They are the people who our military families call when they’re in need. They
are the people that take care of service members like they’re family. They are
the people who understand the importance of their local installations and work
to ensure their resilience.
They are Defense Community Champions—and their actions make a
difference in the lives of our military, military families, and veterans. Join ADC
in recognizing the individuals who make a difference in our communities through
deeds big and small. They are leaders on base, in the community, and across the
federal government and industry. Defense Community Champions inspire us to
support the men and women who protect our nation every day.

What is the Defense Community Champion Program?
For decades, ADC’s annual awards program, the Defense Community
Awards, recognized specific leaders from the around the country for their
contributions to defense communities and the military. While acknowledging
the role that leaders play is important—ADC’s Champions program expands
the focus of this recognition to a broader set of people and stories in our
defense communities. Through a competitive nomination process, ADC
will select a diverse group of champions that will be honored at a special
Washington, D.C. event and various media channels. Their stories will serve
as inspiration and ideas for the military support community.

Who Can Be Nominated as a Champion?

Individuals who make a difference in the lives of our military and military
families. ADC will consider the following criteria in reviewing nominations:

Connection

Awareness

Impact

Diversity

They are connected to a defense
community in some way and an ADC
member is submitting the nomination.
Their work has had an impact on the
lives of service members and their
families and/or the quality of life in
a defense community.

The individual’s story embodies a lesson,
concept or idea that could be universally
beneficial to defense communities.
The individual represents the range of people,
experiences, and background whose support
is critical to creating great communities for our
service members and families

How do you Nominate a Champion and who Selects them?
Fill out the nomination form here and make sure you include an ADC member
as part of the submission. The initial nomination form is short (four questions),
but ADC may request additional details as part of its consideration. The 2022
Champions will be selected through member-driven process that will include
an advisory committee, board, and staff input.

What is the Timeline?
The nomination period is now open
and will close on December 31.
Champions will be selected no later
than January 30, 2022.

How Will Champions be Recognized?
The champions selected for the national program
will be featured in broad campaign, including:
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Special recognition ceremony at ADC’s Defense
Communities National Summit in March 2022.
Profiles in ADC’s publications, including the
Summit program and annual magazine.
Video stories that will be shared through social
media outlets and used at the Summit.
Opportunities for local recognition where
champions will be thanked by local community
and military leaders.
Profiles in ADC’s daily newsletter distributed to
thousands across the country and through DoD.

Who Should we Nominate as a Defense Community Champion?
ADC has been telling the story of community champions for years through its
America’s Defense Communities Magazine and while they are not officially part
of this program, their stories provide a great example of the people and stories
ADC is interested in highlighting as part of this new program.
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KANSAS
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Home Away From Home

out of barracks, out of the gates of Fort Riley

family. For younger soldiers, it’s a hot meal.

‘Hey Craig and Karen, would you two be

and into our community,” Fitzgerald says.

A place to stay that is not the barracks.”

willing to be witnesses to our wedding?’ and
we said of course,” Bender says.

The Benders have hosted multiple Fort

“The program matches local families with a

“I don’t know what we would have done

solider to host. Maybe they invite them over

Riley soldiers over the years, and their

to dinner or go to church together. What is

adopted service members often end up

if the Benders hadn’t been there to be our

great about it is that the family benefits as

feeling like extended family.

witnesses,” Folkerts adds.
Parents of soldiers have expressed to

“We’ve had our soldiers out to local

well. They learn more about our military

baseball games, out on the boat, for

Fitzgerald how comforting it is to know that

cookouts, for dinner and for Christmas,”

their child has an additional support system

been matched with local families. One of

says Craig Bender, Military Affairs

in place while stationed at Fort Riley.

those soldiers is Jeremy Folkerts, who

Council Director for the Junction City Area

through their solider.”
Since then, over 172 soldiers have

Fitzgerald says communities that want to

was matched with the Bender family in

Chamber of Commerce. “It is really just a

start a similar program of their own should

November 2019. Folkerts was an officer

matter of how much a family or a solider

know it takes dedication.

when he started in Home Away from Home.

wants to be involved. It may be a phone

What he sought to get out of the program

call once a month or maybe they are at

was a bit different than other soldiers.
“I’m not really that much of a social

“You must promote it,” she says. “I use
social media and work with the fort to brief

your house every weekend. We’ve been

new soldiers about the program. The fort

lucky to see ours a couple times a month.”

is very helpful in that every solider hears
about it when they process in. The program

Craig and his wife Karen even helped

person, so I was looking for some way to

stays alive because I keep it alive.”

Folkerts and his fiancé Shelby coordinate

connect with like-minded people,” Folkerts
says. “For me personally I was looking for

their virtual wedding ceremony at the

that connection and sense of family time

beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Phyllis Fitzgerald joined the armed services over 40 years ago, yet she still
remembers the feeling of being alone at her first duty station. As mayor of Junction
City, Kan., she decided she had to do more make young soldiers stationed at
nearby Fort Riley feel more welcomed. Thus, she created an “adopt-a-soldier”
program where service members are matched up with local families, creating tight
bonds and support systems between both the base and the community.

