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T he 87th Quartermaster Detachment (Parachute) 
has served a unique role as the sole Active Army 
airborne unit in Okinawa, Japan, since 2005. 

The unit will inactivate as part of a scheduled Army 
drawdown in the Pacific theater this year. Made up of 
Army parachute riggers, the detachment is responsible 
for servicing and maintaining all equipment for aerial 
delivery contingency operations in Okinawa and the 
rest of Japan. Annually, the detachment packs and 
inspects an average of 14,000 pieces of aerial delivery 
equipment at Sagami General Depot, near Tokyo, and 

maintains hundreds of wartime contingency parachutes 
stored in Okinawa. 

Operation Cobra Gold
Annually, the 87th Quartermaster Detachment partic-

ipates in Cobra Gold, a bilateral exercise built around 
the exchange of military training and experience with 
the Royal Thai Army. During past Cobra Gold exer-
cises, the detachment has built important and lasting 
multinational and joint relations with both the Thai 
Army and the U.S. Marine Corps stationed in Okinawa. 

by Captain april a. CaMpise 
and serGeant terranCe j. alvarez

The 87th Quartermaster Detachment’s 
Joint Aerial Operations 
in Okinawa For the past 3 years, the 3d 

Marine Logistics Group 
and the 87th Quartermaster 
Detachment have deployed 
paratroopers from Okinawa 
to Thailand to serve as the 
combined aerial delivery ele-
ment in support of Operation 
Cobra Gold. 

For years, Marine and 
Army parachute riggers in 
Okinawa have been combin-
ing efforts to conduct joint 
parachute rigging operations 
in the Pacific. Historically, 
the riggers have executed a 
broad range of aerial opera-
tions, including packing and 
performing hundreds of day 
and night low-level static-line 
parachute and military free-
fall parachute jumps. The rig-
gers also have dropped more 
than 16,000 pounds of cargo, 
all of which hit the drop zone 
without a single malfunction 
or incident. 

These missions have pro-
vided great opportunities for 
combined training and team 
building among the services 
and have helped to foster an 
enduring relationship among 
Army and Marine Corps rig-
gers. All training conducted 
by the parachute riggers is 
executed with the safety of 
the community and par-
ticipants in mind. All actions 

taken by the U.S. participants follow well-established 
safety procedures. This training remains essential for 
U.S. troop readiness, the mutual defense of Japan, and 
regional peace and security.

Army and Marine Corps Collaboration
In October 2010, the 87th Quartermaster Detachment 

and the 3d Marine Logistics Group signed a memoran-
dum of agreement to operate jointly out of one facil-
ity. Since then, both units have strategically combined 
resources and linked efforts on airborne operations and 

daily missions such as inventories and shop mainte-
nance. 

The colocation of the two units has been a beneficial 
learning experience in joint operations for both ser-
vices. Working closely with one another has enabled an 
exchange of experience and knowledge that has helped 
each service grow and learn from the other. 

According to Army rigger Sergeant Terrance Alvarez, 
“Even though we have the same basic skill sets, there 
are differences in techniques the two branches use to 
accomplish the same task.” Marine riggers, for ex-
ample, follow slightly different packing protocols than 
Army riggers. 

Each unit has its own strengths and weaknesses. The 
Marine riggers are known to be experts in heavy drops 
(loads greater than 500 pounds). Although Soldiers 
from the 87th Quartermaster Detachment also are 
proficient in executing the same containerized delivery, 
bundle, and platform drops, they have more expertise 
in static-line personnel drops. As a joint force, the units 
have relied on each other’s experiences to become bet-
ter riggers overall. During exercises, Army jumpmas-
ters work hand-in-hand with Marine jumpmasters to 
safely execute joint airborne operations. 

When it comes to establishing and running a drop 
zone, standard operating procedures largely remain the 
same. However, Marine and Army riggers contribute to 
the shared operation by providing experience and input 
from their respective services. 

“Working with the Marines has provided me with 
insight into a different world of parachute rigging [that] 
I wouldn’t have otherwise been privy to,” said Army 
Corporal Edwin Bocanegra-Torres. “We reach the same 
end state, but the process we use for getting there can 
vary. I wouldn’t say one method is better than the other, 
but the Marines have definitely shared techniques and 
capabilities with us that we wouldn’t otherwise have 
been exposed to in a standard Army environment.” 

The bottom line for both units is that as a combined 
force, they share the same overall goal. “When we con-
duct an operation together, it isn’t about being an Army 
Soldier or being a Marine; it’s about being a rigger,” 
said Army Specialist Kyle McNary. “It’s about getting 
people out of the bird safely and getting the equipment 
to the ground in one piece.”

