Getting Started

Going from zero to 60

One of the most daunting tasks facing a newly-appointed unit PAO is knowing where to start. Obviously, there are a few administrative steps that you must complete (filling out a CAPF-2a to be appointed your unit’s PAO and getting enrolled in the PAO Specialty Track come immediately to mind.) But after that… WHAT do you do?

These steps will help you get started if you have no experience whatsoever in the Public Affairs/Public Relations arena.

· Learn about your organization: 

Learn as much as possible about your squadron, the Wing, and Civil Air Patrol. CAPM 20-1 (Organization of Civil Air Patrol) is an excellent source of information for CAP information. The Civil Air Patrol News is a great resource to learn about the activities in which members across the nation are involved. Talk to your squadron commander and other staff members (Operations, Historian, etc.) to learn the activities in which your squadron is involved.

· Accumulate skills:

Learn the tools you need to become an effective Public Affairs Officer. Take writing classes if they are available from a local school. Read newspapers to see how “the pros” write. Read CAP News to see how other PAOs write up similar activities. Write up some of your squadron’s past activities for practice.

One of the best ways to gain a great deal of knowledge in a relatively short period of time is to enroll in the Extension Course Institute's course for PAOs. ECI-2010 is an excellent source of information, and signing up for it should be a priority for any newly-appointed PAO.

Other sources of information are: "The Tongue and Quill"(published by the U.S. Air Force, CAPP 190-1 (the PAO Handbook - which was completely re-written and became available in May of 2000), CAPM 20-1, CAPP 201, CAPP 3, CAPR 173-4, CAPM 39-1 and CAPP 151.

· Analyze your resources:

Determine supplies and resources you need in order to perform your duties. Then determine what resources are available to you. What materials (brochures, etc.) are available from National HQ (Marketing & Public Relations)? 

Check with your Group PAO or Wing PA for other resources. Once you’ve inventoried what you have, you can work up a plan to gain the resources you need.

· Set Goals/Develop your plan:
Determine what you want to accomplish. Set some basic goals, and develop a plan to accomplish them. Goals could be: Getting published in CAP News, Hosting an Open House, Getting your unit published in the local paper.

· Learn your audiences:

Please notice that I spelled audienceS. That’s PLURAL. Each and every organization has more than one audience that it wants to reach. In CAP, obviously, a unit PAO wants to reach the public at large. But you should think of other audiences that you want to reach. 

Government: You want the powers-that-be to know about your organization. In return, they may provide funding or other resources, or enlist your squadron’s assistance in major public outreach events that will provide much-needed exposure. Your local Emergency Management Agency needs to be made aware of the assistance your squadron can offer. 

Schools: Schools are an excellent source of potential recruits. If you can effectively present your squadron and CAP as an organization to local schools and school boards, you can tap this market.

Businesses: Local businesses are a prime source of badly needed funding for unit projects or activities. If you can come up with activities that will benefit local businesses or make them more aware of what you do, they will be more likely to support your unit’s efforts. There are programs available that are targeted toward local business sponsorship of units.

Media: This is the audience that you must reach first in order to reach the public at large. You must get to learn the reporters and editors at your local newspapers. Develop a working relationship so that when you call, fax, or e-mail them, they know who they are hearing from. 

Learn what they need (deadlines, submission formats, etc.) in order to get your unit published. Editors and reporters change with great frequency, so this is an on-going commitment.   

CAP Members: Internal information is an important component in the PA effort in CAP. Periodic briefings, monthly newsletters and e-mailing can help you keep your unit’s members up-to-date on the squadron’s latest activities.

All of these audiences will be the object of your efforts throughout your career as a Public Affairs Officer.

Hopefully after following these steps, you will be ready to tackle the task at hand and start getting the word out about your squadron and CAP. 

