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SECTION 1: Introduction

“You’re going to Rota!”  Gladly accepting my long-awaited and highly sought-after orders to Spain, my wife and I looked forward to a few years of Shore Duty, away from ships and without the rigors of life at sea and the comings and goings that were so hard on family life.  What I couldn’t anticipate was a colossal failure of leadership that had started many years prior, and had become entrenched by the time of my arrival to a truly deplorable state of affairs.  Was I up to the task?  Could I assess, address, and finesse all that needed sorting out to reorganize a maintenance organization in crisis?

SECTION 2: Background of the organization
US Naval Station Rota, Spain is a dual-use seaport and air station on the Spanish coast of the Atlantic Ocean.  The base is Spanish, and the US government has lasting agreements making it available to US forces.  In addition to the seaport and airfield, there is a US Naval Hospital and a number of other minor functions and commands.  The position Rota occupies on a map just north of The Strait of Gibraltar makes its value apparent; as it is a hub for fueling and servicing ships and aircraft before and after an Atlantic crossing.  (www.cnic.navy.mil) 
SECTION 3: My leadership role

In 1997, as a young US Navy First Class Electronics Technician, I was fresh off of three years at sea and ready for some relaxing shore duty.  I accepted and in October executed orders to move with my wife and our new daughter to Rota and fill the high-visibility role of Leading Petty Officer (LPO)/Maintenance Manager for the Ground Electronics Maintenance Division (GEMD) attached to the Air Operations Department (Air Ops).  [For the sake of the dignity of those subject to this writing, I will change the names of individuals involved, though the places and events are as true as I can make them.]

Electronics Technician First Class Bill Jones, who was my predecessor and sponsor in the role, was polite and effusive about his prospects upon leaving Rota as he picked me up at Headquarters to bring me out to the field.  The GEMD Offices were on the upper floor of a de-commissioned hangar building at the west end of the row along the south side of the airstrip.  The 10’ high barbed wire and touch-sensor fence ran up and down from the control tower to just past this hangar. 

Entering through a non-functioning but new-looking man-trap, we crossed a yard and walked in through a non-descript door to climb a poorly-lit industrial stairwell to the gallery level where windows looked out to our right over the dark empty hangar as we walked westward down a long hallway.  The spacious office suite opened to our left, beginning with a 30’ wide by 30’ long common room. 

The garish orange carpet had a huge stain that looked dark and menacing near the center of the room, and a number of others that could have been caused by something as small as cups of coffee.  Around the walls of the room were a series of mis-matched sofas, comfy chairs, and a few office chairs in various states of disrepair.  These were adorned with four or five sailors, whose uniforms and hair were also in various states of disrepair.

I followed Bill through and shook hands with the Ground Electronics Maintenance Officer, who told me he was a pilot in the rotation for flying the command’s two C12 aircraft, whose ground job was overseeing the maintenance program, and he had to leave shortly to meet his workout partner at the gym.  I’ll call him Lieutenant Goner.  Then there was the Ground Electronics Maintenance Chief with a coffee stain on his wrinkled khaki shirt, who wanted to be called Marty.  

As more of the crew shambled in and collapsed on the furniture around the room for their morning meeting, Bill was promising to get me fully briefed on the division’s structure and methods.  One of the crew came in ranting about a bulldozer that had run over one of the cables on the field, breaking it – the cable, not the dozer.  Marty had come out of the back and looked at Bill, asking if he wanted to fix it.  Bill shrugged and said he had to start getting checked out of the command today. 

Chief Marty looked at me.  “Indoctrination time!”  he said.  “Pick a crew and I’ll bring out a cable vault.  We actually have one of those.  This will be the first thing we’ll have been able to fix all month, because we have a part for a change, and now we’ve got you, too!  I see in your record you are a 2M (Miniature/Micro-miniature Repair) Tech, so you know how to fix wires, right?  You do know how to rig a vault for direct burial, don’t you?  The instructions are on the box if you don’t.”  He was deadpan serious.  They all were. 

I took the four guys who looked most lively (and least hung over or least-affected by being still drunk), and went out to the field and instructed them on laying up a cable splice, soldering the joint, heat-shrink-wrapping it, and encasing it in an epoxy-filled vault for direct burial. 

Bill would eventually show me how to report the muster for the 26-member division (they would all be there sometime before 9, and the report needed to be in by 10, so that was all good), how he was keeping maintenance and personnel records, and the hundred-and-eighty open gripes the Air Traffic Control Division regularly beat him up over.  Oh, by the way; the maintenance record-keeping software wouldn’t load and nobody would answer the phone at the technical support activity in Charleston, South Carolina, but we’d figure that out one of these days. 

