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24th Air Force
Command Chief

NOTAM
Backbone of the Air Force
I still remember the first time I heard a General Officer declare, ‘The NCO Corps is the backbone of the Air Force.”  I regarded this as high praise and was curious to know why the General was such a fan of the NCO Corps.  Following his closing remarks at an event many years ago, I approached him to ask why.  What he told me made me proud of the NCOs who preceded me and left me profoundly aware of my duty to make every action I undertook as an NCO serve to confirm the validity of his statement.
He said, “Sergeant Slater, if we are envied, admired, or feared by military forces around the world, it is not because we have officers who’ve graduated academies or because we have people with advanced academic degrees.  It is because of our NCO Corps.”  This was a General officer declaring our NCO Corps the foundation of our service’s global reputation as planet Earth’s preeminent Air Force.  Wow!  Of course, now I needed to know more; I needed to know why he believed this.
“Trust and culture”, he said.  “The NCO Corps has earned the trust of its senior leaders through years of proven performance.  I’ve seen a single NCO deliver mission success by articulating his leader’s guidance and intent into terms every Airman understood and acted upon at the tactical level.  As a young officer, I quickly learned my NCOs were not only trained and educated to be technically proficient, but each also possessed leadership skills critical to our ability to improvise, adapt, and overcome obstacles in any situation.  I learned NCOs are our standard bearers; each not only knows the standards, but also knows mission accomplishment depends on strict adherence to standards.  Most of all, each understands the necessity to communicate to our entire force the importance of unwavering adherence to standards.  In fact, our best NCOs ensure everyone knows two things about them; what they stand for and what they will not tolerate, knowing our Airmen will perform to expectations however high or low they’re set.”
“The NCO Corps understands how culture can shape Airmen of all grades.  Our NCOs have fostered a culture embracing governance by a set of values and principles considered more important and enduring than any individual.  NCOs have built a disciplined apprenticeship process, insisting everything be done the right way, for the right reasons, even during times when no one else is watching.  Disciplined apprenticeship also supports a culture where all practice and teach loyalty to the chain of command, helping all to understand their ‘lane in the road’; helping all to learn when to speak up, and when after speaking up to know when it’s time to go back to work, trusting leadership will work the issue(s).”
He finished up by saying, “Sergeant Slater, trust and culture require deliberate and continuous effort.  Beware of their fragility.  Sir Winston Churchill said, “To build may have to be the slow and laborious task of years.  To destroy can be the thoughtless act of a single day.”  Encourage our NCOs to be aware how their actions can further solidify the global reputation of the NCO Corps; caution them to be aware how their actions can damage the trust and culture upon which this reputation is based.
To say I was glad I approached the General after his remarks that evening many years ago would be an understatement.  I walked away that evening committed to always working hard to gain and preserve my leader’s trust and I’ve challenged myself and my fellow NCOs to further cement our culture of discipline, adherence to standards, and loyalty to the chain of command.  Mission assurance demands all NCOs commit to ensuring “the NCO Corps is the backbone of the Air Force” remains a quote that rings true with all who are within earshot wherever and whenever it may be spoken.
KEVIN G. SLATER, CMSGT, USAF
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