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Circumstance Letter

	Introduction
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
The Air Force ensures that the next of kin (NOK) listed in items 4 through 7 of the DD Form 93, Record of Emergency Data, are informed of the circumstances whenever a military member is declared deceased or missing.




	When to Send a Circumstance Letter
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Circumstance letters provide the NOK with as much information as possible concerning events leading up to and surrounding the death or missing status of the member.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Letters are always sent to the NOK when members are declared missing.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Letters for members declared deceased are sent to the NOK who are:

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Unaware of the circumstances.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Notified of the casualty by an unofficial source such as another family member or a friend of the casualty.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Notified by an Air Force notification officer other than the member’s commander or designated representative.


Continued on next page

Circumstance Letter, Continued

	When Not to Send a Circumstance Letter
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Circumstance letters are not sent to the NOK:

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
When the member is declared duty status-whereabouts unknown (DUSTWUN).  The responsible commander personally keeps family members informed of member’s status.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Who were present at the time the casualty occurred and is aware of the circumstances.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Who were personally informed by the member’s commander or designated representative of the circumstances.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Who were informed of the circumstances by an official source other than the Air Force.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Applies to an individual or agency in a position of authority such as:

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Police department.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Physician.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Coroner.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Who are children residing with the primary NOK, unless requested by the primary NOK.


Continued on next page

Circumstance Letter, Continued

Responsibilities

	Member’s Commander
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Circumstance letters are normally the responsibility of the member’s commander.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
For an Air National Guard (ANG) or United States Air Force Reserve (USAFR) casualty, the commander may offer the member’s unit commander the opportunity to write the circumstance letter.

NOTE:  Normally, only one circumstance letter is required; however, if the commander indicated in the original letter that they would follow-up with further details when they became available, then a subsequent letter is required in order to ensure complete circumstances are relayed to the NOK.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Commanders send circumstance letters to the NOK of deceased members within 5 calendar days from the date the Air Force notified the NOK of the casualty.

NOTE:  The Air Force provides this time frame only to allow commanders sufficient time to evaluate unusual events surrounding a casualty and to provide the NOK with as much information as possible.  If information is readily available and requires no evaluation, such as for an aircraft accident or a heart attack, it’s expected that the circumstance letter will be sent sooner than 5 calendar days.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Commanders send a circumstance letter to NOK within 5 calendar days of:

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Declaring a member missing.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Terminating a search.


Continued on next page

Circumstance Letter, Continued

Responsibilities, Continued
	Member’s Commander, Continued
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Include the following information in a circumstance letter sent after a search is terminated:

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
The circumstances surrounding the missing status.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Details of extent, duration, and results of the search.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Whether electronic surveillance will continue.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
A statement that the Air Force is compiling a detailed report (AF Form 484, Missing Persons Supplementary Report) containing all known information about the incident.

NOTES:

Upon receipt and review of the AF Form 484, Headquarters Air Force Personnel Center, Missing Persons Branch (HQ AFPC/DPFCM) sends the NOK any additional information and tells the NOK they will keep them informed of all future developments.

HQ AFPC/DPFCM will handle all subsequent correspondence with the NOK of missing members.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Commanders should refer letters from the NOK of missing personnel, along with any information that would be helpful in answering their questions to HQ AFPC/DPFCM.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
If the commander feels obligated to personally reply to letters from the NOK, they must send their reply to HQ AFPC/DPFCM for coordination before mailing it to the NOK.

Address:  HQ AFPC/DPFCM

                550 C Street West, Suite 14

                Randolph AFB TX 78150-4716

Fax:  DSN 665-3805

         DSN 665-2348 (After duty hours)


Continued on next page

Circumstance Letter, Continued

Responsibilities, Continued

	Temporary Duty (TDY) Commander
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
If the member was assigned TDY, the TDY commander writes the circumstance letter.


	Aircraft Accidents
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Headquarters Air Force Personnel Center, Casualty Matters Division (HQ AFPC/DPFC) determines who prepares and sends circumstance letters, depending on the number of casualties involved.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
For military accidents involving only aircrew members or a limited number of casualties, such as an Air Mobility Command (AMC) operational support airlift aircraft, the members’ commanders prepare and mail circumstance letters.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
For aircraft accidents involving a large number of casualties, such as an AMC commercial contract or military passenger flight, the circumstance letters may be prepared and mailed by HQ AFPC/DPFC based on circumstances of loss.