He also showed me a Casualty Report (CASREP) that had been open for over a year and had been updated twice with no acknowledgement from Commander Naval Air Forces Atlantic (COMNAVAIRLANT)  (A CASREP must made on any system that restricts a command from meeting a mission requirement, must be reported to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and must be updated monthly if not more frequently.  If this is not done, the originating command normally gets scathing messages and command “assistance” from the operational authority.)  Maybe I’d have better luck. 

He introduced me to the four RADIAC Calibration Laboratory guys, their lead man still wearing his leather motorcycle racing jacket that looked like he’d crashed in it - twice, who arrived for muster and then left for their work at a restricted-access facility across the airfield. 

Bill showed me our buildings around the airfield and introduced me to the people we worked with up the flight line.  I noticed the airframe mechanics were laughing about how they were installing New Zealand sheepskin seat covers in the C12’s when the ground electronics systems couldn’t be trusted to get them home.  “But they’ll crash softly in these cushy seat covers!”  That stung.  Then there were the Air Traffic Controllers in the tower who couldn’t wait to tell me about all the systems that were broken and they couldn’t get my guys to come to fix or even look at them.  When one of them wanted to show me a broken light on his console, he had to remove his backpack from the panel and knocked over his soda, spilling it into a switch bank. 

I marveled at the parts and… garbage.  It was not putrid rotting trash, but it was trash nonetheless.  It was ramped up on one side of the hallway between our offices and the hangar so only one person could pass at a time along a footpath some forty feet long, though the passageway was five feet wide.  I found this condition also in our out-buildings around the field, where nobody seemed to care that old equipment carcasses were piled with replacement parts (good and bad). 

On his last day, Bill said to me, “You can see I’ve given up.  We all have.  I don’t want to be a downer, but I do want you to know I tried.  I tried and I have to admit I failed.  It broke something in me.  You’ve got a bright attitude about how you’re going to fix this place now, but when you’ve been around long enough to realize just how deep and wide the fouled-up-ness is around here, you’ll break down and cry…  You’ll cry, too.”  Seeing him visibly shaken and choking back his tears, when he turned to leave I let him go without responding.  Leadership failures are heart-wrenching.
Funding had stopped for everything except the bare essentials.  The maintenance budget, or what was left of it, was managed, due to malfeasance past, by the Air Operations Department Supply Officer – another pilot who needed a ground gig between flights in the New Zealand sheepskin seat-covered C12s.  The Executive Agent for Ground Electronics Maintenance Systems, the COMNAVAIRLANT EMO, was not getting our mail.  Morale and discipline were lower than the stains in the carpet.  The equipment didn’t work as a rule.  Any repairs being done were personal “hookups” done by buddies for their buddies, and negative progress was being made against the number of outstanding gripes.   The GEMD Officer was the butt of jokes from his cronies in the better positions in Air Ops as well as from the troops.  He was short to muster out and get a gig flying commercial air freight and couldn’t wait to leave – though in so many ways he already had left.  The chief… er… Marty, was worse off morale-wise than Bill.  At least Bill’s wife was still Bill’s friend.  Marty and his wife were marriage counselors for their faith group at the base chapel – and that would last until she left him in 1998.  That was only one of Marty’s ethical failures that afflicted the division. His fellow chiefs openly and rudely joked about Marty in front of their lower-ranking subordinates, and it wasn’t just in good fun – they truly hated Marty, and Marty returned their scorn whole-heartedly. 
SECTION 4:  Background of the problem/issue

We would eventually come to learn that in 1992, Rota had showed up on a US Congressional Base Realignment and Closure Commission (BRAC) list to be shuttered in the 1995 round of closures; but the base hadn’t closed and was not going to close.  At that time in late 1997, nobody was sure what was happening – only that we were there and nobody seemed to notice.   There were rumors that the Department of State had trumped the BRAC for some reason and kept the place open – maybe as a forward-deployment base for the Military Sealift Command ship that kept a Marine Amphibious Readiness Group’s gear in the harbor, ready for action anytime, anywhere. 

Leadership was scarce in the organization, from the Air Operations Officer (Air Boss), who failed to install a competent officer to run the Ground Electronics Maintenance Division (GEMD) and given the maintenance budget to the operations staff; to the external Executive Authority AIRLANT GEMO who failed to monitor and shepherd one of his major assets; to the Maintenance Chief who was so absorbed in personal problems and too proud to ask for help that he was utterly ineffectual at performing his duties; to the Maintenance Manager whom I was replacing who had psychologically “left the building” having worn himself to prostration trying to kick a dent in the multi-level leadership failure.  


There were literally dozens of causes, some internal and personal, some internal and systematic, and some external to the organization. (Gumusluoglu, L. and İlsev, A., 2009)  Internal personal problems ranged from demotivation and lack of professional pride to rank alcoholism among the crew.

