THE UNIT PUBLIC AFFAIRS REPRESENTATIVE

TRAINING 

______________________________________________________________________

PROVIDING A 

FOCUS ON THE 

UNIT

The Unit Public Affairs Representative is a tool to help all Team 21 Unit Public Affairs Representatives support today’s mission.

As a Team 21 player, it is important we communicate clearly and effectively to others about our mission.  This handbook with AFI 35-301S21SW and 21SWI35-10101 will provide the necessary information to ensure our mission is communicated.
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JUST WHAT IS A UPAR?

Welcome to the exciting and rewarding world of public affairs, and congratulations on being selected as the Unit Public Affairs Representative, or UPAR, for your organization.  As the UPAR, you’re the link between your unit and the 21st Space Wing Public Affairs office.  This handbook provides information to assist you in performing this highly visible and vital function.

Public Affairs’ Responsibilities

The three major public affairs functional areas of responsibility are internal information, media relations, and community relations.  As a UPAR, you work closely with 21st Space Wing Public Affairs in informing base people and the general public about your unit.

Internal Information
The internal information branch keeps Air Force service members, civilian employees, and their families informed.  To do that, this branch produces the wing newspaper, and monitors Commander’s Calls and squadron information programs such as the family correspondence program.

Media Relations
The media relations branch maintains contact with local electronic and print news media; answers questions from the news media; helps the media gather news stories, interviews and pictures; and monitors the Hometown News Release Program.  At some bases, this branch is also responsible for security and policy review, which ensures all information released to the public meets Air Force standards of security, policy, and propriety.

Community Relations
The community relations branch liaisons with local communities; supports special events such as parades, band concerts, and open houses; conducts base tours; assists with Air Force briefings off base; operates a speakers bureau; and works closely with the wing commander in operating base-community councils.

Commander’s Responsibilities

As the Air Force mission becomes more complex, it becomes more difficult for commanders to explain the importance of the mission to Air Force people.  Internally, effective communication has a direct impact on mission effectiveness, morale, and retention.

Unit commanders, through the UPAR and the 21st Space Wing Public Affairs office, conduct an internal information program to ensure information is provided to members and their families.  Some proven methods are:


 Commander’s Call provides a two-way communication between commanders and their people


 Base newspapers


 Family Correspondence Program

An effective, comprehensive Public Affairs program requires sustained public affairs activity at the squadron level.  Therefore, commanders should consider the UPAR as a member of the staff and is given the same considerations as other staff members.  The UPAR should attend staff meetings and have access to the commander’s read file--a great source of information for story ideas.  Also, the commander, along with all staff members, should keep the UPAR abreast of mission responsibilities, changes, and major actions involving the unit or assigned personnel.

UPAR’s Responsibilities

The UPAR, first and foremost, is the Public Affairs person for the unit, and the eyes and ears of the 21st Space Wing Public Affairs office.  Without you, information about your unit and its people may go unnoticed and unrecognized.

To do your job, you first need to study this handbook, and then contact the 21st Space Wing Public Affairs.  They will explain exactly what is expected of you, what you can expect from them, and how to satisfy those expectations together.  After you have a clear understanding of your UPAR responsibilities, you need to sit down with your commander and explain all the good things you can do for the unit, such as:


 Contributing news, feature stories, photo, and story ideas for the wing newspaper and releases to the media.


 Helping him/her with letters to families and spouses of unit members.


 Assisting with Commander’s Call, to include coordinating and scheduling guest speakers and the weekly Air Force Television News clip, which is available from the 21st Space Wing Public Affairs office.


 Supporting the Hometown News Release program by providing DD Forms 2266, Information for Hometown News Release, to unit members, and ensuring their validity and accuracy.


 Helping the 21st Space Wing Public Affairs office with media visits and tours of your unit.

One final note on your new responsibilities.  No one expects you to be a public affairs expert.  That’s the responsibility of the Public Affairs staff.  When you need them, call them.  But remember, you are the expert on your unit.  That’s why you’re so valuable to the 21st Space Wing Public Affairs office and to your unit.  You are the conduit of knowledge, information and expertise for and about your unit.

A Short Course in Public Affairs

Internal Information

Most of your time as a UPAR is spent in internal information.  That’s because there are more internal programs needing your individual attention.  Programs include Commander’s Calls, family correspondence, and submitting stories and photos to the wing newspaper.

Commander’s Calls
The Air Force considers no leadership function more important than keeping people informed through direct personal contact.  Commander’s call—a meeting of unit personnel with their commander—provides this contact in a face-to-face forum.