Advantages of the Joint Relationship
The joint relationship these units have built is rare 

and special for tactical-level parachute rigging opera-
tions. Working as a team has enabled both services to 
streamline their operations and obtain the most effec-
tive use of resources, funding, and training opportuni-
ties. Serving as a joint capability in Okinawa has also 
provided a distinctive learning experience for Soldiers. 
According to Army jumpmaster and Quartermaster 
detachment noncommissioned officer-in-charge Staff 

A Marine sergeant watches 
an Army sergeant pack 
an MC1–1D parachute.
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A Marine sergeant watches 
an Army sergeant pack 
an MC1–1D parachute.
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by jaMes F. jenninGs

E lectrical safety problems have bedeviled de-
ployed U.S. military forces for many years. 
Since 2008, electrocutions and electrical fires in 

Southwest Asia have been front page news in the New 
York Times and leading stories on CNN. Electrocutions 
of deployed Soldiers were the focus of congressio-
nal hearings in 2009, and the Department of Defense 
Inspector General (DOD IG) conducted three inves-
tigations the same year to determine the scope of the 
problem and recommend solutions. 

A key finding of the DOD IG report on electrical 
safety problems in Afghanistan was “a lack of educa-
tion for service members regarding electrical safety, 
incident reporting, and personal responsibility.” (This 
report is available online at www.dodig.mil/SPO/
Reports/D2009-SPO-005%20FINAL_web.pdf.) The 
report recommends training to resolve these issues and 
prevent future electrocutions, electrical shocks, and 
fires. This article, which draws on the author’s experi-
ence as a safety officer in Bosnia, Kosovo, Iraq, and 
Afghanistan, discusses the three most common electri-
cal safety issues for forces deployed in support of over-
seas contingency operations: grounding, unauthorized 
power strips, and different voltages.

Grounding 
Any safety professional or electrician who has 

worked overseas will immediately highlight poor or 
nonexistent grounding as the most serious electrical 
safety issue facing a deployed force. U.S. military units 
often occupy existing facilities that are wired to local 
standards, if such standards exist. Unlike the United 
States, Canada, Australia, or Western Europe, many 
areas in which our troops are located have little to no 
oversight to ensure electricians are qualified or certi-
fied. Grounding, which is generally considered by 
Western standards to be the most important aspect of 
electrical installation and operation, is not a common 
practice in many countries in Southwest Asia. This is 

partly because of the poor grounding qualities of sandy 
soil. 

Color coding wires, a standard procedure in Western 
countries, is often ignored in Southwest Asia. In many 
cases, any available wire, regardless of color, is used. 
U.S. military and contractor electricians often have 
difficulty determining which wire is the ungrounded, 
grounded (neutral), or grounding conductor. 

Actions by military personnel, usually caused by 
ignorance, compound the grounding problem. These  

The U.S. standard voltage of 120 creates problems for Soldiers deployed to countries 
where the standard voltage is 220. Ignorance and carelessness when working 
with these voltages can have disastrous results. 

The Three Most Common Electrical 
Safety Issues in Deployed 
Environments

Sergeant Archie Gadsen, “Serving with Marine jump-
masters has been a broadening experience, and it’s 
unlike anything else I have done in the Army. We are 
better Soldiers and technical experts because of this 
experience.” 

“The day I leave this island will be a sad day be-
cause this is the only place in the military where 
parachute riggers from the different services can work 
together, said Army Corporal Jorge Alaniz. “It’s been 
fun, I’ve made lots of friends, and I have enjoyed this 
opportunity to work with the Marines.” 

When asked about serving with the Army riggers, 
Marine Corporal Elizabeth Myers said, “Out of my 5 
years of service, [working with Army riggers] has eas-
ily been one of the greatest experiences I’ve had in that 
time. The Army riggers brought diversity to not only 
the job we do but also the daily work environment.” 

This year, all personnel from the 87th Quartermaster 
Detachment will be reassigned to other units as the de-
tachment inactivates. By official standards, this means 
that the detachment could be called back to active duty 
years down the road. However, for now, the aerial 
delivery mission in the Pacific must be handed over to 
another unit. 

Although the detachment is inactivating, many feel 
history has been made through this experience. As Staff 
Sergeant Gadsen put it,  “The relationships that have 
been made between the Army and Marine parachute 
riggers cannot be replaced. Even with the unit inacti-
vating, these friendships will last a lifetime, and the 
lessons learned will stay with us forever.”
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A Soldier inspects another Soldier’s jump gear before a jump.

Unlike devices in most other countries, most U.S. 
electronic devices use 120 volts. Their plugs have two 
blades (type A) or two blades and a grounding prong 
(type B). 