Internal systematic leadership problems ran a full gamut.  One of the first things that hit me was the pilot serving as GEMO.  This is a derision first on the Air Boss and a system he accepted when he assigned this individual to a position of much responsibility, and second, though not less, on the incumbent, who abdicated as leader and manager in favor of being a pilot and future civilian.  Lt. Goner was more interested in getting “good” flight times (during working hours, early in the day preferably) in the C12s (C12 Huron), and this meant he had to appeal to the Assistant Operations Officer, sacrificing all professional GEMO duties and initiatives to the ongoing effort to keep his flight schedules favorable.  He gave up the budget.  He gave up a second maintenance chief to staff a command-level off-site initiative for a full-time manager for discipline cases.  He gave up an opportunity for an ideally-situated building, neighboring our primary customers, that would have enabled far better response times and cohesiveness between our maintainers and the Air Traffic Controllers, Aerographers, and Line Crewmen on whose gear we worked.  He gave up on running the division, showing up at 9am, hitting the gym by 10, off to a 2-hour lunch at 11, and done for the day at 1:30.  He gave up on his Navy career and began preparing for his civilian work with a year to go.  


The Maintenance Chief, Marty, had lost face in the chief's community (Tucker, 1993), an almost impossible thing to accomplish, was losing his marriage and therefore standing in his religious community, was derelict and defiantly oppositional in his duties managing a multi-million-dollar radio maintenance contract for the base, and actually intentionally worked counter to good order and discipline for the division by setting an horrific example of uniform standards and mocking efforts to improve military bearing among the crew he had so miserably failed to motivate.  This observer believes the above issues were largely due to Marty's recently sampling and indulging in alcohol after a lifetime of denial, and he really liked hanging out in the bars – trading drinks and bad-mouthing the Navy with the division’s heaviest and most problematic drinkers.  


Internal Systematic Leadership failures included the command structure that placed pilots in various positions of management for which they were ill-suited from a training/education standpoint as well as their mentality.  Trained as military pilots and not having “made it” to fly jets – even heavy cargo jobs that would get them into the airlines one day after military service, these were individuals who were flying small propeller-driven commuter planes at the beck and call of military and civilian officials around the Mediterranean Sea and Europe.  They didn't really want to be taxi drivers, but this is what their less-than-hoped-for careers had come to.  Second to driving their air taxi was their interest in whatever tasking their “day jobs” required of them.  Almost to a man, their fondest desire was to finish their hitch and get a “real job” flying executives around the US, and one day moving up to Lear Jets or the awesome Gulfstreams.  This left a chair where a professional maintenance officer (not to mention the Air Department's logistics and line crew leadership positions) should have been in control, vacant of competent authority.  


The Trouble Call system being used by GEMD had no internal audit function and represented, once duplicate entries had been edited out, over 180 open gripes.  The log book was not coherent let alone a valid military log, but more resembled a high school notebook with all the doodlings and scrawlings that indicated indifference and boredom among the writers.  The book could not be used to track gripes and resolutions.  Additionally, there was no mechanism for reporting the contents of this log to the Chain of Command.  They really didn't want to know how bad it was.


Then there was the external issue of the AIRLANT GEMO's mis-management of the Base ReAlignment and Closure (BRAC) findings and subsequent unheralded “rescue” by the Department of State.  This caused an on-going mission but a lack of funding and technical support ranging from local money for maintenance efforts to shorting funds to navy-wide equipment program managers who should have been performing maintenance support functions, providing remote and visiting on-site technical assistance to ensure operation of the systems in their purview, and therefore the mission capability of the installation.  


The official Navy Message system was not functioning, as indicated by the failure to update or get replies to Casualty Report (CASREP) messages.  This system should be replete with reminders up and down the chain of command from the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to the AIRLANT EMO to the Commanding Officer to the Message Center that handled official communication for the base to the Air Operations Officer and down to the work center from which the original CASREP message was sent.  There were in fact two initial CASREPs that had been written on the same condition in one electronic system, and only one had been updated in 18 months.  Four were needed.  There should have been at least 17 updates to the first in that interim, and nobody even from the Message Center had any concern that we were on Update Two.  Tracking reminders in not less than five offices should have announced this dereliction and prompted remedy.  