The commander of every active-duty unit should personally conduct commander’s call on a scheduled basis, normally monthly or quarterly.  Public Affairs representatives will help commanders develop effective programs and topics of general interest to unit people.  Overall program content and format will vary according to unit requirements.

At each commander’s call the showing of the special edition (approximately 10 minuets long) of Air Force Television News, specifically designed for commander’s call is strongly encourage.  

Suitable areas to cover in commander’s call include Unit activities, achievements, and goals; recognition of newcomers and persons receiving awards or other honors; and discussion of current issues affecting the Air Force and the unit.

The program should be used for two-way communication between commanders and their people.  Question-and-answer sessions, group discussions, and other similar methods help establish two-way communication.

Attendance is highly recommended for all military personnel assigned to the unit and present for duty.  Members should not be required to attend during their off-duty hours, and programs should be tailored to accommodate personnel schedules.  Encourage civilian employees to attend.  Attendance by family members is at the commander’s discretion for parts or all of some commander’s calls, but can be especially effective during individual or unit award presentations.

Commander’s Call Topics are posted on PA Link, the Air Force Public Affairs home page at http://www.palink.af.mil/.  

The Base Newspaper
The base newspaper helps commanders provide Air Force members, civilian employees, and their families Air Force news and information not immediately available from other sources.

Naturally, all UPARs want to see their stories in print.  Unfortunately, not every story that crosses the editor’s desk makes it into that week’s paper.  The question is, “How can I get my story in?”  The two most important words to remember here are “deadline” and “format.”

Deadline

The Space Observer is published each Friday.  In order to write, edit, lay out, and assemble everything for the publisher; editors set deadlines for submissions to the week’s paper. The deadline is close of business at least nine days before the desired publication date for articles.  This gives public affairs adequate time to plan for and edit the story.

Format

Format varies, but generally you must type submissions no matter how good your handwriting is.  For the Space Observer, stories must be:


 Written in Microsoft Word 6.0 or 7.0 and submitted on disk.


 Printed out on paper as well.  It should be double-spaced and printed on one side of bond paper. This enables the editor to edit for style and easily compute the space your story will take in the paper.


 Submitted with the author’s full name, rank, his or her organization, and duty phone number listed on the top of the first page in case more information is needed.


 Written in news style, not Air Force style.  This means using civilian times and dates, not military; giving full names and ranks; using special abbreviations, e.g., unlike Air Force style, we use periods after ranks; and avoiding jargon or trade language.  To learn more about how to write like a journalist, read the next section “How to Write.”

Even if you meet the deadline and your story is perfectly formatted, this does not guarantee it will be printed.  Sometimes there’s simply not enough room for an editor to print everything received that week.  That’s when the editor must make some difficult decisions, e.g., what story makes Page 1 and what story doesn’t make it at all.  A story not printed one-week may appear the next if it’s not time-sensitive.

Media Relations

The Public Affairs office is the only point of contact and the only releasing authority on all projects--including accidents and incidents--dealing with news media. This includes all print, television, and radio reporters, whether local, regional, or national.

Even though material is unclassified or has been cleared by security review, it cannot be given to the public unless the commander or his authorized representative (the Public Affairs office) approves it for that purpose. This avoids incomplete releases that could mislead the public. It also filters out inaccurate material or information that must be protected for legal or policy reasons.

The activities of Air Force people are the foundation of the Public Affairs program. Although the commander and public affairs are responsible for releasing information, they are seldom the primary source of the material.  News inquiries received by the Public Affairs office are always hot items.  Most news media operate on extremely short deadlines and require immediate answers.  Public Affairs must often go to units for information and to commanders to determine how to handle a news inquiry.  Your cooperation, as the Public Affairs Representative for your unit, is essential.

Sometimes you or your commander may be asked for an interview.  21st Space Wing Public Affairs will work with you prior to the interview, review the appropriate public affairs guidance and be present during the interview (for your protection).  You may decline to be interviewed, but it is often in the best interest of the Air Force to use this means to get information to the public.

A final note about release authority.  Sometimes, individuals take it upon themselves to call one of the local TV or radio stations, or the newspaper, to invite them to the base to cover an event or to give them a story “tip.”  It does the unit little good to have media invited to the base and then delayed or turned away because the situation was not handled properly.  The Public Affairs office needs your support to prevent this.  Teach your people the proper way to get downtown media coverage--that is, through the Public Affairs office.

