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As I sit here at McChord Field, Washington, gazing upon Mt Rainier, I see summer quickly approaching.  For those of us in the northern hemisphere, we prepare to welcome warmer temperatures, more sunlight, and increased outdoor activities.  For those in the southern hemisphere, it is an entirely different story.  For them, winter is approaching, and they prepare for colder temperatures and increased darkness.  For those at the extreme ends of the earth, like the Antarctic ice shelf, this is especially true, and it tends to happen rather abruptly.  Due to the inhospitable conditions that exist during the winter there, most of the scientists conducting research there shut down operations and go home, some to return next season.
Insert Picture #7 with caption with photocredit:  Personnel from the National Science Foundation and the United States Antarctica Program patiently wait to board the Boeing C-17 Globemaster III for a flight back to Christchurch, New Zealand. (Photo SSgt Bill Smith)

As members of Team McChord and the C-17s migrated back home to Washington State from Christchurch, New Zealand, they celebrated yet another year in their long-standing tradition of supporting Operation DEEP FREEZE and true global logistics.  While the team included members of LOA’s Rainier Chapter, it was a true picture of Total Force Integration, incorporating US Navy, US Air Force, Air Force Reserve, Air National Guard, and coalition partners from around the globe.  And while everyone returned home enjoying mission success, it did not come without challenges.  In the end, the mission once again thrived and demonstrated how a dedicated team can come together to overcome inherent mission challenges and logistical obstacles.
Operation DEEP FREEZE, which started in 1955, provides vital logistical delivery and sustainment for the National Science Foundation (NSF) and the United States Antarctic Program (USAP).  The NSF and the USAP – along with a number of other nations’ research teams – conduct and support a multitude of scientific research projects on the Antarctic ice shelf and the surrounding areas.  The research has three goals:  to understand the region and its ecosystems; to understand its effects on (and responses to) global processes such as climate; and to use the region as a platform to study the upper atmosphere and space.  Some of the current research projects include further enhancing IceCube, the world’s largest neutrino detector; searching for the universe’s beginning; and exploring the world’s last unknown mountain range, the Gamburtsev Subglacial Mountains.  (See more project information at the NSF’s website, http://www.nsf.gov/od/opp/antarct/treaty/opp10001/big_print_0910/bigprint0910_2.jsp.) 
Supporting these projects requires the massive coordination of airlift, aeromedical evacuation support, emergency response sealift, seaport access, bulk fuel supply, port cargo handling, and transportation requirements.  These inter-agency and logistical challenges are further complicated by the world’s most treacherous weather environment, as Antarctica is the coldest, windiest, highest and harshest continent on Earth.  Adding to these nightmarish conditions is the challenge of navigating where traditional compasses are useless and satellite-dependent navigational aids are often unable to acquire the requisite number of signals necessary to accurately determine global positioning.  This requires the use of a grid system once vessels approach 60 degrees South latitude.  Providing logistics to the end of the world – while dealing with this assortment of problematic issues – can prove to be an epic challenge and often requires a heroic effort.   Providing this heroic effort is a well-trained and motivated team; it also happens to be a true Total Force team of active duty, Reserve, Guard, contractors, and Kiwi.
To get cargo from New Zealand down to Antarctica, there are two modes of travel:  air and sea.  Sea transport is provided by Military Sealift Command and carries the largest and least time-sensitive requirements.  To move people and high priority or perishable cargo (affectionately known as “freshies” by Pole inhabitants), air transport is necessary.  The bulk of this is provided by types of aircraft: C-17s from the 62nd Airlift Wing at McChord AFB, WA; and an LC-130 from the 109th Airlift Wing (ANG) at Schenectady, NY.  
Insert Picture #4 with caption with photo credit:  This LC-130, while owned by the National Science Foundation, is operated by the 109th Airlift Wing from the New York Air National Guard.  It provides both inter- and intra-continental airlift in support of the United States Antarctic Program and its scientific research. (Photo SSgt Bill Smith)