With a primary mission affected by prolonged equipment outages, alarms should have awakened people from Rota to Naples, Italy, to Charleston, SC, to Washington, DC.  It would eventually come to light that the AIRLANT EMO's representative at Commander In Chief of US Naval Forces Europe (CINCUSNAVEUR) was missing.  Not really, but the individual had originally, due to budget cuts, been “dual-hatted” sharing his time between his EMO duties in Naples, Italy (from where he oversaw Rota GEMD) and another office that took more time at CINCUSNAVEUR in London.  On receipt of the BRAC closure indication, he had vacated his office in Naples and failed to forward his message traffic to his new/other office.  The Message Center at Naples continued to deliver messages to a box on an empty desk, and nobody was looking.  


Leadership problems were stacked, jumbled and deep, like the broken and spare parts lining the hallways of the spaces I took over that fall.  They would require unpiling, culling and sorting salvageable or working from waste, unraveling where they'd intertwined, and no small amount of spit and polish to get back on track and functioning as a component of the greatest Navy that ever graced the seas.  With systematic problems externally and internally, and personality problems gravely affecting the GEMO and Chief not to mention many of the crew, GEMD Rota Spain was in a certifiable leadership crisis.  (DuBrin, 2013)  When a rat ran out of the heap, squealing and biting, it was best to just step aside and let it remove itself out the door.  So we were rid of Marty and the GEMO in that way, and then better able to get on to fixing things...

SECTION 5:  Plan/recommendations for leading the organization through the change using a leadership model and other literature to support your ideas and application


Leadership was so vacant that the only methods of identifying leaders was by the uniforms they wore, however poorly-fit and finished, and the chairs in which they sat.  Trying to pick out highlights in which to demonstrate leadership theories applied and the organization's difficulties in meeting them is difficult mostly because of the wealth of leadership knowledge that was not being applied here.  I will mention some classic leadership failures evidenced here, but will focus on evaluating the corrective measures we initiated, many of which are covered in the course text.  (DuBrin, 2013).  


Initiated by a perfect storm of systematic breakdowns including a threatened base closure and retention of what would become a zombie organization (underfunded, understaffed, un-tracked, and non-functional – devouring the motivation of its victims), poor communications structures across Navy commands and directorates, ineffective assignment methods for staffing both officers (pilots serving as logisticians, maintenance, and operations managers in areas other than flight) and enlisted (staffing insufficient and mis-designated for assigned work loads), and a non-functional command alcoholism awareness and interdiction program, among many other issues; personal motivation, accountability, professionalism, pride, and performance had slipped beyond and off the edge of the proverbial table.  In short, the management functions of maintaining an organization had broken down, and the environment became antithetical to leadership.  This is a perfect demonstration of the theory that without proper effective management, leaders cannot function. (DuBrin, 2013)


Discovering myself at the shell of what promised to be a long, deep slog through rebuilding an organization, I performed an internal SWOT Analysis (Humphrey) to determine what, from my chair, I could identify as causes and effects, things we did well, things we could improve, and things we needed to cut from our coat-tails, and the best path forward.  Individual professionalism and personal job satisfaction were dismally low.  Military bearing was gone, up and down the chain of command.  Followership was not entirely missing, but not well practiced and full of challenges, what with the parade of failed leaders the troops had seen.  The equipment was in a sorry state and degrading, with the airfield already missing one identified critical mission capability and more already gone but not discovered or on the verge of disability.  The relationship between the maintainers and operators was dysfunctional and degrading.  Leader burn-out was rampant among people who had worn themselves out trying to get by in a broken environment.  Charismatic leaders were counterproductive in that they applied themselves and drew followers to distractions rather than endeavoring (again) for resolution of problems.  External and internal work management and tracking were not functioning except to provide a vague idea that things were getting worse with time.  Operators were antagonistic to maintainers (and this was reciprocated), provided misleading trouble call information, and were excessively rough on the gear on which they depended.  


I had a tiger by the tail.  I had turned around a maintenance organization before, though nothing on the scale of the one with which I was now engaged. Should I take Bill's advice and beg for a transfer to a permanent off-site collateral assignment?  

SECTION 6:  Significance or implications to leadership and organizations


As I did my self-assessment, I determined that I knew Navy Maintenance and Materials Management (3M) theory and organizations; how they were supposed to be staffed, funded, and maintained.  I knew Navy leadership and interpersonal communications structures, having taught Leadership and Communications for new Petty Officers and all hands as a collateral duty for five years at that point.  I also knew Navy official message trafficking systems, and how to troubleshoot failures in them.  Most importantly, I knew people and was a very competent and internally motivated leader, having graduated top of my class from Army leadership school (Primary Non-Commissioned Officer's Leadership Course) in a highly competitive class.  I had proven expertise in all the mechanical points of taking down this Goliath, but was this David truly up to the task?    