Hometown News Release Program
Many Air Force people have strong ties to a particular town or area, or, if not, a family living somewhere who cares about them.  Whether they admit it or not, most Air Force members like for their families to read about their accomplishments in their hometown newspapers.  People with ties to other organizations, such as colleges, fraternities, and unions, also would like recognition in publications of these activities.

Hometown news releases have major benefits for many different groups:


 For the individual, it is virtually the only way to get recognition outside the base for an accomplishment.  Most people like to see their name in print.


 The individual’s family likes it because it’s public recognition for a son, daughter, or other relative.


 It’s a way to keep in touch with hometown friends, or even past or future employers.


 It gives the Air Force excellent publicity all across the United States, and also supports recruiting efforts.  It is one of the Air Force’s most effective Public Affairs programs.


 No other positive Air Force news hits the breakfast or dinner table as often as does hometown news.

In short, it does something good for everyone.  You are the key individual to get the process going by approaching a person eligible for a hometown news release, and asking him or her to fill out the DD form 2266.

Who is Eligible?

Any military person whose “news event” falls into one of the following categories is eligible to complete a DD Form 2266.  Some of these indicate “school submits.”  This means your base may not submit releases for these items; only technical schools, PME centers, etc., can submit the forms.  The categories are:


 Graduation from basic training (school submits).


 Completion and commissioning from OTS (school submits).


 Graduation from initial-entry, AFSC-producing schools (school submits).


 Promotions to all ranks (at time of pin-on).


 Arrival for duty for all military, except when arriving from a school, and for all DOD civilian members.


 Awards and decorations for individual achievement.  A copy of the citation must accompany the DD Form 2266.  Includes the Achievement Medal, Commendation Medal, Distinguished Leader Award, Exceptional Civilian Service Award, Recruiter Ring, Bronze Star, Civilian Achievement Award, Commander’s Award for Civilian Service, Meritorious Service Medal, Defense Superior Service Medal, Distinguished Flying Cross, Aerial Achievement Medal, Airman’s Medal, Combat Readiness Medal, Distinguished Service Medal, Good Conduct Medal, Humanitarian Service Medal, Joint Service Achievement Medal, Joint Service Commendation Medal, Legion of Merit, Silver Recruiter Badge, and the Air Force Outstanding Unit Award.


 Advanced training:  Airman Leadership School, including distinguished graduates and Levitow winner; NCO Academy, including distinguished graduates and Levitow winner; Senior NCO Academy, including distinguished graduates and Levitow winner; Squadron Officer School; Instructor Training; First Sergeant’s Course; Education with Industry (entry and graduation); Command and General Staff College (entry and graduation); medical internship/residency programs; selection to Operation Bootstrap.


 Re-enlistments:  Include the number of years the person is re-enlisting and the number of years already served.


 Individual achievement, such as graduating from CCAF and earning a college degree (include field of study, type of degree and the name of the institution granting the degree); Airman/NCO/Senior NCO/Company Grade Officer/Field Grade Officer/Civilian of the Month/Quarter/Year at all levels of command; best in a job or career field for the month/quarter/year at all levels of command; and suggestion awards (monetary awards only).


 Retirements:  Include number of years served.


 Receipt of AFROTC scholarship, completion of summer camp, commissioning.


 Assumption of command for commanders, first sergeants, and command chief master sergeants.


 Sports competition:  inter-service, national, international level (individual/team).

How the Program Works

DD Form 2266 is available electronically.  The person completing the form should fill in applicable areas.

The UPAR should check all Hometown News Releases before forwarding them to the Public Affairs office.  Public Affairs will then proof them one more time and fill in the blocks marked “PAO Code” and “For Releasing Public Affairs Office Use Only.”  They then log the forms and forward them to the Hometown News Center at Kelly AFB, Texas. The Hometown News Center then writes the releases and sends them to the appropriate hometown newspapers.

Even with all these checks, problems still occur.  The major problems at most bases are:


 Story too old.  The best way to prevent this is to approach an individual on the same date as a presentation or event.  You can learn of promotions through orderly room rosters.  Awards are almost always announced at Commander’s Calls or staff meetings.  The first sergeant and commander will know about re-enlistments and other events.  The news story should not be more than 60 days old at the time it reaches the Hometown News Center.  This means it shouldn’t be more than 30 days old by the time it reaches Public Affairs.  This gives Public Affairs adequate time to get the forms to the Hometown News Center before the 60-day deadline.


 Acronyms and abbreviations.  Some acronyms and abbreviations, especially unit designations, are unfamiliar.  The best way to avoid misunderstandings is to spell out all unit designations.

