ideas and novel 
technologies. The kind of technology 
breakthroughs DARPA is working on 
promise new capabilities to our defense 
and national security enterprise that 
can shape the future of war and lead 
to greater peace — frequently with an 
enormous bonus of delivering value 
to our civilian economy and broader 
society. 

Do you feel DARPA’s mission has 
shifted over the course of the 
agency’s history or largely stayed 
the same?

DARPA’s mission and philosophy 
have held steady and yielded break-
through technologies for six decades, 
even as the world has changed 
dramatically, because the agency 
always targets the future. Today, 
the rate at which those changes 
are arriving and affecting national 
security has accelerated. What had 
been a fairly well-defined global order 
punctuated by occasional surprises 
has transformed into an ever-
shifting, complex and less certain 
security picture. We are experiencing 
multiple disturbing technological, 
social, economic and geopolitical 

movements that pose threats to U.S. 
pre-eminence and stability. These 
trends, and how they may affect 
U.S. national security needs into 
the next decade and beyond, inform 
DARPA’s determination of its strategic 
priorities for the next several years. As 
those threats change, so too will the 
agency’s priorities, because DARPA 
does more than plan for and adjust to 
the future. DARPA aims to drive the 
technological advances and capabili-
ties that will determine the future, 
with the nation’s security always as 
the first and foremost goal.

How would you describe DARPA’s 
far-reaching impact?

DARPA focuses every day on assuring 
the success of its individual programs. 
But the ultimate objective of the 
agency’s work is the achievement of 
major, unexpected advances in national 
security capabilities. DARPA’s record 
in this regard is unrivaled. Precision-
guided munitions, stealth technology, 
unmanned systems, advanced ISR 
(intelligence, surveillance and recon-
naissance) and infrared night vision 
have — individually and together 
— induced remarkable changes in how 

LEADERSHIP

Victoria Coleman

Q

VOICES FROM DARPA 

Learn about the agency’s frontier-shaping work from the scientists 

themselves in the popular podcast series Voices from DARPA, available at 

darpa.mil/about-us/podcast. 

CUTTING-EDGE 

RESEARCH 

According to DARPA Director 

Victoria Coleman, in the coming 

years, the agency will prioritize 

investment in areas including 

hypersonics, microelectronics 

and artificial intelligence/machine 

learning. “DARPA already is pursu-

ing, or soon will direct significant 

attention to other opportunities in 

national security, including infec-

tious disease, space and cyberse-

curity,” Coleman says. The agency’s 

current priority areas include:  

AI Next. DARPA has been a leader in 

artificial intelligence since the 1960s. 

“We played key roles in realizing the 

first and second waves of AI (first 

rule-based, then statistical-learn-

ing-based) and now we are working 

to realize the third wave, which can 

be described as contextual adapta-

tion,” says Coleman. To better define 

a path forward, DARPA announced in 

September 2018 a multiyear  invest-

ment of more than $2 billion in new 

and existing programs called the “AI 

Next” campaign .

DARPA

U.S. forces fight and win. At the same time, 
the enabling technologies behind these 
military capabilities — new materials, 
navigation and timing devices, specialized 
microelectronics, advanced networking 
and artificial intelligence, among others — 
helped lay a foundation for private-sector 
investments that extended far beyond the 
battlefield, to create products and services 
that have changed how people live and 
work. I look forward to leading the agency 
and working with others in government to 
see that DARPA remains true to its mission 
and, in concert with the broader scientific 
and military establishments, continually 
delivers game-changing national security 
capabilities.

DARPA
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Electronics Resurgence Initiative. In June 

2017, DARPA announced the Electronics 

Resurgence Initiative (ERI)  as a bold response 

to several technical and economic trends in 

the microelectronics sector. The U.S. now 

stands ready to collaboratively innovate a 

fourth wave of electronics progress, Coleman 

says. DARPA envisions four key areas of devel-

opment: 3D heterogeneous integration, new 

materials and devices, specialized functions 

and design as well as  security, each of which 

have been central to ERI since its inception.

XXXXXLEADERSHIP

Hypersonics. 

Hypersonic 

flight at veloci-

ties more than 

five times 

the speed of 

sound  offers 

major strategic 

advantages, 

especially for 

conducting 

military op-

erations from 

longer ranges, 

with shorter 

response 

times and 

with enhanced 

effectiveness 

compared with 

current military 

systems, says 

Coleman.

Curbing Infectious Disease. In 2012, 

through the ADEPT (Autonomous 

Diagnostics to Enable Prevention 

and Therapeutics) : PROTECT 

program , DARPA began investing in 

the development of gene-encoded 

vaccines, a new category of preven-

tive measures based on DNA or RNA. 

In this approach, genes that encode 

immune stimulating antigens are 

delivered directly to a recipient’s 

body, directing the body’s own cells 

to elicit an immune response to 

the virus. ADEPT and its follow-on 

program, the Pandemic Prevention 

Platform, are part of a comprehen-

sive portfolio of DARPA programs 

that “stand a chance of delivering 

a technology framework that could 

quash just about any outbreak of 

a known or emerging infectious 

disease before it could grow into a 

pandemic,” Coleman says.

— Robin Roenker  

GIANCARLO CASEM/U.S. AIR FORCE

GETTY IMAGES

DARPA
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TROOPS

By Robert Burns  

O
N NOV. 17, ACTING Defense 
Secretary Christopher 
Miller said the U.S. will 
further reduce troop levels 
in Iraq and Afghanistan by 

mid-January, asserting that the decision 
fulfills President Donald Trump’s pledge 
to bring forces home from America’s long 
wars.  
    The plan will accelerate troop 
withdrawals from Iraq and Afghanistan 
in Trump’s final days in office, despite 
arguments from senior military officials 
in favor of a slower, more methodical 
pullout to preserve hard-fought gains.     
     President-elect Joe Biden takes office 
Jan. 20, just five days after the troop 
withdrawals are to finish.

Speaking a week after taking over for 
former Defense Secretary Mark Esper, 
Miller said the U.S. will reduce troop 
levels in Afghanistan from more than 
4,500 to 2,500, and in Iraq from about 
3,000 to 2,500. 

Miller notably did not say that the 
drawdown plan had been recommended 
or endorsed by Gen. Mark Milley, chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, or by 
other senior military officers. He said 
only that military commanders had 
agreed to execute it.

Miller asserted that the U.S. remains 
ready to respond if conditions in 
Afghanistan or Iraq deteriorate. “If the 
forces of terror, instability, division and 
hate begin a deliberate campaign to 
disrupt our efforts, we stand ready to 
apply the capabilities required to thwart 
them,” he said. 

In September, Marine Gen. Frank 
McKenzie, the commander of U.S. Central 
Command, announced the U.S. planned 
to pull thousands of troops out of Iraq 
and Afghanistan by November. During 
a visit to Iraq, McKenzie said the U.S. 
planned to reduce troop levels from about 
5,200 to approximately 3,000 based on 
the Trump’s administration’s confidence 
in the ability of U.S.-trained Iraqi security 
forces to handle the militant threat from 
the Islamic State group — sometimes 
called ISIS.

Later, McKenzie said troop levels in 
Afghanistan would drop to 4,500 by 
November.

In June, McKenzie announced that the 
number of U.S. troops in Afghanistan had 
dropped to 8,600, the level that the U.S. 
agreed to in a February peace agreement  
with the Taliban,  and plans for further 
reductions were in place, although 
McKenzie had not previously cited a 
projected number. 

Middle East 

Movement
U.S. withdrawing thousands of troops 

from Iraq, Afghanistan

Acting Defense Secretary Christopher Miller

DEFENSE.GOV VIA ASSOCIATED PRESS
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President Donald Trump visited troops in Afghanistan in November 2019. Trump has pledged to cut the number of U.S. military personnel deployed overseas.  

TROOPS

Prior to the election, Biden agreed with 
Trump’s move to withdraw more troops 
from Iraq and Afghanistan. “Yes, I do,” 
Biden said when asked about the move 
at a Sept. 9 campaign event in Michigan. 
“As long as he has a plan to figure out 
how he’s going to deal with ISIS.”

U.S. forces have been in Afghanistan 
since 2001 when they invaded in 
response to the 9/11 attacks planned 
by al-Qaida, the militant group that 
enjoyed refuge while the Taliban ruled 
Afghanistan. The U.S.-led invasion 
quickly toppled the Taliban from power, 
but the ensuing conflict dragged on far 
longer than expected.

U.S. troops invaded Iraq in 2003 and 
left in 2011,  but returned in 2014 after the 
Islamic State group overran large parts 
of Iraq.

McKenzie said he had doubts about 
a full withdrawal because of questions 
about the Taliban’s continued relation-

ship with al-Qaida and high levels of 
violence in Afghanistan. However, during 
his Iraq visit, he spoke confidently about 
conditions in the country and the outlook 
for stability there. 

At the time, McKenzie said the remain-
ing U.S. troops would continue advising 
and assisting Iraqi security forces as 
they attempt to root out remnants of the 
Islamic State group. “The U.S. decision is 
a clear demonstration of our continued 
commitment to the ultimate goal, which 
is an Iraqi security force that is capable 
of preventing an ISIS resurgence and 
of securing Iraq’s sovereignty without 
external assistance,” McKenzie said. “The 
journey has been difficult; the sacrifice 
has been great, but the progress has been 
significant.”

Although Trump has talked of with-
drawing completely from Iraq, Pentagon 
officials have cautioned that a U.S. troop 
presence remains necessary to guard 

“If the forces of terror, 

instability, division and hate 

begin a deliberate cam-

paign to disrupt our efforts, 

we stand ready to apply 

the capabilities required to 

thwart them.”

— CHRISTOPHER MILLER,
acting secretary of defense

against an Islamic State group resur-
gence and to help the Iraqi government 
limit the political and military influence 
of Iran, which supports militias operating 
inside Iraq.

Tensions spiked between the U.S. and 

Iraq in January after a U.S. drone strike 
near the Baghdad airport killed Iranian 
Gen. Qassem Soleimani  and Iraqi militia 
leader Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis.  Angry 
Iraqi lawmakers, spurred on by Shiite 
political factions, passed a nonbinding 
resolution to oust all U.S.-led coalition 
forces from the country.

In response to the Soleimani killing, 
Iran on Jan. 8  launched a ballistic missile 
attack on al-Asad air base in Iraq, which 
resulted in traumatic brain injuries to 
more than 100 American troops . 

Two months later, U.S. fighter jets 
struck five sites in retaliation, targeting 
Iranian-backed Shiite militia members 
believed responsible for the January 
rocket attack.

Robert Burns writes for The Associated 
Press . Zeke Miller, Lolita C. Baldor and 
Aamer Medhani of The Associated Press 
contributed to this story.
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Reaching 
Gen Z

Recruiting shift s to engage 
a new generation

By Adam Stone

F
OR MILITARY RECRUITERS, GENERATION Z — encompass-
ing those born after 1996   — represents a unique set of 
challenges.

“They operate in the virtual space. They are all about 
technology — that is how they receive information, and it’s 

how they make decisions,” says Maj. Gen. Kevin Vereen , command-
ing general  for U.S. Army Recruiting Command. That’s a challenge 
for recruiters who have long relied on face-to-face encounters.

At the same time “they are very motivated by making a difference, 
wanting to be a part of something bigger than themselves,” Vereen 
says. That’s right in the zone for military recruiting.

TROOPS

Marine Corps ad campaign

 STAFF SGT. GREGORY BOYD

CONTINUED
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Across the armed services, recruiters 
are deploying a range of creative strate-
gies to reach this key population of 17- to 
24-year-olds. 

NONCONVENTIONAL 
OUTREACH

To reach a tech-savvy generation, 
Army recruiting has put together a 
competitive video-gaming team. “Almost 
50 percent of Gen Z is into gaming. It’s 
mainstream for them,” Vereen says. 
The esports team  has been competing 
virtually during COVID-19, offering a way 
to maintain contact when high school 

recruiting fairs and other in-person 
venues are on hold.

“It’s a chance for those who participate 
to see that the Army is more than just 
wearing a uniform,” Vereen says. “It 
shows that we are normal people; we 

have hobbies too, and some 
of our gamers who serve 
in uniform are playing at a 
national level.”

