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NRNS03104-01.  Stars and Stripes offers free electronic newspaper

By Sgt. 1st Class Doug Sample, American Forces Press Service 


WASHINGTON – Service members who don’t have access to the Stars and Stripes newspaper but do have access to a computer can now go online to read or download an exact replica of the paper at no charge. 


Stars and Stripes officials said the electronic version of the newspaper is an effort to reach readers in remote areas. 


Stars and Stripes launched the free service just in time to salute service members during Military Appreciation Month, which is celebrated in May. Free online versions of the newspaper’s European, Pacific and Middle East editions became available starting April 26. 


Tom Kelsch, the newspaper’s publisher, said the free online newspaper is geared to service members in remote locations, but that any service member anywhere in the world, as well as family members, can use the service. 


“We have many military (people) stationed in places where it just isn’t practical to get the printed edition to them, and this is a way to be able to reach (them) wherever in the world they’re stationed,” Kelsch said, as long as they have a computer and Internet access so they can access the electronic version. 


Service members and their families can read the paper online or download it in the .pdf file format at the www.estripes.osd.mil Web site. Officials recommend that readers who want to print the paper and read it that way use the “fit to paper” option when printing. The site also offers free access to past newspapers up to seven days. 


Kelsch said the electronic newspaper is a cost-effective way to get the Stars and Stripes to service members at bases in isolated place overseas, such as Iceland or Crete, where delivery is expensive. He said it is also a way for the newspaper to reach service members stateside at bases “where circulation is low or the paper is not offered.” 


Kelsch pointed out that offering Stars and Stripes free online to service members does not mean the printed edition is going away. He said evidence indicates most people still want to hold a newspaper in their hands, and that the online version really is most valuable to people who can’t get the paper otherwise. 


Printed editions of the paper still will be delivered to service members in places like Afghanistan and Iraq, where computer access is limited, he said. Each day nearly 45,000 copies of the paper are delivered throughout the Middle East region, and plans call for increasing that number, he said. The newspaper delivers an estimated 25,000 copies to Iraq, another 3,500 to Afghanistan, and 15,000 to Kuwait, he added. 


Kelsch said he expects Stars and Stripes to make little, if any, revenue from the venture, although some advertising revenue may carry over to the online edition. He emphasized that the primary reason for the free offer is to help the newspaper fulfill its mission is to get the paper out to service members. 


“We have a mission to serve, and we intend to serve that mission,” he said. “This is a way that we can do it very well, and so we’re going to do it.”


Last year, like many newspapers in the country, Stars and Stripes began offering a paid subscription service for the electronic version of its daily paper: $15 per week, 13 weeks for $48.75, or 50 cents per issue weekdays and 75 cents on Sunday. Kelsch admitted that few readers subscribe to the Stars and Stripes electronic edition, and that he’s not sure how many will log on for the free editions. 


He said other newspapers in the industry are getting similar results from online subscriptions. “Other newspapers that use electronic editions are getting about the same or fewer results that we were getting,” he said. 
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NRNS03104-02.  Guard, Reserve cited for improved homeland defense capabilities

By Sgt. 1st Class Doug Sample, American Forces Press Service 


WASHINGTON – Despite great progress and improvements in the nation’s defenses against another terrorist attack, “we are not comfortable – we are not satisfied,” the assistant secretary of defense for homeland defense recently told a House subcommittee.


Paul McHale, testifying before a subcommittee looking into ways of transforming the National Guard, emphasized that the Pentagon is “dedicated with a real sense of urgency to ever-improving homeland defense capabilities.”


However, improving those capabilities so far has come at the expense of thousands of National Guard and Reserve members, he said. 


McHale’s statement assessed the nation’s homeland defense capability and addressed the Department of Defense’s (DoD) new mission requirements, particularly those of National Guard and Reserve components that have been expanded in the aftermath of the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States. 


He told the committee that protection of critical infrastructure will likely become a “core National Guard mission” during the next decade. And he said DoD is working closely with the National Guard Bureau to ensure Army Guard forces will be “mission ready” to provide immediate land security forces within their own states. The National Guard also has been given the task of supporting civilian authorities following a terrorist attack, he said. 


