Ideas from our Deployment to Kuwait
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Family Readiness Group


By Traci A. Cook

This list was designed to aid the FRG leader as his/her unit is preparing to deploy, but can be beneficial for any commander or spouse who is planning for a deployment.  It contains ideas for implementing before, during, and just after deployment.  Please feel free to add to these ideas by contacting Traci Cook at nttcook@coastalnow.net.

Before the deployment:

· Find out all you can about deployments and about the country your spouse will be calling “home” for the next several months.  Contact your Installation Deployment Liaison (call Army Community Services if you’re not sure who that is) and make sure you have pre-deployment briefings with soldiers and spouses.  This is a great time to get valuable information from the people who know best.  ACS at Fort Stewart developed a “Kuwait Smart Book for FRG Leaders” that contained information on Kuwait, flow charts for assisting families in crisis, safety tips, managing separation ideas, and other valuable information.  Your Deployment Liaison can assist you in similar materials. 
· Update and verify every spouse name, address, phone number, and email address.  Have all soldiers prepare a strip map to their house so that you can find their home if needed.  Encourage all spouses to update you if they decide to visit relatives, move, or change phone numbers during the deployment.  Emphasize that this is not to “check up” on them, but to be able to reach them should you receive relevant information from the deployment.
· Communicate with your spouse.  Make sure the spouses who are staying at home know all they need to survive without their soldier for a long period of time.  Checking accounts, bank statements, bills and due dates, personal code numbers, vehicle registration and upkeep information, power of attorney, legal documents . . . the list goes on.  These do not sound like fun topics, but it will make your lives so much easier if you discuss before the deployment.  Encourage the spouses to keep a notebook and write all the important information down, as emotions may prevent them from remembering everything later.  Again, work through your deployment liaison on post.  He/She has wonderful checklists and Preparation for Deployment materials that are essential.
· Work with your military unit to make sure that all legal work is complete.  You will need a Power of Attorney and a will, at the very least.  Make sure to ask about the various types of Powers of Attorney.  If you have children, you will want to complete a Parental Power of Attorney as well.  Work with the unit commander to ensure that all deploying families have completed this as well.
· Research!  Try http://www.odci.gov/cia/publications/factbook for some basic facts about the country.  This can help you feel a little closer when your spouse feels far away.
· Spend quality time with your spouse.  There may not be much quantity time as your spouse and his/her unit prepares for deployment.  Try not to complain about this time spent away from home.  Just know that you would rather your spouse be prepared for all situations that might occur during the deployment and that the time spent preparing now will be well worth it.
· Have your spouse make a video or cassette tape for you and/or for the kids.  You might try following him/her around with the video camera during the last few weeks before deployment.  Reading bedtime stories, doing chores with the kids, explaining where mom/dad will be, showing the location on a globe . . . all of these make great moments to revisit later, during the deployment.
· Purchase an “FRG Answering Machine” that allows for remote messages.  We hooked this up to the commander’s number during the deployment and had a different soldier call in and leave an update from Kuwait about once a week.  Family members could call that “Update from Kuwait” number at any time and hear about what was happening there.
· Meet with your rear detachment commander, battalion representative, and your phone tree points-of-contact to discuss goals for the deployment, possible concerns, and planning issues.
During the deployment:
· Caution all spouses to refrain from discussing the deployment in public.  Unfortunately, criminals of all sorts take advantage of vulnerable situations.  Overhearing a wife discussing her husband’s six-month absence from home might just tip a criminal’s ear.  Do not tie yellow ribbons on  your house or trees, and be careful about wearing a ribbon or other item that might indicate that you are home alone.  Discuss this with your FRG families as well.  You want to support each other without drawing the attention of anyone who might wish to do harm.

· Familiarize yourself with the American Red Cross and their procedure for Red Cross messages.  Keep their number by every phone.  When (and if) you receive an emergency call, stay calm and inform your caller of the Red Cross procedure.  It will be up to him/her to verify any emergency-related facts to the Red Cross before a message can be sent.  This applies to labor, births, deaths in the family, serious injuries, etc.

· Conduct regular FRG meetings, generally once a month.  Make sure they are well advertised and that each spouse receives a phone call before each meeting.  Ensure that your rear detachment commander or other unit representative is present at every meeting.  There may be questions that a soldier will be better equipped to answer.

· Make contact with your rear detachment commander or other unit representative at least bi-monthly.  This will keep everyone on the “same sheet of music” and will alleviate many questions.

· Email a monthly newsletter to all family members.  Invite soldiers to add their accounts or accounts for parents, grandparents, etc.  There is no additional cost to email more people, so the more, the merrier!  Have the commander email photos of the soldiers “in action” and include all pictures in the newsletter.  Also include digital photos from spouse events for the soldiers to enjoy.

