Families and Friends of 1/3,
It’s 28 June and this is phone message number five.  
It’s hard to believe that we’re now at the mid-point in the deployment.  It’s gone quickly.  We continue to stay extraordinarily busy.  The long hours and hard work have made the time pass quickly out here, and hopefully the same can be said for those of you at home.

 By any measure, 1/3 can look back on the first half of the deployment, the last three and a half months, with a sense of accomplishment and pride.  In the process of maintaining a very aggressive tempo of operations against the enemy, the battalion has taken only a small number of minor casualties.  As I’ve related to you on previous phone messages and in newsletters, every day brings its small victories.  We’ve made very significant progress in standing up local Iraqi government and security forces, and our relationship with the people is stronger than ever.  The enemy is still on the ropes in our area…we know how much he’d like to change that fact, so we’re not going to let up on him.  
The heat has really arrived out here.  An average day is about 105 degrees.  Recently one Marine described the hot, dry, dusty wind as comparable to a hair dryer pointed directly at his face and always on.  The men of TF 1/3 are taking it in stride… it’s seldom, even on the hottest days, whether they’re standing post or on patrol, that you don’t see a smile on their sweaty and grimy faces.  I can tell you that their great attitudes and steadiness in the face of adversity never fails to impress me. 
As we progress through the deployment there are many questions related to our return to Hawaii.  Naturally, two favorite topics are the dates of the battalion’s return and the dates of our post-deployment leave.  
We still have a great deal of this deployment to go and it may be a little bit early to talk about redeployment and leave , but I’ll take a second to address these topics because I know many of you are anxious over them, and I’m also aware there is some erroneous information making its way through the families.

At this point I can’t advertise exact return dates because there is no doubt they will change… probably several times.  The reason for this is that during the spring and fall movement windows when units rotate, tens of thousands of service men and women from many different Marine and Army units move back and forth between Iraq and the United States.  Any change in one unit’s schedule, due to any number of different variables, usually causes a ripple throughout the entire plan that affects several other units.  Sometimes these changes cause a shift of only a day or two; while in other cases they can cause shifts of several days to a week.  

As an example, when this week started I thought we had a pretty solid return window, but a couple of different factors outside our control have now shifted us to the right… nothing significant, only a matter of several days.  This is normal… in fact I’ve never seen it not happen to one degree or another.  It will probably happen again.  Short of any sort of a major extension I still expect we’ll return during October, very close to seven months from the date we departed.  
I realize this may not be precise enough for some of you.  I’m genuinely sorry for that, but it would be irresponsible of me to pass specific days right now when there is still so much uncertainty… I appreciate your patience and will do my best to provide some certainty once I’m more confident on the exact dates.  Please remain wary of rumors- right now, as the battalion commander I don’t even know the dates because our logistics section is still working through higher headquarters to refine the schedule and lock on airlift.  Anyone passing dates to you, however well-intentioned, doesn’t know either.  

With regard to the leave schedule… there are also some rumors going around with regard to leave.  For instance, I’ve heard a couple times that the Lava Dogs won’t get any leave until December.  This isn’t true.  There are two planned leave blocks… one in Nov/ Dec, and one in Dec/ Jan.  The Marines can take leave during both, though not for the entire periods.  
Assuming we return home on schedule in October, the first leave block will occur during the second half of Nov into early Dec for a period of three weeks.  The reason we won’t go on leave right away is because the battalion birthday ball is scheduled for 9 Nov and the battalion change of command is scheduled for the 16th of Nov.  Don’t worry, the work schedule will be light during this period and we’ve already got a couple of 96s planned to ensure your Marines and sailors get an immediate break.  The second leave block will occur over the holidays for a period of three weeks.  Again, the Lava Dogs will not get these entire leave blocks off, rather they will be allowed to take up a month’s leave, in blocks of 21 days or less.  As an example, they can take fourteen days of leave during each of the two leave blocks, or 21 days during one leave block, and a week during the other leave block.
Please remember that in the event we get extended this will all have to be reworked.   At this point I recommend holding off on the purchase of plane tickets until our return dates are more solid.
That’s all from Haditha for this time around.  It’s taken a while to update the phone message this time around- I’ll do better next time.  
Key Volunteers- keep up the really fine work.  You make a difference every day.

Have a great and safe 4th of July as you celebrate the 231st birthday of our great Republic.  

Semper Fi and God bless, 
LtCol Chip Bierman
CO TF 1/3