 Insufficient information.  You can take care of this one with good proofreading.  It’s generally easier for you to contact the person for more information than it is for the Public Affairs office.


 Unsigned form.

Getting Started

Many are reluctant to “toot their own horn” about accomplishments.  Don’t expect folks to come to you. Face-to-face contact is best when asking someone to fill out a hometown news release; a personal note attached to the form is the next best.

However you choose to do it, you should contact 100 percent of those eligible to fill out a hometown news release and at least give them a chance to complete one. Some people will steadfastly refuse, but on the average you should get a fairly good response.

Your orderly room people have a pretty good idea of what is happening to whom in your unit. Establish a system with them. If your unit is a large one, you may want to enlist additional help from some of the sections to help you stay on top of the Hometown News program.

Environmental Programs
Many bases have had an increase in emphasis on environmental clean up recently.  If your unit is at one of these installations, or you have an operating unit on your site, you must take care when referring to these areas.  Work with the 21 SW Public Affairs office to handle any publicity for these units.  At times, there are legal requirements requiring PA’s help.

Community Relations

Base Tour Program
The base tour program can be as different from one base to the next as the base’s mission itself.  As a matter of fact, just how a tour is conducted will often be dictated by the mission and how accessible are certain areas of the base.  But all tours on an installation by non-military people who have no connection to the base are arranged, coordinated, and conducted by the Public Affairs office with occasional assistance from UPARs. If you or anyone in your unit should receive a request from an individual or a group for a tour of Peterson, refer them to Public Affairs.

Your main responsibility in the tour program is to coordinate tours through your unit. If you enjoy giving tours, volunteer to help conduct (Peterson) base tours.  Many bases use their UPARs as tour guides, especially when groups are large and extra guides are needed for better control.

Speakers Bureau
The Air Force has responsibility to develop and operate an effective speaking program to keep the American public informed and aware, within security limits, of its mission and activities.

The Public Affairs office maintains a file of volunteer speakers who have indicated speech topics they are comfortable with.  If the requesting organization has a particular topic in mind, Public Affairs research the file for a speaker well versed in that topic.

One of the major problems some Public Affairs offices face is a shortage of volunteer speakers.  That’s where you come in.  Encourage prospective speakers in your unit to contact Public Affairs and join the speakers’ bureau.

Generally, Air Force speakers should not give personal opinions on sensitive issues such as foreign policy, homosexuals in the military, or labor difficulties.  They should limit their speeches to unclassified mission briefings and talks on subjects of their professional expertise, hobbies or personal experiences.

How to Write
The wing newspaper helps commanders provide Air Force members, civilian employees, and their families Air Force news and information not immediately available from other sources.  But to do that, you must first know how to write to communicate effectively.  The following are some tips not only on how to write--but how to identify news, how to interview, how to write sports and features, and other fundamentals that will help develop your newswriting skills and “nose for news.”

What is news?

Many people argue that news is what you find printed in the newspaper, or aired on radio and TV newscasts.  And they’re right--to the extent that what appears in papers or is carried on the airwaves is called “news.”

More specifically, however, news can be defined as “a previously unpublished account of an event designed to interest, inform or entertain the reader.”  The key word here is “unpublished.”  Once a story makes its way into print, essentially it is then history.  Keep in mind that it’s your report of an event that makes it news--the event untold is not news.

As your story is read by an editor, it is evaluated for three things: authenticity, good taste, and appeal.  The editor needs to ensure the story has something meaningful to relate, it doesn’t offend the audience, and it appeals to a wide range of readers.

A good news item contains some of the following ingredients: immediacy, proximity, consequence, prominence, suspense, oddity, conflict, emotion, and progress.

Let’s take a closer look at these one by one:

Immediacy, or timeliness, is a hallmark of the straight news story.  How interested would you be in reading about a uniform policy change that went into effect six months ago?

Proximity is important from the standpoint that readers will probably have little interest in a story occurring far from their community.  Unless, of course, there is an element of consequence--some direct impact upon the reader.

Readers are also interested in prominent people.

Stories involving suspense, such as proposed pay raise or uniform change that is yet to be approved, have great news value.

Then there’s oddity. How about the captain who was assigned to your unit as an airman and now, 10 years later, commands the unit?

Readers enjoy stories involving conflict, which is one-reason sports pages are so popular.

Never underestimate the power of emotion.  How many readers do you think would pass up a story detailing your squadron commander’s experiences when he returned home after spending five years as a Vietnam POW?

