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OFFUTT AIR FORCE BASE, Neb. — A 
2nd Weather Squadron Airman stationed 
in Australia is crafting hope in her local 
community in the midst of the worldwide 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Staff Sgt. Kalynn Mitchell, a 2nd WS 
solar analyst at Learmonth Solar Obser-
vatory in Exmouth, Western Australia, is 
using her sewing machine and fabric from 
a local hardware store to create face masks 
for medical workers and others at risk in 
the community.

“I think the world needs hope,” said Capt. 
Ustem Nu, 2nd WS Detachment 1 com-
mander. “Every day we see the news about 
more and more people dying or people not 
caring.

“It can be overwhelming and disheart-
ening at times. What Staff Sgt. Mitchell 
is doing, whether she realizes it or not, is 
giving hope to people.”

Although the masks won’t perform at the 
same level as N95 respirator masks, the 
ones used by healthcare workers, they will 
still provide some benefit.

“Even surgical masks don’t perform 

to the same level as N95s,” Mitchell said. 
“With the decline of readily available re-
sources, I am trying to figure out different 
outside-the-box solutions.

“So basically, the way it will work is 
there will be soft fabric on the inside of 
the mask, then the antimicrobial fabric 
followed by a third layer of fabric. This is 
to enhance or at least maximize the amount 
of filtration the mask does since this virus 
is water droplet based.”

Mitchell added, “The intent is for the 
mask to go to the frontline nurses and those 
at most risk of being exposed. I have been 
in contact with a few different medical 
clinics throughout Western Australia.

“We will take care of this town first with 
our local hospital, the elderly home as well 
as the Australian Federal Police.”

Det 1 staff began deep cleaning and san-
itizing procedures for the observatory and 
military housing in mid-February. Mitchell 
noticed that instead of sponges and rags, 
the cloth purchased for cleaning was anti-
microbial.

“I was inspired after hearing about the 
countless shortages of medical equipment 
across the region,” Mitchell said. “Medical 
professionals have been asked to reuse 

their own personal protective equipment 
and others have completely run out of 
masks all together, I think that’s unac-
ceptable especially with my dad being a 
respiratory therapist. I wanted to help in 
any way that I could.”

Mitchell went to the local hardware 
where the cloth came from and purchased 
additional rolls on her own. So far, she has 
produced 110 face masks.

“The (the healthcare workers’) reaction 
has been one of surprise,” Mitchell said. 
“They don’t ever expect things like this to 
happen. They are very appreciative.

“As far as how they are being used, from 
what I was told they are used when they 
admit new patients.”

Mitchell followed guides found online 
to put the face masks together. This is not 
the first time she has put her craft skills to 
work.

“I actually don’t sew as much as I used 
to,” Mitchell said. “The last thing I sewed 
was kangaroo pouches to help the recov-
ering wildlife affected by the Australian 
forest fires. And just like then, it was like, 
what can I do to help? I want to help. I need 
to help.”

Members of Det 1 are supporting Mitch-

ell’s efforts, purchasing materials so that 
she can keep producing masks.

The detachment has a long history of 
community involvement with Exmouth, 
a town of about 2,500. Even under social 
isolation conditions, Det 1 has found ways 
to stay connected.

“Our det chief does an online video trivia 
night with members of the community,” Nu 
said. “This was previously done in person 
and was a great social event in town.

“With the new restrictions in place, he 
decided to bring the trivia to everyone vir-
tually and keep those connections strong.”

Mitchell hopes that people will find their 
own ways to assist their communities.

“These are hard times, but there is light 
at the end of this tunnel,” Mitchell said. “I 
didn’t start doing this for recognition or a 
bullet, I started doing this because I want 
to help. 

“You have to be the change you want to 
see in the world, and kindness goes a long 
way.

“In my humble opinion, I think we as a 
world, and to drill down even more, as an 
Air Force, we will make it out of this better 
and more resilient. It won’t be easy, but 
together we are unstoppable.”
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Staff Sgt. Kalynn Mitchell, 2nd Weather Squadron Det 1 solar analyst, sews face masks using a sewing machine at her home in Learmonth, Western Australia, April 1. The masks are 
being distributed to first responders and people with underlying health conditions in response to shortages caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

55th Wing Public Affairs

OFFUTT AIR FORCE BASE, Neb. — In 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the Commissary and Exchange here 
will require masks for all employees 
and patrons starting April 10.

Both facilities will have signs 
posted at their entrances. Additionally, 
ID checkers at the Commissary will 
ensure all patrons are wearing one 
before entering the facility.

“This flexibility and support is 
just another example of how we are 
all pulling together to protect our 
personnel and the installation from the 
spread of COVID-19,” said Col. Gavin 
Marks, 55th Wing commander.

“I am so thankful for their support 
and I ask for your patience and under-
standing as they work to implement 
these important changes.”

The BX has implemented local curb-
side pickup and buy online, delivery 
programs to limit foot traffic into the 
facility while still providing service 
to their customers. They are also 
routinely cleaning high-traffic areas 
and cleaning weapons every time they 
are touched.

Foot markers have been placed 6 
feet apart to remind customers to 
maintain social distance while waiting 

in line to prevent the spread of the 
COVID-19.

“Once again, please continue to 
follow all of the CDC protocols,” said 
Marks. 

“If you’re sick, stay at home. If 
you’re in a high-risk category, stay at 
home.

“Avoid close contact with sick peo-
ple. Wash your hands often with soap 
and water for at least 20 seconds. If 
soap and water aren’t available, use an 
alcohol-based sanitizer.”

In addition to self-care to prevent 
potentially oneself from spreading the 
illness, Marks reminded Team Offutt 
to take measures to avoid catching 
COVID-19.

“Avoid touching your eyes, nose and 
mouth with unwashed hands. Cover 
your nose and mouth with a tissue 
when you cough or sneeze then throw 
the tissue in the trash and wash your 
hands,” said Marks.

“Clean and disinfect frequently 
touched objects and surfaces. Finally, 
adhere to physical distancing proto-
cols and steer clear of gatherings.”

For the latest information about our 
local response to COVID-19, visit our 
webpage at https://www.offutt.af.mil/
Home/coronavirus.

BX, Commissary 
require masks 
amid pandemic

An employee of the Exchange here cleans the check out area between customers April 9. In response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the Commissary and Exchange began requiring masks for all employees and patrons 
starting April 10. The BX has implemented local curbside pickup and buy online, delivery programs to limit 
foot traffic into the facility while still providing service to their customers. The BX has placed foot markers 6 
feet apart to remind customers to maintain social distance while waiting in line to prevent the spread of the 
COVID-19.