I was seriously contemplating that question and praying about how much hands-on work was in front of me – would all the time and effort I was thinking would need to be applied be fruitful?  Could I really rally people who were so disaffected and/or downright burned out as this crew was to this cause?  Would my relatively small voice as a First Class Petty Officer carry the weight needed in boardrooms from this base to our operational commander at CINCUSNAVEUR to our technical/systems authority in Charleston and even to DC?  I truly needed political capital that a First Class Petty Officer doesn't carry in order to get this ball rolling, or even to begin asking some of the questions that needed asking.  


The Navy dropped an answer right in my wheelhouse.  I found a mentor, advocate and ally in Chief Warrant Officer Four Mack.  (Navy Chief Warrant Officers are a corps of technical management experts, graded from a theoretical but never used CWO1 through the actual populated ranks of CWO2, CWO3, and CWO4. CWO4's being rare and usually old, having early-career classmates and cronies among the admirals and admirals staffs.  They are promoted to Chief Warrant from senior enlisted ranks, and are known for parading around with retirement papers in their pockets, threatening Commanding Officers with resigning and leaving the CO to explain to their old friend, the admiral, why it happened on the CO's watch.)  CWO4 “Call me Mister” Mack had convinced an admiral to send him to Rota, where his wife was from, so he could retire to post-service life among her people.  He arrived in November, with six months to go to his retirement date.  


Mr. Mack would provide awareness at the command and theater levels to our plight, get a professional maintainer billeted to be Ground Electronics Maintenance Officer (and others for the Line Crew and Air Traffic Control Division), and wake up the CINCUSNAVEUR EMO as to our continued existence and therefore need for funding, technical assistance for broken systems, and provisioning for future existence.  He also asked me what he could do for me.  He helped make Lt. Goner more of a pilot and less of a hindrance to GEMD, “encouraged” Marty to clean up his uniform; and he backed me in getting a logistician assigned to our crew, disposal of the equipment carcasses and broken spare parts, setting and holding uniform and grooming standards, and cleanup of our spaces.  He also took a major project away from me, assembling a pass-down binder for the division, consolidating what we knew and needed to keep track of, and what we needed to learn and/or accomplish to put the organization back on track.  This binder he presented to the new GEMO with his imprimatur, as an action item, so it would guide him and us going forward.  Mr. Mack's assistance was truly invaluable and couldn't have been more timely.  That he jumped in with both feet on this, his retirement short-tour, spoke loudly of the man's character, and I have endeavored to keep his tradition as I have transitioned from role to role and to my retirement since.


I applied my penchant for history and interpersonal skills to the essential work of networking (Grayson & Baldwin, 2007).  I asked around for information about the history of the organization, and found a retired Chief working as a civilian in the Weather Office, who had been Maintenance Chief a couple of tours ahead of Marty's arrival.  The gentleman had nothing but derision for Marty, and would not help so long as he was there.  I eventually, after Marty left, cajoled the man to throw me a bone, and he suggested I look up one Vasilyi Chernenko, who was a retired airfield technician who had installed most of the US systems on the field, and married a local girl.  He was now repairing cars at the base hobby shop to augment his retirement pay.  We would come to lovingly dub Vasilyi “The Russian Spy”, meeting him in civilian clothes out in town at coffee bars to get the scoop on how he had installed a given system, who the contractors were on early projects, and where records could be found.  Finding and making an ally of an early contributor gave me great perspective and not a few answers to, “How Did It Get This Way?” and “What Should It Look Like?”  Building this professional network was important, in that it helped us piece together some of the missing links, methods, and desired-ends that had been initiated and left undone, or unwittingly undone; so we could eventually pick up and run with the ball.  


One other professional networking and collaboration link is important to expound upon.  From early in my tour, I developed a friendship with the Air Traffic Controllers' manager, Jim Nock.  Jim and I met my first week, and built affinity over the next few weeks while I was performing my initial SWOT.  He had only been onboard a few months, and joined me in my disbelief as to how loused up things were.  He was most helpful and sympathetic as I asked him about systems, crews, leadership, and life in general.  We made it a point to meet at least one day each week if not more, for lunch, status updates, and strategic planning.  This lunch meeting lasted for our entire three years onboard together, and was sometimes the only bright part of a given week.  The fruit of it was his crew taking better care of the gear and eventually taking charge of some of the maintenance and all of the trouble call logging, and my crew fixing literally everything and becoming far more responsive to his folks' needs and desires.  We were also successful in building working relationships among our chiefs and Division Officers, helping them see the other crew’s perspectives and desires, and therefore allowing them to have some empathy in decision-making.  By the end of our tours, we had gone from 188 open non-duplicate trouble calls to four – with parts on order for three and a technician on the field with the other. That Jim and I learned to deeply and personally depend on each other’s judgment and character is apparent in a way that leaves me forever in his debt.  Jim and his then-girlfriend are the birth parents of my lovely daughter, born in 1999.  


