Hurricane Guide for Commanders to Make the Most of                                Pre-Deployment and Early Deployment Time
The purpose of this short guide is to give USAR commanders some tools and advice to aid them in the mobilization and deployment process.  This guide is not designed to replace any existing regulations or directives.  This guide is a combination of plain, common-sense insights as well as some philosophy gained during the last twenty-eight years and five year plus long assignments at the frontiers of freedom and the toe-holds of democracy.  You do not have to read this guide sequentially.  Feel free to skip around.  Some of the items will apply to you and your unit and some will not.

The Basics

Exercising the Command Channel
You are the commander, and you are responsible for everything that your unit does or fails to do.  Yes, it is often said, but ultimately that means that only another commander can say “NO!” to you.  you should not become some type of monster when dealing with lateral and superior staffs,, you should exercise the command channel from time to time.  

As a senior commander, it is important that you are open to requests “VFR direct” from your subordinate commanders.  Commanders are special, and if you do not treat your subordinate commanders with grace then your staff will take the hint.

As a junior commander, pick your battles and do not abuse the privilege of the direct line to the senior commander.  If you do abuse the direct line, you will soon find that your influence is waning.
The Buck Stops Here

Be responsible for the soldiers in your care.  During my most recent deployment, several soldiers arrived at the unit that were not fit for duty, e.g., missing family care plans, blood pressure that was out of control.  More interesting is that many of these soldiers had been called to mobilize unsuccessfully several times.   While there might be exceptions, the “right” thing to do is often: to begin chapter actions, to impose bars to reenlistment, to do negative counseling, and to push for retention boards.

If a soldier wants to avoid deploying, he or she can generally “dodge the bullet” if that soldier is from a donor unit.  Unless the gaining and donating units are in synch, the soldier can complain of maladies that make the mobilization site reject the soldier for mobilization, but the soldier can be released with no repercussions back to the donating unit.  The onus then falls back on the donating unit to follow up with chapter actions, etc.  Usually the action “falls through the crack,” and these substandard performers and unfit soldiers cruise gingerly into retirement and receive their paychecks besides the combat veterans who lost family and friends defending this great nation.

Morale is Your Most Important Responsibility

As a commander, you seem to be evaluated on everything from operational readiness rates for light sets to fill rates on paper clips and personnel even when the particular mission that you are responsible for in theater has NOTHING to do with your MTOE.  Ironically, the most important responsibility that you have is for maintaining good unit morale, and that is rarely if ever effectively measured.  
Napoleon said that “the mental is as to the physical as ten is to one in combat.”  If you have deployed previously then you know how important maintaining morale is.  How does the commander positively influence morale in the unit?
First, maintain your perspective.  Do not get upset about each and every aspect of the mobilization and deployment.  Your soldiers and civilians will take their cues from you, and, whether they approve of your leadership style or not, they will begin to emulate the traits that you evince.    If you are viewed as calm and reasonable then your soldiers will feel more comfortable heading into hostile terrain with you.

Second, delegate what you can, not what you want to.  You cannot delegate everything.  Just because an NCO has been in the Army for twenty-eight years does not mean that he is able to meaningfully contribute in every situation.  You are the commander.  In the long-run, you want to either develop or eliminate poor leaders (where development is not reasonably possible).  In the short run, you have what you have – full stop.  You will need to accomplish the mission regardless of the assets that you have.  You may have to work around weak NCOs or officers.  You may have to spend some quality time coaching, mentoring, and training junior NCOs.  You do not have a lane.  You are the commander.

Third, ensure that your soldiers get time off.  Inexperienced commanders tend to grossly over-commit and over-train their units.  The mission in theater is uncertain until you actually start your mission on the ground.  Soldiers crave free time to talk to their supports back home, to do personal maintenance, and to get to know their fellow soldiers in the unit.
Focus on the items that you need to accomplish to get certified and to get into theater.  More is not always better.  Two aspirins can cure a headache, but twenty-five will kill you.  Ensure that your training is done to standard and do not repeat training.  It is often better to get four hours off than to go through “death by PowerPoint(tm)” for the fifth time on the same topic.  IED defeat is a favorite topic to over train.  The soldiers understand the basics by the second time they hear the message.
Fourth, take a genuine interest in your soldiers’ well-being.  Soldiers want to love their leaders.  If you give your soldiers the opportunity to respect and love you then they will do that.  You have to work hard to lose the respect of your soldiers, but it is possible.  There is an old saying that we are “given two ears for listening and one mouth for talking,” but some commanders feel that they were only given a mouth and a bull-horn!

