Planning for the big event

Introduction

   

  In planning the big event it is vital that the Project Officer takes on full responsibility at the outset and maintains that authority throughout. Other peoples input will be necessary, delegation is a must but the buck stops with him / her. Secondly and equally as vital is to plan early, cater for every eventuality and remember that Failing to Plan is most definitely planning to fail.

 I have organised over the years several major wing events including two Commandant's Inspections, several Wing Parades both large and small, Lord Lieutenants Presentations, Wing Training Days, Open Evenings and VIP visits. I have drawn on that experience to produce this advice to help others to do so in the future.

 All events are a combination of organisation and "theatre" and to avoid repetition for both cadets and VIPs should include little differences each time, generally in the "theatre" aspect.

  I do not put this advice forward as the definitive planning document. Everyone has different ways and different ideas and these should always be persued, having of course fully considered the idea and any ramifications.

Finally always give your greatest thought to the people you pick to assist you and who will be delivering on the day. I only ever use those I know and those I trust to do exactly what is required and when but also be able to use their own judgement at times when that is required. I will often use people I am not sure of as deputies so they can gain experience.

Scope of this advice

   
  I intend to cover three types of event in this publication:



1.
Parades



2.
Commandant's Visits / Special Events



3.
Lord Lieutenant's Presentations.

   
  All will be dealt with separately but there are common themes run through all, which will be noticeable. I make no apology if I keep repeating what I consider the important points.

1. Parades

   
  Looking first at planning the big parade with all squadrons in the Wing involved gives a chance to explore all angles thus smaller parades can follow a similar but proportionally reduced format.  

 More than ever this needs lots of preparation time. Start as early as possible and write to the dignitaries you wish to attend. Once you have confirmation, plan a routing for the parade then the Police should be advised and the routing / timings discussed. Most Police Forces have an "Events" Officer and they are the first (and possibly only) point of contact. Keep a very close liaison here.

     
Closing roads for the parade is an option but needs both police and local council approval and can create difficulties for other people / tourists etc. Police tend to prefer a "rolling closure" where they stop the traffic as the parade starts and with police car escorts allow traffic to follow on behind. This is very effective and saves no end of problems. Police manpower for the day will be assessed and rostered by them. There is no need for us to request particular actions etc.

    
 Before committing anything to paper as regards an Operational Order walk the route, spend time in the Church, look for problems - be flexible. Always talk to the Vicar and / or Church Warden of the appointed Church - how many people will it hold? - Any problem areas? - Where will VIPs sit?- Where are the toilet facilities? - Which are the best entrances and exits to use? -  Is there an organ or other musical aids? - Is there a PA system? - Are there catering facilities? - Who will do it? - What are the arrangements for a collection? - How will it be allocated after Church costs? - Is there room to parade Banners? - Are there any obstacles? - Do the Church allow the Banners to be placed on the Alter? - Who will lead the service? - Will ATC Chaplain(s) be allowed to participate or even run the service? - (Generally they are). 

The above is best carried out in liaison with the ATC Chaplain involved on the day or the Wing Chaplain.

Circulate the event to all Squadrons, Wing Staff etc (Do not forget Squadron Chairmen) and ask for availability of staff and approx numbers of cadets attending. You may have to push for these returns. Also deliver up a transport plan and circulate it with a request for Commanding Officers to submit the quotes / paperwork for buses and SOV's / cars etc. to Wing HQ. If buses are shared between squadrons appoint one member from one of the squadrons to make the arrangements. Submit the Risk assessments and the Participation in Public events Form. Send out your invitations to VIPs, Wing Staff, Presidents, Chairmen and parents etc.

    
 Once all the above is in place and names / numbers provided start the serious planning and produce an order for the days events.     I generally split the total operation into small manageable chunks calling them Sectors. I appoint a Sector Commander and Deputy for each Sector together with the required amount of dedicated staff. Each sector is then self-reliant and should operate as planned on the day. As previously said give a great deal of thought to what each sector will do and when and also what you want those personnel to do either before and / or after their sector is completed and even greater thought to who you appoint as Commander and Deputy. Always pick the best for the task. Most importantly pick yourself a Deputy who is experienced and could run the show if for any reason you cannot do so and who you know will ably assist you on the day as your Number 2. 