As You Were, a musical 
outreach group,  sends much 
the same message. Based at 
Fort Knox in Kentucky, the 
band plays contemporary 

and rock music at high schools and other 
recruiting events nationwide to spread 
awareness about diverse Army career 
opportunities. “For folks who have an 
interest in music, we are showcasing 
our talented young soldiers who can 

play instruments,” Vereen says. “A lot 
of younger people don’t know we have 
Army musicians who do this full time.”  

Some recruiters have themselves 
gotten creative in their efforts to engage 
Gen Z, especially on social media. For 
example, Sgt. 1st Class Tyrone Crocker  , 
a recruiter in the Kansas City Army 
Recruiting Battalion, hosts a Facebook 
cooking show.   “Food is something that 
can bring people together. Who doesn’t 
like food?” Crocker says. “Especially dur-
ing COVID, when people are stuck in the 

CONTINUED

TROOPS

“Like the generations before, today’s 

youth are seeking identities that will 

define them. ”

— GUNNERY SGT. JUSTIN KRONENBERG,
Marine Corps Recruiting Command

Competitive video-
gaming team

U.S. ARMY
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house, I want to bring that to the young 
people, make it fun, and at the same time 
talk about the Army.”

‘SEEKING IDENTITIES THAT 

WILL DEFINE THEM’

The Marine Corps, meanwhile, has 
been reaching out to younger genera-
tions through its Battles Won  branding 
campaign . The ads frame the Marine 
Corps message “in the context of a fight,” 
says Gunnery Sgt. Justin Kronenberg , 
spokesperson for Marine Corps Recruit-
ing Command . Fighting self-doubt, 
fighting our nation’s battles and fighting 
for what’s right in our communities.

“It is designed to provoke reaction 
from a generation of youth who are often 
disillusioned by the very technology and 
types of social connectivity that were 
designed to bring us closer together,” 
Kronenberg says. “Like the generations 
before, today’s youth are seeking 

identities that will define them. They 
crave belonging, community and purpose 
that will make them whole. For those 
few who can battle through life’s distinct 
and diverse challenges to earn our title, 
the Marine Corps can provide a doorway 
to authentic belonging and collective 
purpose this generation is seeking.”

The Air Force is likewise leaning 
heavily into this message of service-to-
something-bigger.

“Gen Z is really interested in  making a 
difference in the world, and we want to 
show from the Air Force and Space Force  
perspective that you can have a positive 
influence on world events through 
military service,” says Barry Dickey, 
director of strategic marketing for the Air 
Force Recruiting Service  .

Social media clips of Air Force person-
nel battling the California forest fires and 
other disasters help to drive that message 
home. 

“With the latest hurricanes, we 
captured footage and stories from the 
Air National Guard and Air Force Reserve 
as they help(ed) out the victims, and we 
post(ed) that content on social media,” 
Dickey says. “We’re also working on a 
full 30-second commercial spot that 
highlights these humanitarian efforts.”

CREATING AUTHENTIC 

INTERACTIONS

The military also realizes that Gen Z 
values authenticity: As digital natives, 
they know the difference between a 
marketing pitch and a genuine interac-
tion. The Navy’s Faces of the Fleet video 
series   addresses this, giving sailors a 
chance to tell their own stories of life in 
uniform. The Air Force has also produced 
a series of Ask An Airman videos  that 
allow potential recruits to get answers 
directly from those who serve.

“They talk about their jobs, and they 

answer basic questions: Can I have a 
dog if I join the service? Can I still date?” 
Dickey says. “We focus on the questions 
that they have, with unvarnished 
opinions from airmen.”

This helps to battle some common 
misconceptions about military service. 
“They may think there is a high probabil-
ity that they will be physically injured or 
incur some mental illness in the course of 
service,” he says. “These interviews with 
airmen give us a way to tell the full story.”

Vereen says the Army’s efforts to 
reach Gen Z are bearing fruit even as the 
coronavirus makes it difficult to pursue 
conventional recruiting efforts.

“We are getting a significant number 
of contractual agreements through the 
virtual outreach,” he says. “As COVID has 
taken its toll, we can’t reach students 
face to face, and the next best option is 
the virtual space, where we’ve been able 
to reach them in massive numbers.”

XXXXXTROOPS

“For folks who have an 

interest in music, we are 

showcasing our talented 

young soldiers who can 

play instruments.” 

— MAJ. GEN. KEVIN VEREEN,
U.S. Army Recruiting Command

U.S. ARMY (2) 
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By Robin Roenker

PERATION WARP 

SPEED (OWS)  — a joint 
partnership between 
the Department of 
Defense (DOD) and the 

Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS) — was launched by the 
Trump administration in March  . Its 
stated goal: to produce and deliver a 
safe and eff ective COVID-19 vaccine to 
 300 million people, with initial doses 
available by January 2021. 

It’s rare for any vaccine to be 
developed in under fi ve years, and yet 
OWS has set its sights on delivering 
one in less than 12 months. 

The scale, difficulty and importance 
of the challenge cannot be overstated. 

As of early December, COVID-19 
had claimed the lives of more than 
260,000 Americans. Some 13 million 
cases have been reported nationally, 
with outbreaks continuing to spike 
across the country.  

President Trump has called OWS 
“a massive scientifi c, industrial and 
logistical endeavor unlike anything our 

country has seen since the  Manhat-
tan Project.”   To date, Congress has 
allocated roughly $10 billion to the 
vaccine-development 
effort.  “This is a whole-
of-America approach,” 
says Army Gen. Gustave 
F. Perna, Operation Warp 
Speed’s chief operating 
officer.  “The world’s best 
doctors working beside 
the world’s best military, 
with the support of 
American industry and 
academia — that really is 
Operation Warp Speed. It 
is a collective team approach.” 

EXPEDITING A VACCINE

In addition to leadership roles by 
DOD and HHS, OWS’ scope includes 
essential work by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 
the National Institutes of Health, Food 
and Drug Administration (FDA) and 
other federal agencies,   plus, from the 
private sector, six pharmaceutical 
companies with leading vaccine 
candidates — Moderna, Pfi zer, 

AstraZeneca/University of Oxford, 
Johnson & Johnson, Novavax and 
Sanofi /GlaxoSmithKline.   

By funding production 
of each of the six leading 
vaccine candidates 
before they complete 
clinical trials and receive 
fi nal approval from the 
FDA, Operation Warp 
Speed is on target to 
dramatically shrink 
traditional timetables 
for vaccine development 
and delivery.  

As of mid-October, 
Perna says he believes “vaccines will 
come in the tens of millions prior to 
the end of the year and will expand 
rapidly to hundreds of millions in the 
following months, into the new year.” 
At an Oct. 21 press briefing, HHS 
Secretary Alex Azar  concurred, noting 
that high-risk Americans — including 
first responders, health care workers 
and seniors — should be able to 
receive a vaccine by January, with the 

Learn more 

about the 

Department 

of Defense’s 

work to combat 

COVID-19 and 

secure a vaccine 

at defense.gov.

Project on track to deliver COVID-19 vaccine in record time

  A RACE TO

SAVE LIVES

CONTINUED
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Jewel Guese, a sailor 
assigned to Naval 
Medical Center San 
Diego, prepares 
medication at the 
clinic in September. 
Operation Warp 
Speed continues to 
oversee ongoing 
research and testing 
to screen and treat 
patients who are 
already infected with 
COVID-19.  
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remaining population likely having 
access to a vaccine by April 2021. 

The expedited timeline does not, 
however, mean that protocols were 
skipped when it comes to evaluating 
the safety and eff icacy of the vaccines . 
All standard CDC and FDA guidelines 
for vaccine development, testing and 
approval are being followed.

“We will take zero shortcuts with 
the safety of the vaccine,” Perna says. 
“There are zero shortcuts with respect 
to the science of what we’re doing. We 
are following protocols with exactness 
and being led by data that’s being 
driven and approved by the greatest 
scientists in the world.”

By sourcing necessary materials for 
the vaccine candidates’ manufacture, 
securing and staffing production 
facilities across the U.S. and funding 

production to occur simultane-
ously with testing, OWS is making it 
possible “to be ready to distribute (the 
vaccines) immediately upon (FDA) 
approval to the whole of America,” 
Perna says. “Everybody is going to 
have access to this vaccine.”

TAPPING THE MILITARY’S 

LOGISTICAL EXPERTISE

With the goal of a successful 
vaccine in sight, OWS still has many 
challenges to address — from securing 
supply chains for hundreds of millions 
of glass vials and hypodermic needles 
to delivering the vaccine, most likely in 
a required refrigerated capacity , from 
current U.S. production facilities to 
tens of thousands of doctors’ offices, 
health departments, long-term care 
facilities and pharmacies across the 

country.
To tackle these potential hurdles, 

DOD and the various branches of the 
U.S. military will put their tactical and 
logistical expertise into play. 

“In the nationwide effort to develop 
a vaccine as part of Operation Warp 
Speed, the Department of Defense 
is proud to provide the bandwidth of 
our tremendous logistical expertise, 
including program management 
and contracting proficiency, to the 
COVID-19 fight,” says former Defense 
Secretary Mark Esper . “With the 
DOD’s augmentation of knowledge 
and personnel to support and enhance 
HHS capabilities, together we are 
expanding the commercial production 
capacity for vaccines in the United 

CONTINUED

 SGT. MICHAEL WALTERS/U.S. ARMY

  A RACE TO

SAV E  L I V E S

Misook Choe, a 
laboratory manager 
with the emerging 
infectious disease 
branch at the Wal-
ter Reed Army Insti-
tute of Research in 
Silver Spring, Md., 
is studying ways to 
prevent and treat 
the coronavirus. 
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  A RACE TO

SAV E  L I V E S

States at a scale that did not previ-
ously exist.”

While OWS’ original stated goal was 
to develop and deliver 300 million 
doses of an effective COVID-19 
vaccine, several of the leading vaccine 
candidates require two doses per 
patient.  Therefore, the scope of the 
project may double to require the 
production of 600 million doses or 
more in the coming months.

The task is daunting, but not 
impossible, says Perna. “In simple 
terms, what the DOD brings is an 
expanding capability and capacity to 
achieve this really Herculean task,” he 
says. “We brought technical experts 
in to help advise us on how vaccines 
are manufactured, so that we are not 
trying to learn it on the go. We take 
their expertise, and then we manage 

it in program form. We have personnel 
from all the (military) service branches 
helping us, and they come in with rich 
program management skills. They 
know how to look at things and hold 
people and organizations accountable 
to execution.”

For example, Perna points to the 
DOD’s acumen and experience in 
acquisition and contracting as one 
factor helping to facilitate the many 
government, industry and academic 
partnerships that have played a role 
in achieving the expedited vaccine 
development timeline.

Alongside its work to support vac-
cine development and delivery, OWS 
continues to oversee ongoing research 
and testing for improved COVID-19 
diagnostics and therapeutics to 
improve the health care system’s 

ability to screen and treat patients 
who are already infected.  

But the end goal for everyone — 
from laboratory scientists and front-
line health care workers to government 
leadership — is the delivery of an 
effective vaccine. On everyone’s minds 
is a common hope: A vaccine will not 
only save lives, it might also signal 
that life, fi nally, can slowly regain a bit 
of normalcy for American businesses, 
schools and families. 

For its part, the U.S. military plans to 
stop at nothing to reach that goal. “We 
(the DOD) are very good at planning,” 
says Perna. “We can see beyond today. 
We can go at diff erent horizons — be it 
tactical, operational or strategic. And 
we can put all this together and drive 
from one event all the way through to 
the end state.”

Army Gen. Gustave 
F. Perna delivers 
remarks during an 
update on vaccine 
development at 
the White House on 
May 15.



USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION 37



38 USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION

A
l
w
a
y

s
Re
ady,

Always
T
h
e
r
e

In a year of unprecedented 
domestic turmoil, the National Guard 

is true to its motto

BY MATT ALDERTON
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A
global pandemic. An eco-
nomic recession. Widespread 
civil unrest. The worst wildfire 
season the American West has 
ever seen.  The second-most 
active Atlantic hurricane 
season on record.  And to top 

it all off, one of the most contentious national 
elections in American history.

The year 2020 has been a maelstrom 
of historic proportions. And yet, it might 

have been even more tumultuous were it 
not for a surprising source of comfort, 

calm and caretaking: the U.S. National 
Guard. Its motto, “Always Ready, 

Always There,”  seems tailor-made 
for years like this one.  

“It’s been an incredible year 
not only for our country, 

but also for the National 
Guard,” says National 

Guard Bureau Chief 
Gen. Daniel 

Hokanson .

