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By Elaine Zimmer Davis

Alisa Stack, Director of the Personnel Accounting Consolidation Task Force (PACT) seated with families
and special guests during the annual dinner.

The 2014 National POW/MIA Family League meeting was important, well organized and successful
on several levels. The event was held at the Crystal City Hilton Hotel in Washington, D.C., June 1114, attracting approximately four hundred Vietnam War family members with loved ones still
unaccounted-for, government officials and honored guests. The theme may well have been “Reenergizing the Base,” since it appeared that attendees had a positive reaction to officials'
reorganization of the accounting community’s infrastructure, seeing it as a pathway to a better, more
finely tuned system that could speed up efforts to bring home loved ones from past wars, whenever
and wherever possible.
It was a two-way street with officials returning the favor, praising families for their long-time
devotion to the mission -- obviously giving many a reason to continue marching over the past year,
despite the harsh, relentless criticism of the accounting system.

Ann Mills Griffiths, Johnie Webb and Maj Gen Kelly McKeague

Said Johnie Webb, Deputy to the Commander of JPAC, speaking directly to families in the
audience: "It was a tough year at JPAC...but being here, meeting and talking with you recharges my
batteries. Your dedication always rubs off on me."
Webb was not alone. During the three-day meeting, we heard others reiterate their commitment to
families, which translated into keeping hope alive for many who still wait. On a personal level, I am
always humbled by these special families. This journey is one of the most difficult I have ever
undertaken. Perhaps that is why I have so much admiration for League Chairman Ann Mills
Griffiths, who -- like JPAC -- has taken her share of hits over the years but continues to march.
Mills Griffiths has written or been quoted on more than one occasion that recent issues have made
the job of bringing home our MIAs tougher than she can ever remember, namely due to the
accounting community’s inability to function effectively while dealing with sequestration, a hiring
freeze, budget woes, whistleblowers, in-house competition, a Congressional mandate, a negative
media frenzy and more recently, blowback from WWII and Korean War groups. But as the meeting
progressed, Mills Griffiths appeared upbeat about the new direction, of which the League
encouraged, and that was a good sign.
LEAD, FOLLOW OR GET OUT OF THE WAY
The group welcomed Assistant Secretary of Defense Michael Lumpkin, as the Keynote speaker for
the Opening Session. Lumpkin was appointed by Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel several months

ago to design a plan to get the accounting community in shape for the future. Lumpkin’s speech left
little doubt of his intent to make that happen. He reiterated the President’s welcome-home remarks
concerning Sgt. Bowe Bergdahl after his nearly five years in captivity, saying Bergdahl’s 'return was
a priority for the United States, and we are grateful that our coordinated efforts have brought him
home to his family. Sgt. Bergdahl’s recovery is a result of America’s unwavering commitment to
leave no man or woman behind on the battlefield.' The president’s position resonated with several
family members in the audience.

ASD Michael Lumpkin, DoD

Lumpkin then discussed his future vision for the new agency, which included the necessity of
adapting to a changing world; expecting more for families and following Hagel’s lead for sweeping
changes. The Central Identification Laboratory (CIL) in Hawaii will no longer be the lead
organization for the accounting community’s laboratory management.

Instead, the CILs

headquarters in Hawaii and its mainland satellite lab will come under the Armed Forces DNA
Identification Laboratory (AFDIL), located at Dover Air Force Base in Delaware and headed by the
Medical Examiner. He also spoke of creating a centralized database to include all MIAs from past
wars; making more information easily available to families; changing the culture; and declassifying/
releasing documents pertinent to the mission and MIA cases. Lumpkin emphasized the need for
one, easy-to-understand process. He noted that the “voices of families could help us shape our
needs.” “We value your feedback,” Lumpkin told the families.
Lumpkin’s reference to the accounting community’s budget will usher in a huge change, noting that
officials “are also working with Congress to realign funding for this mission into a single budget,

