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What is a FAO?  Foreign Area Officers (FAO) are commissioned officers from all Services who have regional expertise, language competency and political-military awareness.  FAOs serve as Attaches’ or Security Assistance Officers at US Embassies, to implement US national security strategy, often as the sole DoD representative in country.  FAOs may also serve on joint staffs to provide a regional and cultural perspective for planning and execution of military operations, and to advise senior leaders.  

Service FAO Programs.  DoD Directive 1315.17 (Service Foreign Area Officer (FAO) Programs), dtd. Feb 22, 1997, directs all Services to have FAO programs and specifies the prerequisite skills required of FAOs: regionally focused graduate level education; professional level foreign language skills; and qualification in a principal military specialty.  Implementation varies significantly among the Services.  

ARMY.  Army officers apply for the FAO program as captains with 5-6 years of service (YOS).  After company level command, officers begin training at 8-10 YOS.  Each officer learns a foreign language, conducts extended in-country training (ICT), and earns a regionally focused graduate degree.  The Army’s Career Field Designation (CFD) Board formally selects FAOs at their 10th YOS (as Majors), after which they serve the remainder of their careers in FAO assignments. 

USAF.  USAF officers voluntarily screen to become FAOs after developing the requisite FAO skills on their own.  With very basic skills (DLPT 1/1 plus mix of education and experience) they receive a secondary Air Force Specialty Code (AFSC) as a FAO and can then use USAF FAO Program training opportunities to maintain/improve their skill set.  USAF language and regional studies training programs are typically short duration courses done after duty hours or on a not-to-interfere with the unit mission basis.  The USAF has limited opportunities for officers to study full-time at the Naval Post-graduate School (NPS), in Foreign Professional Military Education programs, and on fellowships (Olmsted, etc.).  In the USAF FAO assignments are considered special duty/career broadening and are usually permitted only at certain points within an officer's career track to complement development in their primary specialty.  While valid FAO and Pol-Mil Affairs requirements exist, the USAF treats them with lower priority for assignments (due mainly to primary career field shortages at the field grade level).  The USAF is currently studying how to improve management and development of FAO and Pol-Mil specialties in the resource constrained environment.  

USN.  All active duty officers O-3 to O-6 from the unrestricted line, restricted line, and staff corps are eligible to apply for the Navy FAO program.  Each year a selection board meets to choose the best candidates based on their performance in their warfare area and the regional expertise they possess.  The primary desired skills are post-graduate education, regional experience tours, and language aptitude.  Once selected, these officers remain in their primary warfare area but serve in FAO training billets and FAO billets when not serving in jobs essential to that community.  FAO training billets are designed to fill in the gaps in the officer’s regional knowledge.  The goal is to develop fully qualified FAOs who possess all three elements of education, experience and language training, who are then able to serve as Attachés, Pol-Mil advisors, and in staff billets.

USMC.  The USMC International Affairs Officer Program (IAOP) trains, tracks and assigns FAOs and Regional Affairs Officers (RAO has no language requirement). The IAOP has a “Study Track” and an “Experience Track”.  Under the Study Track 18 officers at their 4th YOS are selected annually to study National Security Affairs at NPS (FAOs attend 12 months and RAOs attend 18 months).  After NPS, FAOs study a language at DLI for 6-15 months and attend a 1-year ICT to improve their language proficiency and to immerse them in the foreign culture.  Following the training, FAOs return to their PMOS for a normal tour of duty, while RAOs immediately serve in a RAO utilization assignment.  FAOs and RAOs dual-track, alternating between PMOS and FAO/RAO assignments.  Under Experience Track officers can become FAOs/RAOs on the basis of their existing qualifications, without additional training.  The USMC adds up to 50 officers per year to their FAOs/RAOs pool via Experience Track.

	Service
	FAO Population
	FAO Authorizations
	Additional Information

	Army
	1062
	731
	241 FAOs in training; 54 FAOs in MOS immaterial positions; 11 FAOs in misc. non-FAO assignments. 

	USAF
	1550(approx)
	225 (approx)
	1550 includes FAO personnel with minimum skills and NG/USAFR; additional 300 Pol-Mil billets exist

	USMC
	332
	111
	144 additional billets ID’ed as greater utility to USMC w/FAO

	USN
	364
	258
	


Issues/Recommendations. 
Issue.  DoD Directive 1315.17 does not specifically require Services’ FAO programs to address needs of other DoD components.  As a result Services fill their own operational billets first.   Manpower managers at unified commands do not designate billets as FAO required because they have come to understand that the Services (except Army) will not fill with FAOs anyway.  Coding for MOS immaterial vice FAO also increases odds that Services will provide fill rather than leaving the position vacant.  Result is insufficient regional area expertise within the unified commands. 

Recommendation.  Require Services to provide FAOs for the needs of DoD components in new DoD Directive 1315.17.   Review the coding and fill process for FAOs.  Involve Joint Staff in FAO management.

Issue.  Very little oversight at JCS and OSD level on FAO programs.  Result is that Services are not required to maintain a robust FAO capability; rather they focus on more traditional war-fighting MOSs.  

Recommendation.  Require periodic FAO status reporting to include FAO utilization, promotion and retention statistics.

Issue.  FAO skills, specifically language competence and regional expertise, have not been considered critical war fighting skills up to this point.  However, current operations in Iraq and Afghanistan have shown that these skills are vital and that US DoD has critical organic and surge capability.  The current mix of geographic alignment is wrong, i.e. FAO, like rest of DoD, is too Eurocentric and must shift focus to Asia.  FAO skills have primarily been focused on diplomatic assignments rather than operational.  Additionally, on basis of OEF and OIF lessons learned, expansion of the role of FAOs within COCOMs and Defense Agencies would benefit operational capabilities.  

Recommendation.  Require services to maintain robust FAO capability based on capabilities required for current and future projected operations.  Conduct capabilities based review of FAO capabilities requirements to adjust FAO population for future ops, taking into consideration expanded role for FAOs.  ld continue to emphasize importance of FAO skills.

Issue.  Services do not adequately track reserve component FAOs (with the exception of USMC).  The result is that many potentially critical assets are overlooked during operational surges.  

Recommendation.  Require Services to develop systems for effectively tracking FAO reserve (and retired) personnel for possible use when a surge capability is required.

Issue. FAO service is perceived as a career ender in some Services (USN and USAF to a lesser degree) because officer career model does not allow an officer to serve a significant period out of the primary specialty.  The officer who does falls behind his peers in terms of experience and resulting job performance.  As a result of this perception/reality, the USN generally assigns personnel who are on their terminal assignment to FAO billets.  

Recommendation.  Require assignment of a senior FAO to the personal staff of Combatant Commanders.  Adjust promotion board guidelines to value language and area expertise.  Require Services to periodically report FAO promotion statistics.
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