In effect, with the benevolent influence of the whirlwind that was Mr. Mack and the partnership of Vasilyi, Jim, and a few others – many of whom were in the crew already and hoping for leadership – the task at hand laid itself out in front of me as something that, if I/we could not accomplish within my tour, at least would be worth not only putting my best foot forward, but jumping in and driving with all my being.  I had a lot to learn, but answers began coming.   This was becoming a “doable” task, I was a capable and well-prepared leader, and the pieces were in place.  Vroom’s Expectancy Theory (Vroom, 1964) was alive and well, represented in my envisioning; if long, slow and painful, a path to recovery.  It would by my honor and pleasure to step up to the challenge of righting the ship at GEMD Rota, Spain.  


How do leadership difficulties ranging from internal personality issues to structural issues to external lack of oversight and provision weigh on performance?  Can these difficulties be unpacked and corrected with an understanding of the art of leadership, due diligence and appropriate support?  What specific actions are required to correct the deficiencies noted, and how will they work out?  I will answer these three questions sequentially with three of the most egregious and easily corrected issues in this study.  
In previous sections, I drew the backdrop of the situation into which I transferred in October, 1997, leadership issues present, who I was at the time, and some about leadership tools and principles that could be used to correct the problem.  Herein I will discuss individual leadership failures of the Air Operations Officer (Air Boss), the Commander Naval Air Forces Atlantic Electronics Material Officer (AIRLANT EMO), and the Naval Air Station Rota Spain Ground Electronics Maintenance Officer (GEMO), how they affected productivity, and what was done to correct these issues.


The Air Boss was aloof and not engaged enough to understand the problems being experienced by his troops (Gopalakrishnan, 2003), including the Ground Electronics Maintenance Division (GEMD) and our primary customers, the Air Traffic Controllers (ATC).  Aware apparently only that airfield instruments were not functioning, he seemed content taking information and apologies from Lt. Goner, a junior pilot serving as Ground Electronics Maintenance Officer while not flying.  


An Air Boss in the US Navy is not merely an aircraft operator, but a leader of pilots, ground crew aircraft handlers, and aircraft and installation maintainers.  In this role, it was his responsibility to know his people (Clark), have the situational awareness and practical intelligence to see the disconnect between his department's divisions and the role the flight-plan-centric mentality of his junior officers played in that, and how those personnel issues exacerbated the equipment and budget problems that consumed his days.  


The Air Boss would need to get to know who his subordinate leaders were, dispose of the too-far-gone Lt. Goner and replace him with a maintenance professional who understood the aviation community as well as the surface sailors who were billeted to maintain the airfield's electronics, find an Air Traffic Control Officer who had the emotional maturity to function professionally in all aspects of his job, and relinquish control of the maintenance budget to the aforementioned maintenance professional.  This would place a knowledgeable professional in charge of the airfield's electronics systems, and relieve the conflict of interest-driven in-fighting between his pilots and the effect that had on how equipment problems (gripes) were reported, how those gripe reports were received and acted upon, and how the resolution of those gripes was confirmed and logged, not to mention relieve unhealthy competitive/threat posture from the chiefs and troops.    


The AIRLANT GEMO was not aware one of his major assets was still operating and required funding, configuration management, and restoration of its communications chain.  A wake-up call was in order, to inform the AIRLANT GEMO that Rota was still functioning but needed immediate assistance.  His operational and maintenance schedules as well as funding chains had to be updated and re-distributed – funding would be a year out, just to get requests heard for “unprecedented” activity, as budgets had to be projected and approved before allocations could be established for future years and the new fiscal year would have to arrive before funding could flow – and then the routine annual failure of congress to pass a budget in 1998 interrupted this new funding.  His Configuration Management (Cagle, 2003) systems were actually not functioning, having been retracted across Navy Air Forces Atlantic for lack of ability to correlate or search gigabytes of collected data from many years-worth of technical input forms; and required innovation.  This systematic failure also contributed to the mystery of how Rota fell off the map.  Nobody could access maintenance data, so nobody had a method of knowing equipment status or even existence of equipment.  Communication channels had fallen apart, most egregiously when the AIRLANT GEMO's representative vacated his post in Naples after the 1992 round of BRAC closure announcements, but also in official message trafficking schema whereby he should have been flagged directly on messages from and to entities under his purview.  