Finally, there’s progress.  No matter where you are in the military, you’re going to encounter policy changes and material improvements that will interest readers.

These ingredients are called “elements of news” and directly affect the mass appeal of a story.  If you have any questions about the news value of a story, just ask.  A telephone call can save a lot of wasted effort.

Newsgathering Techniques

Recognizing what goes into a news story is one thing; finding it is something else.  In the civilian world, many news stories are obtained only after a lot of legwork and a bit of ingenuity.  Most of the stories you’ll write are right under your nose.  Like many successful newspaper people, you need to cultivate a sixth sense--a “nose for news.”

Naturally, your commander is an excellent news source.  Work closely with your commander and attend organizational staff meetings.

Remember, wing newspapers help commanders publicly recognize their people.  Some of the more common newsworthy subjects include promotions, personnel awards (individual and group achievements--military and civilian), and key personnel changes.  Participation in major training activities or programs currently receiving command emphasis (environmental matters, process improvements, energy conservation, and total force programs) are also good stories.

Don’t overlook human-interest stories, e.g., the family, children, pets, humane actions, lifesaving, interesting hobbies, etc.  These stories have a great deal of readership appeal.

Interviewing

Once you’ve zeroed in on a subject, you’re going to have to get the facts.  In doing so, you have to talk to people.

Good interviewing skills are vital to you as a reporter.  Not all information about a story can be researched in the library or unit files.

When conducting interviews, keep in mind that first impressions carry a lot of weight.  How your source responds to your questions depends on how he or she sees you.  You’ll want to make it a point to look sharp, and be prompt and courteous.

Along the same line, do your homework before an interview.  Don’t waste your source’s time by asking questions easily answered in reference works, biographies, or regulations.

It’s a good idea to plan questions in advance.  In doing so, avoid questions that call for yes-or-no answers.  An easy way to do this is to begin your questions with one of journalism’s five W’s (who, what, when, where, why) and H (how).

Another way to avoid yes-or-no answers is to use open-ended questions such as, “What do you think about...?” or “What do you mean by...?”  These questions help put your source in a more reflective mood.

The five W’s and H will form the core of your news story, and, as you listen to your source’s responses, you can form other questions from the responses.

Don’t let your source get sidetracked or ramble on about a point.  Be prepared to tactfully interrupt and steer the person back to your subject. This is especially important when time is limited.

Finally, when your interview is completed, thank your source.  Earned praise is always appreciated.

Note-taking

To avoid embarrassing yourself by asking your source to repeat information while you laboriously transcribe spoken words in longhand, try these tips:


 Develop a personal form of shorthand by using abbreviations.  You can use common abbreviations (TDY, PCS, ETS, Wed., etc.) and mix in a few of your own (“rtn” for return, “btwn” for between, etc.).


 Get the key points (correct names, dates, facts, figures, etc.) and eliminate trivia.


 Remember vivid phrases that can be written down after the interview.


 Review your notes as soon as possible after the interview and fill in any gaps while the conversation is still fresh in your mind.

Tape-recording the interview is an alternative to taking everything down on your notepad. But, there are built-in problems involved with using a tape recorder: Your source may not want to be taped or may be uncomfortable at the sight of a microphone; the tape recorder may develop mechanical failure; and the time needed to transcribe the tape may be more than you can afford to spend.

If you use a tape recorder, test it before the interview and be sure to take notes about the key information just in case the tape is blank when you get back to the office.  Use a tape recorder as an aid, not as a crutch!

Newswriting Techniques

“So,” you say to yourself, “I’ve zeroed in on a newsworthy subject, done my research, conducted my interviews, and transcribed my notes.  Now, what do I do with this mess?”

Don’t panic!

Newswriting is a type of formula-writing--it doesn’t require a great deal of imagination.

Most news stories are written in what journalists call the “inverted-pyramid style.”  This simply means the most important facts should be put into the first paragraph, with details following in descending order of importance, culminating with the least important facts at the end of the story.

This way readers get the meat of the story even if they read only partly through.  Also, if editors don’t have space to run the entire story in the paper, they usually trim from the bottom to keep from losing important elements.

The first paragraph of a news story, the summary lead, is short (one to two sentences) and should capsulize the story for the reader by covering several of the five W’s and H.  For example:


An aircraft mechanic of the 48th Component Repair Squadron received the Air Force Commendation Medal during a ceremony on the B-52 parking ramp Tuesday.

In writing your lead, remember that you want to attract the reader’s attention while, at the same time, summarizing the story.