Last fall, the Defense Department established 32 National Guard weapons of mass destruction civil support teams, with 12 new teams to be created this year, “sufficient to ensure that every state and territory will be served by a team,” he said. 


He told the committee that if a more substantial Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) response is required, the department has established, equipped and organized large joint task forces to be disbursed to locations throughout the United States. The joint task forces, McHale added, will enable the United States to sufficiently “respond to multiple, near simultaneous terrorist attacks involving weapons of mass destruction.” 


McHale noted several achievements by National Guard and Reservists. Guard and Reserve pilots assigned to the North American Aerospace Defense Command, he said, logged thousands of hours patrolling the airspace over Canada and the United States, flying more than 34,000 air defense sorties and responding to more than 1,700 requests from the Federal Aviation Administration to intercept potential air threats. 


“That is an extraordinary achievement,” he added. He also noted that in fiscal 2004, the Air National Guard flew 1,909 sorties and logged 6,926 hours guarding the nation’s skies. “This level of air security is unprecedented in our nation’s history,” he said. 


As an added level of standard training, he said, nearly every homeland defense exercise conducted now includes a threat scenario involving a terrorist takeover of a commercial airliner. Such exercises, he said have resulted in air defense training that is “realistic, focused and subject to well understood rules of engagement.” 


McHale also address improvements in land and maritime defense capabilities. 


He said there are now active duty Soldiers and Marines on alert “every hour of every day” prepared to deploy to any location within the United States. 


“Such quick reaction forces did not exist on Sept. 11, 2001,” he said. “They do now, and they are both trained and ready.”


He said the goal for the nation’s maritime defense is to defeat “every enemy maritime threat with an integrated layered defense, long before such threats are able to enter our ports.”


McHale said defending the nation’s ports and waterways will require real-time tracking of threat vessels and ships, as well as resources to support maritime intercept operations on the high seas against terrorists potentially armed with weapons of mass destruction. 


DoD’s plan of action, McHale said, makes it clear the department is “fully committed to the most capable homeland defense ever planned or executed in U.S. history.”
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NRNS03104-03.  AAFES supports deployed troops with public phone card sales

By Sgt. 1st Class Doug Sample, American Forces Press Service 


WASHINGTON – The Defense Department has granted approval for the Army and Air Force Exchange Service to sell prepaid phone cards to the general public for donation to Operation Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom service members. 


By law, only patrons with military exchange privileges can shop at AAFES retail stores, but officials announced this week that the exchange service would begin selling phone cards to normally ineligible people and organizations on its Web site (www.aafes.com). 


“It is truly an effort by the Office of the Secretary of Defense to reach out and to make sure that we keep our troops connected to home,” said Army Maj. Gen. Kathryn Frost, AAFES commander. “Everybody wants to do something for the troops to let them know they care, and this is a way they can do it.”


Frost said hundreds of people and several civic organization have called wanting to make a purchase since word got out about the program. 


Those wishing to purchase the cards can log on to the site and click on the “Help Our Troops Call Home” icon. The cards can be designated for an individual service member, or sent to “any service member” and distributed by the American Red Cross. 


Frost said phone cards also can be donated to the Air Force Aid Society and Navy-Marine Corps Relief Society, as well as the Fisher House. All are nonprofit charitable organizations that support service members and their families in need. 


AAFES officials said most calls from the Middle East to the United States originate from one of their 54 calls centers. AAFES has four phone centers in Afghanistan with 98 phones in operation, 19 in Kuwait with 571 phones, and 31 in Iraq, with 936 phones. 


Frost said new phone centers will added as requirements are identified throughout the U.S. Central Command area of operations. 


The average price for a call is 32 cents per minute from Iraq and Afghanistan, and 19 cents per minute from Kuwait. 


The AAFES price is about 8 cents per minute cheaper than its closest competitor, according to Frost. And beginning May 1, she said, the price per minute when calling from Iraq and Afghanistan will be reduced from 32 cents per minute to 25 cents per minute when using the 550-unit prepaid card. 