Recommended actions for the AIRLANT GEMO included being personally engaged with his units and ensuring their staffing and funding are up to speed, getting his configuration management program up and running, and reviewing and upgrading his communications paths.  
The incoming interim GEMO, CWO4 Mack, called his old friend, the AIRLANT Senior Enlisted Advisor, who paid a personal visit to the AIRLANT GEMO.  Within a day a phone call was made from Charleston, South Carolina to Rota, Spain, during Spanish working hours.  That call included an apology and promise of funding and technical support for failed systems.  Mr. Mack requested that funding be held out of normal chains due to the mismanagement at the base and department level – we didn't need any more sheepskin seat covers for the aircraft.  
Within weeks, the newly-hired AIRLANT Configuration Manager showed up in person to demonstrate his prototype low-tech spreadsheet-based maintenance data reporting system.  Gone were the days of following arcane flowcharts through incredibly costly untraceable proprietary database hierarchies; and we quickly proved the valance of this new, simple, common sense approach to collecting and sharing data with common desktop computer tools.  
The AIRLANT GEMO knocked a level out of our communications chain, eliminating the position of the vacant chair in Naples and taking our message traffic in his own office in Charleston, South Carolina.  This, along with an overhauled message template with corrected action addressees distributed to all Navy message processing centers, ensured he had his finger on the pulse of our maintenance efforts and needs.  The message centers involved in dropping the aforementioned CASREP messages each received appropriate training and reinforcement on the appropriate trafficking schema to ensure the word got through.  

The GEMO was a pilot, primarily interested in getting morning flight times for his turns in the flight rotation, and would trade his mother for a good slot or flight time.  He had quit being concerned with maintenance when the Air Boss had stripped him of his budget for failure to track expenditures and remain within his allotted limits.  He had quit being concerned for his military and leadership duties when he learned his number was not called for promotion, leaving him on a lame duck tour against civilian status.  He had allowed an attitude of malaise to grow in the division to a level of despair.  This affected the Maintenance Chief, who became a practicing alcoholic in this time period; the equipment status, which went from barely maintainable to dismal failures across the board; to the troops, who were either burned out or disaffected to the point they didn't care for their reputation, uniforms, personal grooming, condition of their work spaces, or interpersonal relationships.  

The pilot GEMO was beyond saving and had to go. (DuBrin, 2013)  The slot needed to be revisited from the structural side, replacing the pilot with an electronics maintenance professional.  The quick opportunistic importing of CWO4 Mack brought about the permanent-party assignment of one CWO3 Gillig.  Mr. Gillig was an empire-builder, who would prove interested in carving out a large base of control from which to affect change in his own and GEMD's favor across the base and throughout the Mediterranean theater.  Familiar with funding for maintenance, he would eventually reclaim the funds the Air Boss had sequestered as well as marshal a fund through the AIRLANT EMO from which to replenish maintenance materials and muster professional help from visiting systems engineers to permanent-party local-hire technical experts on systems and test equipment calibration management.  CWO4 Mack had started and Gillig continued emphasis on military bearing, supporting the Leading Petty Officer (LPO) in space clean-up and site beautification, uniform and grooming standards, and working hours and attendance and general personal behavior.  (Personal behavior – in the way of drinking to excess with the troops and showing up for work under the influence of alcohol would remain difficult issues to police, as Mr. Gillig was a high-functioning alcoholic and was therefore reticent to counsel, let alone report, anyone with alcohol issues.  This would mean that the Maintenance Chief, Jim, and at least one of the crew who needed help regaining control of their lives would go without referral to professional help until at least after they checked out and transferred from Rota, and the Leading Petty Officer's (LPO's) losing favor for having suggested such.)  Mr. Gillig also drove awareness of the understaffed nature of GEMD, where we had more planned maintenance required on our fenceline security system than we had sailors assigned for all electronics maintenance – and that was before accounting for corrective maintenance and administrative and training time.  A maintenance review was performed and signed off by the Commanding Officer leaving some maintenance activities undone and staffing was beefed up by a permanent rotation of reservists on 2-week or 6-month rotations, as well as hiring the local talent mentioned above.  The new GEMO also supported the LPO in replacing the carpet in the offices with cast off materials from an air tower passenger lounge overhaul, acquisition of vehicles to transport technicians about the airfield, and team building. (Janssen, 2002)  

SECTION 7: Conclusions


Attitudes among the crew improved.  Uniform standards were gradually instituted and enforced from first wearing and then actually polishing Navy shoes to ironing and replacing worn clothing items became a standard the rest of the base could not measure up against.  With a more professional sailor looking back from the mirror and the teaming effects of establishing the Loyal Order of the Black Shoes (A mock fraternal organization for surface (Black Shoe) sailors assigned to a naval aviation (Brown Shoe) base; and the painting of a mural titled “Black Shoe Country” at the entry to the division's spaces.), the crew took far more interest and even celebrated with cake the day the trouble call log officially registered single digits – under ten gripes outstanding.  Relationships with the ATC crew became amicable and productive.  The division became consistent winners in Base Petty Officer of the Year, Sailor of the Year, and Sailor of the Quarter boards to the point that other divisions complained about the near-monopoly and demanded criteria be changed to ensure awards to others besides The Black Shoes.  The crew's advancement in military rank became enviable at three times the rate of their peers in the same job codes Navy-wide.  They re-enlisted with only one exception to stay in the Navy.  