Emphasis becomes important here.  Readers generally are going to be interested more in who is involved or what is happening than where or when it happened. An example of wrong emphasis:


Tuesday, in a ceremony on the B-52 parking ramp, the Air Force Commendation Medal was awarded to an aircraft mechanic of the 43rd Organizational Maintenance Squadron.

Notice that the first example placed the emphasis (first few words) on who was involved. The first example also reads more naturally.

If you write a story involving several people or a person not well known, use impersonal identification in your lead to save space or draw the reader into your story as in the leads above.

After writing your lead, you should have a transitional or “bridge” paragraph to ease the reader into the story.

This paragraph serves several functions.  It can introduce any of the five W’s or H that weren’t covered in the lead, supply attribution for a statement in the lead, give the name of someone identified impersonally, tie the reader back to an earlier story about the same event, or introduce facts that weren’t important enough to go in the lead. For example:


Senior Airman Joseph R. Johnson earned the decoration for his effort in keeping the aircraft he maintains operational, without downtime other than for preventative maintenance, for one year.

Once past the bridge paragraph you begin to work on the body of the story. In the body you expand on the material covered in the lead and the bridge by giving additional details about the story.

How you organize this material is up to you. There is no hard, fast rule for determining what facts are least important. Probably the best thing is to put yourself in the reader’s position and ask yourself which facts are most interesting. For example:


The 23-year-old Chicago native was presented the award by Maj. James Schoonover, squadron commander.  The major lauded Johnson for his thorough, on-time work.

The ABC’s of Journalism

As you write, keep in mind the ABC’s of journalism: accuracy, brevity, and clarity.

Accuracy. Your writing efforts won’t get into print of the editor can’t depend on the factual content of your copy. Always double-check facts, including the spelling of names, statistical information, dates, times, and places. Be sure they are correct!

Brevity. Keep your sentences short and try to limit your paragraphs to one to three sentences. One way to cut sentence length is to write in the active voice (subject-verb-object) and use such grammatical shortcuts as appositives (modifying phrases or clauses) and trimming unneeded relative pronouns (who, whom, that, which, etc.). For example:

Wrong: The trophy was presented to the squadron by Col. John G. Halftrack, 3rd Wing commander.

Right: Col. John G. Halftrack, 3rd Wing commander, presented the trophy to the squadron.

Wrong: The new commander was born in Chicago and he received a bachelor of science degree from Harvard University in 1960. He was commissioned the following year in Officer Training School.

Right: The commander, a Chicago native and a 1960 Harvard University graduate, was commissioned through Officer Training School.

Wrong: This was the third occasion on which the squadron has been recognized this month.

Right: This was the third time this month the squadron has been recognized.

Clarity. Avoid wordiness, repetition or incorporating unrelated ideas in paragraphs. Success in newswriting comes from keeping stories tight and simple.

The Sports Story

You’re missing the boat if you overlook your unit’s participation in sports.  Writing the sports story is much like writing the straight news story -- with minor variations.

Depending on the story’s timeliness, your lead emphasis (the first few words) will probably highlight how the game was won or what significance the contest had, as in these examples:


A seventh-inning home run by Allen Browning capped a four-run, last-inning rally as the EMS Wildcats dropped the CRS Tigers, 5-1, in intramural action Wednesday.


The Marauders hung on to a narrow, half-game lead in local football competition Saturday as they blasted the Lakenheath Eagles, 42-17, behind the strong-armed quarterbacking of Lance Shilling.

As you develop your story, key on significant plays or individual performances before going into the chronology of the game.  This way, if the editor must cut your story (which is a strong possibility with the competition for space on the sports page), the most important facts get in and star players get the recognition they deserve.

You should keep in mind avid sports-page readers thrive on strong action verbs and the vivid terminology peculiar to various sporting events.  Use colorful language when you write about sports.  Note that sports stories don’t use references to rank because on the playing field, everyone is equal.

Identifying Feature Material

As an UPAR you should furnish news stories about people and events in your unit.  You also can earn unit and personal recognition by alerting the editor about stories that have feature potential.

Features require time, imagination and skill to write.  Some editors have trained staffs at their disposal and are always looking for ways to put them to use.  Others don’t, and your writing skills, great or small, are of value to them.

When making your rounds, keep an eye out for human-interest stories.  In addition to straight news stories, readers are interested in people with an interesting background (families, pets or hobbies).  Stories about people involved in humanitarian work or who have been involved in a lifesaving action also appeal to readers.  The possibilities are endless:


 The photographer who likes to go scuba diving in search of buried treasure in his spare time.