	Review of Military Aircraft Accident Circumstance Letters
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
The base Legal Office reviews circumstance letters.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
The Safety Office must review circumstance letters concerning military aircraft accidents to ensure accordance with AFI 91-404, Investigating and Reporting US Air Force Mishaps.


Continued on next page

Circumstance Letter, Continued

Responsibilities, Continued

	Second or Subsequent Circumstance Letters
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
When an investigation, an autopsy, a medical examiner’s or coroner’s report reveal that cause or circumstances originally reported to the NOK were incorrect:

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
The CAR or squadron commander immediately notifies HQ AFPC/DPFCS by telephone (DSN 665-3505).

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
The member’s commander, after consultation with HQ AFPC/DPFCS decide whether a second or subsequent circumstance letter describing the new findings is needed or whether a personal visit with NOK is more appropriate.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
The CAR or squadron commander notifies HQ AFPC/DPFCS before sending updated circumstance letters.


	Sensitive New Information
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
The CAR or the squadron commander immediately notifies HQ AFPC/DPFCS by telephone (DSN 665-3505) of new sensitive information that the Air Force may need to report to the NOK.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
EXAMPLE:  If the Air Force discovers that a casualty initially reported as killed by enemy fire was actually killed from friendly fire, the commander would, after coordination with HQ AFPC/DPFCS, personally advise the NOK.


Continued on next page

Circumstance Letter, Continued

Responsibilities, Continued
	Casualty Assistance Representative (CAR)
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Reviews all circumstance letters before mailing to the NOK:

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Ensures compliance with AFI 36-3002, Casualty Services.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Verifies that no conflict exists between information previously furnished by message to HQ AFPC/DPFCS and information in the letter.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Sends a copy of circumstance letter to HQ AFPC/DPFCS the same day the original is mailed to the NOK.

Address:   HQ AFPC/DPFCS

                 550 C Street West, Suite 14

                 Randolph AFB TX 78150-4716

Fax:          DSN 665-2348

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Retains a copy of the circumstance letter in the case file.


Continued on next page

Circumstance Letter, Continued

	Guidance for Preparing Circumstance Letter
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Commanders must include all circumstances relevant to the casualty in the letter.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Avoid a shocking narrative of the incident.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
If the member’s conduct was improper, the facts should be related as truthfully, tactfully, and with as much empathy as possible.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Include known facts about the member, and if appropriate, include complimentary remarks about:

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Character.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Personality.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Achievements.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Do not mention posthumous awards, decoration, or promotion.

NOTE:  Revealing this information could be embarrassing to the Air Force if the decoration or promotion is disapproved or a lesser decoration is awarded.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Tailor each letter to the individual case and its circumstances.

NOTE:  The examples in AFI 36-3002, Casualty Services, must not be copied or paraphrased too closely.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
The commander may write one letter to all minor children living with a member’s former spouse, or a guardian.

NOTE:  Send the letter to the former spouse or guardian, and request that it be given to the children when its appropriate.
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Circumstance Letter, Continued

	Guidance for Preparing Circumstance Letter,

Continued
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Use letterhead stationery without captions and the personalized format discussed in AFI 37-126, Preparing Official Communications for all originals and copies.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Date all letters and copies.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Identify the casualty by full grade and name in the opening paragraph.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
EXAMPLE:  Airman First Class John J. Smith, Jr.


	Guidance for Circumstance Letters Written to NOK of Foreign Nationals
	 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
For circumstance letters written to the NOK of foreign nationals who were in the United States under the auspices of the Air Force.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Do not mail the letters directly to the NOK.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Mail the letter, with a letter of transmittal to the Air Force International Affairs Division (HQ USAF/CVAI), 1040 Air Force Pentagon, Washington DC 20330-2006 for:

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Translation into appropriate foreign language.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Forwarding to the foreign country.