During the fiscal year that ended Sept. 30, he 
reports that National Guard members collectively 
spent a record 8.4 million days conducting home-
land missions.  “We reached a peak in early June of 
120,000 National Guardsmen mobilized in support 
of not only events within the United States, but 
also deployments overseas. We haven’t seen those 
numbers since World War II.”

Unlike the active-duty military, the National 
Guard is comprised of citizen-soldiers who have 
full-time civilian careers. Although they’re regu-
larly federalized in support of overseas warfighting 
missions, they spend most of their time serving in 
the states where they live and work. When gover-
nors call in the National Guard, they’re mobilizing 
neighbors to help neighbors. And in a year as 
fraught as 2020, that sense of fellowship might be 
exactly what America needs.

“Ours is a part-time force,” Hokanson says. 
“These are school teachers. These are folks who 
work at Home Depot; who run small businesses; 
who work for state, local and county government ... 
It’s these men and women — and their families and 
employers who support them — who have allowed 

us to do as much as we have done this year.”
What it has done this year is a list so extensive 

that some in the National Guard Bureau are calling 
2020 “the year of the National Guard.” Here are 
the standout missions that have made it so:

Combating COVID-19
COVID-19 isn’t the sort of adversary most 

service members  had in mind when they 
enlisted. Still, it’s an enemy the National 
Guard has fought unflinchingly, according 
to Hokanson, who says Guard members 
nationwide have delivered more 
than 387 million pieces of personal 
protective equipment (PPE) to 
first responders and health 
care professionals ; provided 
coronavirus screening for 
nearly 9.3 million people; 
and contributed 
countless man-

CONTINUED

Members of the 

New York Army 

National Guard 

served on the 

state’s Health and 

Human Services 

COVID-19 re-

sponse team.

LT. COL. BRUCE SIMPSON/U.S. AIR NATIONAL GUARD
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hours to contact tracing, nursing home support 
and more. 

Although the coronavirus has affected the 
entire country, no state was more vulnerable in 
the pandemic’s early days than New York, which 
has reported more than 33,000 coronavirus 
deaths as of late October . 

“When the COVID crisis first hit, our 
soldiers and airmen ... ran to the sound of 

the guns,” explains Maj. Gen. Ray Shields, 
New York’s adjutant general , who says the 

New York National Guard at its highest 
point mobilized more than 3,600 Guard 

members in response to COVID-19. As 
recently as October, more than 1,100 

were still deployed in support of 
the pandemic. 

According to Shields, its 
COVID-19 mission has been 

longer in duration and 
larger in scale than 

any other New 
York National 

Guard 

mission, which has given Gov. Andrew Cuomo  the 
scalable resources he needs to control the virus.

Cuomo has deployed those resources in 
myriad ways. In March, for example, the New York 
National Guard helped turn Manhattan’s Jacob 
K. Javits Convention Center into an alternative 
treatment center where doctors treated 1,095 
COVID-19 patients . New York Guard members also 
have distributed more than 112,000 gallons of hand 
sanitizer to local governments, answered more 
than 278,000 calls from concerned New Yorkers 
dialing state-run information lines, assembled 
more than 3.6 million COVID-19 testing kits and 
collected more than 616,000 tests at 15 drive-thru 
testing sites.  

“We’re kind of like a handyman; we can do 
almost anything we get asked to do,” explains 
Shields, who says the mission he’s most proud of is 
the one executed by the New York Guard’s dece-
dent recovery teams, which helped overwhelmed 
medical examiners recover the remains of 2,882 
deceased New Yorkers from homes and hospitals.  
“In a desperate time of need, our soldiers treated 
bodies with dignity and respect, and at the same 

time helped grieving families who didn’t even 
know when they were going to be able to have a 
funeral. … Those kinds of missions were deeply, 
deeply helpful to the public,” Shields says.

Economic Assistance
COVID-19 has wreaked havoc not only 

on public health, but also on the economy. 
There, too, the National Guard has served 
on the front lines.

In Oregon, for example — where an 
estimated 350,000 Americans filed for 
unemployment benefits in March as 
COVID-19 hit  — the Oregon National 
Guard formed an unemployment 
insurance support team 
consisting of more than a 
dozen Guard members 
who assisted staff at the 
Oregon Employment 
Department. 

CONTINUED

The Connecticut 

National Guard has 

helped to distrib-

ute 600,000 face 

masks to school 

districts through-

out the state.
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During its mission, which concluded in September, 
the team processed more than 5,900 applications 
for unemployment benefits .

Demand for food assistance also is rising, 
according to Maj. Gen. John Harris Jr.,  adjutant 
general of Ohio, where Gov. Mike DeWine has 
deployed the National Guard in support of 14 
food banks across the state . “Many of the 
volunteers that food banks rely upon are at 
high risk of COVID either because they’re 

older or because they have underlying 
health conditions. So very quickly the 

volunteer base for food banks dropped 
to near zero. At the same time, 

because of high unemployment 
and job insecurity, the demand on 

food banks skyrocketed, which 
created a perfect storm for food 

insecurity,” reports Harris, 
who says Ohio food banks 

during the pandemic 
have seen double, 

triple and even 
quadruple 

their typical traffic.
In support of the Ohio Department of Job and 

Family Services, members of the Guard since 
March have packed more than 43 million pounds 
and distributed upward of 50 million pounds of 
food and helped provide more than 700,000 meals 
to families in need. As of late October, approxi-
mately 470 Guard members were still supporting 
the mission, which was expected to continue 
through at least mid-December.  

When Disaster Strikes
In disaster-torn states, the National Guard has 

been just as helpful to the environment as the 
economy.

The Iowa National Guard, for example, was 
instrumental after a devastating derecho ripped 
through Cedar Rapids on Aug. 10.   

“I was in Hattiesburg, Miss., in August 2005, 
days after Hurricane Katrina ... The damage I 
saw on Aug. 10 reminded me of what I saw in the 

PROTECTING DEMOCRACY
The National Guard has also stepped 

up this year to help states support and 

secure their elections. This was especially 

important in Wisconsin, where COVID-19 

caused a dire shortage of poll workers this 

spring and summer , according to Maj. Joe 

Trovato , a spokesperson for the Wisconsin 

National Guard, who says Gov. Tony Evers  

mobilized 2,400 members to serve as poll 

workers on April 7 for the state’s presiden-

tial primary and May 12 for a congressional 

district’s special election, and nearly 700 

Guard members to serve as poll workers 

on Aug. 11 for the congressional and 

state office primary . “(Wisconsin’s April 7 

election) was the first time National Guard 

troops had ever been used in that type 

of election-support role,” says Trovato, 

who notes that Wisconsin law requires 

poll workers to reside in the same county 

where they serve — making the Guard an 

ideal solution. “We have a ready and willing 

force that is spread across all 72 counties 

that make up Wisconsin, so we were able 

to marshal those resources ... to run safe 

and effective elections that allowed our 

democratic process to continue.”

In Washington, as part of a partnership 

with the secretary of state, cybersecurity 

experts from the Washington National 

Guard conducted ongoing assessments of 

the state’s election infrastructure, moni-

tored activity during the election cycle and 

responded in the event of a cyberattack.  

“We’ve got a cyber center of excellence in 

western Washington thanks to companies 

like Microsoft and Amazon … and we’re able 

to take advantage of that to do some really 

good things,” says Brig. Gen. Gent Welsh, 

commander of the Washington Air National 

Guard. 

— Matt AldertonCONTINUED

The Arizona National 

Guard has activated 

more than 800 mem-

bers to support local 

communities during 

the pandemic.
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aftermath of Katrina. It’s just not something we 
see in the Midwest,” says Iowa Adjutant General 
Maj. Gen. Benjamin Corell.  Under the direction of 
Gov. Kim Reynolds , Corell mobilized nearly 200 
Guard members to assist with debris removal 
and power restoration. Within just a week, the 
Guard had removed 135 truckloads of debris 
from power lines and roadways, totaling 
nearly 2.25 million pounds.  “We had every 

chainsaw within the Iowa National Guard in 
Cedar Rapids working,”Corell says. 

Just two weeks later, southwest 
Louisiana was deluged by a storm of its 

own: Hurricane Laura, which became 
the largest hurricane in Louisiana 

history   when it made landfall on 
Aug. 27 near Lake Charles.  “I 

was hearing from the National 
Weather Service ... that this 

hurricane was going to 
be ‘unsurvivable.’ In 

30 years of living 
in Louisiana, 

that’s the 

first time I’d heard that term, so I knew it was going 
to be a biggie,” says Louisiana Adjutant General 
Brig. Gen. D. Keith Waddell , who subsequently led 
more than 6,200 citizen-soldiers  whose missions 
included evacuating people and pets, removing 
debris from more than 1,700 miles of roads and 
bridges and distributing relief supplies — including 
more than 7.3 million liters of water, more than 5.3 
million meals, 1.3 million bags of ice and 198,000 
tarps. 

“Our location and proximity to the Gulf of Mexico 
makes us prone to natural disasters, so we get a lot 
of practice,” says Waddell, whose troops repeated 
their response almost verbatim when Hurricane 
Delta hit Louisiana in nearly the same spot on Oct. 
9.   “That experience over time has helped us refine 
our processes and procedures.”

While the Louisiana National Guard was on 
hurricane watch, the California National Guard 
was busy fighting wildfires, according to California 
Adjutant General Maj. Gen. David Baldwin , who 
called this year’s fire season “absolutely the worst” 
in California history. In 2018 — what had been the 
state’s most devastating fire season — more than 

1.9 million acres  burned; by mid-October, Baldwin 
notes, fires have already consumed more than 4.1 
million acres. 

To halt the fires and mitigate their damage, 
the California National Guard deployed soldiers 
to construct fire lines and remove fuel sources; 
aircraft to drop water buckets and fire retar-
dant; and military-grade drones and satellites 
with which to predict, detect and map fires.

The latter, in particular, illustrates the 
unique capabilities the Guard can bring 
to domestic emergencies. “We are able 
to use these systems along with our 
intelligence analysts and imagery 
specialists to convert raw data ... 
into decision-making products 
that help incident commanders 
shave days off the firefighting 
effort,” Baldwin explains. 
“Every day you shave 
off a firefight saves 
not only time and 

CONTINUED

“It’s been an incredible year not only for our 

country, but also for the National Guard.”
— GEN. DANIEL HOKANSON,

National Guard Bureau Chief 

Louisiana 

National 

Guard mem-

bers helped 

evacuate res-

idents prior 

to Hurricane 

Laura mak-

ing landfall  

Aug. 26, and 

distributed 

water and 

ice after the 

storm had 

passed.

LOUISIANA NATIONAL GUARD; MASTER SGT. TOBY VALAD/U.S. AIR NATIONAL GUARD
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money, but 
also lives.”

Keeping the Peace
Besides COVID-19, what 

historians may most remember 
about 2020 are Americans’ 

widespread protests against 
systemic racism in law enforcement.
Although demonstrations took place 

in cities across the country, ground zero 
was Minneapolis, where local law enforce-

ment officers were implicated in the death  
of George Floyd on May 25. 

“When Mr. Floyd was killed in downtown 
Minneapolis, it sparked the largest demonstra-

tions and protests we’ve had in Minnesota since 
1967,” says Army National Guard Director Lt. 
Gen. Jon Jensen , who until August was Min-

nesota’s adjutant general. At the request of Gov. 
Tim Walz , Jensen initially deployed 250 National 
Guard members to Minneapolis-St. Paul on May 
28. That grew to 750 soldiers within a day and to 
7,123 within 72 hours.  

Although its initial mission concluded June 11, 
the Minnesota Guard has been deployed to civil 
disturbances in Minneapolis at least three more 
times since.  

The Guard’s role is peacekeeping, not policing,  
according to Maj. Joe Trovato , a spokesperson 
for the Wisconsin National Guard, which 
conducted public-safety missions in five cities 
— Milwaukee, Madison, Green Bay, Racine and 
Kenosha  — after Floyd’s death, and yet another 
public-safety mission in Kenosha after the 
police shooting of Jacob Blake on Aug. 23.  

“Our role was to assist civil authorities 
in preserving public safety. Nothing more, 

nothing less. And ultimately, by doing 
that we also were helping to preserve 

the ability of individuals to exercise 
their First Amendment right to 

demonstrate peacefully,” Trovato 
says. 

