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PTA deeply committed to Community Relations on the Big Island
By Bob McElroy

Pohakuloa Training Area Public Affairs Officer
POHAKULOA TRAINING AREA—Sitting high in the Saddle Region between Mauna Kea and Mauna Loa, Pohakuloa Training Area is the prime training area for the U.S. military in the Pacific Region. 


And, while an average of 16,000 Soldiers and Marines train at PTA during a given year, there are only 23 Soldiers and about 120 civilians permanently-stationed at this remote post.


Despite their small numbers PTA Soldiers and civilians have been seemingly ubiquitous on the Big Island while working with public schools, fire and police departments, civic organizations and neighborhood groups.


PTA has also set up and supervised community-service projects performed by Army and Marine Corps units on training rotations to the Big Island. 


All of these efforts reflect PTA’s commitment to being a good neighbor and dedicated member of the community.

<subhead> Making a Difference in the public schools

PTA’s commitment to community begins with the Big Island’s youth. PTA Soldiers have supported everything from building a garden, a tour of PTA and Rotary Youth Challenge.


During Oct. 2003 Make a Difference Day, PTA Soldiers helped the students, parents and teachers of Hilo’s Waikea-waena Elementary School begin a student garden.

The PTA Soldiers--Sgt. Maj. William Calhoun, Staff Sgt. Peter Bjorklund, Staff Sgt. Peerman Brandon, Sgt. Joe L. McKoy, Sgt. Brian C, Newton and Spc Brandon Warner-- cleared the ground, weeded and then helped to spread the topsoil for the garden.  

When funds for more materials became available the Soldiers returned to Waikea-waena and laid cinder blocks to partition the garden and prepare it for planting. 


Dian Mahoney, Waikea-waena’s vice principal (now retired), praised the Soldiers for their dedication, hard work and professionalism.


 The Soldiers were well-mannered, professional and energetic and truly made a difference, Mahoney said.


PTA Soldier’s also spent a day pressure washing the exterior of Waikea-waena Elementary School.  Their efforts drew praise and thanks from school officials and helped the school save money preparing the building for repainting.


Waikea-waena Elementary School was but one school in which PTA Soldiers made a difference.


PTA Soldiers visited with Keaau Middle School students in January 2004 and talked with them about life choices.  Drawing from their personal experiences as Soldiers and athletes, Calhoun and Bjorklund delivered a message of hope, empowerment and possibility.  

You are in charge of your own lives and responsible for any success or failure you have, the Soldiers emphasized.

Keaau Middle School administrators, faculty and students were so impressed with the presentation that they invited the PTA Soldiers back to address students during their Career Day in March.


PTA Soldiers also read to students at Waikoloa Elementary School in March.

<subhead> Challenging Rotary Youth
When Nate Chang, former president of the Rotary Club of Hilo and Hawaii Island coordinator for the Rotary Youth Leadership Awards Camp, approached Calhoun late in 2003 about supporting his organization’s Rotary Youth Challenge PTA’s sergeant major seized the challenge and assured Chang that he and his Soldiers would provide an experience that would physically, mentally and emotionally challenge the Rotary youth. 



And so it was that on a sunny Saturday in February that Calhoun, six of PTA’s Soldiers and one of its assigned Airman, put 15 Big Island high school students through the paces during the Rotary Youth Challenge at Kilauea Military Camp. 

The 15 students were high school sophomores and juniors from three Big Island high schools: Waikea, Kealakehe and Kona Waena.  All are members of the Rotary Youth Leadership Activity and volunteered for the challenge. 


 The Challenge consisted of three events: 1000-meter rucksack run-walk, a 300-meter water can carry and a 600-meter stretcher carry.  During the stretcher carry one team member pretended to be a casualty and had to lie on the stretcher.

While each event was designed to challenge the students individually, the overall goal was to test their leadership and teamwork.

After the Challenge Chang praised PTA Soldiers and said they had earned the respect of the students.  

And, by placing the emphasis on physical and leadership challenges PTA Soldiers “set the tempo” for the weekend, Chang said.   

“The three activities the Army put on to build teamwork and challenge the students physically were excellent.”  

Another coordinator of the weekend, Dr. Lyla Berg said the PTA Soldiers’ contribution to the event was huge in many different ways. 

“The Soldiers were entrusted with creating a portion of the weekend and they came through with flying colors,” Berg said.

Berg praised the Soldiers for their ability to relate to the students in authentic ways.  

“They showed an interest in the thoughts and leadership concepts of our young people,” she said. “They had a relationship and sincerity with our young people that’s sometimes lacking in volunteers.  They related well with the kids and were genuinely interested in the successful experience of our youth leaders; they cheered them on and shared their personal stories.” 

Beyond the challenge PTA Soldiers provided to the students, they brought something as important, Berg said. 

“The Army personnel were a wonderful bridge to learn about communication between older adults and younger adults,” Berg said.  “Our theme was ‘Leaders as Learners;’ the Army demonstrated a willingness to learn as well as being facilitators of learning.”  

