Nightingale News October 2004

Seasons are changing and I am ready and glad that November is just around the corner.  That means Election Day will come, and go, soon, and the marathon campaigns will end.  Don’t know about you, but the campaigning has taken its toll on me.  Too long, too acrimonious, too much spin, too much attention on what is “wrong with the other guy” instead of “what is right with me” (my opinion, not the opinion of the USAF). 

Election year in Washington can be a dark time when dirty laundry, real and imagined, is paraded for the world to see.  In the spring, we can get back to the business of leading the world.  And I have no doubt that we will still be seen as a nation that others look to for help when there is injustice, poverty, oppression, disease, disaster, genocide and so on and so on.  But the job is certainly too big for any one nation and we must build and strengthen our partnerships around the world.

I could not resist watching the debates although it was almost like watching a play and wondering if the actors would be convincing in the part and if they would flub their lines.  They both improved their performances from the first, and by the third seemed ready for Broadway – or the White House in this case.  Time to vote – everyone please vote - and then we can move on and concentrate all our attention on the very important matters at hand.

Wonder what the election coverage is like for those of you stationed in the U.K. or any country where you can watch their news, read the newspaper and get their view of our activities.  I was in England during the Gulf War and it was very different to hear what we were doing from another perspective.  I also got to know way too much about the Royals and the British politicians’ shenanigans - a virtual soap opera.  Politics are politics everywhere I guess.

On November 4th, I hope the victory is decisive…no voting machine breakdowns, hanging chad, discarded registrations, or charges of any skullduggery.  

I hope our President, whoever he is come January, finds the path to a more peaceful world.  Perhaps we are on it…but a lot of boulders still to be cleared.  Keep our troops and their families in your thoughts and prayers.

I hope our President, whoever he is come January, focuses on fixing healthcare.  We are ranked near the bottom of the “developed nations” when it comes to access and cost.  It is a shame, and I am ashamed for our nation.  

I hope our President, whoever he is come January, can put the partisan rancor of the election behind and unite our people, and our elected officials, in overcoming the challenges at home and abroad.  

When it is all said and done, we need to trust and have confidence in our President.  We have to believe that our President can lead us through this time of chaos and seize the opportunities to make our nation a better place. When all is said and done, I trust our democratic process to deliver the right President. 

If I seem “down on D.C.” nothing could be further from the truth.  I love living in the nation’s capital at the center of our government.  I’m just suffering from TMI – too much information.  Election year would be a good time for a sabbatical.  

Moving on to other things...  

There is a lot of work being done at Air Staff on “Balanced Force” for the Air Force Medical Service.  The balanced force model looks at the requirements for military personnel by AFSC…deployment, pipeline students, and any other positions that absolutely must be military…and then compares those requirements to current authorizations by AFSC.  The delta between the two indicates positions that could be filled by civilian or contract personnel.  In a recent data pull of all active duty NC officers, we found many of your SURFs reflected incorrect duty or specialty AFSCs.  As we work hard to determine the right mix of “blue suit” and civilian nursing requirements, accuracy becomes even more critical to our career fields.  I propose this be “the year of the AFSC” and ask each of you to work with your chief nurses to ensure your SURF reflects your AFSC(s) accurately.  A second phase of Balanced Force will be identifying the wartime requirements that reserve and guard personnel will fill.  Balanced Force is a big project with lots of moving parts.

For our medical piece, we are working with the consultant for each career field to determine the requirement and justification for the mix of active duty and civilian personnel.  It is important to get as close to “right” as possible and a lot of work and thought has gone into this effort.  

I have gotten a lot of questions from the field about potential military to civilian conversions.  Clearly many of you are wondering how Balanced Force might impact careers opportunities – particularly your own.  Remember, the size of the military has historically grown and dwindled based on wartime needs – and this is no different.  Although it is hard to predict requirements for “the next war” with certainty, it is clear that medical support must be revisited when the battlefield and tactics change.  Just as our AEF construct has evolved to support the way we prosecute war, our expeditionary medical system has transformed to meet the needs of the AEF.

As the Air Force transitions to a more balanced force, the goal is to sculpt the numbers and skill sets over time through accessions, separations, retirements, and cross-training and then use them effectively to support the mission.  I would not advise you to start job hunting quite yet – if Balanced Force changes are implemented as planned, they will phase in and not require involuntary separations or cash buy-outs.  Still working the first round of numbers to brief General Taylor next month.  Just so you don’t feel singled out, the same process is being applied to all services, active, guard, and reserve components.  Will keep you posted on progress.  

On a lighter note, I had a wonderful summer with several short, I mean really short, vacation breaks.  Didn’t lose any leave this year at all but left too many days to the end.  I was surprised to see how many days left to use  - seemed like I was away a lot but most was TDY.  So much fun it felt like leave?  Sometimes for sure.  I am going to plan a little better this year – although I think I said that last year!

