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By Paul Shirk
55th Wing Public Affairs

OFFUTT AIR FORCE BASE, Neb. — In 
what was an absolute surprise to all of 
them, 82 people from southeastern Minne-
sota toured Offutt Air Force Base Sept. 19.

The visit was part of three-day mystery 
tour to western Iowa and eastern Nebraska 
offered by Home Federal Savings Bank, a 
local bank.

“When they left Rochester they had no 
idea where they were going, not even to the 
state,” said Jean Jech, director of Home 
Federal Savings Bank’s Jubilee Travel 
Club.

“Several of them bring maps of four 
different states, trying to figure out which 
way we’re going.”

The visit to Offutt included mission and 
historical briefings at the 557th Weather 
Wing as well as lunch at the King Dining 
Facility. Members of the group also had 
the opportunity to speak with Airmen who 
have recently deployed.

One of the group’s annual activities is 
baking cookies for care packages to send to 
deployed service members. Following their 
visit to Offutt, several people signed up for 
the next cookie baking event, Jech noted.

Jech added that the group was amazed at 
the devastation caused by the base’s flood-
ing and impressed with the role the 557th 
WW plays in the nation’s battles with the 
precision forecasting that must be done.

Minnesota visitors receive surprise visit to Offutt
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Visitors from Rochester, Minnesota, speak with Airmen in the 557th Weather Wing’s atrium at Offutt Air Force Base Sept. 19. The visit to Offutt was a 
surprise as part of a three day mystery tour.
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OFFUTT AIR FORCE BASE, Neb. 
— Team Offutt is scheduled to 
host its 50th annual Retiree Ap-
preciation Day Oct. 19, 9 a.m. – 1 
p.m. at the Offutt Exchange.

This annual event will offer a 
variety of free services to retir-
ees, spouses, widows and widow-
ers from more than 20 on-base 
organizations.

The event is sponsored by the 
Offutt Retiree Activities Office 
which serves military retirees and 
their families. More than 30,000 
invites have been sent to retirees 
throughout Nebraska, Iowa and 
Missouri.

A variety of organizations will 
be in attendance to provide re-
sources and services for retirees 
and their families.

The organizations represented 
include, but are not limited to:

~ Gold Star Wives of America
~ American Legion
~ Military Officers Association 

of America
~ Fleet Reserve Association
~ Sarpy County Veterans Survi-

vor/Casualty Benefits
~ Guitars for Vets
~ Health Net Federal Services
~ Eastern Nebraska Office on 

Aging
~ National Cemetery Adminis-

tration
~ Veterans Benefits Adminis-

tration
~ Veterans Program Coordina-

tor
~ Offutt Military Personnel 

Flight (Shuttle provided)
~ Offutt Legal Office (Shuttle 

provided)
~ Omaha National Cemetery
~ 55th Force Support Squadron
~ Women Veterans Coordinator
~ Veterans Casualty Assistant 

Coordinator
~ Air Force Sergeants Associ-

ation
~ Disabled American Veterans 

Chapter #47
~ Fleet Reserve Association
~ 55th Medical Group ~ Dental
~ Public Health
~ Pharmacy
~ Red Cross
~ Health Promotions
~ Physical Therapy
~ Immunizations
~ Health Net
~ Medic Support
~ VA
Col. Gavin Marks, 55th Wing 

commander, and Chief Master 
Sgt. Brian Thomas, 55th Wing 
command chief, will start the 
event with remarks during a cere-
mony that is scheduled to include 
an invocation, presentation of the 
colors and playing of the National 
Anthem.

“Honoring veterans is incred-
ibly important to Chief Thomas 
and I,” Marks said. “We stand on 
the shoulders of veterans who 
went before us. They are the rea-
son our Air Force is the greatest 
in history – we wouldn’t be here if 
not for them.”

Thomas echoed those remarks.
“The area surrounding Offutt 

has approximately 30,000 retirees, 
and the annual Retiree Appre-
ciation Day is a perfect time to 
embrace veterans and show them 
our support,” he said.

“I want to make sure we never 
forget to take care of our retirees. 
It is the least we can do for those 
who dedicated their lives to our 
great nation.”

Shuttle buses will be available 
to transport retirees to the I.D. 
card office, located in building 
49, as well as the base legal and 
finance offices. Event organizers 
suggest utilizing the courtesy 
transportation as parking is 
limited at some of the facilities. It 
is also because construction may 
impede access or units may have 
moved due to flood damage.

The public affairs office will 
offer two base tours for Retiree 
Appreciation Day, the first one at 
10 a.m. and the last one at noon. 
Seating will be limited, so make 
sure to sign up at the public af-
fairs table.

The 55th Medical Group will 
not be able to provide flu shots for 
retirees this year. There are other 
locations that retirees can visit 
at their convenience to receive 
their flu shot. Here is a list of 
local providers that are TRICARE 
Network Partners where retirees 
can go to get their flu shots:

~ WAL MART
~ Walgreens
~ HyVee
~ RelyCare Pharmacy
~ Kohll’s Pharmacy & Home-

care
~ Bakers Drugs
~ Nebraska Medicine Bellevue
~ CHI Health
~ Sam’s Club
The event this year will have 

Senior Master Sgt. (Ret.) Rob-
ert E. Green, Air Force Retiree 
Council Region Five representa-
tive, as a guest speaker. Senior 
Master Sgt. Green retired from 
the U.S. Air Force with 28 years of 
service.