Despite everything 2020 
has thrown at it, that sense 

of ingenuity — recogniz-
ing what resources it 

has and applying 
them in new 

ways to 

novel missions — is what has made the National 
Guard such a valuable asset on the home front 
this year. According to Hokanson, “The primary 
mission of the National Guard is not hurricanes. 
It’s not forest fires. It’s not COVID. It’s to ... support 
and defend our nation. And thank goodness all our 
great training, equipment and people can also help 
day to day wherever our nation needs us most.” 

Oregon Army Na-

tional Guard Black 

Hawk helicopters 

were assigned to 

the state’s Brattain 

Fire in September 

to conduct water 

bucket operations. 

 MAJ. LESLIE REED/OREGON MILITARY DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS

“We’re kind 
of like a 

handyman; 
we can do 
almost 

anything 
we get 

asked to 

do.”
— MAJ. GEN. 

RAY SHIELDS,

New York’s 
adjutant general
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By Matt Alderton 

D
octors use lasers to break up kidney 
stones and correct vision problems. 
Retailers, to scan barcodes and track 
inventory. Metalworkers use them 
to cut and weld sheet metal. And if 
you lived through the 1990s and early 
2000s, you probably used them to 

play CDs and DVDs.
What you might not realize, however, is that 

lasers also can be used for national defense.
The U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) is field-

ing a new class of weapons that use concentrated 
energy in the form of lasers and microwaves as 
ammunition. Called directed-energy weapons, 
they don’t make the signature “pew-pew” sound 
that imaginary lasers make when they’re fired 

from fingers on playgrounds. They do, however, 
have the same searing, singeing effect one might 
expect from Superman’s heat vision or Luke 
Skywalker’s lightsaber. In that way, lethal laser 
weapons are like artificial intelligence, autono-
mous vehicles and other fanciful advancements: 
They’ve finally graduated from science fiction to 

New weapons 

use high-

powered lasers, 

microwaves 

to defend 

against threats

CONTINUED



USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION 49

RAYTHEON

Directed-energy weapons will help the U.S. 

military defend against enemy drones.
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science fact.
And not a moment too soon, 

when you consider how they work 
and what they can do.

Directed Energy 
Explained

Directed-energy weapons have 
been in development for half a 
century. They only recently hit 
their stride, however, thanks to the 
advent of compact, high-powered 
fiber lasers that work better than 
traditional lasers at a fraction of the 

cost . Originally conceived by the 
telecommunications industry for 
use in data transmission, DOD has 
now harnessed them for defensive 
purposes.

But what is directed energy, 
exactly?

Retired Air Force fighter pilot 
and former Missile Defense Agency 
Director Lt. Gen. Henry  Obering  
likens it to a popular water-park 
attraction . “In a wave pool, you 
have a machine that causes the 
water to operate in a synchronized 

way across the pool,” says Obering, 
now executive vice president and 
head of directed energy at Booz 
Allen Hamilton. “Think about the 
force of that water versus what you 
have in a regular pool. That gives 
you an idea of what happens when 
you concentrate energy and focus 
it to a specific frequency or set of 
frequencies.”

It’s an apt comparison, as 
directed-energy weapons utilize 
electromagnetic radiation — which 
is, in fact, emitted in the form of 

waves. You can harness waves of 
light to create high-energy laser 
weapons or radio waves to produce 
high-powered microwave weapons .

The former are like really power-
ful laser pointers; unlike flashlights 
that diffuse light broadly over a 
short distance, they condense light 
into a  focused ray with a very long 
reach.

“The difference is, with a high-
energy laser, you’re not just creating 

CONTINUED

RAYTHEON

Laser weapons are extremely precise.
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“Weapons that have nonlethal 
applications can be very 
effective in those gray zones 
because they have very precise 
and very dialed capabilities.”

— LT. GEN. HENRY  OBERING,
former Missile Defense Agency director

a spot on the wall. You’re actually 
burning a hole in your target with 
an invisible beam of light,” says 
Evan Hunt, director of high-energy 
lasers and counter-unmanned 
aerial systems  at Raytheon .

High-power microwave weapons 
are related, but different. “High-
power microwaves are similar to la-
sers in that you’re projecting energy 
onto a target as opposed to a kinetic 
effect, like a missile or a bullet,” 
explains Paul Head, an engineering 
fellow in advanced technology at 
Raytheon  . “But instead of trying to 
do physical damage by burning a 
hole in a target, what we’re looking 
to do with high-power microwaves 
is disrupt the electronics that are 
controlling, steering or guiding a 
threat.”

Imagine an incoming missile, 
for example. A laser will blow it up 
whereas a microwave will simply 
disable it. “Think of putting metal 
in a microwave and turning it on,” 
says Kelly Hammett, director of 
the Directed Energy Directorate at 
the Air Force Research Laboratory 
(AFRL) at New Mexico’s Kirtland Air 
Force Base . “That’s the effect you’re 
trying to have.”

Power and Precision
Directed-energy weapons have 

numerous advantages relative to 
conventional weapons, including 
speed and accuracy.

“Both with lasers and high-power 
microwaves, you can precisely point 
them,” says James Trebes, principal 
director of directed energy in DOD’s 
Office of the Undersecretary of 
Defense for Research & Engineering 
(R&E) , which is overseeing and 
coordinating the effort on behalf 
of the Pentagon. “Because it’s 
so precise, it has low collateral dam-
age; I can shoot at a particular point 
and disrupt, damage or destroy 
just that point. ... And, of course, it 
works at the speed of light, so you 
don’t get the drop of a bullet due to 
gravity or the effect of wind blowing 

the bullet left or right.”
Because directed energy is so 

fast, adversaries don’t have time 
to divert or evade it, continues 
Trebes, who cites scalability as 
another benefit. “You can just turn 
the power up or down ... and have 
a range of scalable effects,” he says, 
noting that a laser can be dialed 
down so that it lights or heats a 
target up without destroying it, or 
dialed up so that it instantaneously 
melts the target.

Also, directed-energy weapons 
are multifunctional  — they have so-
phisticated optical tracking systems 
that can be used not only for aiming 
at targets, but also for surveilling 
them — and have an unlimited 
magazine capacity, according to 
Paul Lemmo, vice president and 
general manager of integrated 
warfare systems and sensors at 
Lockheed Martin.  “If you’re using 
a gun or missile, you only have as 
much ammunition as you can carry 
on your vehicle or aircraft,” explains 
Lemmo, who says directed-energy 
weapons store their “ammunition” 
in lithium-ion batteries; when 
they drain, their batteries can be 
replaced or recharged using either 
the power grid or a generator. “With 
directed-energy weapons, you have 
unlimited capacity — as long as you 
have power.”

Because they derive their power 
from electricity instead of muni-
tions, directed-energy weapons 
also are cost-effective, according to 
Hammett. Although there’s a high 
investment initially, he says, once a 
weapon is acquired, the war fighter 
can use it to eliminate a threat 
with the cost of just 10 seconds of 
electricity.

New Weapons for 
New Threats

Their merits make directed-
energy weapons ideal as part of 
a layered approach to national 

CONTINUED

  LOCKHEED MARTIN; JOHN F. WILLIAMS/U.S. NAVY

The USS Ponce conducts 

a laser weapon system 

demonstration.

The Army’s high-energy 

lasers will be able to shoot 

down cruise missiles.
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defense, according to Lemmo, who 
predicts continued use of kinetic 
weapons for large and long-range 
targets, and a gradual shift to 
directed energy for small and 
near-range targets.

“Right now we’re looking 
primarily at defending against 
small unmanned aerial vehicles,” 
Lemmo says. “In the Navy’s case, 
it’s defending against small boats ... 
that are trying to get close in order 
to attack a larger vessel. We’re also 
looking to defend against rockets, 
artillery and mortars. And eventu-
ally, as we’re able to increase power 
levels, we’ll be looking to potentially 
intercept cruise missiles and other 
larger weapon types.”

Directed energy is useful against 
a range of enemies in a range 
of environments, according to Ober-
ing. On one end of the spectrum, for 
example, is the war on terrorism. If 
an unidentified vehicle approaches 
soldiers in the desert, they have no 
way of knowing whether the driver 
is a suicide bomber or an innocent 
civilian fleeing danger; using a 
high-powered microwave, they 
can err on the side of caution and 
disable the vehicle without casual-
ties. The same soldiers can use the 
same weapon to neutralize a swarm 
of drones.

“Stopping dozens of drones 
that are loaded with explosives is 
almost impossible (with guns or 
missiles) because of their speed 
and maneuverability,” Obering says. 

“With something like a high-power 
microwave in your toolbox, you can 
just flip a switch and they’ll all fall 
from the sky.”

On the other end of the warfight-
ing spectrum is a great power 
competition. Peer adversaries 
such as China and Russia are 
increasingly using ambiguous “gray 
zone” tactics  instead of engaging 
in traditional wartime fighting. An 
example is the Russian annexation 
of Crimea in 2014. Russia used 
unidentified soldiers known 
colloquially as “little green men” 
to seize power by surreptitious 
means.  Conflicts like this one often 
take place in urban landscapes 
where there is significant civilian 
risk, and where a disproportionate 
show of force could trigger undue 
aggression.

“Weapons that have nonlethal 
applications can be very effective 
in those gray zones because they 
have very precise and very dialed 
capabilities,” Obering says. “You 
can use a laser very carefully in 
environments where a 500-pound 
bomb would not be appropriate.”

‘Real and ... Ready’
Like most electronics, directed-

energy weapons over time will 
become smaller and more powerful. 
But DOD isn’t waiting. Under R&E’s 
direction, the services are develop-
ing, testing and deploying directed 
energy here and now.

“Right now we’re in the opera-

tional demonstration phase,” Trebes 
says. “This is where soldiers, sailors, 
Marines and airmen get to operate 
real systems in the field ... rather 
than scientists and engineers. It’s 
where we find out what works and 
what doesn’t.”

Among the systems currently 
in DOD’s pipeline are the Army’s 
indirect fire protection capability-
high energy  laser , which by 2024 
will mount onto tactical vehicles; 
300-kilowatt lasers capable of 
taking out cruise missiles; the 
Navy’s high-energy  laser with 
integrated optical-dazzler and 
surveillance system , which next 
year will be installed on a Navy 
destroyer; smaller 60-kilowatt 
lasers that can shoot down drones; 
and the Navy’s 150-kilowatt solid 
state laser —  technology maturation 
laser weapon system demonstra-
tor — which already is installed on 
the amphibious ship USS Portland . 
Lockheed Martin is furnishing the 
lasers for the first two systems, 
while Northrop Grumman supplied 
the laser for the third.

The Air Force also is deep into 
directed-energy development. 
In partnership with Raytheon, 
it recently tested the company’s 
Phaser high-power microwave and 
high-energy laser weapon systems  , 
both of which are designed to be 
mounted on tactical vehicles for 
counter-drone missions.

Less mature, but no less exciting 
is AFRL’s self-protect high-energy 
laser demonstrator . Under develop-
ment with Lockheed, Northrop 
Grumman and Boeing, it eventually 
will be mounted to aircraft for in-
flight defense against missiles.

Although few things sound 
more futuristic than fighting wars 
with lasers and microwaves, these 
programs make a resounding case 
that the future is now. Concludes 
Lemmo, “I think the biggest 
message is: The technology is real 
and it’s ready.”

POWERFUL 

PARTNERSHIPS

Directed-energy weapons 

are possible thanks to close 

collaboration between the 

Department of Defense and 

industry partners. Here are a 

few of the contracts that are 

shepherding these weapons 

from the lab to the battlefield:

uOctober 2015: The Navy 

awarded a $53 million contract 

to Northrop Grumman to 

develop a seafaring laser 

weapon that was successfully 

tested aboard the USS Portland  

in May 2020. 

uMarch 2018: The Navy 

awarded a $150 million contract 

to Lockheed Martin for two 

of its high-energy laser and 

integrated optical-dazzler 

with surveillance systems; one 

unit will be installed on a Navy 

destroyer and the other will be 

used for land testing. 

uMay 2019: The Army awarded 

Dynetics and Lockheed Martin 

a $130 million contract to build 

and test a vehicle-mounted 

laser weapon; that contract was 

updated in May 2020 to support 

the development of a more 

powerful laser. 

uAugust 2019: The Army 

awarded a $203 million contract 

to Kord Technologies to build 

two competing 50-kilowatt 

laser weapons for Stryker 

combat vehicles; subcontrac-

tors Northrop Grumman and 

Raytheon are building the 

prototypes. 

uAugust 2019: The Air Force 

awarded a $23.8 million 

contract to Raytheon for two 

prototypes of its high-energy 

laser weapon system. 

