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24th Air Force
Command Chief

NOTAM
The Least We Can Do
Throughout my career, I’ve witnessed leaders at every level consistently deliver an expectation that every member of our team give everything they’ve got to every assigned task.  Knowing this, I wonder if the title of this NOTAM seems as odd to you as it did to me when I first wrote it.  ‘The least we can do’?  When did ‘least’ enter our lexicon?  Allow me to explain.

Quite a few years ago, in 1989 to be exact, I was a young NCO weaving my way in line behind our squadron superintendent (a Chief Master Sergeant) preparing to congratulate a Master Sergeant from our unit upon his retirement (his ceremony had ended just moments before).

If you’ve read my NOTAMs before, you know throughout my career I’ve described being in the right place at the right time to receive valuable leadership lessons.  You also know, while each lesson was very different, my role in each was exactly the same -- Pay very close attention to ensure the lesson was learned and not just observed (big difference between the two).

As the Chief approached to shake the hand of our retiree, I heard the MSgt say, “Chief, I can never thank you enough for making me do this.”  I paused, digested what I’d just overheard, continued to congratulate family members and our MSgt, and then made a bee-line directly for the Chief.  “Chief, I heard him thank you for making him do this.  What did he mean by that?  Why did our MSgt thank you for making him retire?”
The Chief replied, “SSgt Slater, he wasn’t thanking me for making him retire.  He was thanking me for insisting he allow us to organize a retirement ceremony.  Throughout my career, I’ve seen some of our most dedicated members ask not to have a ceremony.  At first I thought they were angry at the Air Force, bitter about their concluding service, or indifferent about their accomplishments.  But I was wrong.  I quickly learned almost all of them were neither fans of the limelight (preferred to shine the light on anyone but themselves) nor interested in putting people out (all understood the amount of work it takes to put on an appropriate retirement ceremony).  I also learned I’d be disappointed in any organization that would so easily allow a member who’d invested decades of blood, sweat, and tears into the success of the organization to simply walk away with not so much as a thank you.”
He continued, “Today’s retiree thanked me just as nearly every other NCO and SNCO who initially balked has done following their ceremonies.  Why do I think he was thankful?  When he saw a room full of proud teammates, his family front and center, and the disciplined performance of emcees, proffers, Honor Guard members, and flag bearers he got a visual of the definition of ‘what is right’.”
The Chief admitted to me he’d ‘leaned’ on many a retiring member to allow his unit to organize a retirement ceremony.  But, he also admitted he’d yet to shake the hand of a retiring member unhappy about being thanked for their faithful service or unhappy witnessing his family finally being recognized for the birthdays, anniversaries, and other special moments sacrificed in favor of TDYs, remotes, and deployments or unhappy that the Airmen succeeding him had the opportunity to learn how sometimes ‘the least you can do’ is also the right thing to do.

What did I learn that day?  Retiring soon?  Congratulations!  Don’t ‘want’ a ceremony?  No problem.  You don’t have to ‘want’ to.  I’d insist you do it anyway.  In fact, “It’s the least we can do”!
KEVIN G. SLATER, CMSgt, USAF

Command Chief Master Sergeant
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