allowing greater flexibility to respond more effectively.” Hopefully Vietnam War efforts will benefit
from this change.
Mentioned briefly were public/private partnerships as a concept that could work in Vietnam War
locations. The idea of bringing in more talent – particularly subject-matter experts -- is being
pushed by a group of WWII families, and it is apparently gaining momentum (according to my
research). Mills-Griffiths voiced concern about such an arrangement in Southeast Asia, saying
“keep them out of Vietnam.” Anytime our government inserts itself in the equation, a host country
sees this as a U.S. Government approved relationship/operation, for which these partnerships
would qualify.
These partnerships could become a political nightmare, since it is not only difficult -- but may be
virtually impossible -- to properly vet and monitor public/private partnerships and inadvertently
cause great damage to the Vietnam War accounting program and beyond. Considering the outcome
of WWII, I can see why these arrangements could work and perhaps be effective in Europe and parts
of Asia Pacific, but on the other hand, the Vietnam War ended on very different terms. We’ve come a
long way in Southeast Asia with talk of the U.S. and Vietnam possibly on their way to developing a
strategic partnership, but I suggest that officials look at public/private partnerships in SEA with
great caution.
While the new agency is transitioning, Lumpkin said that current operations would be ongoing and
continue to evolve, which was well received by all families.

JPAC slides from past field operations -- more available in Webb’s presentation on the League’s site

A former Navy Seal with a lot of experience in combat and command, Lumpkin’s remarks appeared
to instill confidence among a very dedicated group of families who obviously came with an open
mind. Most know that the program will never be a utopian operation, but if officials are straight with

families and keep them in the loop, I think good intentions – demonstrated by credible results, will
go a long way.
LITMUS TEST
With transparency being one of Lumpkin’s key objectives, Alisa Stack, Director of the Personnel
Accounting Consolidation Task Force (PACT), was available for a short time to join the Department
of Defense’s Q&A panel. Families were free to pose questions to Stack about the reorganization, and
here were areas touched upon:
Over time, families have expressed frustration about how to stay in touch with their loved one’s case
on multiple levels. Stack offered several examples, including Ancestry.com as a “geeky” possibility for
the integration of case file information and other aspects of the overall program.
She said the target date is 18 months as a possible timeline for cultural and process changes in the
system. The plan is for the new agency to combine the Defense Prisoner of War/Missing Personnel
Office (DPMO), the Joint POW/MIA Accounting Command (JPAC) and some aspects of the Air
Force’s Life Science Equipment Laboratory (LSEL) into a single organization with a partial stand up
by January 1, 2015, leaving some positions still in flux. The leadership plan is to appoint a civilian
for the top position and a military officer as deputy. The latter was good news, because it appears
that our active duty military will continue to be involved in field operations, which came as no
surprise -- the work is tough and dangerous at times. More on this as information becomes
available.

DoD Panel responding to questions from family members

Stack plans to take a good look at processes, saying that she would like to cut down the time it takes
to make decisions and checks and balances. “I believe we can have a happier…workplace,” said
Stack. “I want to build on that.”
The subject of a name change for the new agency received a lot of attention. Stack hopes to have the
rebranding effort up and running by the end of summer and welcomed suggestions from
families. Mills Griffiths added that the verbiage should accurately define the Agency’s mission – the
organization is best known by its POW/MIA branding and hopefully this will not be lost in the
shuffle.
Concerns about the closure of facilities were downplayed. Stack said there were no plans to close
facilities, but I also found a reference in my notes to “not in the next 18 months” – hopefully the
former is accurate and not the latter. I believe our country increasingly has a lot to gain from
maintaining detachments in Southeast Asia.
As for the agency's base of operation, it will likely have a presence on the Hill, but it wasn’t clear as to
how significant that would be.
Not a newcomer to bureaucratic challenges, Stack understands that her vision is big and difficult, but
I personally think most of it is doable. Again, the road ahead will be complicated and won’t be a
cure-all for this very difficult mission.
*NOTE: An outside firm, The Clearing, was contracted to branch out to obtain input
from family members from all wars on their personal experiences in dealing with the
various accounting community organizations. In addition to DPMO, JPAC and LSEL
(specifically named in the restructure directive and by Congress), these include the
Service