“Every year we reach out to our 
retiree community in the hopes 
that they realize how important 
they are to us,” said Senior Master 
Sgt. Lauralee Okoniewski, 55th 
Force Support Squadron Sustain-
ment Services Flight superinten-
dent and event organizer.

“The Retiree Appreciation Day 
is not just a ‘thank you’ to the 
retiree community but also serves 
as a reminder to those currently 
serving that we need to value 
those who came before us.

That is the purpose of the 
Retiree Appreciation Day and the 
Retiree Activity Office that is now 
celebrating 50 years of service to 
our retirees.”

The Offutt RAO serves as 
liaison between base functions 
and military retirees living in the 
greater-Omaha area. For addition-
al information, contact the RAO at 
(402) 294-4566.

Retiree Appreciation 
Day celebrates five 
decades of service

By Cheyenne Alexis
Bellevue Leader Staff Writer

A connection with the outdoors and fishing was the 
impetus of a nationwide program designed to heal 
and rehabilitate veterans.

Project Healing Waters was started in 2005 to 
teach wounded and veterans with disabilities to cast 
and fish as part of a rehabilitation process.

The project started with six veterans and has 
expanded to more than 8,000 nationwide with more 
than 200 programs.

Two surgeons at Walter Reed Army Medical Cen-
ter in Washington, D.C., saw an opportunity to get 
veterans outside, said Charles Baswell, the program 
leader for the Omaha Chapter of Project Healing 
Waters.

“When they were teaching the veterans how to 
cast, they realized that they were focusing so much 
on the casting and the water that their disabilities 
seemed to dissipate,” he said.

The free program has veterans build rods and tie 

flies, as well as take them out to fish and enjoy the 
water.

Baswell hosts the program once a month at Bel-
levue University’s Military Veteran Services Center, 
which has been ongoing for two years.

Baswell said the program is important to teach 
veterans with disabilities how to integrate positivity 
into their lives.

“The simple fact of being able to do something 
positive in their lives with so many negatives hap-
pening to them, this is the difference,” he said. “It’s 
where the healing really starts.”

There are about 100 veterans in the Project 
Healing Waters programs in Nebraska. Along with 
recreational fishing, the program also has three tour-
naments in the Omaha area.

Baswell, a Vietnam War veteran, said the project 
has helped to heal and motivate veterans.

“They thought we could never do anything,” he 
said. “Well, this is something we can do, and some-
thing that touches not only their hearts, but our 
hearts, too.”

Project Healing Waters engages, 
rehabilitates local veterans
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Tom Kimmet, left, and Eric Ramos build their fishing kits Thursday Oct. 10 at the Military Veteran Services Center at 
Bellevue University.

VA Nebraska-Western Iowa Health Care 
System will hold a Veterans’ Town Hall at 6:30 
p.m. Oct. 30, at the Omaha VA Medical Center’s 
Education Conference Room, 4101 Woolworth 
Ave., in Omaha.

Among those expected to speak and address 
Veterans questions are Rob McDivitt, Veterans 
Integrated Service Network 23 regional direc-
tor, B. Don Burman, director of the VA Nebras-
ka-Western Iowa Health Care System and other 
VA NWIHCS senior leaders. Subjects will include 
changes to the Mission Act’s Care in the Com-
munity system, an infrastructure update on VA 
NWI’s various hospitals and clinics including 
several major projects currently underway at 
the Omaha VAMC campus, VANWIHCS’ Whole 
Health initiatives, suicide prevention, and the new 
Veterans Transportation Service.

The VA town hall is designed to promote open 
and honest feedback from Veterans, their family 
members and other beneficiaries. Senior leader-
ship and other subject-matter experts from the 
local VA health system will be present to improve 
communication with and hear directly from Vet-

erans and their families. VA also welcomes input 
from Congressional stakeholders, Veteran Service 
Organizations, non-governmental organizations 
and other community partners at the meeting.

Following the town hall, representatives from 
various VA programs will be available for those 
veterans not enrolled in the VA health care sys-
tem.

“Caring for Veterans is a calling, and our first 
commitment is to provide Veterans and their 
families the timely, quality care and benefits they 
have earned and deserve through their service to 
our nation,” said B. Don Burman, director of VA 
Nebraska-Western Iowa Health Care System.

 “Our town hall meetings are designed to open 
new lines of communications with our Veterans, 
the families and their caregivers so that we can 
provide them that care. 

“That’s why we are encouraging our Veterans 
and their families and friends to attend this im-
portant meeting.”

For more information, contact Kevin Hynes, 
VA Nebraska-Western Iowa Health Care System 
public affairs officer, at 402-995-4719.

VA to host town hall meeting


