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Organizational Emblems, Symbols, and Names


Updated by Major Kerry L. Muehlenbeck, January 2003

AUTHORITY: 
United States Code, Titles 10 and 18; AFI 34-223, Private Organization (PO) Program  (27 Nov 02); AF/JAG “All SJA” Memorandum, 16 August 2002; DODI 1000.15, Private Organizations on DoD Installations (23 October 97); AFI 38-101, Air Force Organization (1 Jul 98); AFI 84-101, Historical Products, Services, and Requirements (12 Mar 98); AFI 84-105, Organizational Lineage, Honors, and Heraldry (1 Mar 98); AFMAN 33-326, Preparing Official Communication (1 Nov 99); DoD 5500.7-R, Joint Ethics Regulation (JER), (30 Aug 93, C4, 6 Aug 98); OpJAGAF 1996/130, Use of AIM HIGH Logo by Civilian Aircraft at USAF Shows(14 Aug 96).

INTRODUCTION
Organizational emblems are encouraged because they promote unit pride and morale. There are specific requirements for their design, color and size. For instance, designs cannot infringe on any copyrighted designs. Mottos in the emblem are optional, but if requested, should be in good taste, avoid use of words that may be offensive in nature or cause embarrassment to the unit and the Air Force, and should not infringe on a registered trademark (for example, a private corporate slogan or a well‑known commercial phrase).

Unit emblems must be approved IAW AFI 84-101 and AFI 84-105.  The Office of the Air Force Historian (HQ USAF/HO) establishes policies concerning historical data and documentation, historical reporting, historical publications, and organization lineage, honors and emblems.  Establishments and units as defined in AFI 38-101, Air Force Organization, may have organizational emblems.  If they choose to display organizational emblems, they must use official designs registered with the Air Force Historical Research Agency.  Chapter 3 of AFI 84-105 sets out the requirements for emblem designs.  Commanders of Wings or Groups, in conjunction with their unit historian, must process requests for approval of new or modified emblems through their State Headquarters to the State Adjutant General, then to the National Guard Bureau (NGB‑PAH), and finally to HQ USAF HRC/RI.

However, more important for Commanders is the question of proper use of their organization’s emblems, as well as its symbols and name. This is where some potentially troublesome situations arise which could have Joint Ethics Regulation (JER) implications. It is to these situations we will now turn.

UNIT USE OF ORGANIZATIONAL EMBLEMS, SYMBOLS AND NAMES

Approved organizational emblems may be used only by military personnel in that organization on flight, athletic and utility clothing, conservatively colored civilian blazers, organization aircraft and equipment, and personal stationery greetings, invitations and other similar items. Units frequently use their emblems on plaques, certificates and awards given to retiring military personnel, and to civilians to show the unit’s appreciation for their support in a special project.

Guard members may only use the unit’s emblem on their personal stationery, greetings, and invitations for military purposes. Non‑military uses of the organizational emblem are not permitted and may raise the appearance of a Joint Ethics Regulation violation. For example, a traditional Guard member who has a private business cannot use the Guard unit’s emblem, motto, symbol or name on the member’s stationery used in connection with that private business.

No distinctive organizational emblems are authorized below the squadron level, and unit commanders are responsible for controlling the use of their unit’s emblem.

REQUEST FOR USE OF YOUR EMBLEM BY OUTSIDE PERSONS OR GROUPS

Other Military Organizations

Pursuant to AFI 84-105 para 3, an organization has exclusive use of its approved heraldic emblem.  The organization’s commander controls the use of its emblem.  As such, non-Air Force individuals and organizations may use the symbol only with the commander’s permission.   Emblems are approved for the exclusive use of the unit concerned.  Hence, the approval process of an emblem can loosely be deemed a registering of a military trademark ‑‑ the emblem. This means that no other military unit may use another unit’s emblem.

Civil Associations or Military Corporations within the Unit

Private organizations, civil associations, and military corporations duly formed and operating on base with the Commander’s permission present a special problem when the representatives of those entities approach the Commander to use the organization’s emblem in connection with their activities. This predominately involves using the emblem in connection with advertising or sponsoring their activities.  AFI 34-223 permits POs to use the name of a unit, installation, or service in their titles as long as they include a prominent disclaimer on all print and electronic media to clarify that they are not an official part of DoD.  The regulation prohibits the use of official seals, logos, or insignia by POs.  AFI 34-223 was effective 27 Nov 02.  DoDI 1000.15 still reflects the old policy on the use of names but is expected to be updated soon.    

To illustrate the above, assume the base running club’s approved name is the “Phoenix Copperhead Running Club.” One question is whether the running club may insert the words “Running Club” directly underneath the unit’s emblem, so in the eyes of the viewer, the advertising fliers look like the unit’s designation language and “Running Club” are all part of the same emblem. Another question is whether the running club can place the unit’s emblem on its stationery or advertising material at all, even if there is no attempt to use the words “Running Club” as part of the unit’s emblem.