Casualty

Offices,

AFDIL,

and

individuals
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organizations. The Clearing is seeking the views of all who are willing to talk with
them

and

can

be

reached

via

the

Internet

by

emailing

voiceofthefamilies@theclearing.com. (This information was obtained from the
League's website at www.pow-miafamilies.org/)
MORE NOTES & QUOTES
With the accounting organization in transition, the meeting had an interesting twist with talk of the
present – as in the day-to-day duties continuing much as they have for several years – to discussions

of the future when things will change as the transition becomes more solidified. The current
situation was much more on everyone's mind -- while the clock is ticking away in Southeast Asia, it is
doing likewise for most family members.
In addition to Lumpkin’s message, a lot of attendees seemed to feel confident that Vietnam War
operations would not undergo a huge changeover, thanks to the presence of familiar faces from
DPMO, JPAC and DIA, such as Dustin Roses, DIA Stony Beach Specialist, Vientiane, Laos; Bill
Gadoury, JPAC, Detachment 3, Casualty Resolution Specialist, Lao PDR; Bill Habeeb, Chief of Asia
Operations Directorate, DPMO; Pete Loverde, Stony Beach DIA Specialist, Phnom Penh, Cambodia;
Bob Maves, Chief, SEA Research Analysis , JPAC; Mike Najim, Stony Beach DIA Specialist, Hanoi,
Vietnam.

Ron Ward, Casualty Resolution Specialist, Det2, Hanoi
Perhaps most important to many of us with losses in Vietnam was the presence of Ron Ward,
Detachment 2, Casualty Resolution Specialist, Hanoi, Vietnam, who was greatly missed at last year’s
meeting. As with most in-country experts, Ron’s title belies the number of hats he wears, working
with our counterparts from the Vietnamese Recovery Teams (VRTs) and in circles beyond. He is
adept at translation and speaks the language like a local, and his investigative skills are a valuable
asset in a country where knowledge is king, as the clock continues to make finding our loved ones
more difficult with every passing year. However, Ward said that Vietnamese citizens are increasingly
coming forward with information, and "volunteered 68 pieces of information this year -- not
all valid, but we take it seriously."

DASD “Q” Winfield, DPMO

Commander Maj Gen Kelly McKeague, JPAC

Although DPMO and JPAC leadership work on behalf of all families with MIAs from past wars, many
Vietnam War families have been active participants in the League for years and have known DASD
“Q” Winfield, USA, Ret, from the days when he commanded JPAC in 2006, while on active duty as
Maj Gen Winfield, during the organization's evolutionary period. A great orator and hilarious at
times, Winfield’s presence at this year’s meeting was limited because of a death in his extended
family (hope I have that correct), but we did have a chance to hear him talk a little about Vietnam’s
latest olive branch – my term, not Q’s – of taking all sites off the restricted list. Knowing the
complexity of dealing with host countries, this is a huge gesture on the part of the Vietnamese
government. Winfield was not alone in expressing his appreciation of Vietnam's efforts -- this point
was mentioned by Maj Gen McKeague; Johnie Webb, Ron Ward, Bill Maves, Jennifer Nasarenko,
Director, J5 Policy & Negotiations, and others.
Winfield also championed a new process for field investigations, using historians to work with
investigators – as in a 50-50 split, which was tested in Cambodia and considered a success. I lean
toward forensic investigators and like the idea of including an historian on the team, but I’m not sure
about multiple historians.
In April 2014, Winfield said that China submitted its archival report for the first time in English. I
know this may seem insignificant to many people, but transcribing Mandarin into English can be
tricky and produce an incorrect translation. This was a big step forward and hopefully produces
some results on losses from past wars. (I think it would be great if China could persuade Russia to
release more of its archives, making the US-Russia Joint Commission on POW/MIAs a credible