· Mail a paper copy of monthly newsletters to all spouses.  Invite soldiers to add addresses for parents, grandparents, etc. to the distribution list.  Don’t forget to send a copy to the soldiers who are deployed!  Ask the commander to make copies and distribute to soldiers.

· Get the spouses out of the house.  Have a monthly “Ladies’ Night Out” where spouses can go to a movie, get dinner, or enjoy some time with other spouses.  Plan it around any special “military discount nights” at local YMCAs for babysitting, if possible.

· Host a “Kids’ Playgroup/Spouses’ Social” every month.  Be creative and keep the costs down.  Meet at an on-post playground, the library, or other public place.  If it is a casual, come-and-go atmosphere, many spouses will be attracted.  You may want to bring a general snack (goldfish crackers, graham crackers, or dried fruit) to share.

· Have a “Card Campaign” to ensure that each soldier receives mail while he/she is deployed.  Enlist local elementary, middle, or high schools to help.  Other options for volunteers include:  spouses at FRG meetings, church groups, Boy and Girl Scout troops, etc.  Make sure you coordinate with the commander first to obtain permission to give out any soldier’s name or address.

· Organize a “Support Our Soldiers” or SOS campaign to send each solder a goody box while deployed.  First, coordinate with the commander.  Create a flyer that lists the campaign goals, ideas for things to send, the address label, and any restrictions on mail to that area (check with your local postmaster to make sure your mailing guidelines are correct).  The address label must direct the box to one specific soldier.  You may NOT send boxes to “Any Service member” or “Unit Soldier.”  We directed all of our boxes to the battery commander and he distributed the boxes throughout the unit.  This ensured quality control and equal distribution of the boxes.  See “SOS Flyer” for ideas on the flyer.  We simply copied this flyer double sided, tri-folded the flyers, then distributed them to our spouses.  Spouses then gave the flyer to their children’s schools, their churches, and to family members.  We also emailed the flyer to our own friends and family members.  

· Don’t overdo it.  If your families are not interested in keeping a social calendar of unit events, that’s okay.  Just make sure you communicate with all spouses at least once every two weeks.  Activate your phone tree and verify that you can reach all spouses.  Make sure you receive a return call from all phone tree points-of-contact and that you know exactly who has and has not been called.  If there are discrepancies in phone numbers, try emailing your commander and asking him/her to check with the soldiers on updated phone numbers.

Before Redeployment:

· Again, verify and update all spouse addresses, phone numbers, and email addresses.  As the redeployment draws near, you will likely receive information about the return schedule that you will want to share.  The best phone call you may make is the one that says, “They’re coming home!” and you’ll want to be able to reach everyone.

· Conduct a Redeployment Briefing (again, your best contact will be your Installation Deployment Liaison) for all families to discuss reintegration.  Having more than one will ensure maximum attendance.

· Plan a “Welcome Home” celebration.  One of our spouses contacted soldiers’ parents and asked if they would like to send a “Welcome Home” banner to be displayed as the soldiers arrived back on post.  Several mailed them in and they were among the first things the soldiers saw upon arrival back home.  We also hosted a sign painting party where several spouses got together and created welcome home signs with the kids.  It was a lot of fun, and helped pass the time during those last, long weeks.   

· Host a “Welcome Home” luncheon.  We discovered that planning an evening or weekend event was not the first choice of many families so we hosted a luncheon instead.  The soldiers and families were able to have a free lunch, watch a short presentation that included photos of the accomplishments during the deployment, then take a few hours off the last day before Block Leave.  It was short, sweet, and fun for all.

· A quick caution – be careful about informing all spouses when you hear of changes to the estimated arrival time of your soldiers upon redeployment.  Because they will be traveling overseas, the times will always be estimated.  When you make your first call, emphasize that this is the estimated time and that it could change by 2-3 hours due to flight delays, etc.  Inform spouses that you will call again if the time changes more than 3 hours later than the original time.  Otherwise, resist the temptation to give frequent updates when changes are less than 3 hours later than the original time.  This can lead to confusion for the families who are planning their own reunions.

Home at last!

· Finally, all your soldiers are home!  This is an exciting time for everyone and my best advice is to just enjoy it!  Other than a welcome home luncheon (or other event), keep FRG events to a minimum.  Although spouses may have grown close during the deployment, families will need this precious time to re-adjust.

· Contact your Installation Deployment Liaison about redeployment issues.  He/She will have good information on making the transition back to a family an easy one.  This is a great time for families, but the transition may be difficult for many.  This is very normal so preparing for it in advance is a wise option.