The RADIAC Calibration Laboratory’s lead man transferred out, late in the recovery process described above for the rest of the division on the airfield.  He had done all the filing, and was apparently the only one who could figure out his filing system.  A couple months later, the lab failed a certification check by Naval Sea Systems Command Radiological Directorate, 08 (NAVSE08).  The lab was shut down until the crew could be transferred out and a new, certified crew could be sent in, and the lab’s record keeping and procedures could be renovated to reflect standardized practices required by the program, and the base would be required to assign a senior officer to oversee the recertification process.  This was jaw-droppingly bad for the GEMO and the base Commanding Officer, whose careers would bear a bad mark from this blunder – but it was yet another direct result of the problems we’d been addressing so successfully all over the rest of the base.  There wasn’t a senior officer available, so this meant the GEMO would most likely need to reassign/demote himself to a lab administrator post.

The laboratory, our Russian Spy explained one day over coffee, existed on an agreement between the US State Department and the King of Spain, so that Spanish RADIAC equipment could be calibrated in the King’s own laboratory.  Funding for the lab was provided through a separate non-Navy path between the King and State Department.  Decertification of the lab was an insult to the king, and an embarrassment to the USA, and the State Department would have none of that.  

The Commander of NAVSE08, Commander Billington, was a past supervisor of the GEMD LPO.  Based on this personal knowledge and therefore confidence in his ability to produce results, and pressure from the State Department to get something done soonest; NAVSE08 recommended the base to internally overhaul the RADIAC laboratory’s record keeping (the source of the decertification – no actual danger of exposure to radioactive material or mishandling sources of any kind was noted), and would send an official in six weeks to recertify the lab and technicians assigned there.  The LPO would be required to relocate to the lab to administrate the overhaul.  It took the LPO a couple of days to figure out the filing system that existed and what was required by NAVSE08, and set the lab technicians on the path of making it right; providing feedback and guidance as they went, ensuring each one knew how and why it was that way.  The lab received an unprecedented “Zero Major Findings” (gigs) on technicians, procedures, and record keeping (all areas assessed) during the NAVSE08 review that followed.  But most importantly, we had solved the mystery of why the lab was there.  The RADIAC Lab was why State had, indeed, rescued Rota from the jaws of the 1992 BRAC.

It took a concerted effort and more than a few circumstances or blessings, depending on one’s perspective, to recover operability for GEMD Rota, Spain.  It took hard physical and sleuthing work, learning, training, drilling, disciplining, writing letters and instructions, negotiating, longsuffering, lasting through labor strikes, discovering and exposing incursions on our gear by local commercial companies, collaboration with equipment operators, acts of God and what most would call dumb luck.  I have discussed the organization’s history, the condition it was in on my arrival, three of the sources of major leadership issues, who I was and what I brought as a leader, assessment methods and findings, leadership theories and principles found and used for correction, and an overview of the as-recovered organization and its successes.  This tour was the most trying of my Navy career.  But, in retrospect, it was the challenge and overcoming it, and in the process building a crew who could take on big challenges and succeed on their own rights in the future; that makes me ready to say to anyone asking that I am a leader and I’ve proven it.  I call LPO at GEMD Rota the most difficult and rewarding tour of my career.    


SECTION 8: Postlude


ET1 Matthew Millard relieved me as LPO in the fall of 2000.  I had just performed a Quality Assurance Assessment for the AIRLANT EMO, so I had a beautiful binder full of slides (inherited from Mr. Mack, but now with all the questions answered) and a great victorious story to tell of all the technical details and measurements we collected the past three years.  Millard’s wife was a Spaniard from Rota, he said, and she had given him an ultimatum that he’d best get a tour in Rota, because she was returning to be near her family no matter where he was going...  

On his first day, I sat down with Matt to explain how we worked, where files were kept, and the status of the guys and the gear.  After the first hour, Matt stood and offered to get coffee from the break room/kitchen we’d built next door to our office suite.  He asked how I take my coffee, to which I gave a pat response, “Like my wife, blonde and sweet!”  He chuckled and produced a cup of milky, sugary coffee goodness.

After another hour of riveting touring through my filing systems, it was I who had to stand and walk, so I asked Matt if I could bring him some coffee and how does he take his?  His eyes twinkled and he grinned, “Like my wife, of course… dark and bitter!”
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