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The men and women responsible for safeguarding Minot’s 150 Minuteman III intercontinental ballistic missiles in their underground launch control centers are spending the next two months above ground to study their craft as they prepare to face against the best of the best at Guardian Challenge 2004.

First Lt. Matt Lieber, 91st Operations Group, Capt. Joe Hank and 1st Lts. Rachael Cathcart, Sounder Andrews, Jason Smith and Katie Winkel, 91st Operations Support Squadron, and 1st Lt. Ben Bishop, 740th Missile Squadron, were selected as this year’s operations team. They will compete against ops crews from F.E. Warren Air Force Base, Wyo. and Malmstrom AFB, Mont., for a shot at being named as the Air Force’s best missile wing.

Although they are in training for the annual space and missile competition, each member of the team must stay current in their job, which means pulling a reduced number of alerts, according to team trainer Lieutenant Winkel. There are 150 ICBMs in the 91st SW. On each 24-hour alert, these  officers have the capability of controlling 50 missiles, but they directly in control of only a few of those missiles, she said.

“We monitor the missiles, direct security response and coordinate with maintenance,” she said. “We have primary responsibility for 10 missiles.”

During the competition at Vandenberg, the team will be in a simulated missile launch control center dealing with any problems the evaluators throw their way, said Lieutenant Bishop.

“It’s a 60-to-90 minute simulation just like we do here in the [base’s] simulators,” he said. “[The judges] will pack the simulation full of as much status as they can, including maintenance and security problems, emergency procedures, in-capsule fires or contingencies, and we have to process that in the appropriate way.”

To prepare the team, the trainers, Lieutenants Andrews, Smith and Winkel, constantly run practice simulations.

“In March and April, we’re going to be doing about 30 trainer simulation ‘rides.’ Since we don’t know what to expect when we get to Vandenberg, what we’re trying to do now is show [the teams] every conceivable problem so that they’ll be able to work together well and find a way out of any problem,” she said.

Although everyone on the team is new to the competition, they are ready to reclaim the trophy they say is rightfully theirs.

“We’ve won two out of the last three years,” Lieutenant Bishop said. “We’re going to go three for four this year.”

