Leveraging Leadership
By: Bill McGowan,

Department of New York Jr. Vice Commandant

Face it!  We have an aging membership in the Marine Corps League and many of us are not capable performing the same way we did as Marines in our “golden years” in the Corps.  This is a constant topic of discussion, and sometimes an excuse for not being more involved in the league and the community.  Although physically we may be showing signs of wear-and-tear, our minds are still in tact and those leadership skills inherent in every Marine are still valuable assets to the league and the community. 

What is leadership?  One modern definition states "Leadership is ultimately about creating a way for people to contribute to making something extraordinary happen.
"  Regardless of age or physical ability we all have the ability to make something extraordinary happen through collaboration with, and motivating others.  Of course there are both good and bad leaders.  As Napoleon stated, “There are no bad regiments; there are only bad colonels
.”  A Marine Corps League detachment is no different.  The link between leadership and the success or failure of a detachment, are irrefutable – oftentimes the margin between having a successful detachment or a failed detachment is one person.

There are many organizations nation-wide just waiting to form alliances to better the community in which they exist.  Frequently, leadership and vision are lacking that prevent various organizations from uniting for the common good.  Forming alliances with other veteran’s groups and reputable community organizations can fill the void resulting from an aging membership.   Nonetheless, we need to become the leaders in the community.  

For example, the Toys For Tots Program requires significant effort both physically and administratively for any detachment.  It may be beyond the capability of a detachment to reasonably conduct a toy drive.  However, teaming up with a youth group can fill the manpower vacuum.  During our recent toy campaign in Upstate New York we teamed up with the Proctor High School NJROTC in Utica, New York to provide much needed help collecting, moving and sorting toys.  Under command of Lieutenant Commander Rob Piper, these fine young cadets did a stellar job.  Forming alliances has helped the CNY Toys For Tots program to expand from three counties to five counties.  It was a win-win situation for the cadets, the Marine Corps League, The Toys For Tots Program and the communities served.  

Teaming up with the Red Cross enabled our detachment to conduct the most successful blood platelet drive in the history of the New York-Penn Blood Region.  The Red Cross New York-Penn Quarterly Newsletter stated “The Red Cross Partnership with the Rome Marines [E. L. Smith Jr. Det. 245] is just the beginning of what may become an annual community event.  The Red Cross hopes that this inspires others to follow the lead of the Rome Marines . . .
” Yes, I am a [proud] member of the E. L. Smith, Detachment.  Regardless, I am prouder of what this collective group of outstanding Marines has accomplished in their short existence.  It was their efforts that made things happen.  There are many other detachments equally as good that also make significant contributions to the league and the communities where they reside.  Evidence of this can be seen at the recent military burial ceremony at Calverton Cemetery on Long Island, in which the Marine Corps League played a pivotal role in giving dignified military burials to deceased unclaimed veterans.

Maybe our membership is aging, but we have not lost our capacity to lead.  Marines by nature are leaders and need to become the vanguard in their community for leadership, and innovation.  We must change the stereotype image of veteran organizations.  We must forge new alliances to serve our fellow Marines, other veterans, and our communities.  We need to stop using “age” as an excuse for what we can’t do, and use our leadership skills to  “. . . make something extraordinary happen.” Further, we need to provide a positive leadership example for our younger generation to emulate, such as these NJROTC Cadets.  The more our name is out in the community the more likely we will have the chance of attracting new, younger members.  Business as usual will not advance the interest of the league.  Improvise, adapt and overcome . . . but most importantly stand up and lead!
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Figure 1    Proctor HS NJROTC cadets - 2010 Toys For Tots Drive
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