CSMs,

December is off to a great start. I was so overwhelmed with pride to see soldiers of the 4th Infantry Division and Task Force 21 bring Saddam Hussein to justice this weekend. What a great day for the Coalition, the Army, America and the Iraqi people. For nearly a quarter century this tyrant tortured countless innocents and left a horrific trail stained by the blood of more than 400,000 Iraqis we have found already in mass graves. What was even more impressive was that no one was injured or fired a shot during the capture.

Sadly, however too many people were killed and injured during his reign. He is no longer a threat and hopefully, Iraqis can no breathe easier and look to a brighter future with his shadow not cast over their country. It does not necessarily mean easier days ahead for us. Many of the thugs still targeting innocent civilians and coalition troops will continue their efforts to undermine progress. We must not let our guard down and stay focused on the dangerous days ahead.

Safety must continue to remain a priority. We are still losing soldiers to accidents, mishandled weapons and attention to detail. Take the extra time to evaluate each mission. Don't rush to failure by overlooking safety.

I am very worried about our Noncommissioned Officer Education System. We still have a tremendous backlog of soldiers who need to attend class. The implementation of stopping conditional promotions was the right decision and will help. However, leaders have to do all they can to get soldiers to school ---- PLDC through the Sergeants Major Course. We have the best Army in the world. Our strength is our people. The battles we have won in the GWOT were forged 10-20 years ago in NCOES. We developed our leaders and gave them the tools to succeed. If we fail to do that now, we will pay the price in the future.

As the holidays approach I am very concerned about suicides. We have lost 65 soldiers to suicides so far in 2003. That number is just too high. Talk to soldiers. Spend a few more moments of your time to listen to them. If you suspect someone is at risk, intervene and refer them to the proper channels for support. Chaplains, doctors and leaders are all there to help. 

We are a very blessed people. This time of year is a very special one. I spent my first Christmas in the Army in Vietnam thousands of miles away from my family --- like so many young soldiers are doing today in Iraq, Afghanistan, the Philippines, Kosovo, Bosnia, Korea and other remote corners of the globe. You are not forgotten. Your family and friends miss you and wish you all the best. It is not easy being away, but know that your sacrifices make it possible for your fellow Americans to celebrate in peace and safety. 

If you are not deployed or back home on R&R I hope you are spending as much time with your family as possible. Cherish this season. I hope to see many of you in the coming weeks as I tour the Middle East with a USO Show packed with entertainers all eager to say thank you in person.

I want to wish you holidays from my family to yours. Have a safe and joyous Christmas and New Years.

Jack L. Tilley

12th Sergeant Major of the Army