Write your order up and liase with Wing HQ, the Wing Commander and other Wing Staff to make sure you have all the approvals. Listen to observations etc. and act as you see fit. Be careful to get the balance right between arrogance and leadership / control and between listening to advice and having too much interference. I do not intend to expand on this but once you have done one or two of these you will know what I mean.

 Make sure your order is distributed in plenty of time. Make final contact with the Police, Church etc. Confirm your timings to your VIPs. Prepare and have printed the Order of Service. (Do so in liaison with the Chaplains).

 On the day arrive in plenty of time. Double-check the route by walking it (The council may have dug a hole in the middle of the road?). Check the Church is open – place out the orders of service – Have a good breakfast.

Then take a step back and let your people do their thing. Keep an overall view on the whole thing but do not run around like a maniac. If you’ve planned it correctly it will work – stand back and watch your hard work unfold. Rely on your deputy and your sector commanders etc.

 Ensure your planning covers any refreshments required and the necessary clean up after the event and the dispersal of staff and cadets.

2. Commandant’s Visits

Commandant’s visits usually occur about every 5 years or so and involve the Commandant inspecting the Wing generally on a Wing Training Day. This will be held at RAF Linton on Ouse. It is a full (and long) day of action and needs careful planning.

The Project Officer needs to be the commander of the day especially if another officer is running the Training Day. Very close liaison is required and the two need to work totally as one. If possible the Project Officer should run the whole event with a Deputy.

Organise the day into Sectors as with a Wing Parade. Each Sector has a Commander, Deputy and Staff. Break them into bite-sized chunks along the following fomat:

1. Arrival of cadets / staff / buses / briefing etc.

This is a very important and often forgotten part of the day. A streamlined entrance through the Guard Room of all personnel and the parking of coaches etc. into one area aids the day. Cadets (Who will not have been briefed the same as the staff) will need to have a mass brief and you should arrange this to be given by a competent officer (Not yourself). As a rule of thumb that briefing should be concluded at least 30 minutes prior to the arrival of the Commandant. I also appoint a Discipline and Security Sector (Generally of AWOs / Senior NCOs) who operate around the station throughout the day keeping standards up, chasing cadets who have strayed and they can be used at this point to check uniform standards, dress, deportment etc. Once the brief is over disperse cadets and staff to their activities.

2. Arrival of the Commandant

Arrange a time for the Commandant to arrive and for him / her to arrive via the main gate and proceed to the Officers Mess. The ATC staff on duty at the main gate should be briefed to advise you of the arrival.

Ensure the vehicle is met – that the Wing Commander greets the Commandant and that cadets are on hand to open car doors etc. You will have checked to see if the Commandant is bringing a spouse. A Staff Officer will be present as will a HQAC official driver. It is important that all planning and refreshments etc takes account of the actual number in the party.

If the arrival is to go straight into the day then a Guard of Honour and a Band needs to be formed up fore inspection. As there is more than one Band in the Wing duties throughout the day should be spread between them. There are opportunities to change bands during the day and on the final march past. I prefer to parade the Corps Banner on these occasions. This can be brought along in the Commandant ‘s car if you arrange it with the Staff Officer (Remember to return it to him / her for taking back to HQAC).

It may be you decide that the Commandant should arrive without ceremony (Other than the meet / greet on arrival) and go into the Officers Mess for coffee. I generally prefer this. It allows for the arrival being early or even late – it makes it a little more relaxing on the Commandant and allows for a meet with Senior Wing Personnel as well as the chance to dress formally (Commandant with Sword) and visit the toilet etc. It also allows you time for the form up of the Guard of Honour. This is your chance for “Theatre” and first impressions. I like to parade all squadron banners either side of the entrance doors with a band off to left or right in the crescent and have at least one representative (possibly 2) from each squadron on a formed up Guard of Honour with the Banner centre with escort. This looks extremely good as you exit the Mess. A young officer should be the Parade Commander with the Wing Warrant Officer in command of the operation.  There should be a formal inspection.

