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Ladies and Gentleman (Senators, Congressmen, City Council Members, etc.), I am proud and privileged to be with you today commemorating National POW/MIA Recognition Day. We gather today to honor all of our former prisoners of war, the service-members and civilians who remain unaccounted-for, and their families.

It is my sincere pleasure to welcome two very special groups of people to today’s ceremony.  To our former prisoners of war and your families, we are humbled by your presence and solidarity towards others captured, missing, and unaccounted for.  Many of you survived terrible ordeals and bear the scars of those ordeals to this day.  Please know always that we appreciate your sacrifices and those made by your families and comrades.

I also would like to thank the families and friends of those still missing in action for taking the time to join us today.  The Missing in Action designation is inherently one of uncertainty, yet I know your inspired devotion to our MIAs transcends time and distance and sustains your desire for closure. 

We are here today to remember two sacred promises, promises that should never be taken for granted or broken.  

We who have pledged our lives to support and defend this country make the first promise. It is our military’s Oath of Enlistment. Many of you have heard it and spoken it yourself with sincerity.  To others it may be new.  To me it has been one of the ways I have defined life for (XX number) years. It reads as follows:

“I do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States

against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the

same; and that I will obey the orders of the President of the United States and the orders of the officers appointed over me, according to regulations and the Uniform Code of Military Justice.  So help me God.”

We in the military commit our lives and to a great extent, the welfare of our families, when we make this promise; not to a King or a ruler but to the Constitution of the United States, a document that defines how our country implements its unique principles of freedom and democracy.

We as a nation and a people make the second sacred promise to the members of our armed forces and civil servants stationed in foreign countries.  That promise is to leave no one behind in combat and to honor the special sacrifices made by our prisoners-of-war.

Today, I want to focus on why we make this second promise to all our men and women in service overseas, how they rely on this promise, and how we honor their commitment.

We make the promise to never leave anyone behind because Americans overseas and in captivity depend on it for inspiration and assurance.  The brave men and women who serve our country today at sea, in Iraq, Afghanistan, and in other countries throughout the world voluntarily accept the risks associated with their service.  They are willing to pay the highest price to preserve our peace and freedom.  They do so with confidence, knowing that if captured, injured or killed in battle, our nation will make every effort to bring them home, that they will never, ever be abandoned or forgotten.

Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates’ words at the Pentagon’s POW/MIA Recognition Day ceremony in 2007 succinctly echoed our nation’s pledge when he said:  “We will neither forget our duty to bring home all POWs and MIAs, nor relent in our efforts to do so.”

Our nation has pledged to work for the recovery of all of those Missing in Action.  Towards this goal, close to 500 military and civilian contractors currently staff the Department of Defense’s POW/MIA Personnel Office and the Joint POW/MIA Accounting Command (JPAC).  These two groups are responsible for coordinating and spearheading our recovery efforts of missing personnel.

According to current records maintained by JPAC, there are close to 88,000 American soldiers that remain unaccounted for from our nation’s foreign conflicts.  This numbers includes 78,000 from WWII of which 43,000 were lost at sea and considered unrecoverable.  Additionally, there are 8,100 MIAs from the Korean War, 1,800 from the Vietnam War, 120 from the Cold War, one from the Gulf War, and currently three from Operation Iraqi Freedom.  

The stated mission of JPAC is to achieve the fullest possible accounting of all Americans missing as a result of the nation's past conflicts. The highest priority of the organization is the return of any living Americans that remain prisoners of war. They are dedicated to the belief that all MIA’s families deserve an answer to the questions of their loved one’s fate.

When we ask men and women to wear the uniform of our nation’s armed forces or work as a civilian in the service of our country, we are morally obligated to reaffirm our commitment to bring them home. 

Estimates indicate that more than 30,000 Americans alive today were once held as prisoners of war. Millions of men and women have since taken the oath of enlistment to serve in our armed forces but few have endured the same kinds of hardships or sacrifices to be true to their oaths.

Many former POW’s from the Pacific Theater of WWII, Korea, Vietnam and even the Gulf Wars have related that, once captured, their very survival often seemed to depend on simple luck, changing political agendas, or even the whim of their captors. 

These survivors report that respect for their basic human dignity disappeared.  Chronological time stood still, food became an obsession and they were forced to live in filth unimaginable.  Psychological and physical torture became routine as our enemies devised new ways to prolong pain and suffering, all with the goal of crushing the prisoner’s spirits. 

Survivors relate stories of friends and comrades being executed in front of their eyes for such small acts as walking too slowly, asking for water, or falling down in exhaustion. 

Once released, POWs are usually alone with their memories, often with little support from other POWs on whom they depended for so long. They are left to grieve for their time wasted in captivity, for opportunities lost in their lives, and for the dead comrades they left behind.

Inevitably, each POW enters their prisoner of war experience as one person and exits it as another person entirely. Many POWs have stated in their personal memoirs that they relied on their core value systems and devotion to family, comrades‐in‐arms, God, traditions, and country to maintain the will to survive. 

Many have experienced a unique kind of horror in war, and we hold their sacrifices in sincere respect.

It is our hope that gatherings like this one today may in some small way bring peace to the families of all Missing in Action families and deserved recognition to all who are former Prisoners of War. Let us carry our promise to honor our POWs and MIAs beyond this day of remembrance.

When you see someone with a POW/MIA sticker on their car or hear someone mention a servicemember missing-in-action, ask them about their friend or loved one, where they served and what fond memories they cherish about that person.  You will be helping them honor that person, keeping them alive in their memories and easing their sadness or pain.

In closing, I want to read a passage from the United States’ POW Code of Conduct which outlines the basic responsibilities and obligations of members of the US Armed Forces. The Code requires servicemembers to resist capture until they have no further means. In Article VI, the code states that if captured he or she, “will never forget that I am an American, fighting for freedom, responsible for my actions, and dedicated to the principles which made my country free. I will trust in my God and in the United States of America.”

Servicemembers place their lives and their trust in our hands, just as we place the protection of our freedom and our country in theirs.  Their trust is their promise; honoring our promise to them is an obligation we will never relinquish. 

Thank you very much, ladies and gentlemen, for your time today and for the efforts you make collectively and individually that honor our nation’s POWs/MIAs and their family members. 