 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h 
Send a copy to HQ AFPC/DPFCS showing date mailed to HQ USAF/CVAI).

Address:    HQ AFPC/DPFCS

                  550 C Street West, Suite 14

                  Randolph AFB TX 78150-4716

        Fax:   DSN 665-2348
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SAMPLE CIRCUMSTANCE LETTER--DEATH IN MILITARY AIRCRAFT ACCIDENT
(Appropriate Letterhead)

Unit Mailing Address
(date)

Mr. and Mrs. Eric T. Jones

111 14th Avenue, West

San Antonio, Texas 78232

Dear Mr. and Mrs. Jones


Please accept my deepest condolences at the tragic death of your daughter, Sergeant Lori A. Jones on 11 May 1998.  Her loss saddened the members of this organization.


At the time of the accident, Lori was performing her duties as flight engineer on a C-130 aircraft.  The aircraft was scheduled to fly a navigational training mission, taking off from Hill Air Force Base, Utah, with a scheduled landing at the same base 4 hours later.  Shortly after takeoff, the aircraft departed its controlled flight pattern and crashed in the Wasatch mountains, east of the base.


Your daughter was a fine Air Force crew member who was well liked by everyone here in the wing.  Her love of flying led to the establishment of many friendships and associations.  We all feel a personal loss in her untimely death.


If I can be of further assistance to you, please contact me at (801) 777-XXXX.


Sincerely,


WILLIAM A. BROWN


Brigadier General, USAF


Commander

Continued on next page

Circumstance Letter, Continued

SAMPLE CIRCUMSTANCE LETTER - DUSTWUN TO MISSING
(Appropriate Letterhead)
Unit Mailing Address
(date)

Mrs. Susan A. Hanes

2436 Sunrise Boulevard

San Antonio, Texas 78232

Dear Mrs. Hanes


It is with deep regret that I write to inform you that the status of your husband has been changed from whereabouts unknown to missing.  As I have explained, whereabouts unknown is a transitory duty status which provides a commander with additional time to decide on the most accurate status for a member.  Since no additional information surfaced during our extensive search for John's aircraft, and I remain unsure of his true status, I have declared him missing.


The Air Force continued the search efforts I previously described to you until yesterday, when we concluded that no evidence remained that search aircraft or naval vessels could detect within the range of John’s aircraft.  We searched an area of approximately 80,000 square miles, with concentrated efforts in the area that would most likely have contained wreckage.  Both the US Air Force and the US Navy dedicated many aircraft to the search.  Some commercial airlines and numerous Civil Air Patrol aircraft also participated in the search.  Electronic surveillance of the search area will continue for the next 2 weeks.  Please be assured that if I receive any new information concerning your husband's status, I will notify you immediately.


I am compiling a detailed report containing all known information concerning the incident.  This report should be complete within 5 days, at which time I will forward it to the Air Force Missing Persons Branch.  That office will provide you with additional information and will keep you informed of all future developments concerning John's status.


If you wish to correspond with the Missing Persons Branch, you may write to HQ AFPC/DPFCM, 550 C Street West, Suite 15, Randolph AFB TX 78150-4717, or call 1-800-531-5501.


On behalf of John's many friends in the 345th Tactical Fighter Wing, please accept my deepest condolences during this time of anxiety.  If I can be of personal assistance, please contact me at any time at (210) 565-XXXX.


Sincerely,


James A. HUGHES


Brigadier General, USAF


Commander

Continued on next page

Circumstance Letter, Continued

SAMPLE CIRCUMSTANCE LETTER - NATURAL DEATH
(Appropriate Letterhead)

Unit Mailing Address
(date)

Mr. and Mrs. Henry A. Jones

111 14th Avenue, West

San Antonio, Texas 78267

Dear Mr. and Mrs. Jones


Please accept my deepest condolences at the tragic death of your son, First Lieutenant Henry A. Jones, Jr., on 9 May 1998.  His loss saddened the members of this organization.


Henry had walked to the bus stop with Stacey and Nicole to see them off to school.  After they were on their way, Henry began jogging and had run for about two blocks when he collapsed.  He went into convulsions and was given cardiopulmonary resuscitation by a passing motorist while an ambulance was being summoned.  Henry was transported to the Good Samaritan Hospital in Tampa, Florida, where he was pronounced dead on arrival from an apparent heart attack.


