The Last of the Jolly

VE-84’s Approach to Shutting Down

By LCdr. Bob Frantz

The downsizing of the Navy
has brought about many squad-
ron disestablishments. This article
exemplifies some of the aspects
and personal feelings involved
when a squadron shuts down.

he disestablishment rumaors
I started flying early in 1994, a
few months after our return

aboard [Theodore Roosevelt (CVN
71)]. They were pervasive from the
mess decks to the ‘O’ Club. But they
didn't make sense. We had come off
a very demanding but very successful
deployment. As the only F-14
squadron aboard and the battle
group’s only tactical aerial reconnais-
sance asset, we were in great
demand,” explained Commander Brad
Goetsch, who shepherded the
squadron toward its destiny from
January 1994 to May 1995 when he
was relieved as commanding officer
by Commander Dan Cloyd.

Goetsch continued, “We flew in
support of Operations Provide
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Promise and Deny Flight over Bosnia-
Herzegovina and Southern Watch
over Irag. Tasking was so heavy that
we set a record with 216 missions
and more than 60 miles of film in sup-
port of the theater commander's intel-
ligence requirements. Roosevelt was
frequently extended at sea to provide
continuous tactical intelligence for the
theater commander. We got nothing
but accolades from above.”

It was mid-spring when the fighter
wing commander told Cdr. Goetsch
that the rumors were real. Fighter
Squadron (VF) 84, NAS Oceana, Va.,
would be disestablished on 1 October
1995.

“l imagine it's like being fired or
forced to retire. The feeling is very
personal. My initial response was to
push for an early disestablishment.
Let's save millions of dollars and get it
over with as quickly as we can. | was
concerned about morale during the
18 or so months we faced before
closing the door. However, in hind-
sight, having time for the system to
absorb our people while trying to get

A Jolly Roger F-14 Tomcat leads a
VMFA-134 F/A-18 Hornet and USAF
Weapons School F-16 Falcon into the
break at Nellis AFB, NV.

as many guys as possible the orders
they wanted has been an advantage.”

During the interim, the easy
approach would have been to fly the
fun hops and go home at three. But
that would not be consistent with the
Brad Goetsch style. A former Atlantic
Fleet Pilot of the Year and Naval Aide
to the Vice President of the United
States prior to reporting to VF-84,
Goetsch was determined to make the
most of the hand he was dealt. He
explained, “We were in the process of
implementing TQL [Total Quality
Leadership], and | thought we could
apply TQL principles to make the dis-
establishment as efficient and effec-
tive as possible.

“It was obvious we would no
longer be on the tip of the spear, but
with no air wing or ship commitments,
we would no longer have to contend
with the primary disadvantage in this
business—long-term family separa-
tion. We would have the freedom to
pursue the kind of flying fighter crews
live for—tactical training without
deployment interference—and we
could get our troops as much career-
enhancing schooling as possible.” -

The squadron scheduled a four-
day TQL retreat to plan its approach
to the disestablishment. The
Executive Steering Committee, con-
sisting of CO, XO, department heads,
Command Master Chief and
Maintenance Master Chief, augment-
ed by other selected officers and
sailors, met and decided that the Jolly
Rogers still had something to offer,
Their focus was on VF-84's TARPS
(Tactical Air Reconnaissance System)
capability. They argued, “We have
what is badly needed—combat-ready
TARPS with Irag and Bosnia-experi-
enced aircrews.” They wanted the
chance to make their case to the top
brass.
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