If the Wing Commander attends with Spouse it is a good idea for the Wing Commander’s spouse to be in attendance throughout the day. Generally the VIP Party should consist of the Commandant’s party, the Wing Commander and spouse and your appointed officer who will be the link between you and the party. That party should be no bigger than that – the last thing you need is other officers “hanging on” and you must control this.

You should arrange for a smart car to carry the Wing Commander / spouse with driver who knows the station. That car will be lead car throughout the day and both this vehicle and Commandant’s vehicle will form a convoy all day. Your staff will be briefed to always get the Commandant to where he is expected to be at the right time – early is never good – late is bad planning.

3. The Days events

All your events should be timed carefully so as the Commandant arrives at opportune moments. Drill for example should go on a pace so that the winners are for example performing as he / she arrives and then could present the trophy. Possibly a Band could perform for 5 minutes. The same should apply to all other events throughout the day culminating in a formal march past to conclude and I like to say farewell with the car driving up after the parade and the Commandant leaving.

During the day refreshments should be considered for cadets and staff – packed lunches and the facility of NAAFI or a tuck shop. The Commandant and VIP Party and senior members of the Wing and some Squadron Commanders should be invited to a Top Table Lunch hosted by the Wing Commander in the Officers Mess (usually no more than 24). On no account agree to a Carvery. The lunch must be served individually at table. A carvery means that the Commandant is served first but has to wait till everyone else is in the Officers Mess (usually no more than 24). On no account agree to a Carvery. The lunch must be served individually at table. A carvery means that the Commandant is served first but has to wait till everyone else is served before eating – hence cold meal. The Mess are very good at putting on a good do.

Also ensure that during the day there are tea / coffee breaks at least one in the morning and one in the afternoon.

Remember the Staff Officer and driver must be briefed on all of this both via a copy of your order being sent to them and again in person by you and or your sector commander on the day. 

Once again if the planning is right you can relax but as there are so many chances of things going slightly wrong on this day I personally keep a tight watch on it by arriving at each venue slightly ahead of the VIP party.
 That allows you to have control of any situation.

The most important part of the operation is a good clear well thought out order for the day. A lot of work is required in making every piece of the jig saw fit and in briefing your troops accordingly but that’s what needs doing. 

I have not specified other major events but the same thought process is required. However if they are off station risk assessments, participation in public eventsw and police involvement will need to be considered as well as parking issues. 
3.    Lord Lieutenant’s Presentations
 We only deal with Lord Lieutenant's Presentations that we the Wing host. The ACF deal with most. Lord Lieutenant's Presentations (For either adults or cadets) tend to be easier to organise and are generally over a shorter timescale but there is a fair amount of clerical work for the Project Officer and all needs to be carefully controlled. 

 The main thing to remember is that even though we are the hosts, it is an RFCA event and therefore we are subject to their requirements and to a great extent, the Army way of doing things. The RFCA will invite the Lord Lieutenant and the recipients (but not their guests) and once given a time / date of the event the Project Officer needs to agree a venue with the Wing Commander. The venue should be neither too big nor too small but capable of holding around 50 - 70 people. Seating is required for all and it should be a building suitable to hold such a prestigious award night in.

A finger buffet is required after the event so facilities need to be available to prepare and serve it. Whether you have the buffet made locally by Civilian Committee or staff members, by the staff at the venue or buy it in is entirely up to the organiser and the Wing Commander / Wing Chairman. The money for the buffet is generally re-imbursed by RFCA later. Tea / Coffee can be served with the buffet or wines can be served. (If there is a bar at the venue that can be used but you need to arrange it to be private, open and staffed for the period after the presentation concludes. No drinking before or during the event.)

