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Faced with a shrinking budget and historically high retention, the Air Force will start letting some airmen retire at 15 
years beginning in 2013, the Air Force's personnel chief said. 
 
But Lt. Gen. Darrell Jones warns that the retirements will be offered to a small, targeted group of officers and 
enlisted airmen. 
 
In December, Congress approved allowing service members with at least 15 years of service to retire under the 
temporary early retirement authority, or TERA. Like traditional retirement pay, troops would receive 2.5 percent of 
basic pay for each year of their service, but they would also be docked 1 percentage point for each year short of 20 
years. 
 
The Air Force plans to offer an early retirement incentive to enlisted airmen and officers with between 15 and 19 
years of service, said Jones, deputy chief of staff for manpower, personnel and services. The Air Force is the first of 
the services to say it will use TERA. 
 
"I think it's more likely we'll use it in [fiscal year] '13," Jones said. "I think it will be targeted. It will be very, very 
targeted, though. It would be inappropriate to give the impression that anybody between 15 and 20 years would be 
able to leave. We would use it targeted for overage career fields and to shape the force." TERA allows the Air Force 
to offer a new incentive to airmen in the later part of their careers. But because it comes with a high cost, the service 
plans to use TERA sparingly, Jones said Jan. 10. 
 
"We have to pay the differences and the costs of letting those people go early, and it calculates for each one, so it's a 
question of how much TERA can you afford," Jones said. 
 
Much is still uncertain, such as exactly who will be eligible for early retirement, he said. The Air Force still is trying 
to figure out the most efficient way to use TERA, and is waiting to see if the Defense Department provides any 
guidance to the services on the program. 
 
"It shouldn't be viewed as entitlement for everyone to go apply for TERA -- and that's the biggest confusion," Jones 
said. "When you hear, ‘Oh, there's temporary early retirement,' you shouldn't start planning to use temporary early 
retirement. It's going to be very specific to the needs of the Air Force." In the long run, TERA is more expensive 
than involuntary separation pay for the taxpayer. 
 
A major with 16 years of service who involuntarily separates this year, for example, receives $136,092 in separation 
pay. 
 
By comparison, TERA would provide a lifetime annuity, plus health care and other retirement benefits. Retired pay 
for a major with 16 years of service would be $31,784 in 2012, and increase to keep pace with the cost of living. 
Within 49 months, retired pay will have exceeded the involuntary separation pay. By age 65, the early-retired major 
will have received $1.4 million in retired pay. 
 
Cuts without RIFs 
 
The Air Force has a number of methods at its disposal to separate airmen, ranging from voluntary programs to the 
dreaded involuntary ones, such as reduction-in-force boards. The Air Force does not plan to hold any RIF boards 
this fiscal year, Jones said. 
 
"Only as a last resort do we ever have to turn to programs that force people to leave the Air 
Force when they're not ready to leave the Air Force. But sometimes you have to do that 
to meet the end strength and to stay within the budget given to us by the American people," Jones said.  



 
The last RIF board met in September and selected 367 captains and 69 majors for separation, of which 114 officers 
had been denied the Voluntary Separation Program. "I think we're beginning to plateau out in our force 
management," Jones said. 
 
Jones credits the voluntary and involuntary separation programs that the Air Force employed in fiscal 2011 with 
allowing the service to be very close to its end strength goal of 332,800 airmen by the end of fiscal 2012. 
 
"We were over 725 officers at the end of FY '11. That's 1 percent. That's really pretty good -- hitting the mark – and 
only 104 enlisted folks over, which is 0.04 percent," he said. Jones couldn't say exactly how many airmen the Air 
Force hopes to trim this fiscal year. "If you lose 5,000 people a year through normal attrition when economic times 
are X -- good, bad, indifferent, medium -- then when economic times get tough, those normal attritions may go to… 
4,500. You have to go in and incentivize those 500 people to leave," he said. 
 
The Air Force is constantly looking at how many airmen are leaving the service to gauge attrition while 
simultaneously keeping an eye on average career lengths for airmen in high-demand specialties, such as pararescue 
jumpers, combat controllers and personnel officers, to see if they need an incentive to stay, Jones said. 
 
"These are tough things, and these are not ordinary times," he said. "We have to ensure that we're managing the 
force to protect the Air Force tomorrow while taking great care of the airmen who volunteer to serve the Air 
Force today. That's tough. The intricacies of force management are just not simple." 
 
Looking ahead, the driving force behind next fiscal year's personnel cuts will be changes to high-year tenure that the 
Air Force announced in December, Jones said. Starting in October 2013, staff sergeants will be separated at 15 years 
instead of being allowed to retire after 20 years of service. Technical sergeants will be forced to retire at 20 years 
instead of being allowed to serve 22 years. And senior airmen will need to be promoted by eight years instead of 10 
years now. 
 
The Air Force expects that 1,676 airmen will be separated under the new high-year tenure rules. Another 1,000 will 
be grandfathered in, under an exception that will allow staff sergeants with 16 years in by the Sept. 30, 2013, 
deadline to stay until retirement. 
 
"The high-year tenure that we had for the enlisted force did not match two things: One, the overall end strength 
number that we had; and two, the historically high retention," Jones said. "So, you can't have both of those and meet 
your end strength." Jones expects the retention rate to remain high. 
 
"History has taught us that when the economy struggles, our retention is very, very good and when the economy is 
rocketing and doing very, very well, we have to work retention," Jones said. One way the Air Force is working to 
control retention is by reinstituting career job reservations for the first time in years. 
 
Starting Sept. 30, 2013, airmen will face a limited number of re-enlistment slots for 16 overmanned career fields. 
On the other side of the coin, the Air Force hasn't yet determined which Air Force Specialty Codes merit higher 
retention or reenlistment bonuses, Jones said. 
 
"I don't expect a lot to change, just because there's no great event that I expect to drive a lot of changes," he said. 
 
PT fairness 
 
Meanwhile, the Air Force has tweaked its physical training test -- again. Realizing that it is harder to do a 1.5-mile 
run in thin air, the Air Force is adjusting the run times for airmen at bases higher than 5,000 feet above sea level. 
The move affects airmen stationed at the Air Force Academy; Schriever Air Force Base, Buckley Air Force Base 
and Peterson Air Force Base, Colo.; F.E. Warren Air Force Base, Wyo.; and Kirtland Air Force Base, N.M. 
 
As of Jan. 1, scores at those bases are calculated by taking the actual score and subtracting time -- between six and 
62 seconds depending on the run time and base. For example, if you finish the run at Peterson in 12 minutes, you 



will get 15 seconds shaved from your score for an official time of 11 minutes and 45 seconds, according to the Air 
Force. 
 
Another change, announced in November, puts airmen back in charge of administering the test. The Air Force 
initially hired the 300 civilian testers when it instituted tougher PT standards in July 2010. The move was meant to 
free up airmen to do other things and to prevent cheating. 
 
But many airmen were incensed at the notion that they were cheating on the tests, and they complained that the 
testers were too quick to penalize airmen for not doing their required push-ups and sit-ups exactly right. 
 
The transition back to having airmen administer PT tests is still in progress, and some Air Force bases may still use 
testers until March, when those positions are eliminated, said Air Force spokeswoman Maj. Mary B. Danner-Jones 
in an email. 
 
Having airmen testing airmen again is a "minor change," the personnel chief said. 
 
"It will be exactly the same concept," Jones said. "The only specific thing is we really don't want airmen from one 
unit doing the taping and measuring on airmen in their own unit, just because it's not fair to either of them." 