— Matt Alderton

LOCKHEED MARTIN

The Navy’s high-

energy laser has 

an integrated 

optical-dazzler 

and surveillance 

capabilities.
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DEFENSE AGENCIES (19) 

uDefense Advanced Research

    Projects Agency

uDefense Commissary Agency

uDefense Contract Audit Agency

uDefense Contract Management

    Agency*

uDefense Finance and Accounting 

    Service

uDefense Health Agency*

uDefense Information Systems 

    Agency*

uDefense Intelligence Agency*

uDefense Legal Services Agency

uDefense Logistics Agency*

uDefense POW/MIA Accounting 

    Agency

uDefense Security Cooperation

    Agency

uDefense Security Service

uDefense Threat Reduction 

    Agency*

uMissile Defense Agency

uNational Geospatial-Intelligence 

    Agency*

uNational Reconnaissance Office

uNational Security Agency Central

    Security Service*

uPentagon Force Protection

    Agency
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COMBATING COVID-19
U.S. Army North served as the compo-

nent command for COVID-19 response, 

establishing two field hospitals near 

New York City and sending a team to 

the Seattle area . In all, 3,840 medical 

providers from all services took part 

in 134 missions in 10 states, 31 cities, 

47 hospitals and nine alternative care 

facilities, according to Lt. Gen. Laura 

Richardson, commanding general of 

U.S. Army North . The National Guard 

was called up in many states to assist 

with testing and distributing personal 

 protective equipment and food. The 

Army Reserve also played a major role, 

deploying medical task forces  to treat 

COVID-19 patients in civilian hospitals. 

BRANCHES

Army in Review

SUSAN FAZAKERLEY SMULLEN

SPC. 1ST CLASS KLEYNIA R. MCKNIGHT/U.S. NAVY

HISTORY IN 
THE MAKING
The National 

Museum of the 

U.S. Army, a 

175,000-square-

foot space that 

tells the story 

of the American 

soldier, opened 

on Veterans Day.  

Highlights of 

the collections 

include a World 

War II Sherman 

tank, known as 

“Cobra King,” 

the first to break 

through German 

lines to assist 

besieged troops 

in the Battle of 

the Bulge,   and 

an M3 Bradley 

Cavalry Fighting 

Vehicle, the lead 

vehicle from Ku-

wait into Bagh-

dad in 2003 . 

Admission to the 

museum, which 

is located near 

Fort Belvoir, Va., 

is free.  

Museum lobby

COVID-19 testing
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LEAVE NO SOLDIER BEHIND
Army leadership rolled out 

a new policy to locate 

missing soldiers following the 

disappearance and death of 

Spc. Vanessa Guillen, a soldier 

assigned to Fort Hood, Texas .  

Guillen has become the face of 

the Army’s #MeToo movement, 

as her family alleges she was 

sexually harassed by a fellow 

soldier before he killed her.  The 

new policy recommends com-

manders investigate soldier 

disappearances and reach out to 

law enforcement, family mem-

bers and friends before declar-

ing the soldier absent without 

leave.

— Patricia Kime

BRANCHES

WIN MCNAMEE/GETTY IMAGES

MEDAL OF HONOR
Sgt. Maj. Thomas Patrick Payne 

became the first living member of 

the Army’s elite Delta Force to re-

ceive the Medal of Honor, accepting 

the nation’s highest award for valor 

on Sept. 11 at the White House. In a 

daring raid to free 70 hostages from 

an ISIS prison compound in Iraq in 

2015, Payne and his teammates 

cleared buildings under heavy fire, 

dodged enemy combatants who 

detonated suicide vests and fought 

through fire to rescue the hostages. 

Payne re-entered a burning building 

several times to free the captives. 

“He was the last man to leave,” 

President Donald Trump  said during 

the award ceremony. “He wouldn’t 

leave, no matter what they said, no 

matter who ordered him to do it.”  

Sgt. Maj. Thomas 
Patrick Payne

 Vanessa Guillen’s family members at 
a press conference in Washington, D.C.

SPC. ZACHERY PERKINS/U.S. ARMY
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BRANCHES

Navy in Review

CPL. ALEXA M. HERNANDEZ/U.S. MARINE CORPS

USNS Mercy

HISTORIC FIRST
Forty-five years after the Navy 
trained its first female fighter 
pilot, Lt. j.g. Madeline Swegle 
made history July 31,  becoming 
the first Black female tactical 
air pilot  in a ceremony at Naval 
Air Station Kingsville, Texas. 
A Virginia state champion 
track star   and 2017 graduate 
of the U.S. Naval Academy, 
Swegle completed her carrier 
qualifications May 20 on the 
USS Gerald Ford. “It would’ve 
been nice to see someone who 
looked like me in this role; I 
never intended to be the first. I 
hope it’s encouraging to other 
people,” Swegle says. 

 LT. MICHELLE TUCKER/U.S. NAVY 

Lt. j.g. Madeline Swegle

PANDEMIC DEPLOYMENTS
Anticipating that hospitals in New York 
and Los Angeles could be overwhelmed 
during the pandemic, the Navy activated 
its hospital ships Mercy and Comfort  
with the intention of treating non-
COVID-19 patients, freeing hospitals to 
focus on the sickest coronavirus patients. 
Both vessels began taking patients  in 
April, and by the time the ships departed 
their respective cities, Comfort had 
treated 182 patients, while Mercy 
handled 77. 

SPECIALIST 3RD CLASS DARTAÑON D. DE LA GARZA/U.S. NAVY
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BRANCHES

TERROR ON THE HOMEFRONT
Naval bases in the United States were the target of terrorist attacks in the 

past 12 months,  first at Naval Air Station Pensacola, Fla., where three 

service members were shot and killed and eight injured by a Saudi military 

aviator in December 2019.   In that event, Airman Mohammed Haitham, 

Airman Apprentice Cameron Walters and Ens. Joshua Watson died;  the 

gunman was killed by responding law enforcement. Five months later,  a 

20-year-old community college student attempted to crash through the 

gate of Naval Air Station Corpus Christi, Texas, shooting a security sailor 

in the effort. Despite her injuries, the sailor was able to activate the gate 

barrier. The suspect was killed.  

USS Theodore Roosevelt

RICK CRUZ

COVID-19 
ON BOARD
The aircraft carrier 

USS Theodore 

Roosevelt pulled 

into Guam on March 

27 carrying several 

sailors stricken with 

the coronavirus.  By 

the time the illness 

ripped through 

the vessel, 736 of 

roughly 4,800 crew 

members were 

infected.  After a plea 

for assistance by 

commanding officer 

Capt. Brett Crozier 

was published in 

the press, the highly 

regarded officer was 

fired by acting Navy 

Secretary Thomas 

Modly for using “very 

poor judgment.”  Days 

later, a sailor from 

the ship, Aviation 

Ordnanceman Chief 

Petty Officer Charles 

Thacker Jr., died of 

the illness. 

 OSCAR SOSA

GOODBYE MODLY, 
HELLO BRAITHWAITE
Capt. Brett Crozier’s 

job wasn’t the only one 

lost to the Theodore 

Roosevelt COVID-19 

crisis. The day after 

delivering an expletive-

punctuated message to 

the carrier’s crew April 

6 — one in which he said 

Crozier was either “too 

naïve” or “too stupid” 

to command the ship — 

Modly  resigned, saying 

he did not intend to call 

the officer “stupid” and 

apologized.   Kenneth 

Braithwaite, a former 

naval aviator and 

graduate of the U.S. Naval 

Academy , was sworn 

in May 29 as the 77th 

secretary of the Navy.   

— Patricia Kime

Kenneth 
Braithwaite

  SPECIALIST 2ND CLASS CODY HENDRIX/U.S. NAVY

Blue Angels arrive 
at Naval Air 

Station Pensacola 
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Air Force in Review

HIGH-TECH WEAPONRY
As the U.S. military looks to find the 

next game-changing weapons to de-

ter adversaries, hypersonics — those 

that can move at more than five times 

the speed of sound — are the new-

est in development.  The Air Force is 

working with the Defense Advanced 

Research Projects Agency to develop 

such weapons. In August, it  conducted 

a captive-carry test of the AGM-183A 

Air-launched Rapid Response Weap-

on made by Lockheed Martin. The test 

verified the system’s integration with 

the B-52 bomber and practiced con-

cepts of operations, according to the 

service. “Hypersonic weapons further 

enable the U.S. to hold any target at 

risk in any environment anywhere,” 

Gen. Tim Ray, head of Air Force Global 

Strike Command, said in a statement. 

BRANCHES

 AGM-183A Air-launched 
Rapid Response Weapon 

GIANCARLO CASEM/U.S. AIR  FORCE

AIRMAN 1ST CLASS JOHN R. WRIGHT/U.S. AIR FORCE

PANDEMIC PREPARATIONS
Air Mobility Command studied how 

COVID-19 might travel through the 

cargo hold of its service aircraft, 

such as the KC-135 Stratotanker, 

C-17 Globemaster III and C-130J 

Hercules. The research was done 

to determine if patients could 

be moved safely without using a 

transportation isolation system, a 

container first used to transport 

Ebola patients; or the negatively 

pressurized conex (NPC), capable 

of carrying up to 28 patients. The 

Air Force moved 12 patients from 

the Middle East to Germany using 

the newly developed NPC in July.  
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HISTORIC FIRSTS
Gen. Charles “CQ” Brown was sworn in Aug. 7 as Air Force chief of staff, 

the first African American to lead a branch of the U.S. military.  Brown is a 

1984 graduate of Texas Tech University and a career pilot, having spent 

nearly 3,000 hours in a cockpit, including 130 in combat. He is the first 

Black officer to serve on the Joint Chiefs since Army Gen. Colin Powell in 

1989. At Brown’s swearing-in  ceremony, he acknowledged those African 

Americans who preceded him. “It is due to their trials and tribulations 

in breaking barriers that I can address you today as the Air Force chief 

of staff,” Brown said. A week later, JoAnne Bass became the 19th Chief 

Master Sergeant of the Air Force — the first woman and Asian American 

to serve as the top enlisted person of any military branch. 

U.S. AIR FORCE STAFF SGT. CODIE TRIMBLE/U.S. AIR FORCE

BONUS JETS 
Turkey’s decision to buy Russian-made surface-to-air missile systems contained 

a silver lining for the Air Force, which will now receive eight additional F-35A 

Lightning II aircraft originally slated for Turkey. The aircraft have yet to be built 

— they are expected to be delivered between 2022 and 2023. The move comes 

after Turkey purchased the S-400 missile system, characterized by Moscow as the 

“F-35 killer.” 

— Patricia Kime

DEADLY STRESS
Facing the highest number of suicides in a year since the Air Force began keeping 

an official record in 2008  , the service is training leaders on how they should talk to 

airmen about their mental health, a “playbook” that Chief of Staff Brown says  will 

help commanders and noncommissioned officers “help airmen work through some 

of this.” As of September, 98 airmen had committed suicide in 2020. Brown says the 

coronavirus pandemic may play a role. 
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MAJOR REORGANIZATION
To better address the growing power of China in the 

Pacific region and elsewhere, Berger announced a major 

redesign of the Marine Corps in March, which he calls 

Force Design 2030.  The restructuring already has resulted 

in the reduction of three tank battalions, deactivation of 

a bridge company and shuttering of two combat logistics 

regiments . The Corps also plans to ax  its law enforcement 

battalions and reduce its artillery, infantry and AAV units 

across the board. The plan will cut 12,000 Marines over 

the next decade, according to a report.  The idea, Berger 

says, is to create a lighter, faster force capable of island 

hopping across the Pacific to confront a rising China.

BRANCHES 

Marine Corps in Review

STAFF SGT. KASSIE MCDOLE/U.S. MARINE CORPS

MINDAUGAS KULBIS/ASSOCIATED PRESS

DEADLY 
TRAINING
Tragedy struck 

the Marine Corps 

July 30 when 

an amphibious 

assault vehicle 

(AAV) assigned to 

the 15th Marine 

Expeditionary 

Unit sunk off 

the coast of San 

Diego, killing eight 

Marines and a Navy 

corpsman.  The 

accident  occurred 

in 385 feet of 

water; a remote-

operated search 

vessel found the 

26-ton vehicle 

days later about 

a mile from San 

Clemente Island, 

where the Marines 

had been training.  

