A MESSAGE FROM TJAG – The Air Force’s Many Facets: Civil Air Patrol Legal Officers

A few weeks ago I spoke at the Civil Air Patrol National Legal Officers College graduation banquet. I found it to be a fascinating experience and thought you would be interested in hearing something about it.

CAP Legal Officers and the NLOC. The National Legal Officers College (NLOC) is a four and a half-day workshop that provides a formal, in-residence, academic activity for Civil Air Patrol (CAP) Legal Officers. Its purpose is to further their education, training, and development in order for them to serve the wide range of legal needs required by CAP's diverse program. 

By the way, CAP’s legal requirements are such that years ago we started assigning an active duty SJA to CAP Headquarters at Maxwell AFB, in what is a unique and interesting O-3/4 job. 

CAP legal officers are volunteer lawyers, most of whom are actively engaged in civilian practices. They donate their time, talent, and resources to CAP and attend the NLOC at their own expense. Their practices are diverse; they include trial, corporate, aviation, estate planning, and municipal bond lawyers to name a few. Some are assistant US attorneys. The common denominator is aviation and CAP, and many are licensed pilots.

The NLOC is held every two years and the 2001 edition was the third session; nearly 40 lawyers attended. It originated because CAP determined that it needed a formal training program for its legal officers due to the difficult legal challenges and potential liabilities that come with an organization that, among many other things, performs an air search and rescue role. 

CAP’s History. CAP has a long history of service. It was first established in 1941 as part of the Office of Civilian Defense. In 1943, it was transferred to the War Department. The CAP wartime missions included coastal patrols, search and rescue missions, enemy submarine searches, courier flights, and aerial gunnery target towing. CAP has been a nonprofit federally chartered corporation since 1948. When the services of CAP are used by the Air Force or any other agency or department of the Federal Government, it serves as a volunteer civilian auxiliary of the Air Force.

CAP Today. It is a huge organization with 60,000 volunteers which include 35,000 senior members and 24,000 cadets (from 6th grade to 21 years old). CAP has 530 corporate-owned aircraft, over 5,000 fixed land radio stations, and has flown over 73,000 Air Force-funded flying hours. Its cadet programs include a flying orientation program, encampments, and an international air cadet exchange program. Its missions cover search and rescue, disaster relief, humanitarian services, counterdrug, aerospace education, and AFROTC orientation flights.

What I Discussed. In my remarks, I reflected upon CAP’s long history and spoke about ours. Specifically, I described the role that our JAG predecessors had in the creation of the Air Force as a separate service. I provided them with some insights into our successful experiences with Alternative Dispute Resolution, which can help them in their dealings with the inevitable disagreements that will occur in an organization that large and complex. Finally, I solicited their aid in the critical area of JAG recruiting. Their obvious interest in Air Force matters, coupled with their broad and significant influence in the law and legal education communities, should be very helpful to our recruiting efforts.

Public-Spirited Legal Professionals. What I took from the evening was a deeper sense of pride in being a legal professional. We’ve all heard the lawyer jokes and criticisms of the legal profession. But when one sees a group that talented – and that busy – devoting their time and effort to a volunteer organization, it makes you remember that there are many other legal professionals out there doing good things for our society without fanfare or remuneration. My encounter with the CAP legal officers was illuminating and inspiring. I was very pleased and honored to have the opportunity to spend time with them.