Practice leadership by walking around.  Go to where your soldiers are.  Stop in on soldiers in their barracks.  Talk to the soldiers when you see them at the MWR sites.  You can go hang out at the distinguished visitors’ quarters whenever you are not working, but you are missing an opportunity to connect with your unit.

Sixth, be approachable.  When you talk to soldiers, you should spend most of your time actively listening.  Talk: about their motivations, about their dreams, about their loved ones, and about what they would love to get from the deployment in terms of personal growth and accomplishment.
Seventh, remember M&Ms.  No, this is not the chocolate confectionary.  Mascots and mottos are important parts of deployments.  The 211th RSG became the Hurricanes for the most recent deployment.  The soldiers picked out the mascot, and we developed a battle cry, “one team, one fight!”   The soldiers developed the candidates, and then we voted on the motto as a unit.  As you head into the RTC and the Mob station, it will give your soldiers a sense of identity.  It will also give a rallying point to the soldiers that will invariably be fills for your unit.
Eighth, stand for something.  Your soldiers should know what you stand for and what you would generally disapprove of or applaud.   Many commanders do not take the time to develop a command philosophy that really fits with their individual leadership styles.

We often try to cram the Army values, basic management strategies, etc. into a tightly written, cramped document that in truth says nothing at all.  (Hopefully we ALL support the Army values so quoting a few of those is like not having a philosophy.)  What makes your leadership style unique?  If your soldiers described you to a stranger, what words would they use?
My leadership philosophy has three principles: be tactically and technically proficient, be value-added, and have fun!  They are easy to remember.  The soldiers get it, and, because the principles flow from my leadership style, it makes for an easy impedance match.  The proficiency piece includes soldier skills, personal readiness, MOSQ, etc.  The value-added piece includes showing initiative and being creative.  My rules on creativity are “not illegal and not immoral.”  That leaves a lot of room for initiative.  On the fun side, our soldiers mix fun with work.  My unit does a lot of fun group activities for PT including team sports such as dodge ball, kickball, soccer, volleyball, etc.  As the commander, take the lead on officer professional development.
Nine, they are all “your” soldiers.  Many of your soldiers may come to you from other commands to fill specific shortfalls in functional specialty or grade.  It is easy to think of these soldiers as “fillers,” but the truth is that you are taking these soldiers to combat with you.  Everyone is critical.  They all report to you.  They are all your soldiers.

Words are important.  Refer to them as your soldiers from the first day that they arrive.  Be proactive.  Contact these soldiers as soon as you know that they are going to be assigned to your unit.  Put them into leadership positions.
Pre-mobilization Time
Pre-mobilization is a precious gift to the unit.  Do not to try to cram too many things into it.  Make the things that you do choose count.

Dental and medical issues should be tackled as soon as possible.  Ensure that your soldiers have up to date HIV, dental, and medical statuses.  Get inoculations early and often; many have to be done in a sequence with time in-between the various boosters.  Piggy-back with other units were reasonable to do so.  

You will likely receive soldiers to augment you during the pre-mobilization period, or you may find that you are doing a non-doctrinal mission.  In either event, use the changes in the unit as an opportunity to practice the MDMP process using the task organization as the central issue to solve.  Many times, soldiers first learn about the MDMP process either through hokey exercises at training stations or in the heat of battle (sometimes literally).  By picking something real that has a significant impact on the unit, you will engage the staff sections.  Try to get as much input from all the soldiers as reasonable.   Not only will the soldiers feel more ownership in the unit, they are also likely to have some ideas that would not occur to the staff principals.
Teach some classes yourself.  This will help you get to know your soldiers and have them see you in a positive, active role.

Do a couple of APFTs.  Having a for-record pass in your soldiers’ files will only help you as you transition from RTC to mob station to your deployment site.  Those changes are going to take a toll on soldier physical readiness, and you never know when a board or evaluation will require an up-to-date PT test.

Figure out who the informal leaders in the unit are and engage them in a meaningful way.  Do not abandon or undercut the official chain of command, but making an effort to reach out and touch the informal leaders and get their views on things is helpful in a multitude of ways.

You will probably go to an RTC for pre-mob training.  This is generally set to last 21 days.  Get as many of the weapons and soldier briefing qualifications done as you reasonably can while still giving your soldiers a reasonable amount of “white space.”  You will be able to use the time you free up at the mobilization station.