One of my favorite “mini-breaks” was a long September weekend in Dublin.  I noticed the week before that Stan and I both had five days off in a row – at the same time -- and we decided to do something wild and crazy.  Take a trip somewhere we had never been that way relatively far away.  We settled on Dublin because the airplane seats were available and the flight less than 6 hours.  That gave us one evening and three full days to see the sights.  Pretty radical plan for one who likes to plan trips in detail and in advance – that would be me.  Once we decided on a location, we invited our two adult offspring to come along.  Dublin?  Pubs? Back on Tuesday? Sure!

If you have been to Ireland, you know how friendly the people are and we found Dubliners very welcoming.  The city is totally accessible on foot if you don’t mind a 30-minute walk here or there.  We walked everywhere and had a wonderful time.  Great weather, great sights, fantastic lodging, and OK food (living in D.C has spoiled us).  Kate and Alex reported that the pubs were awesome.  And they should know – stayed until closing every night.  And then slept a good part of the day while Stan and I did all the things we wanted to do.  They did get up early for a Guinness factory tour - thoroughly enjoyable whether you are a Guinness fan or not.  You would probably not be surprised to here that a sample pint was provided at the end of the tour.  Needless to say, a popular tour.  The pints were served on the seventh floor of the “museum” and there was a fantastic 360 view of Dublin. Not being a Guinness fan except for steak and Guinness pie (yum) I skipped the Guinness for coke.  We all came home with a T-shirt celebrating Ireland’s famous brew.  

The only downside of our trip to Dublin was the prices.  My last trip to Ireland in 1991 was a bargain.  Not now.  Our hotel manager said Ireland is now the second most expensive country in the European Union.  But I would still recommend Dublin and fall airfares can be quite a bargain.

Had a chance to see just a few of you last week at the Primary Care Element training in Leesburg.  Not many nurses there because the focus was more on provider productivity and oversight.  I know nurses will play a significant role in patient care, population health, and clinic management. 

It was a busy week of training and when I asked, “How is the training going” I heard the typical “mixed” reviews.  “We are doing all this already, it’s really not new”.  And “how can “they” expect us to do all this?”  It is an awful lot of things to think about and too hard with the staffing we have.”  And (luckily) most often, “this was really good information, the networking was great, I learned a lot and I’m ready to get started.”  The goal is to hit the mark for the majority.  Hope the critiques reflect that. 

Next month I will be in Denver for the Association of Military Surgeons of the US (AMSUS) meeting and I look forward to seeing some of you.  In addition to AMSUS, I will visit the MDGs at the Academy, Peterson, Buckley and FE Warren.  Really looking forward to meeting with folks from those facilities and seeing the good things you are doing.

Have a happy Halloween!  I hope it is filled with treats and no bad tricks.  I’ll be thinking of you at Thanksgiving.  My list of things for which I am grateful is pretty long, but being part of the Air Force Nurse Corps is very high on that list.  What a fantastic team!

Cheers

BB

And an editorial postscript from our senior executive nursing fellow, Col (sel) Kim Cox.  Read below and then check out our new series on “Air Staff Nightingales” and learn more about Col Cox and what makes her tick…

P.S. It is great that we are all a part of such a “fantastic team”…. I mean all of the ugliness of politics could be contagious and deadly….good thing we have International Infection Control Week  (18 – 24 Oct) to “keep us clean”.  And I hope you and your significant other do not disagree on the candidates…it is Domestic Violence Awareness Month…because we need everyone smiling brightly (National Dental Hygiene Month) even if their job is balanced, converted, expanded….you know the drill.  Pun intended. If we just keep the lines of communication open and talk to everyone, even to the most junior members of the team (Let’s Talk Month—Advocates for Youth), all of our tasks and reviews will be easier….I don’t know about you but I sure am an advocate for youth….I’m working out (trying to lift the things that are falling), using sun block, keeping up with the latest language---you know like “Yes I can bring it”—whatever that means---probably means I can bring the old age, but whatever….at least I will be able to say that I have lived through downsizing and upsizing without getting considerable brain damage (National Brain Injury Awareness Month)…so please take Maj Gen Brannon’s advice and don’t look for a medical librarian job (National Medical Librarians Month) as the AF transitions to a more balanced force…just keep talking about those medications    (you know the ones…Prozac…Wellbutrin…..), but don’t take too many since it is “Talk About Prescriptions” Month because we need to be healthy, happy, and able to truly envision (World Blindness Awareness Month) our healthy children (Children’s Health Month) one day taking on the politics of DC and the world, and doing so as wise, concerned adults who will place us on that “path to a more peaceful world”.  Then we can all go to Ireland and enjoy the people, and the Guinness, to include the pie…but beware it is also National Liver Awareness Month…take care of your liver and it will take care of you!  Happy October! Enjoy!  Be Safe!