organization, but I agree with Richard Childress, Senior League Policy Advisor and much more, who
said, "our relations with Russia are the worst in many years.")
It came as no surprise to most of us that JPAC Commander Maj Gen Kelly McKeague received one of
the League’s coveted awards for his dedication to families with loved ones still missing from the
Vietnam War. His remarks were among the most heartfelt, as was his firm promise of doing
everything possible to help make the new agency a success. McKeague has one year left of his tour,
and Mills Griffiths reminded everyone that he came aboard at a difficult time -- to say the least -- and
immediately ended up on Capitol Hill, undergoing a Congressional grilling about the dysfunction
within JPAC.
McKeague is a very likeable, effective leader, and it was refreshing to hear him talk about his team,
zeroing in on their unique qualities. Of Johnie Webb, he mentioned Johnie's great empathy for
family members; of Ron Ward, the great respect the Vietnamese have for him; of LTC Julian Tran,
commander of Det 2, Hanoi, his dangerous exit from Vietnam as a young man, only to return
decades later as an Army officer and respected leader; of Bill Gadoury’s sensitive way of dealing with
the Lao; and the list went on, as did our admiration for the people who walk the walk for us.

JPACs Rich Wills, Forensic Underwater Archaeologist, and Bill Gadoury, Det 3, Laos

McKeague also spoke about the deleterious effect that budget problems and sequestration had on
operations in Laos and Vietnam during the past year, namely because JPAC needed to cancel 52% of
its operations. With dependence upon weather, logistics and a huge laundry list of other
requirements, I am certain that the fallout is still being felt.

Jennifer Nasarenko discusses the intricacies of negotiations with host nations.
Not understood by many of us, but very important, are the negotiations between the U.S. and host
countries. Jennifer Nasarenko said that it sometimes takes years of negotiations before there is a
breakthrough. Of the Vietnam War locations, Nasarenko said that Laos has been the most
restrictive.
In 1993, the U.S. was granted permission for 23 personnel to work in Laos during operations. Today
that number has risen to 50 personnel -- slow, but progress is being made. Gadoury says that the
Laos excavation list now includes 85 sites, which is expected to increase. Although Laos has the most
complex coordination system for operations, the Lao agreed recently to allow field work out of
normal time limits.
With the lab now under new management, most of us noticed the cultural change and overall
emphasis on the use of DNA for identifications. Capt. Edward A Reedy, MD, PhD, discussed the
Armed Forces

Mills Griffiths and Dr. Edward Reedy, Director, AFDIL/DoD DNA Registry/AFMES
Medical Examiner's System and its commitment to the accounting community. It appears that the
lab is expecting to meet the 200 identifications annually by 2015, as imposed by the 2010 NDAA,
but hopefully that commitment has softened a little at this point. Reedy said that AFDIL currently
has 6.9 million blood stains on file. His organization is heavily accredited and has never failed a
blind testing. Now able to make identifications using different forms of DNA, I picked up on his
comments about the use of Mitochondrial DNA having a turnaround time of approximately 85 days
with a 95% success rate. Also, DNA can now be extracted from specimens about the size of a tiny
pinkie nail. Dental specimens still remain the best option for extracting DNA.
For those of us with loved ones shot down in a high impact crash in which the aircraft likely burned
on impact because of its payload, I was reminded that DNA does not necessarily apply to all cases. If
bone
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extracted,

said

Mark
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PhD,

Forensic

Anthropologist. However, identifications were being made through other means before DNA
became the standard, so I felt better and hope that any of you with similar circumstances do too.
Officials may be able to build a one-size-fits-all agency, but it appears that the business of finding
remains and making identifications does not always fit the mold.
If you’ve made it to this point and are still interested in more specific information, I encourage you to
visit www.pow-miafamilies.org/annual-meeting, since most of the major speakers posted their
remarks on the League’s site.
I will post photos in the gallery ASAP.