 The engineer whose job it is to tear down buildings but who has a hobby of building scale models of buildings.


 The master sergeant who is a maintenance guy for the AWACS plane and the brother who flies them.

Photos and Cutlines

An old cliché, “One picture is worth more than a thousand words.”  It can be true, provided the picture doesn’t require a thousand words to explain.

The newspaper staff always looks for pictures with action and interest--pictures that will turn readers’ heads.  If a picture can’t do that, it isn’t worth the space or the cost to publish it.

If a news or feature event is worthy of a photo, editors usually prefer to have a trained photographer shoot it.  But, there’s a limit to the amount of coverage the photo lab can provide, so give as much advance notice as possible when requesting photo coverage.

If an editor can’t schedule a trained photographer, you must get the action shots.  “Grip ‘n’ grins” (photos of people shaking hands, receiving checks or plaques, smiling at the camera or each other) rarely get further than the editor’s circular file.

Instead of a shot of your squadron Airman of the Month getting a certificate from the commander, get a shot of the airman on the job.

Have the photographer get in close.  There’s nothing worse than a “20-foot close-up” that requires a magnifying glass to see who’s who in the photo.

Don’t crowd too many people in the shot.  Editors have a rule of thumb that pictures should be limited to one person for each column the photo covers.  This means, if a picture is to be in three columns, there should be no more than three people in the picture.

Avoid profile shots.  Have at least three-quarters of the face showing.  A good rule of thumb is if you can see both eyes open in the photo then you’re good to go.

No matter how good your picture, it’s still going to require explanatory text.  This descriptive data is known as a cutline.  Cutlines have four major functions: They explain the action, identify the people, provide background information, and give credit to the photographer.  You should strive to keep cutlines short.  Generally speaking, you shouldn’t repeat information already in the story.  However, there are occasions when the photo and cutline should stand-alone.  In these cases, the cutline information should be complete.

Write cutlines only in the present tense, as though the action in the photo were taking place now, and keep your sentences active.

Prepare cutlines using the same format you use for news stories and attach them to the backs of the prints using tape (no writing on the photo, and no paper clips or staples, please--they’ll damage it).

When submitting “mug” (head and shoulder) photos, write the person’s name on the back of the print with a china marker (also known as a grease pencil) or a felt-tipped marker.  A ballpoint pen or pencil will mar the surface of the print and ruin it for reproduction.

Too often, unidentified mug shots get separated from releases when the mail distribution envelope is opened.  Also, if a photo is to be returned to you, include your name and return address on the back.

When mailing prints or sending them through distribution, keep in mind they might not receive tender loving care.  Protect them by placing them in a sturdy envelope with a piece of cardboard.

Protecting Yourself and Others

Now that we’ve discussed the responsibilities of a UPAR and how to write stories for the wing newspaper, let’s discuss what we need to do to ensure we do it all within policy, security, and legal parameters.  To do this, we need to cover three areas: security and policy review; the Privacy Act; and libel, slander and plagiarism.

Security and Policy Review

All official information for release to the public must safeguard security matters and be in line with established Air Force, Department of Defense and Federal Government policies.  This security and policy review process applies to all DOD military and civilian employees.  The material to be reviewed includes information (in any form) proposed for public release concerning plans, programs, or operations of the government.

The review process begins at the Public Affairs office.  While some material can be completely judged through the local Public Affairs officer, certain categories require forwarding to Headquarters U.S. Air Force through command channels.

The whole point of the review process is to get people involved who know enough on the subject matter in question to read and provide comments so an informed decision can be made. The experts are usually busy people and PA must provide sufficient lead-time to permit them an opportunity to consider the material.

The Privacy Act

As a UPAR, when you write stories about people, you need to have a basic understanding of the Privacy Act.  Each story published in base papers or intended for public release must adhere to this policy.  Simply stated, everyone has a constitutional right to privacy.  People don’t waive that right simply because they’re in the military or work for the government.  When we publish a story about a person, there are certain facts we cannot release without the permission of that person.

The main references covering disclosure of information is AFI 37-132, Air Force Privacy Act Program.  This AFI explains which items of information are releasable and which are not.  For example, a person’s social security number and marital status are not releasable, but past duty locations are releasable.

If you would like more detained information about the Privacy Act, consult the Air Force Instruction cited above or contact the base Privacy Act monitor.