“They needed two witnesses, so they asked,

even though I was away from my own

“Our goal was to find ways to get soldiers

1 Home Away from Home founder Phyllis Fitzgerald (center) during her promotion ceremony to Chief Warrant Officer 2 at Fort Riley in 1992. Photo provided by Phyllis
Fitzgerald 2 Jeremy Folkerts and his wife Shelby pose on their wedding day. His Home Away from Home family helped the couple plan their ceremony. Photo provided
by Jeremy Folkerts 3 Craig Bender (left) poses with his soldiers, Jeremy Folkerts and Nathaniel Davis, at a socially distanced gathering during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Photo provided by Craig Bender
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Angel Arms
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(Left) MC-130J Commando II's from the 522nd Special Operations
Squadron at Cannon Air Force Base, N.M. conduct low level
formation training over Clovis, NM. U.S. Air Force photo by
Staff Sgt. Matthew Plew
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(Below) A1C Tyler Marin, an Angel Arms recipient, visits with his
parents during the holiday season. Photo submitted

Esther Steinle, a Clovis, N.M. resident, was inspired by a book she once read
to cover the cost of a trip back home for a service member who hadn’t been
with his family for the holidays in years. After that, she expanded her idea
into a program, Angel Arms, and began working in conjunction with nearby
Cannon AFB to raise funds to send more service members home. Thanks to
Esther’s initiative, the program has since raised thousands of dollars and sent
dozens to be with their families to enjoy the holidays.

Helps Young Airmen Travel
to See Their Families
Angel Arms has sent airmen all over
the continental U.S. and to farther-flung

Angel Arms always raises as much as
it needs in any given year, and so far,

locations such as Africa, Guam, the

everyone whose name has been submitted

Philippines and St. Thomas. Once they’ve all

has been able to get assistance. Donors are

returned to duty in New Mexico, there’s a
reception every January that brings together
airmen, their first sergeants, and the donors.
“It’s fun to hear their stories about their
trips home and what it’s meant for them,”
Steinle said. “Sometimes there’s a really
good reason for them to go home.”
In one case, a young man traveled to see
his family and had been back for less than
a week when he got a call that his brother
had been killed in a burglary. In another,
it was an airman’s last chance to see an
aging grandmother.
“It’s heartwarming to know that there’s
always a reason why they’re on the list and
you just don’t know it until afterward,”
Steinle said.

a mixture of individuals, businesses and
organizations, many of whom Steinle said
give year after year. She hopes to see the
program extend to other communities.
For the airmen who get an opportunity to
travel, Angel Arms brings tidings of comfort
and joy at a special time of the year.
“Especially as younger airmen, going
home during the holidays isn’t something
that happens very often,” Williams said.
“It’s really an experience I’ll probably
never forget.”

Airman Brandon Chan is greeted by his sister at
the airport. Chan was able to return home for the
holidays thanks to financial support from Angel
Arms. Photo submitted
JUNE 2019
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A Soldier Saves her Local Farmers Market

Coastal
Georgia

When the COVID-19 pandemic shut down a beloved community farmers
market in Hinesville, Ga., Rebecca Myers, a garrison command sergeant major
at nearby Fort Stewart, decided to act and safely continue the tradition. She
helped create a system where locals could pick up pre-ordered boxes of local
produce in a contactless drive-through, coordinating with local businesses and
recruiting volunteers from her base to staff the program.
Regional community support of historic Fort Riley,
Kansas matches its legendary description, as previous
commanders have proudly noted and I’ve quickly
recognized. Recent formal partnerships between
Fort Riley, Junction City and the surrounding Flint
Hills communities include three signed and active
Intergovernmental Support Agreements (IGSAs).
Informal partnerships strengthen Fort Riley’s
standing as an Army installation and its reputation
within the state. Local leaders understand the
economic importance of the post and are intentional
in cultivating relationships with the 1st Infantry
Division, Fort Riley leaders and its soldiers.
Community-initiative programs such as Flint Hills
Home Away from Home reinforce the Army’s priority
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of people first.

Col. Will McKannay,
Garrison Commander, Fort Riley

Little Rock Air Force Base is the beneficiary of longstanding support from the Central Arkansas community. I
can tell you on a personal level I arrived here almost three
years ago and from almost day one I was welcomed as if I
was family. I know our airmen across Team Little Rock feel
the same way. The community support that is provided
allows us to focus on what is important as defenders of our
nation’s freedom.

Col. John Schutte, Commander, 19th
Airlift Wing, Little Rock Air Force Base
In the 78 years the base has been here, we have built a symbiotic
relationship with the local community. We don’t have the
encroachment challenges that other installations and communities
have to work through. When we build, we do it in a way that works
for the local community. When the community builds, they do it
in a way that works for us. Certainly, relationships boil down to
people. You won’t find a more military-supportive community
than the one you’ll find in Bay County. I can’t go downtown in my
uniform without somebody stopping me and saying, "Thank you
for your service." That fuels us as airmen and military members to
want to do our jobs.

Col. Brian Laidlaw, former
Commander, 325th Fighter Wing,
Tyndall Air Force Base
DECEMBER 2020
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Base Commanders Making a Difference

Many topics can create friction between communities and bases. Yet when
ADC spoke to base commanders across the country, they highlighted
relationships that are not only productive, but also warm and welcoming. For
example, Col, John Schutte, Commander of the 19th Airlift Wing at Little Rock
AFB, says that “from almost day one I was welcomed as if I was family… the
community support allows us to focus on what is important as defenders.”