The tragedy 

underscores the 

dangers of military 

service, even in 

training. “Our 

prayers continue to 

be with the family 

and friends of 

the eight Marines 

and one sailor 

we lost,” Marine 

Commandant Gen. 

David Berger said 

Aug. 1. 

Search and 
rescue operation

AAV training
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MORE ISLAND-HOPPING NEWS
As part of the Force Design 2030 reorga-

nization, the Marine Corps established 

the first new unit in years, the Marine 

Littoral Regiment (MLR),  as a test of 

its strategy to develop a nimbler force 

for fighting in hotly contested maritime 

areas. The Hawaii-based unit, organized 

around an infantry battalion, a logistics 

unit and anti-ship missiles, will test the 

concept as well as the equipment needed 

to execute its intended mission. The goal 

is for the service to have three MLRs and 

a lighter force across the Corps. Critics, 

however, including former Navy Secretary 

and Vietnam Marine veteran James Webb , 

say  the plan leaves the Corps too focused 

on China and operations in the Pacific. 

— Patricia Kime

BRANCHES

 CPL. MATTHEW KIRK/U.S. MARINE CORPS

GOODBYE, COBRA
The Marine Corps retired the last 

of its AH-1W Super Cobra attack 

helicopters in October after 34 years 

of service.  The Corps’ workhorse of 

helicopter gunfighting , the Super 

Cobra saw action in the Persian Gulf 

War, Somalia, Afghanistan and Iraq. It 

is being replaced with another attack 

helicopter manufactured by Bell, the 

four-bladed AH-1Z Viper , which flies 

faster and carries more firepower 

than the Super Cobra. The service 

also is retiring its AV-8B Harriers  as 

it transitions to the F-35 Joint Strike 

Fighter  and saying farewell to its CH-

53E Super Stallion  heavy lift helicop-

ters as it shifts to the new CH-53K 

King Stallion made by Sikorsky. 

AH-1 Cobra

Training in Hawaii 

SGT. EMMANUEL RAMOS/U.S. MARINE CORPS 
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A NEW ERA
Setting a tone of diversity and inclusion right 

out of the gate, Space Force boasts the first 

U.S. military all-female space operations 

crew. Based at Schriever Air Force Base in 

Colorado Springs, Colo., the team will oper-

ate a satellite used by more than 5 billion 

people around the world.  In addition, the 

branch promoted Lt. Gen. Nina Armagno 

as its first female three-star general and 

director of staff for the office of the Chief 

of Space Operations. Armagno will oversee 

day-to-day planning and operations at Space 

Force’s headquarters in Arlington, Va.  And 

in response to the killing of George Floyd 

by a police officer in May, Raymond, along 

with Chief Master Sgt. Roger A. Towberman  , 

Space Force’s senior enlisted adviser, issued 

a June 2 letter calling racism one of the en-

emies that service members swore an oath 

to defend the country against and added the 

Space Force must be founded on dignity and 

respect. “We have an opportunity to get this 

right from the beginning, and we are com-

mitted to doing so,” Raymond and Towber-

man wrote. “We must build diversity and 

inclusion into our ‘cultural DNA’ — make it 

one of the bedrock strengths of our service.”  

BRANCHES

Space Force in Review

Label Person,
Place or Product

A YEAR OF FIRSTS
The U.S. Space Force 

was established as 

the sixth branch of 

the armed forces on 

Dec. 20, 2019. Created 

by President Donald 

Trump and Congress in 

the fiscal 2020 National 

Defense Authorization 

Act, Space Force is part 

of the Department of 

the Air Force, falling 

under the Secretary 

of the Air Force.  Gen. 

John Raymond was 

named the branch’s 

first chief of space op-

erations,  responsible 

for organizing, training 

and equipping Space 

Force units assigned to 

the U.S., overseas and 

inner and outer space. 

“Space is critical to 

our nation’s economic 

interests, national se-

curity and way of life,” 

said Chairman of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff 

Gen. Mark Milley on 

the day the force was 

established. “In military 

operations, space is 

not just a place from 

which we support com-

bat operations in other 

domains, but a war-

fighting domain in and 

of itself. Our adversar-

ies are building and de-

ploying capabilities to 

threaten us, so we can 

no longer take space 

for granted.”

JACOB MOSOLF/U.S. SPACE FORCE

Gen. John Raymond

DENNIS ROGERS AND KATHRYN CALVERT/U.S. AIR FORCE; ANDY MORATAYA

Lt. Gen. Nina Armagno
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SPACE FORCE, THE SHOW 
In the works since President Trump first 

proposed a Space Force, the Netflix show, 

conceived by actor Steve Carell, debuted 

May 29.  It’s a satirical look at the military in-

dustrial complex, American bureaucracy and 

the pomposity  of power. Netflix recently 

announced the show will return for a second 

season.

— Patricia Kime

THE MISSION
Built upon units that previously made 

up Air Force Space Command, U.S. 

Space Force on March 31 identified 

23 Air Force organizations that were 

to transfer their space-related mis-

sions to the Space  Force in 2020 , in-

cluding 1,840 Air Force jobs. Units af-

fected by the changes spanned from 

the 7th Intel Squadron, Fort  Meade, 

Md., to Air Force Research Laboratory 

Rocket Propulsion Division, Edwards 

Air Force Base , Calif. The initial trans-

fer plan does not call for physically 

moving the units or even transferring 

the people assigned from the Air 

Force to Space Force. It simply sets a 

foundation for development of these 

units within Space Force. Over time, 

service members who meet criteria 

set by Space Force will be given the 

chance to transfer to the new branch. 

BRANCHES

FILLING THE RANKS
The year kicked off with more than 8,500 service 

members volunteering to transfer to the Space Force, 

including officers and enlisted personnel. In April, the 

U.S. Air Force Academy graduated its first Space Force 

officers — 86 young men and women who may spend 

their careers shaping the force and adapting to the 

ever-changing realms of technology, intelligence and 

space.  The first four Space Force recruits were sworn 

in at a military entrance processing station in Baltimore  

on Oct. 20; three more were sworn in later that day in 

Denver. After their inductions, they headed  to basic 

training in San Antonio, where they attended boot camp 

at Joint Base San Antonio with Air Force recruits.  

FLAG, LOGO, MOTTO 
AND UNIFORMS
With the establishment of 

a new U.S. military branch, 

Space Force leaders quickly 

got to work on the details of 

adopting a flag, uniform and 

motto and deciding what to 

call its units and members. 

President Trump unveiled the 

new seal Jan. 25 via Twitter.  

Leadership introduced the 

flag at the White House on May 

15, an arrow-shaped delta and 

Earth with stars that draws heavily 

from the Air Force Space Command 

seal.  The official logo and motto 

debuted June 22 — using the 

delta symbol from the seal along 

with the motto “Semper Supra,” 

or “Always Above.”  Building on the 

theme, Space Force announced 

July 24 that its large units would 

be called “deltas” — the equivalent 

of Army brigades — with the 

supporting services referred to as 

garrisons.  Space Force has adopted 

the Department of Defense’s 

operational camouflage pattern, 

like their Army and Air Force 

brethren. 
Space Force flag unveiled 

at the White House

SHEALAH CRAIGHEAD/WHITE HOUSE

Space Force 
recruits 

U.S. SPACE FORCE

 TECH. SGT. ARMANDO SCHWIER-MORALES/U.S. SPACE FORCE
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By Robin Roenker

A
SK MOST MILITARY 

SPOUSES about their 
lives, and they’ll tell 
you the role brings both 
joys and challenges. In 

addition to the difficulty of parent-
ing alone during deployments, 
military spouses can face significant 
barriers  to long-term employment 
and career development when their 
family is reassigned from one duty 
station to the next. 

Largely due to the challenges of 
moving every few years, military 
spouses face an unemployment rate of 
24 percent according to the Department 
of Defense  — much higher than that 
for civilians, which, before COVID-19, 
averaged below 5 percent nationally.  

In order to create a profession of 
their own that can accommodate 
their mobile lifestyles, many military 
spouses are increasingly turning to 
entrepreneurship. 

Here are some of 
those success stories:

Making 
It Work

Military 
spouses turn to 

entrepreneurship 
to create fl exible 

careers 

R.RIVETER

A “remote riveter” 
creates a handmade item.

CONTINUED
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R.RIVETER 
   Created by Lisa Bradley, a former military 

spouse, and Cameron Cruse, a current military 

spouse , R.Riveter is a multimillion  dollar com-

pany selling handbags, totes, wallets and more.  

The two, who met while their husbands 

were stationed for Army Ranger training in 

Dahlonega, Ga., were launched into the na-

tional spotlight in part thanks to a successful 

2016 appearance on Shark Tank . Through their  

company, named as a nod to Rosie the Riveter 

of WWII fame, they are on a mission to provide 

employment to other military spouses across 

the country.  

    Each R.Riveter product is handmade by the 

company’s “remote riveters” — more than 40 

to date — who work from their homes, many 

at military bases across the country.  Neither 

Bradley nor Cruse had previous entrepreneur-

ial, retail or manufacturing experience, but that 

didn’t stop them from chasing their dream. 

“We just realized that if we wanted something 

professionally, we were going to have to build 

it,” says Cruse, the company’s chief creative of-

ficer. “But we also recognized that we weren’t 

the only ones (struggling to find employment).”

urriveter.com

CHARLIEMADISON ORIGINALS
Former military spouse Wendy Hively, 

 whose husband retired in 2007 after 

a 20-year career with the U.S. Navy, 

founded Charliemadison Originals to 

celebrate military spouse milestones 

through collectible jewelry.

Hively’s company offers bracelets 

to commemorate a military spouse’s 

upcoming deployment — including the 

“In My Heart” bracelet  — and military 

spouse and military mom pride, along 

with necklaces dedicated to each service 

branch, just to name a few.  

“It’s funny, because in some ways 

I’ve felt more connected to the military 

community in the years since my 

husband retired than when we were in 

it,” says Hively, who creates each piece 

by hand from her home in Frederick, 

Md., while holding down a full-time job 

as a regulatory compliance officer with 

the U.S. Food and Drug Administration.

In addition to hosting a Facebook 

community to support military moms 

and spouses , Hively has started a blog 

to celebrate other military spouse 

entrepreneurs on the Charliemadison 

Originals website . She also donates 

5 percent of the company’s profits 

each year to agencies and charities 

that support veterans and active-duty 

military families, including  Semper K9 

Assistance Dogs and the Milspo Project.   

ucharliemadisonoriginals.com

“I hear from 

military spouses 

who may be having 

a tough day or a 

tough season, and 

they feel connected 

(through the 

jewelry) to other 

people who are 

going through the 

same thing, even 

though they may 

not know them.”

— WENDY HIVELY,
Charliemadison Originals

R.RIVETER; GETTY IMAGES

TAYLOR DAWN PHOTOGRAPHY

“We couldn’t be 

prouder that the 

work that we do 

is able to provide 

military spouses 

with a sense of 

(entrepreneurial) 

identity and 

mobile flexible 

income.”

— CAMERON CRUSE,
R.Riveter
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WESTHOUSE
Westhouse founder and proud Army spouse 

Serena West — who is currently stationed in 

Virginia while her husband works at the Pentagon 

— understands the challenges of military life.  

“This is duty station number eight for us,” says 

West, a military spouse of 15 years and mom of 

two who has previously called Army bases from 

Germany to Kentucky  home. “We’ve been all over.”

While West had visions of going to law school 

after college, she quickly discovered that her 

career path “could not exist independently of the 

Army life that I was going to be living,” she says. 

“I realized I needed to find something that was 

interesting to me, that allowed me to contribute 

financially to my family, but that also allowed me to 

maintain the flexibility that military life required.” 

The result was Westhouse, an online boutique 

launched in 2017 that offers an array of luxurious 

care packages, military-inspired items, corporate 

gifts and more. 