Start enforcing sleep cycles and unit processes at the RTC.  This will pay huge dividends later.  

Use the time at the RTC to get to know your soldiers.  Lead by walking around.  

Mobilization Station

Battle Drills

The key is to build on a base that you have already created.  Take the time at Mob station to develop battle drills for the staff.  An activity is a good candidate to become a battle drill if it meets the AWARE criteria: Appropriate to the echelon of command, Well-defined process, Agility is required, Realistic situation, and Engages many of the staff elements.  Battle drills are a good way of shaking out the kinks in a staff, and battle drills are the embodiment of the train as you fight ideal.  Ideally, battle drills will fit as flow diagrams on a single 8.5x11 piece of paper.   
Avoiding the Boot Camp Syndrome

The mobilization station is the place where you undergo your final validation.  If you let it, it is also the most likely place to resemble “boot camp” in your mobilization and deployment process.  LTC(R) Crossman has developed a personal situation description that ranges from green to black.  In the green state, the person is relaxed.  In the amber status, the person is at alert.  In the red state, the person is on an adrenalin rush, and the black status represents near-panic situation to include narrowing of vision, potential voiding of bowels, altered time perception, etc.  
As a commander, your soldiers are going to get the most out of the training if they are in green or amber status.  Green and amber are the states that leave you most capable of dealing with stresses and complications in a productive way.  You are most creative in the green status.  Yelling and threats when coupled with physical exertion can push soldiers into a black status.

Advice for the Deployed Period

This is not the first period in the history of the U.S. when soldiers have been deployed far away from home in harm’s way fighting an insurgency.  Both Vietnam and the period 1830-1890 in our “western frontier” involved remarkably similar situations to our current efforts in the GWoT.
The units that did well during those earlier conflicts are models for the activities, standards and approaches that current commanders can emulate to bring their soldiers home honor and health intact.

Maintaining the Foundation
Basic Army ceremonies such as retreat and revelry anchor a unit in Army traditions.  Saluting can get lax in a field environment.  If there is a reasonable chance of snipers then it makes sense to dispense with some of the traditional customs and courtesies, but on a forward operating base the soldiers should be saluting officers.  
Dealing with Combat Casualties and Losses

One of the hardest issues to deal with as a commander is the loss of one of your team.  Hard work is the morphine of the soul, and grief is a process that takes time.  Immediately after the incident occurs the key is to keep momentum up and prevent your command from unraveling.  If you take an operational pause while the chance for shock is still high then you run the risk of losing military discipline.  That is not to say that you should ignore the loss.  On the contrary, you should treat the loss with due reverence.  The key is timing.

Do a ceremony as soon as you can do a credible job with it.  Encourage maximum participation.  This gives the soldiers and the unit and opportunity to say good-bye.  Closing out the relationship is the first step in the healing process, but remember that grieving takes time.  Time heals wounds, and the acting out and emotional impacts will ebb and flow, but they generally fade as time from the lose increases.

The first year is the hardest as soldiers, family, and friends celebrate significant anniversaries for the first time without the soldier.  It is appropriate to invite significant personnel in the lost soldier’s life to events such as welcome home ceremonies.

Set a Personal Goal for the Deployment

Combat in specific and deployments in general tend to be intense periods of activity followed by long stretches of lesser motion.  Setting a personal goal is a great way to improve yourself as well as to help make the time to pass more quickly during the deployment.
Personal goals can take a variety of forms from physical to educational to developing a new hobby.  Many soldiers set goals like losing 20 lbs or getting a degree.  Whatever the goal is make sure that it is a stretch goal, something that requires a bit of effort, but possible to achieve.  Ideally the goal has milestones that let you know that you are getting closer to the desired end-state, e.g., courses completed for a degree or pounds lost for a physical goal.

Maintaining Relationships with Your Support Groups

Find ways to keep in touch with your support groups whether those are your church, your co-workers, a hobby group, your spouse, etc.  E-mail and phone calls are wonderful ways of keeping in touch.  In the case of a spouse or significant other, reading a book simultaneously and sharing your thoughts is a great way to maintain emotional intimacy.

Both regularly scheduled contact mechanisms and ad hoc or randomly scheduled mechanisms are important for maintaining contact.  The regularly scheduled events are things that both parties can look forward to.  Those events form the core of the effort.  Random or ad hoc (i.e., “just because”) moments are a great way of reinforcing the connections that are created with the regularly scheduled events.