Libel, Slander and Plagiarism

When you write about people, you have to be very careful what you say is true. Webster’s defines libel as “any false or malicious written or printed statement, or any sign, picture or effigy tending to expose a person to public ridicule, hatred or contempt, or to injure that person’s reputation in any way.”  Slander is defined in much the same way but differs in that it is spoken rather than written.

The Associated Press Stylebook and Libel Manual covers the problem of libel in the business of writing for publication.  Although the Public Affairs office has primary responsibility for release of information, you, the UPAR, are a vital link in ensuring stories about your unit and the people assigned to it are true and accurate, and do not libel anyone.

One final area that can get a writer into a lot of trouble is plagiarism; the act of taking writings or ideas of another and passing them off as one’s own. It is unethical and contrary to all professional journalistic standards. In addition, when such material has previously appeared in a copyrighted publication, its reproduction without permission becomes a violation of law.

Except in such cases as fair use, the U.S. government has no right to publish the copyrighted works of any person or publisher without permission or formal license.  This applies in every case, regardless of the good intentions of the parties concerned.

Public Affairs officers, UPARs, and wing newspaper editors, in particular, are responsible for reviewing contributions to the wing newspaper and other publications for propriety, ethical standards, good taste, and possible violations of copyright and libel laws.  If you have any doubts, discus them with Public Affairs.

In Case of Emergency
We have an emergency...

Since UPARs do not have the training or experience to act as Public Affairs officers or NCOs, consulting a full-time PA office first is the rule for handling emergency actions.

During any emergency action situation, the UPAR should have complete and immediate access to the facts and must communicate the situation immediately to both the host wing Public Affairs office and the 21st Space Wing Public Affairs office.  The host wing Public Affairs office will be responsible for handling any local crisis situations, while 21 SW/PA needs to be kept aware of the situation to provide guidance and answers to media questions.  Those two Public Affairs offices must determine the extent of media or community concern and necessary Public Affairs actions.

UPARs at CONUS units receiving Public Affairs support from a nearby base, should call that base’s PA office and 21 SW/PA (24-hour access through command posts).

UPARs at units in foreign countries receiving PA support from a nearby base, should call that base’s PA office and notify 21 SW/PA immediately.

The UPAR is not expected to follow the procedures outlined for full-time PAs in AFPDs 35-1, 35-2 or 35-3 series.  The UPAR does not issue a news release or respond to queries unless directed to do so by the host unit’s Public Affairs office, higher headquarters Public Affairs office or, as appropriate, by the U.S. Embassy country team or USIS.

The UPAR should be a key part of any emergency action response team to relay information to the appropriate PA office.  The Public Affairs office will need to know:


 Nature of incident/accident


 Casualties/deaths


 Time of incident/accident


 Unit facilities involved; how affected


 Any danger to local community/personnel


 News media queries; extent of interest


 Any other pertinent data

Exceptions to “no release” rule
There are two occasions when UPARs not collocated with or even near (within one hour) of their supporting PA office may find it necessary to issue a news release:


 Having news media on site who know an accident or incident has happened.


 Having media in the local area who witnessed or know an accident or incident has happened and who make an inquiry.

In either of these two cases, follow these steps:


 FIRST, make every attempt to get guidance from the host or parent wing PAO before answering a media query.


 SECOND, use the fill-in-blank releases provided in AFI 35-102 to determine what information is immediately releasable.


 THIRD, always get the unit commander’s approval before making a release.


 FOURTH, inform the host PA and 21 SW/PA offices about the accident or incident and your actions by quickest means.

(NOTE:  Do not issue any statement without PA or U.S. Embassy approval if situation involves non-U.S. forces or facilities.)

Getting started
Here are some tips on setting up shop:

 Assemble public affairs references.


 Start a continuity folder with guidelines and pertinent information.  If you already have one, ensure it’s current.


 Schedule time to determine your unit commander’s priorities and how you can help achieve those objectives.


 Review your host-tenant support agreement to find out how the host base will support you.


 Review your unit’s disaster preparedness directives/guidelines and determine: 

What is unique about your unit’s location?  Who do you contact if there’s an accident or incident?


 Call the host PAO to ensure you know who does what, before any accident occurs.


 Ask your wing PAO what specific policies/procedures you are expected to follow.


 If your unit is located in a foreign country, find out what your reporting procedures are and write them down.  For instance, you should find out who contacts the U.S. Embassy or USIS office in your area and under what circumstances.


 If your unit is collocated with your host or wing Public Affairs office, check to see if there are regular UPAR training meetings.


 Review your self-inspection checklist (SIG 123-51).
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