As she has worked to build Westhouse from 

the ground up, West has felt empowered and a 

sense of camaraderie with other military spouse 

entrepreneurs. “There’s joy in continuity for a lot of 

us,” West says. 

ushopwesthouse.com

XXXXXJOBS & EDUCATION

UNIQUE PL8Z
Former Air Force spouse Nicole O’Brien, whose 

husband retired from the military in 2017, helms 

Unique Pl8z, a company that creates custom art 

out of license plates. Launched in 2012 at a military 

base gift shop in Japan, where the couple was 

stationed, the idea has been popular since day one.  

But the company really took off five years ago 

when O’Brien got a contract to sell at HomeGoods 

nationally.  She now has a professional 

manufacturing facility in Rhode Island and sells 

her art — including license plate signs, birdhouses 

and canisters — on Amazon , through her own 

website and at specialty boutiques across the 

country.

And in addition to brightening walls and 

homes with creative license plate art — often 

incorporating state plates that have special 

meaning to her clients — O’Brien has made it a 

company mission to hire military spouses and 

veterans when possible.  And to help others market 

and sell their handmade crafts, she recently 

founded  Operation Made, a gift shop that stocks 

veteran and military-spouse-made items. The 

store’s selection of goods such as hand-forged 

knives, coffee beans, jerky and candles are also 

available online at operationmade.com. 

“Being a military spouse is a tremendous 

opportunity, but it’s also really hard,” O’Brien says. 

uuniquepl8z.com

“Having 

something 

of my own 

during my 

time as a 

military 

spouse 

was really 

important 

to me. It 

helped me 

develop into 

who I am 

today.”

— NICOLE O’BRIEN,
Unique Pl8z

“Just to be 

able to say, ‘I 

may not know 

where I’m 

going next, but 

this (business) 

is something 

that I love 

doing, and no 

matter what, I’ll 

be able to make 

it work in the 

next place.”

— SERENA WEST,
Westhouse UNIQUE PL8Z; GETTY IMAGES

WESTHOUSE
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College Credit
Website spotlights military-friendly institutions

University of 
Southern California

PETER HOWARD

By Rina Rapuano

F
OLLOWING AN ILLNESS THAT 

struck during his junior year 
in college, Garrett FitzGerald 
 was unable to fulfill his dream 
of entering the Marine Corps 

officer program. He had many friends 
who were in the military, however, and 
through them he realized that there was 
another way he could serve — by starting 
a company that would help active-duty 
personnel and veterans find the perfect 

CONTINUED
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USF

University of South Florida’s mascot, Rocky, joins veteran students at a 2016 orientation event.

match when  ready to apply for  college. 
“I noticed programs offered a lot of 

advice in finding direct employment 
after school, but not in collegiate 
opportunities,” he says. 

FitzGerald got the idea to start 
CollegeRecon.com,  a free website that 
allows anyone who qualifies for GI Bill 
funding to search colleges and directly 
connect with universities. CollegeRecon 
offers advice on a number of relevant 
topics, including available scholarships 
and financial assistance. 

FitzGerald says he works closely with 
many of the schools, but he emphasizes 
that partner colleges aren’t the only ones 
highlighted on CollegeRecon, so users are 
exposed to schools whether they boast 
a large military and veteran outreach 
budget or not. “Schools will come to us 
and say, ‘We got a couple people from 
you. How can we get more?’ We work 
with them to market those programs,” 

he says.
To further aid veterans in their 

quest, CollegeRecon ranks colleges and 
universities using its own data as well 
as an aggregation of other well-known 
sources, such as U.S. News & World 
Report  and militaryfriendly.com . The site 
cross-references these established lists 
to find which schools appeared most 
frequently.

In addition to rankings from these 
other sources, CollegeRecon uses 
three important qualities to determine 
whether a school is military-friendly: 
participation in the Veterans Affairs’ 
Yellow Ribbon Program ; having a veteran 
student organization; and flexibility and 
affordability for military and veteran 
students, such as awarding credits for 
service.

“We’re just collecting information and 
presenting it to (users) in an impartial 
way,” FitzGerald notes. 

Two colleges that have appeared on 
CollegeRecon’s list are the University 
of South Florida  in Tampa and the 
University of Southern California  in Los 
Angeles. 

UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH FLORIDA

When James Gittens  decided to 
transfer to the University of South 
Florida (USF), he says he felt alone and a 
bit intimidated until he found his fellow 
veterans. He had served in the Army for 
more than five years, and he says walking 
into the campus veterans center felt like 
coming home. 

“It wasn’t until I came to the Office 
of Veteran Success that I really knew 
I wanted to be part of the team,” notes 
Gittens, who works in the office part 
time. “I didn’t have to pretend to be 
young or hold back on military terms. We 
have similar jokes, lifestyles and are all 
motivated on a common goal — focusing 

on veterans, and of course we’re always 
trying to help people.”

This spring, Gittens earned his 
undergraduate degree in international 
studies with a focus on the Caribbean 
and Latin America, and is now in 
graduate school for Africana studies. He 
says he appreciates how USF’s Office 
of Veteran Success  has supported him  
and other veterans by removing barriers, 
whether it’s helping them receive credit 
for military service when possible, 
expediting late benefit forms or even 
assisting alumni with their job searches. 
“If there’s room to help, we’re going to 
find a way. We’re going to do it,” he says.

UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN 

CALIFORNIA

For Brandon Wexler,  who served in 
the Navy’s military police, going to the 

CONTINUED
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University of Southern California (USC) 
was a lifelong dream — but one that 
always seemed out of reach. “I used 
to live down the street … seeing the 
campus, this place that wasn’t really 
accessible to people like me that didn’t 
come from money,” he says. 

It wasn’t until Wexler’s recruiter 
told him he was eligible for funding 
through the Yellow Ribbon Program, 
which helps fill the gap between the GI 
Bill and the tuition costs of a private 
university, that he knew his dream could 
finally come true. He points out that 
USC takes care of its veteran students 
from the very beginning by waiving the 
application fee. Closer to graduation, 
the school provides veterans with 
numerous career preparation services, 
such as networking opportunities, 
mock interviews and résumé-building  
sessions.

“Being around your community helps 
because there are conversations we can 
have amongst ourselves that might be a 
little bit odd with another student,” says 
Wexler, who is now president of USC’s 
Veterans Association . “If someone’s 

having a rough time, we all go visit and 
see if anyone needs help, (we) find 
resources for each other.” 

Another way that the university 
shows its commitment to those who 
have served their country is a master of 
business program developed solely for 
veterans. Program director James Bogle  
is working with other business schools 
around the country to create similar 
programs. 

“It’s the only program of its kind 
that we’ve created specifically for 
transitioning military leaders,” notes 
Bogle, who retired from the Army in 
2012 after 25 years of service. “We have 
a lot of applicable experience on the 

leadership side, (such as) how to run an 
organization, but some of the business 
skills are what’s missing — language, 
reading of financial documents, 
vocabulary. So, the idea kind of took 
root here in the Marshall School (of 
Business).” 

Some key ways the program caters 
to veterans include training faculty to 
understand the military mindset and a 
focus on entrepreneurship that teaches 
veterans how to operate outside of the 
unit structure that becomes so familiar 
in the military. “It’s a much more open 
kind of environment, where you have to 
make things happen yourself and have to 
provide your own resources,” Bogle says.

JOBS & EDUCATION

USF

University of South Florida student veterans received their graduation cords at a 2017 school-sponsored Vets Week Cookout.

GI BILL

The Forever GI Bill, also known as the Harry W. Colmery Veterans 

Educational Assistance Act,  can be used by military personnel or transferred 

to a dependent. GI Bill benefits can be used for traditional college degree 

programs, online education, certification, approved training programs, flight 

training and more. CollegeRecon’s  GI Bill tab offers a wealth of information 

and advice.

“It wasn’t until I came to the 

Office of Veteran Success 

that I really knew I wanted to 

be part of the team. I didn’t 

have to pretend to be young 

or hold back on military 

terms. We have similar 

jokes, lifestyles and are all 

motivated on a common goal 

— focusing on veterans, and 

of course we’re always trying 

to help people.”

— JAMES GITTENS,

student veteran
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By Matt Alderton

F
OR 14 YEARS, U.S. Army veteran Brady Busby  thrived as a 
military intelligence officer. In 2010, however, his career 
was taken from him when a mortar landed at his feet 
during a combat mission in Afghanistan. The explosion 
ultimately left him with a brain injury, chronic back pain, 

three herniated discs in his neck and severe post-traumatic stress 
disorder. Two years later, he was medically retired.

CONTINUED
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Taking Care of Business
Employers continue to turn to veterans, even amid pandemic

GETTY IMAGES

Hiring Our Heroes job fair
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Upon leaving the military in 2012, 
Busby earned his college degree and 
taught himself fly-fishing. Mostly, 
though, he sat idle, like a sports car 
parked on blocks in the garage.

“It’s not that I was bored, ex-
actly. But ... I felt underutilized,” 
says Busby, 46, of Gilbert, Ariz. He 
craved purpose. Although doing so 
might require forfeiting his disability 
benefits, he decided to seek employ-
ment. That was in December 2019. 
Three months later came the corona-
virus pandemic.

“People were losing jobs left and 
right, and you couldn’t go to job fairs 
anymore. I was really discouraged,” 
says Busby. His worry was short-
lived thanks to the Wounded Warrior 
Project (WWP) , which helped him 
secure a sales agent position at Se-
lectQuote Senior Insurance Services , 
where he started working in August.

“I feel a sense of accomplishment 
just getting the job — especially dur-
ing COVID, when everyone’s hurt-
ing so much,” says Busby. “Being a 
subject-matter expert in something 

again gives me back the self-esteem I 
used to have.”

Like Busby, many veterans seek 
employment that will imbue them 
with a new sense of purpose after 
leaving the military. And despite 
the negative impact it’s had on the 
economy, the pandemic has created 
a hospitable environment for some 
veterans to find it.

PANDEMIC CHALLENGES, 
OPPORTUNITIES

The COVID-19 economy has put 
Americans of all stripes in dire 
straits, including veterans. WWP 
recently surveyed its members — 
wounded post-9/11 veterans — and 
found that 41 percent have experi-
enced employment-related challeng-
es as a result of the pandemic  .

A study by the Jim Moran Insti-
tute for Global Entrepreneurship  
and Syracuse University’s Institute 
for Veterans and Military Families  
(IVMF)  found similar circumstances 
among veteran entrepreneurs. As 
of early May, the study found, 39 

percent of veteran-owned businesses 
had closed due to COVID-19 com-
pared with just 5 percent of non-
veteran-owned businesses; of those, 
17 percent were uncertain whether 
they’d reopen.

But the picture isn’t as bleak as it 
seems. In April, veteran unemploy-
ment reached 11.7 percent  — exceed-
ingly high, but notably lower than 
unemployment for all Americans, 
which was a record 14.3 percent. By 
August, the unemployment rate for 
veterans had fallen to 6.4 percent 
compared with 8.5 percent  for all 
Americans.

William Hubbard , chief of staff at 
Student Veterans of America (SVA)  , 
says student veterans are a micro-
cosm of all veterans. On the one 
hand, their employment is trending 
upward: As of August, Hubbard says , 
64.6 percent of student veterans 
were employed. Of those, 89.1 per-
cent had a full-time job. On the other 
hand, uncertainty remains: Although 
55 percent of student veterans say 
they’re confident about their job 

prospects, 29.7 percent say they’re 
slightly worried about them.

“These are fairly promising num-
bers considering the state of the 
economy, but there’s definitely still a 
lot of concern,” Hubbard says.

The concern is real. But so are new 
opportunities. “As businesses navi-
gate what the ‘new normal’ is, the 
people they’re going to hire are folks 
who can flex and be resilient,” says 
IVMF Director of Entrepreneurship 
and Small Business Misty Stutsman 
Fox , who finds military service 
makes veterans naturally agile and 
adaptable — and therefore more 
valuable than ever to employers as 
they pivot in response to a contract-
ing economy.

Eric Eversole , president of the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce Foundation’s 
Hiring Our Heroes veteran employ-
ment initiative , agrees. “Whether it’s 
because of COVID or technological 
advances, the employment land-
scape is rapidly shifting. Having
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“Having employees who 

understand that change 

is inevitable and who 

know how to deal with it 

is increasingly critical.”

— ERIC EVERSOLE,
president, Hiring Our Heroes
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employees who understand that change 
is inevitable and who know how to deal 
with it is increasingly critical.”

