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INTRODUCTION 

 

Chairman Fallon, Ranking Member Houlahan, and distinguished Members of this Committee, thank you 

for the opportunity to appear before you today and for your continued support.  I am honored to share the 

continuing efforts of the United States Air Force to recruit, develop, and retain the Airmen and families 

who form the bedrock of our Nation’s defense.  

 

As the Department of the Air Force (DAF) postures for an era of strategic competition, our most 

significant and enduring competitive advantage remains our people. We cannot choose between people 

and platforms; we need both. The most advanced aircraft is nothing without a skilled and focused Airman 

to fly, fix and support. The Fiscal Year 2027 President’s Budget Request reflects this, making 

transformative investments in our people to ensure the readiness and lethality of our force, in alignment 

with the National Defense Strategy.  

 

Our personnel policies and programs are designed to build a ready, resilient, and lethal force capable of 

meeting any challenge, anywhere, anytime. This requires a steadfast focus on recruiting and retaining the 

nation’s best talent, ensuring their readiness, and managing their careers to meet the demands of the future 

fight. We are committed to providing our Airmen and their families with the quality of life they deserve, 

because we know that readiness starts at home.  

 

FORCE MANAGEMENT STRATEGY: RECRUITING AND RETENTION 

 

While the recruiting landscape can prove challenging at times, I am proud to report that the Air Force 

surpassed our recruiting goal in 2025 and is on track to meet 2026 objectives. Our focus is now expanding 

to the other side of the equation: retaining the incredible talent we bring into the service. The FY27 

budget request for an end-strength increase of 8,900 for the Air Force is a critical step, allowing us to 

relieve stress on undermanned career fields and invest in the capabilities needed to deter and, where 

necessary, defeat our adversaries.  

 

We continue to use every available tool to stabilize the force and address critical skill gaps. Our pilot 

force is currently 2,470 aviators short of our requirement, and we are taking decisive action to close this 

gap by increasing our production goal to 1,500 pilots per year, putting us on a path to stabilize the 

shortage in FY27. Monetary incentives like the Aviation Bonus program remain a vital tool for retaining 

this critical talent. While our overall retention remains high at 90%, we must use all tools available to 

focus on critically manned career fields to bridge gaps, strengthen our force and shape future investments.  

 

Additionally, the reintroduction of Warrant Officers is proving to be a success.  Our first class graduated 

in December 2024, and we’ve added over one hundred additional highly skilled cyber and IT technical 

experts.  This cadre of Warrant Officers are force multipliers, resulting in our ability to retain talent in 

these fields previously incredibly difficult to retain.   

 

INVESTING IN AIRMEN AND FAMILIES: THE FOUNDATION OF READINESS 

 

Investing in quality of life is a direct investment in lethality. An Airman distracted by substandard 
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housing or workspace and unable to secure appropriate, safe childcare are not focused on the mission. 

Our commitment to Airmen and their families is a direct feeder into combat capability. We are focused 

on providing a spectrum of support to strengthen financial security, enhance access to care, and build 

resilience. 

 

Financial stress continues to be one of our Airmen’s biggest strains. The budget proposes a significant 

pay raise of seven percent for our junior enlisted members and five percent for senior enlisted and 

officers. This, combined with the authorities granted by Congress to raise the eligibility for the Basic 

Needs Allowance, directly addresses the financial pressures facing many of our military families. We 

are enhancing how we communicate the full value of the military compensation package to our Airmen. 

By improving the transparency and predictability of monetary and non-monetary incentives, we ensure 

our force fully understands their total compensation, which is a critical lever for sustained retention.  

 

We are strengthening the ecosystem of support for our families. The employment of our military 

spouses is a critical factor in family economic security and service member retention. We offer 

reimbursement for spouse employment costs incurred during a permanent change of station for up to 

$1,000 for each qualifying move to cover costs to transfer licenses or certifications and any additional 

costs required to continue working in their field. In FY25, we reimbursed 184 spouses up to $93,019 to 

cover their licenses or certifications.  

 

Access to available, affordable, and quality childcare is a critical readiness and retention issue, and more 

work can be done. Across the Air Force, approximately 266 childcare rooms remain closed due to staffing 

shortages.  This has a negative impact on the unmet need list for approximately 3,000 children.  

 

We are tackling this challenge with multiple strategies. We recently opened our first combination Child 

Development and School-Age Care facility at Osan Air Base. By merging the two programs, the number 

of available childcare spots has nearly doubled, offering expanded opportunities for Air Force families. 

The intent is to replicate this model for six additional MILCON projects. We’ve added 4,000 community-

based fee-assistance spaces through the Military Child Care in Your Neighborhood program, supporting 

over 9,300 DAF children with $44.7M in fee assistance in FY25.  

 

We continue the recruitment and retention of our important childcare workforce. Despite challenges in 

staffing, we are working on competitive compensation packages including significant fee discounts for all 

Child and Youth Programs employees, tuition assistance and retention incentives. Thanks to yours and 

the Administrations’ support for these vital programs we can ensure that military families have the care 

access they need.  

 

We continue to focus on the health and well-being of our force and remain committed to eliminating the 

corrosives of suicide, sexual assault, and harassment, which violate our core values and degrade 

readiness.  