An early meeting between the Project Officer and the Secretary of RFCA is recommended but they will generally look to having progress meetings along the way. I considered these unnecessary from my point of view - it is up to you whether you wish to arrange them. I was lucky in that I did several and they were of suitable standard without direct supervision of RFCA, which I personally preferred and they accepted.

RFCA will provide the guest invitations (Keep chasing for them) and envelopes and a list of people who should be invited. You will need to write out and post all the invitations (White envelopes so pay for postage stamps and re-claim from Wing Treasurer.) Apart from people on the list you need to invite up to 4 guests for each of the 3 Cadet nominations - if adults, similar. 

For Cadets I write to each one at an early stage, congratulating them on the Award and advising them of the time / date and venue. I ask them for details of their guests. I can then invite the guests direct to their home addresses (generally mum, dad, sibling(s) over 10, girlfriend, employer). Do not be too pedantic about only four guests the odd one or two more will make no odds. 

     
Also you need to give thought to inviting the local Mayors of the recipients and their unit Commanders and the next level (ie for us squadron and Wing level - similar for ACF and SCC). The invitations need to go out in plenty of time. The RSVP is addressed to Wing HQ and they will receive them and keep them for your attention. However they do not all come back and some attend without reply so do not treat the replies as gospel and plan for all unless you actually get a “No”.

    
 The Project Officer will also need to ensure that the ATC Cadet recipient is kitted out with Number One uniform. All uniform personnel will be in Number One dress with medals.

     
A programme for the evening is required and you are responsible for this. Nothing too complicated but it needs to look tidy. Given time the Printing Unit at RAF Linton on Ouse will generally assist with the printing.

    
 Seating is another area to give thought to. Bear in mind the ranks of the guests and seat accordingly. Also do not forget to invite our own people. Generally we invite the Wing Staff Officers (who will have duties on the night) and the Sqn Commander, staff and several (if not all) the cadets from the ATC recipient's squadron. (Judgement call on transport, feeding etc dependant upon location but it is good to have cadets there on the night).

    
 I generally appoint a Wing Staff Officer to host each of the cadet recipients and their parents and guests. This helps break the ice, helps with nerves and also ensures that the main people – the cadet and their parent(s) - enjoy THEIR night.

     
The most important role is that of Master of Ceremonies and a Wing Staff Officer is chosen for this post. It involves briefing the cadet recipients before the event, introducing each cadet service participant (in order Navy, Army, Air Force) to give their five minute presentations and then passing the certificates / badges to the Lord Lieutenant.

   
  On the evening cadet recipients should be briefed to arrive between 18.30 and 1845 and be briefed by the Master of Ceremonies. Other guests should be briefed to arrive by 1900 and be seated by 1915. It is a good idea to put out a seating plan. Use other staff / cadets to guide guests to their seats.

     
The Lord Lieutenant will arrive for 1930 and should be met by the senior RFCA Officer (Generally a Brigadier or Colonel) and the Wing Commander and should be escorted to his / her seat.

     
The Senior RFCA Officer will give an introduction / welcome and then the Master of Ceremonies takes over. After the presentation the Lord Lieutenant will speak and either the Wing Commander or the Regional Commandant will make a final speech. 

    
 After this everyone is invited to participate in the buffet. The evening ends with the Lord Lieutenant leaving followed by all other guests. Everything should be finished by 2200.

    
 Remember – leave yourself plenty of time to set up the room before the event and make sure you have the manpower to lay out the seating, buffet etc. Also ensure you have the manpower to clean down the room afterwards.


If there is a Band or Corps of Drums locally make use of them as post presentation entertainment. Remember to seat your VIPs back from them if they are particularly loud (i.e. drums). I have also used either 4 or 6 drummers to form a Guard of Honour outside the venue for the arrival of the Lord Lieutenant and on a couple of occasions a whole band to play one tune for a formal arrival and short inspection. These are good “theatre” but must not take long as the night’s events must be prompt.


Once again, if the planning is right and everyone is briefed you should be under no pressure so stand back and watch it happen. 


I hope this paper helps those in the future who have to plan these events. 

B R Mennell

Flight Lieutenant.

