FAO Branch Assignment Philosophy

I want every FAO in the population to understand the criteria we use to make assignment decisions, as well as our intent to do the right thing for our officers and the Army.  To truly evolve from a functional area and mature into a career field, we need to place FAOs around the Army, Joint community, and among the Regional Combatant Commands.  We must send FAOs to challenging assignments both CONUS and OCONUS to develop an officer with breadth of experience in his or her region of expertise, not just depth in one type of job.
We send officers where the Army tells us they are needed most, using factors of: Skills and Experience and Geographic and Job Rotation.  We also assign officers with a view toward “developing the bench” – hence our insistence on rotating officers between types of FAO work and geographic locations.
MAJ/LTC: It is our job to provide majors and lieutenant colonels with specific assignments which develop the officer in terms of broadening exposure to different types of FAO work -- POL-MIL, Security Assistance, or Attaché. An officer coming out of an attaché job may believe his experience is best used in another attaché job – but that same experience is also critical to influence or develop policy as a POL-MIL staff officer on the ARSTAFF, an analyst at DIA, or on the JCS/OSD staff.  An officer coming out of a couple years in the J5 brings a fresh, perhaps broader perspective to an ODC Chief position rather than an officer moving over from an ARMA or LNO job in the same country.  Remember: we don’t develop country specialists – we develop regional experts.
COL:  Eighty percent of all 06 positions are in region.  This distribution of jobs allows our colonels to capitalize on the breadth of experience gained as a MAJ and LTC, in a variety of FAO jobs, enabling him or her to succeed as the principal defense representative in the country of assignment.  At this point in a career, the officer has been “fully developed” and can expect to continue to build on the depth of experience through repetitive OCONUS assignments.
We look at two critical factors when starting to work assignments for a certain time period.  The start point is Army requirements, or the spaces that need to be filled, according to an organization’s authorization documents.  Then we look at the faces, or the available population, viewed in terms of skills and experience.  When there are plenty of officers available for the jobs, then we don’t have to worry too much about which job has priority.  Currently, FAO Branch has a pretty healthy population and we don’t have many authorizations going unfilled; still, as this changes, we prioritize according to Army G1 established manning priorities.  Generally speaking, first priority is not only to GWOT, but specifically to units in contact, then to units designated for deployment.  Next up are those units transforming to modular brigades, which currently does not apply to FAOs.  Beyond these top priorities and other GWOT-specific taskings, next on the pecking order as a matter of policy are Joint jobs, Army Staff, and certain MACOMs such as TRADOC, FORSCOM, or USMA.  As these organizations generally reflect the bulk of FAO authorizations worldwide anyway, we don’t have to make too many adjustments to ensure we meet GWOT priorities.

If it’s not clear by now -- officer preference is now a distant third when it comes to assignments – a luxury we do consider and try to accommodate if possible --   when the preferences match Army requirements, and the officer has the right skills and experience for the job.  

So how do the final assignment decisions get made?  Look at the chart below, which shows FAO authorizations in the aggregate; it may surprise some of you that as a MAJ and LTC, about half of your job options are in fact CONUS.  This means a Major coming out of training has a very high probability of remaining CONUS for a first assignment.  Likewise, if you went overseas as a Major, expect to return to CONUS for your early LTC years! You should not be surprised at the “jointness” of our work; over 80% of our authorizations fall into the Joint arena.  
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Broadly speaking, two things will have particular influence: balance of tours between the region/CINC/MDW and balance of types of jobs between Attaché/SA/Staff.  Always, the needs of the Army will ultimately cause some assignment decisions to take a certain path.

Tour lengths.  The Army is moving towards increased stability of the Officer Corps, and PCS moves for the sake of moving are discouraged.  However, overseas tour lengths remain fixed as established in AR 614-30.  Extensions will not generally be favorably considered, especially for Attaches and Security Assistance jobs.  The former is a relatively new policy requested by DIA, who now prefers attaches not stay beyond 36 months.  Other extensions work to the disadvantage of officers (primarily senior Majors) who were assigned to CONUS jobs for their first FAO tour, and are anxiously awaiting the opportunity to serve in the region.  If the OCONUS officer does not move, or continues to extend in place, there are fewer developmental jobs available for the officers coming out of training or from initial CONUS tours.  The few exceptions made are generally for compelling operational reasons. We will consider requests from officers who want to stabilize in a CONUS location beyond 36 months, but be advised that feedback from promotion boards indicate that there is an expectation FAOs will serve overseas at least once before their PZ look for Colonel! 
Branch Immaterial assignments:  “It depends.”  In reality there are two kinds of immaterial billets. (1) Those coded 01/02A but the job actually encompasses FAO-like duties and responsibilities, it’s a good developmental assignment, and the command requests a 48 to fill the job. (2) Billets coded 01/02A that are truly immaterial – ROTC, IG duty, etc.  We routinely fill the first with 48s, but advise the officer to make sure his OER reflects 48 as a position/branch code.  We are also working to recode some of these billets to 48 (but that’s another story).  The latter positions we avoid filling if at all possible and indeed as a matter of policy officers CFD in other than Operations cannot compete for things like ROTC duty.  There are a few exceptions granted on a case-by-case basis.  Additionally, if our available population is sufficient, FAO Branch may occasionally be required to fill at-large 01A requirements.  This is especially true in the coming year, as the Operations Career Field and certain functional areas are fully engaged in manning new Units of Action (UAs) in support of our Army’s Transformation.
I hope this clarifies any remaining questions you may have on the FAO Branch assignment philosophy.  Feel free to comment or ask further questions of the Branch Chief or to your assignment officers.
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