And then there’s the rapidly expand-
ing world of remote working. “There’s a 
chance for companies to find some wildly 
talented veterans in places they never 
would have looked before,” Fox says. 
“Gone are the days where tech companies 
in Tulsa (Okla.) can’t find coders, be-
cause coders can live in the mountains of 
Colorado and still give those companies 
what they need.”

MISSION: EMPLOYMENT

Organizations across the country are 
also working overtime to help veterans 
exploit new opportunities.

Hiring Our Heroes, for example, offers 
a corporate fellowship program  for tran-
sitioning service members and military 
spouses, who during 12-week internships 

receive hands-on training that helps 
them translate military skills into civilian 
careers. That program, which often leads 
to full-time employment, has continued 
uninterrupted during the pandemic with 
both on-site and virtual internships, 
according to Eversole, who says it will 
graduate 1,300 fellows this year com-
pared with 900 in 2019.

“We graduated our first (post-pandem-
ic) cohort in May ... (and) 85 percent of 
our fellows were offered jobs,” Eversole 
says.

Other programs include IVMF’s 
Onward to Opportunity , which enrolls 
transitioning service members in online 
career training courses where they can 
learn or validate skills sought by employ-
ers in sectors like information technology, 
business management and customer 
service, and WWP’s Warriors to Work, 
which provides employment services like 

job fairs, career counseling, mock inter-
views and résumé-writing workshops, all 
of which are now offered virtually.

“Going virtual hasn’t changed what we 
do; it’s just changed how we do it,” says 
Warriors to Work National Director Bryan 
Rollins . “We’ve had more than 1,000 
warriors employed since March 16 with 
a combined first-year salary of over $46 
million. That’s on track with where we’ve 
been every year pre-COVID, so we feel 
good about that.”

The Department of Veterans Affairs 
is doing its part, too. Margarita Devlin, 
the principal deputy under secretary 
for benefits , says the VA acted quickly 
at the outset of the pandemic to ensure 
Congress continued granting veterans 
the education benefits afforded them by 
the GI Bill despite new remote learn-
ing environments. Meanwhile, it has 
continued to enroll veterans in its Vet-

eran Employment Through Technology 
Education Courses  pilot program, which 
teaches veterans the skills they need 
to work in the growing tech sector and 
provides free educational and career 
counseling services.

“Veterans right now have the same 
employment challenges as other Ameri-
cans given the pandemic that we’re 
in. But they also have advantages in 
terms of their eligibility for programs 
and services,” says Devlin, who notes 
that the VA itself has continued hir-
ing veterans throughout the pandemic. 
“Over 50 percent of our workforce at 
the VA is veterans. What I would say to 
other employers is: ‘If a veteran applies 
for a job with you, invite them to come 
in for an interview. I think you’ll be very 
impressed by their maturity, their perfor-
mance under pressure and their ability 
to learn new skills.’”

Wounded Warrior 

Richard Dorr
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CVS HEALTH
For more than 20 years, CVS Health has had 

a Workforce Initiatives  team with the objective 

of attracting nontraditional talent, including 

veterans. CVS has hired more than 18,000 

veterans since 2015 , according to vice presi-

dent of workforce strategies and chief diversity 

officer David Casey , a Marine Corps veteran.

CVS named its first director of military 

community initiatives, David Lee , in 2016; 

the following year it opened the CVS Health 

Talent Connect Center  (TCC) at Fort Bragg, 

N.C. The first civilian facility of its kind on a 

military installation, the TCC merges hands-on 

job-search training with state-of-the-art virtual 

reality technology to help veterans and military 

spouses secure jobs with CVS.

CVS offers internships to transitioning 

service members as part of the DoD SkillBridge 

program; has a Heroes2Careers  program, 

through which it recruits and trains transition-

ing service members at 10 military bases; and 

operates VALOR , an employee resource group 

whose 2,000 veteran members offer peer 

support while helping CVS create a welcoming 

workplace. “We want to recruit veteran talent, 

yes. But more than that, we want the military 

community to know we care about the whole of 

who you are,” Casey says.

CVS HEALTH

AMAZON
For its customers, Amazon delivers just about anything. For vet-

erans and military spouses, however, it delivers something infinitely 

more valuable: jobs.

In 2016, Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos  pledged to hire 25,000 veterans 

and military spouses within five years . It now employs more than 

40,000 of them, according to Director of Military Affairs John Quin-

tas  , whose team has helped Amazon surpass its goal with the help of 

myriad recruitment, development and retention programs. Among 

them are the Amazon Military SkillBridge Program , which offers 

internships to transitioning service members as part of the Depart-

ment of Defense (DoD) SkillBridge initiative ; the Military Mentorship 

Program , which connects veterans with peer mentors during their 

first year of employment; and Warriors@Amazon, an affinity group 

for veteran employees that has more than 120 chapters worldwide .

There’s also the Amazon Delivery Service Partner program, which 

helps entrepreneurial veterans establish their own Last Mile  package 

delivery services. Since launching the program in 2018, Amazon has 

given  $5 million in grants to help 500 veteran entrepreneurs start 

their own businesses.

“We employ military veterans because they bring unique value to 

every team at Amazon,” says Quintas. “Veterans and their families 

have sacrificed to make the world a better place for generations to 

come, so we have a responsibility to care for them after their service.”

AMAZON
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LOWE’S
Veterans don’t just work at Lowe’s home improvement stores. Veter-

ans created them, according to executive vice president of stores Joe 

McFarland , a Marine Corps veteran who cites the company’s founding in 

1946 by World War II veterans Carl Buchan and Jim Lowe . In their honor, 

he says, Lowe’s now employs more than 20,000 veterans , many of whom 

wear special camouflage vests as a symbol of  their service.

McFarland says Lowe’s has hired more than 100,000  associates this 

year  in spite of COVID-19 — many of them veterans, whose talent 

Lowe’s has sought at more than 40 virtual, military-themed hiring 

events. “We haven’t slowed down our hiring of veterans because of the 

pandemic. As a matter of fact, we’ve continued to step on the gas,” he 

says.

In 2021, Lowe’s will further its commitment to veterans as a new 

participant in DoD’s SkillBridge internship program. 

“There’s a huge benefit to hiring veterans, and it begins with what the 

military teaches you,” McFarland says. “We can train you on the techni-

cal aspects of the job — how to do basic home plumbing and electrical 

work — but the leadership skills (that) the military instills in veterans 

can’t be taught.”

IBM
If you ask Army veteran Jason Kelley , 

IBM should stand for “I’ve Been Military.”

“We’ve been focused on veterans and 

what they bring to the table since the 

earliest years of our company,” says Kel-

ley, IBM’s general manager of blockchain 

services and head of its Veteran Em-

ployee Resource Group (ERG). The ERG 

provides peer resources and support 

for veterans across IBM, which has hired 

more than 2,000 veterans since 2017.  

“We see all of our veterans as leaders, 

and who doesn’t want leaders in their 

organization?”

According to Kelley, veterans’ training 

in tasks like cybersecurity, logistics and 

communication makes them ideally 

suited to employment in the tech sector. 

To help them succeed, IBM in February 

launched a version of its SkillsBuild  adult 

learning program exclusively for military 

veterans who are transitioning to the 

private sector. The free online career-

readiness training was launched in May, 

and by September had already enrolled 

1,000 transitioning service members .

IBM has a corporate goal of being 

“the premier place for veterans to work 

when they get out of the military,” Kelley 

says. “And once they’re here, we want to 

continue addressing their opportunities 

for progression, skill development and 

community.”
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By Kristen A. Schmitt 

A
S PART OF A military family 
that includes a teenage son 
and daughter, Maria Reed 
has moved every two to 
three years for almost two 

decades — or whenever her husband, 
Sgt. 1st Class Patrick Reed, receives a 
permanent change of station. Three 
years ago, driven to make a change for 
herself and others, Reed worked 72 hours 
straight to put together a strategic plan, 
build a website and establish social 
media for a prototype television show, 
Moving With the Military, aimed at help-
ing active duty and veteran families feel 
at home.     

Creating a new home every few years 
is a standard part of military life. Ac-
cording to a 2018 survey conducted by 
the Military Family Advisory Network , 
74 percent of military families had 

relocated  within the past two years and 
all had moved within the past six years, 
averaging 2.23 years between pulling up 
stakes . While moving can be stressful for 
anyone, creating a comfortable house for 
only a handful of years can be downright 
frustrating. That was the inspiration 
behind Moving With the Military .

“The more military spouses I met, the 
more that (I realized) we all have that 
same mindset,” says Reed. “I’m not going 
to paint. I’m not going to hang that up. 
Why unpack? Why bother? And I said, 
‘No, definitely bother. This is where (your 
kids are) going to have their first steps 
or their fifth birthday.’ We’ve got to make 
(these houses) special for however long 
it is that we’re here. I really felt like (not 
doing these things) impacted our mental 
health and well-being, and how we were 
at home also translated to how my hus-

  Making Housing Homey
Army spouse provides renovations for service members

CONTINUED

SANDRA VICCHY

Maria Reed and 
her husband,
Sgt. 1st Class 
Patrick Reed 

MOVING WITH THE MILITARY

Streaming TV program Moving With the Military provides home renovations and make-

overs for veterans and military families.
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band felt when he was deployed.” 
Moving With the Military , which airs 

on streaming channel Farm & Ranch 
TV , tackles  design projects for veterans 
and active military service members. 
Reed recently wrapped up season three 
and is in production for season four — a 
season that will likely be filmed closer 
to her home state of Texas due to the 
coronavirus. To date, Reed and a team 
of volunteers have completed room or 
home makeovers for about 50 families, 
though not every family is featured on an 
episode. 

“We are military families who are very 
resilient, who do amazing things, who are 
always giving back to the community,” 
adds Reed. “So why don’t we share those 
stories? And a surprising makeover too?”

The Reeds invested their own money to 
get the program started . Since then, the 
show has partnered with businesses  like 
Lowe’s, Home Depot and mattress com-
pany Purple  for donated materials and 
gained additional financial backing from 
corporate sponsor Caliber Home Loans.  

After Reed selects a family — a process 
she describes as difficult because she 
wants to “help them all” — the fun begins.

“I have to be part private investigator, 
part psychologist, part designer, part 
friend,” says Reed. “We set up a common 
Pinterest board. It’s like speed dating. I’ve 
got to quickly figure them out and go, ‘OK, 
this is what I think they need.’”

One of the show’s most memorable 
makeovers was for a  Purple Heart recipi-
ent who was wounded when his crew hit 
a roadside bomb  on a mission in Iraq.

“He was knocked unconscious, and all 
he remembers is going on the mission 
and then waking up in the hospital,” says 
Reed. “All the time he’s served, (he and 
his wife) never had a bedroom that was a 
sanctuary, a place where he could come 
and just unwind and feel like it was his 
own.”

Because the room had recently been re-
painted, Reed was able to focus on bring-
ing in furniture, lighting and art to create 
a space that was aesthetically pleasing 
while also comfortable. 

“We did a blue velvet bed for that pop 
of color to create a spa-like feeling, using 
blues and greens, and added elements 
that were just a little whimsical, like the 
leopard print blown-glass lamps,” says 
Reed. 

“Seeing what we put together for him, 
he smiles because he is a part of a com-
munity that serves others,” she says.

Other memorable projects include 
helping a family establish a home school /
office since all five members were tak-
ing remote classes during the pandemic 

last spring; creating a sanctuary for a 
special needs child who could only toler-
ate the colors red, black and white; and 
completely renovating a Navy family’s 
Virginia house after the father was stuck 
on a ship for 206 days while the rest of the 
family was in Florida. 

“We also did a whole series where 
we surprised college kids — children of 
veterans and active-duty military — with 
a dorm room, literally (the materials for) a 
designed dorm room, on their doorstep,”   
says Reed.

Picking a favorite part of doing the 

show is difficult for Reed, who loves see-
ing the surprise captured on recipients’ 
faces and working with a cast of helpers 
who often receive little or no pay. There’s 
also the sense of helping fellow military 
families feel safe and secure.

“We remain connected to all of these 
families,” says Reed. “We leave with a new 
family friend. This isn’t a business — it’s 
incredibly personal because we’re another 
military family. They get it. We get it. I 
think what I love the most is watching 
other people come together with this 
common purpose to give back and help in 
any way that they can.”

“I have to be part private investigator, part psychologist,

part designer, part friend. ... It’s like speed dating.”

— MARIA REED,

host,  Moving With the Military

CHANDEE ULCH

Reed puts in sweat equity, too.
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