The general emphasized that the special 25-cent rate applies only to 550-unit prepaid cards purchased from AAFES post or base exchanges and other contingency operation stores operating in the theater of operations, she said. 


AAFES also is allowing normally ineligible patrons and organizations to purchase gift certificates for deployed service members through its “Gifts from the Homefront” program, Frost said. The certificates are sold by a commercial vendor through the AAFES Web site or by calling (877) 770-4438, toll-free. She said the certificates can be sent to service members overseas and used for purchases at AAFES facilities. 


AAFES is a joint command of the Army and Air Force for authorized patrons to buy goods and services. The organization donates a percentage of its earnings to military morale, welfare and recreation programs. 


According to its annual report, AAFES donated about $229 million to MWR activities in 2003. Frost said a percentage of the proceeds from phone cards sales will go to MWR funds. 


“So when Americans buy the cards, they are helping troops in two ways: They’re connecting them to home, and they’re contributing to morale, welfare and recreation programs.”
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NRNS03104-04.  Beachmaster unit receives valuable training

By Journalist 1st Class Diane Tehle, NRC Billings Public Affairs


FORT HARRISON, Mont. – Beachmaster Unit One (BMU-1), Transportation Det 7, recently received valuable training from Naval Mobile Construction Battalion 18, Det 0618.  


Both units traveled from Naval Reserve Center Billings to Fort Harrison, Mont., to accomplish weapons familiarization and qualification on the M-16 and 9mm weapons.


“This training also gave the first and second class petty officers the opportunity to step up and participate in leadership roles,” said Lt. James Forseth, BMU-1 training officer.


The training officer’s goal is for BMU-1’s leading petty officers to take ownership of future marksmanship and land navigation training evolutions by planning and executing the mission.


With the coordinated effort between both units and the facility at Fort Harrison, the training evolution was a success with all hands drastically increasing their familiarity and proficiency with the M-16 and 9mm weapons further enhancing their skills for annual training and possible future mobilizations.
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NRNS03104-05.  Assistant Secretary of Defense for Reserve Affairs meets Denver Reservists

By Chief Hospital Corpsman Robert Whitaker, NMCRC Denver


DENVER – “I am your advocate,” said Thomas F. Hall, Assistant Secretary of Defense for Reserve Affairs, standing before a crowd of over 500 Navy and Marine Corps Reservists at the Navy and Marine Corps Reserve Center (NMCRC) Denver at a recent town hall meeting.  


Hall addressed the Global War on Terrorism and the role being played by the Reserve and Guard.


“It is a war we cannot afford to lose,” he said.  “We have 100,000 Reservists and Guardsmen mobilized at anyone time, with the Army Guard providing the largest component.”


“It is the present policy that we must take care of our mobilized troops and put most of our assets toward that end,” he said.  “We must focus our assets towards a compensation package that supports our mobilized troops.”


Hall conducted the town hall meeting in conjunction with his visit to Denver to address local Reservists.  He made a brief speech followed by a question and answer session.  The questions covered topics ranging from funding for more training and materials to educational and retirement benefits for Reservists.  His speech largely covered the Global War on Terrorism and how much Reservists are playing a part in mission success.


“There is a fundamental change going on in the world.  We are locked in a war against radical elements.  Let me be clear…they [radical fundamentalists] are committed to coming here to harm you and your family members.  We cannot lose this war,” Hall said.  “If we back off, they will come and get us.”


When asked about moving the mandatory Reserve retirement age from 60 to 55, Hall discussed the enormous cost to do so, then emphasized the need to utilize present funds to increase benefits for those members mobilized and currently sustaining the burdens of Reserve service.  He said taking care of Reserve and Guard members is a top priority for the Department of Defense.  


“I would rather allocate those funds to our Reservists and Guardsmen that are fighting to protect our way of life than to use them to get future benefits,” Hall said.


He said the threshold for Reserve families to enter the TRICARE Prime health care system was reduced from requiring six-month orders to personnel on active duty for 30 days.  He stated medical assistance for Reserve members demobilizing from active duty in support of a contingency operation has been extended to 180 days from the previously 60 or 120 days.
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