<subhead> Environmental Education 
During the last year PTA’s Natural Resources Division has continued its outreach to schools.  Led by Environmental Educator Kuhea Paracuelles, PTA has provided the opportunity for students and teachers to study Hawaii’s threatened and endangered species in their natural environment.

In March the Natural Resources Branch hosted seven Hawaii Island teachers for an Environmental Educator’s workshop and a student workshop that featured field work with Paracuelles and other Natural Resources Branch staff.

Paracuelles said that PTA will host another teacher’s workshop for up to 20 Big Island teachers on April 24.  The focus of the workshop is on identifying alien species in the field and later, eradicating one species—fountain grass—that’s threatening an endangered plant colony.  

PTA will also host students this summer during its two one-week long Summer Enrichment Programs. 

Designed to heighten awareness of natural and cultural resources on the Big Island, the program takes students in grades 6-12 to some of the Big Island’s most pristine natural areas to observe native and endangered plants and animals; the students also visit Native Hawaiian archaeological sites.

PTA Natural and Cultural Resources will also join the Army’s Earth Day celebrations by hosting Natural and Cultural tours for the community on April 20. Tours will take visitors to sensitive environmental and cultural areas and highlight the efforts of PTA staff in preserving and protecting those areas.
<subhead>PTA Rotation more than just training

When an Army or Marine Corps unit deploys to PTA for training commanders have training goals to achieve; they also have a commitment to provide a community service project at the completion of training.


Soldiers have supported charitable events sponsored by the American Cancer Society, Kawaihae Homeless Shelter, Pu’u Kohola National Historic Site and the Paniolo Preservation Society.  


Kaneohe-based Marines have supported visits to PTA by Hilo Middle School seventh-graders as well as Korean War veterans. In January 2004 the Marines, working alongside Waimea-area veterans cleaned up the Tarawa Memorial in Waimea.
<subhead>Fighting Fires, Mutual Aid and Medevac

PTA and Kilauea Military Camp Firefighters continue to provide critical support and mutual aid to Hawaii Island Fire Departments and emergency services. The PTA and KMC Fire Departments have responded to more than 60 calls in the last several months and provided key support to Hawaii Island Fire Departments.

Whether it’s a vehicle fire along Saddle Road or a huge brush fire in a neighboring community, PTA and KMC firefighters have proven ready, reliable and responsive when called.

In addition to being the first line of defense for fires in the Saddle Area of the Big Island PTA firefighters are the first responders for traffic accidents on Saddle Road.  Their counterparts at KMC provide the same level of response to Volcanoes National Park and the surrounding communities. Recently KMC firefighters and paramedics were the first responders to a traffic accident between a passenger car and a tour bus on heavily-traveled Rte. 11. The firefighters controlled the scene and provided critical first aid to the injured.

Hawaii County deputy fire chief Desmond Wery praised the KMC and PTA Fire Departments for their professionalism and commitment to the community.

“We’ve always had a really good rapport with them,” Wery said. “Our personnel and the PTA and KMC Fire Departments work well together.  They’re always a great help to us.”

Hawaii County Mayor Harry Kim officially honored the work of the PTA and KMC Fire Departments on March 22 when he presented PTA Fire Chief Eric Moller with a Certificate of Commendation.

Kim praised the Army’s firefighters for their dedication, dependability, professionalism and invaluable assistance to the Hawaii County Fire Department and all Big Island residents. 


PTA also provides air medical evacuation to Hawaii Island when a UH-60 Medevac helicopter is on scene--usually when units are training here.  The Medevac provides quick response when the Big Island’s two medical choppers are committed or unavailable. 

The value of the Medevac chopper to the local community was never more evident than in early 2004 when a civilian medical evacuation flight en route to Hilo crashed in the heavily wooded hills on the slope of Mauna Kea. Within minutes of the call for assistance from Hawaii County, the PTA-based Medevac lifted off, picked up the patients and delivered them safely to the hospital, earning the praise and gratitude of the families as well as the county.

<subhead>Community Talk Story
PTA command and staff personnel, recognizing their responsibility to keep their neighbors informed have presented informational briefings to groups such as Rotary, Lions, Veterans organizations, Waiki’i Ranch, Waikoloa Village and Puako homeowner’s associations, the Navy League, Chamber of Commerce and the Hawaii Island Chinese Civic Association. 

PTA also hosts regular meetings of its Cultural Advisory Committee.  Comprised of Big Island elders and other prominent individuals, the CAC provides the PTA commander and staff with sage advice and counsel on all matters Hawaiian. 

The CAC recently made a field trip to several environmentally and culturally-significant locations in the training area to learn how the PTA Natural and Cultural Resources staff maintains, preserves and protects these valuable sites. Future visits to other sensitive areas have been discussed.

More community engagements are planned in the coming months.  

All tolled, PTA has had more than more than 150 community engagements during the last nine months and expects to exceed that total in the coming year.

PTA is committed to providing first class training to the U.S. military forces that use the training area and dedicated to being the best-possible neighbor to Hawaii Island communities.
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MEDIA NOTE: For more information, call Bob McElroy, Pohakuloa Training Area Public Affairs Officer, at (808)969-2405.
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