The LC-130s, with their specialized landing skis, provide the primary intra-continental airlift on the frozen continent that is approximately the size of the continental United States.  The C-17s and their extended range tanks are uniquely capable of delivering cargo to the ice shelf and returning to Christchurch, while minimizing their consumption of McMurdo Air Station resources (fuel).  
In addition to providing the aircraft, these two units, along with the 446th Airlift Wing (AFRC) from McChord Field, provide the necessary aircrews and maintenance crews to sustain their operations from approximately August through March, depending on weather.  The team also includes weather and support personnel from 13th Air Force, including ANG personnel from Hickam AFB, HI; cargo prep and build-up personnel from the New Zealand Defense Force; and civilian contractors such as Raytheon, which is contracted to provide air terminal operations.  
Insert Picture #1 with caption with photo credit:  A 10K-AT “Adverse Terrain” forklift unloads a C-17 in front of Mt. Erebus, the world’s southernmost volcano.  These type forklifts are able to rapidly load and unload cargo from the C-17 aircraft.  Their larger tires, with increased surface area, are able to distribute the weight across the snow and ice while transporting the heavy cargo pallets. (Photo SSgt Bill Smith)


Staging out of Christchurch, the C-17 team moves equipment, supplies, and personnel to McMurdo Station on the Ross Ice Shelf.  The NYANG’s airlift efforts are augmented by helicopters and Twin Otters, flown by contractors.  This combination of assets provides support to the many research teams spread out over the continent. Tracked or wheeled vehicles provide overland transport to those areas closer to McMurdo Station, and small boats are used for those research bases along the coastal areas.  While the coordination and cooperation required for these normal operations is no doubt impressive, what happens when the going gets rough is extraordinary.  Everyday, there is amazing friendliness and outreach to assist each other.  
Insert Picture #9 with caption with photo credit:  The DHC-6 Twin Otter is used to augment the LC-130’s intra-continental airlift efforts.  In 2001, two Twin Otters performed the only winter flight to Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station to perform a medical evacuation. (Photo SSgt Bill Smith)
 

One example of this occurred on the first C-17 swap-out of 2010.  When 1109 landed at Christchurch Saturday afternoon, an 8.5” fuselage crack was found on post flight inspection.  Normally, this would require a Maintenance Recovery Team (MRT) and several days to get the jet flyable.  However, with some amazing teamwork and cooperation between Active Duty, Reserve, Guard, and civilian contractors, it was repaired and on its way back to McChord within 48-hours. It went something like this: the jet landed and the crack was discovered Saturday afternoon (New Zealand time);with a 21-hour difference, it was Friday afternoon stateside.  This proved fortunate because it enabled the team to request an engineering disposition from Boeing and receive a quick response.  They also had to seek approval from the 62nd Maintenance Group Commander to allow ANG and Air New Zealand personnel to assist in the repair.  Once approved, they then contacted the Defense Contract Management Agency (DCMA) representative at USAP to coordinate payment for contractor services.  Putting the aircraft to bed around midnight Saturday night, they returned at 0545 Sunday morning to meet the ANG’s sheet metal journeyman.  Quickly cutting the required size and type of aluminum, he completed the task by 0630, allowing him to provide the needed assistance and still make the processing line for his scheduled 0900 Antarctica departure.  At 0900, an Air New Zealand supervisor came in to assist, calling in a non-destructive inspection technician to determine the extent of the crack.  The crack was stop-drilled and C-17 maintainers applied the patch and speed tape and waited for the sealant to cure.  With the cure check good, 34 personnel boarded the C-17 and departed Tuesday morning – 3 days earlier than the best case ETIC if a MRT had been required.
Another (smaller) example of teamwork – as well as LEAN principles – was lavatory servicing and documentation.  This function is completed by a contractor as required.  Previously, ANG and C-17 maintainers kept a daily written log and delivered it to Terminal Operations monthly to verify contractor billing.  One morning on a launch, we simply suggested to Terminal Operations that we email this log on an excel spreadsheet, eliminating the monthly trek and saving resources to boot!  They loved it, so we emailed them a spreadsheet with monthly tabs and they forwarded it to the 109th, who saved it on their desktop – all this by lunch time.  Talk about a simple “just do it”--but one that drives home basic principles with clarity!
These two examples – one of a major issue and one of a minor – illustrate how dedicated and determined this team is, and how cooperation (in things both great and small) is what makes the mission a success.  And make no mistake – this mission is a success. 
Since the season started on September 25th, McChord Airmen have averaged three to four missions each week and by season’s end had flown 68 missions, transporting 5,507 passengers and over 4.1 million pounds of cargo.  Mission success, however, is judged not only by meeting the NSF’s required airlift needs, but also by doing so with exceptional Total Force teamwork and with creative, team-oriented solutions that adapt to a challenging environment.  This article only touches the tip of the iceberg on the “extreme logistics” necessary to support the USAP. If you are interested in more info, please visit: http://public.mcchord.amc.af.mil/news/story.asp?id=123184663
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