You should be very proud of your son.  He was a fine young man who was certainly well liked by everyone.  Henry's achievements were many.  His dedication to duty led to the establishment of many friendships and associations.  We all feel a great personal loss in his untimely death.


If I can be of assistance at any time, please contact me at once at (210) 565-XXXX.


Sincerely,


WILLIAM A. BROWN


Brigadier General, USAF


Commander

Continued on next page

Circumstance Letter, Continued

SAMPLE CIRCUMSTANCE LETTER - AUTOMOBILE ACCIDENT

(Appropriate Letterhead)
Unit Mailing Address
(date)

Mr. and Mrs. Henry A. Jones

111 14th Avenue, West

San Antonio, Texas 78267

Dear Mr. and Mrs. Jones


Please accept my deepest condolences at the tragic death of your son, Staff Sergeant Henry A. Jones, Jr., on 1 June 1998.  His loss saddened the members of this organization.  I want to explain the circumstances that led to Henry's death as we understand them.


Henry and his date were returning to Colorado Springs early Tuesday morning in Henry's car.  On the expressway, just outside the city limits, his car left the southbound lane, went over the curb, and struck a bridge abutment.  All available evidence indicates that both Henry and his date died instantly.


You should be very proud of your son.  He was a fine young man who was certainly well liked by everyone here.  Henry's achievements were many.  His love of flying and skiing led him to develop many friendships and associations.  We all feel a great personal loss in his untimely death.


Again, please accept my condolences, and if I can be of assistance at any time, please contact me at (210) 565-XXXX.


Sincerely,


WILLIAM A. BROWN


Brigadier General, USAF


Commander

Continued on next page

Circumstance Letter, Continued

SAMPLE CIRCUMSTANCE LETTER - COMBAT DEATH
(Appropriate Letterhead)
Unit Mailing Address
(date)

Mrs. John A. Smith

111 Pine Street

San Antonio, Texas 78232

Dear Mrs. Smith


Please accept my heartfelt condolences on the death of your husband, Major John A. Smith.  John was highly respected by the members of the 111th Tactical Fighter Wing, both for his exceptional leadership abilities and his skill as a pilot.


John departed Riyadh Air Base at 9:00 a.m. on the morning of 30 March to conduct a visual reconnaissance mission in a heavily defended, hostile area.  After completing a series of reconnaissance runs and accomplishing an in-flight refueling, he returned to the target area to continue his mission.  During the flight, the aircraft encountered enemy gunfire, and the navigator reported that he heard two loud explosions.  John was unable to communicate with the navigator, despite continued attempts.  The navigator flew the aircraft to a safe area and elected to eject both himself and John rather than to attempt a landing.  The ejection was successful; however, John had already suffered fatal injuries.  It was determined that he died instantly as a result of enemy ground fire.


His gallantry on this mission was typical of the outstanding devotion he has demonstrated throughout the past 8 months.  I am proud to have been associated with John, and I join with the rest of the wing personnel in expressing our deepest condolences at his loss.  Be assured that I stand ready to help you in any way I can during this time of sorrow.


Sincerely,


WILLIAM A. BROWN


Brigadier General, USAF


Commander

Continue on next page

Circumstance Letter, Continued

SAMPLE COVER LETTER FOR CIRCUMSTANCE LETTER TO A MINOR CHILD

(Appropriate Letterhead)
Unit Mailing Address
(date)

Mrs. Mary L. Young

124 East 2nd Street

Universal City, Texas 78148

Dear Mrs Young


The attached letter to Heather explains the circumstances surrounding her father's death.  Please present it to her when you feel it is appropriate.


Sincerely,


WILLIAM A. BROWN


Brigadier General, USAF


Commander

Attachment:

Circumstance Letter

NOTE:  An accepted rule of thumb for identifying a minor child for a circumstance letter is that the child's age is under 14.  This determination rests with the commander who signs the letter.  If you need guidance, contact HQ AFPC/DPFCS at DSN 665-3505.
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