 

Suicide is a complex challenge which requires a focus on prevention, intervention, and postvention. We 

continue to roll out innovative programs like Wingman Guardian Connect and Airman & Guardian’s 

Edge to foster connection and encourage help-seeking behavior.  
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We’ve identified, through data analysis, that approximately 36,000 Airmen and Guardians are exposed to 

a suicide death. Our increased focus on our postvention process is a critical readiness component. The 

Suicide Postvention Command Support Team (SPCST) is a team of headquarters level experts who 

deploy at the request of Installation Leadership experiencing suicide anomalies. Since November 2023, 

SPCST teams provided vital support, consultation, and recommendations to nine installations, helping 

leaders navigate the aftermath of tragedy and mitigate risk.  

 

We are dedicated to the committee’s goal of eliminating sexual assault. Our primary goal is to drive down 

the prevalence of this crime, and early data suggests we are making progress. Prevalence rates, or 

estimated number of incidents, are a primary metric for success we assess biennially. Overall, FY23 data 

shows a twelve percent decrease in estimated incidents since 2021.  

 

Simultaneously, we are focused on building a climate of trust. Although we have seen an increase in 

reporting, it may be indicative of that more victims trust the response and support system and are seeking 

the help they need. 

 

We are also working to ensure that the response process does not create further trauma. The 

implementation of our “No Wrong Door” policy facilitates a warm hand-off to the appropriate support 

agency, ensuring no one is left to navigate the system alone. We are committed to recruiting to the full 

staffing requirement for our dedicated sexual assault response workforce to continue providing 

compassionate support.  

 

TALENT MANAGEMENT FOR THE FUTURE FIGHT 

 

Managing the talent within our force is critical to maintain the competitive advantage over our 

adversaries.  Our talent management philosophy is grounded in meritocracy and high standards and 

ensure the best-qualified Airmen—those who demonstrate excellent performance, leadership, and 

potential—are advanced to ensure mission success. 

 

The DAF is focused on a “Culture of Fitness” -- a deliberate strategy to build a more lethal and resilient 

force, directly enhancing Warrior Ethos and combat readiness. This is a fundamental modernization of 

our fitness standards where it matters most, designed to ensure our Airmen meet and exceed the lethality 

required for mission success. 

 

Our frontline, combat-focused occupations like Air Force Special Warfare and Explosive Ordnance 

Disposal have demanding occupation-specific assessments. These tests are based on formal Job Demand 

Analyses and replicate the extreme physical stresses of the battlefield. Critically, these standards are 

completely sex- and age-neutral, focusing exclusively on an operator's capability to perform their mission.  

 

Our new model based on science, provides a smarter, holistic view of an Airman's year-round health. 

Revisions include administering and testing twice a year, with increased standards. We’ve increased the 

run distance from 1.5 to 2 miles and added a waist-to-height measurement as a scored component to more 

accurately measure overall health and fitness.  
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This culture change is a resourced priority, not an unfunded mandate. Our investments fall into three 

categories: People, Tools, and Time. We are investing in people by training Master Fitness Leaders and 

Unit Peer Fitness Leaders to provide direct, daily expertise within squadrons. We’ve implemented 24/7 

fitness centers at all installations and are expanding our Food 2.0 initiative to 35 installations by FY27.  

 

Our professional military education (PME) programs are designed to produce warfighters who can out-

think and -maneuver our adversaries. We are committed to strengthening Airmen’s warrior ethos, by 

investing in civilian academic institutions that yield skilled, critically thinking leaders required for 

strategic competition. All our PME programs, to include fellowships and certificate programs, are 

currently under evaluation to ensure they deliver cost-effective, strategic education free from bias.  

 

Concurrently, we are improving our PME processes to enhance quality of life by expanding the eligibility 

windows for in-residence developmental education. This provides officers and their families greater 

career stability. Additionally, we’ve built a framework for our rated community to maintain flight 

currency while attending Air University PME programs, a critical initiative to enhance force readiness 

and reduce costly post-graduate requalification training.  

 

In addition to our Military Airmen, our civilian Airmen are an indispensable part of the force, providing 

continuity and deep expertise. To ensure our ability to recruit and retain civilians, we’ve initiated a 

deliberate campaign to overhaul the civilian hiring process. The recently established DAF Strategic 

Hiring Committee validates all civilian hiring actions that are aligned with the Department’s mission 

requirements and priorities. The Committee approved an expansive list of positions exempted from the 

recent hiring freeze to protect our most critical missions.  

 

Our focus on civilian recruiting is to streamline the entire process to reduce the hiring timeline. 

 To achieve this, we are executing centrally managed, streamlined hiring models to fill critical vacancies 

with both speed and scale. We are proactively hiring ahead of known departures to ensure mission 

continuity and employ every available tool to secure top-tier talent. By leveraging expedited hiring 

authorities, shared certificates, and pooled hiring actions, we can now issue immediate job offers to pre-

vetted candidates and onboard them much faster than our previous ability. We respectfully ask for this 

committee’s continued partnership in providing the authorities and resources necessary to make the DAF 

an employer of choice. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Chairman Fallon, Ranking Member Houlahan and distinguished Members of this Committee, the United 

States Air Force is making historic and necessary investments to ensure our most valuable weapon system 

– the American Airman - is ready to win today and in the future. Our focus is to build a lethal, resilient 

force capable of defending the homeland and projecting power globally.  Bolstering readiness, driving 

modernization, and taking care of our Airmen and families, builds a force that embodies Peace through 

Strength. Unified in this endeavor, we look forward to our continued partnership with this Committee to 

provide our distinguished Service members and their families the support they have and will continue to 

earn. Thank you.  