In deciding whether to permit the use of the emblem in these situations, the unit Commander (the “keeper of the seal” so to speak) should consider the following:

1. 
Whether the entity is an approved MWR activity on base;

2. 
Whether the entity is considered part of the unit that has exclusive use of the emblem. One view may be that since participation is open to all unit members (even though not all unit members participate in the activity), the entity is part of the unit. Another view may be that since units are eligible for emblems only if the emblem approval authority anticipates the unit will be in existence for at least two years following approval of the emblem, and since the MWR entity is private and is operating on base at the pleasure of the Commander, the entity is not part of the unit for purposes of use of the emblem;

3. 
Whether placing the entity’s name next to the unit emblem so that it appears the emblem includes the entity, may create confusion that the unit’s emblem is also the entity’s emblem, or that the unit is sponsoring, supporting or endorsing the entity’s activities. You may or may not want this, depending on the entity and its activities;

4. 
Whether the entity will use the advertising material containing the emblem solely on base, or in commercial solicitations outside the base, even if these off‑base commercial solicitations are permissible activities of the entity and will be approved by you; and 

5. 
If the entity is not permitted to use the emblem, and on its advertising material only uses its own name, which as stated above, often includes the unit designation, how will it hurt the entity? A corollary is how will use of the emblem help the entity, in addition to the use of its name. Remember, most, if not all of these entities permitted to operate on ANG bases are non‑profit MWR activities.

Exercise caution in this area, and be conservative in allowing use of a unit emblem. Permission granted to one entity to use the emblem may make it hard to break the “precedent” and deny permission to the next entity that asks. Then again, a commander may want all these entities to use the unit’s emblem. If permission to use the emblem is denied, be tactful, since most of the time requests will be made by an MWR activity and will be motivated by a true sense of pride in the unit.

Non-military Persons or Groups

Commanders may act upon requests for use of the unit emblem by hobbyists or collectors. If no commercial use will be made of the emblem, consider granting the request since it may enhance community relations. Units also customarily and properly hand out promotional materials showing the unit’s emblem, motto, symbol, logo, name or aircraft likeness to civilian visitors to the base to further community relations.

Requests from toy manufacturers, advertisers, or similar commercial enterprises must be approved initially by the unit concerned, and then by higher headquarters, and should be submitted through the same channels as the original request for the emblem’s approval. The standard for approval of the use is the “best interests” of the Air Force. Local Commanders can deny but cannot finally approve these requests.

In addition to requests for use of the emblem, commanders may receive requests from commercial enterprises for use for promotional purposes of a unit’s motto, symbol, logo, name, or an illustration of the assigned aircraft or its name, or the words “Air National Guard” with or without the state as a prefix. The request may have as its basis a commercial arrangement favorable to your unit. The commercial enterprise may also want to pay the unit or base MWR corporation a licensing fee for use of these items. If this sounds like a Standards of Conduct quiz, it is.  The JER imposes a positive duty to protect and conserve government property. A unit’s emblem, motto, symbol, logo, name, and aircraft and its likeness are government property, particularly since government resources are responsible for their existence. Commanders cannot directly or indirectly use or allow the use of government property for other than officially approved activities or official government business. The one exception is using government property for approved activities that would further military‑community relations, if such use does not interfere with military missions.  Requests from the commercial enterprises should be denied if it would improperly imply official support of a commercial promotional enterprise. 

The United States military is an institution respected around the world.  The symbols associated with military service (titles, uniforms, flags, seals, crests, emblems, etc.) not only represent some of our country’s best people, resources, and achievements, but the proud tradition and heritage of our military services, too.  Occasionally, people both within and outside the Air Force want to use these symbols to advance their own purposes.  Commanders should be alert to instances of misuse and be prepared to intervene, when necessary, to protect the respect and dignity afforded Air Force symbols.  The key JER provision in this area is found at JER 3-209.  This provision applies to situations in which DoD employees attempt to use their official position for personal or private gain.  It is also broad enough to prevent DoD employees from using any indicia of their official positions as an “implied” endorsement.  

One of the most recognized symbols of military service is the uniform.  Under 10 U.S.C. 771, no one except a member of the armed forces may wear the uniform, a distinctive part of the uniform, or a uniform any part of which is similar to the uniform of the armed forces.  Violations can be prosecuted under 18 U.S.C. 702.  An exception is provided for an actor in a theatrical or motion picture production, who may wear a military uniform if the portrayal does not tend to discredit that armed force.  Requests to use DoD materials (including uniforms and insignia) in commercial advertising or promotions are to be referred for approval through Public Affairs

The seal of the Department of the Air Force is protected by 18 U.S.C. 506 and AFMAN Manual 33-326 Preparing Official Communications, Attachment 2.  The AFMAN lists unauthorized uses of the Air Force seal (e.g., souvenir or novelty items, toys or commercial gifts and premiums, membership cards of military or quasi-military clubs) as well as any use that implies an Air Force connection or endorsement.  SAF/AA is the custodian for the Air Force seal and is solely responsible for approving its use on official departmental documents and records.  

USES WITHOUT REQUEST OR PERMISSION

Other Military Organizations

However unlikely this is, if another unit uses your unit’s emblem, notify the emblem approval authority to take action to stop it.

Civil Associations or Military Corporations within the Unit

Since commanders control the use of the unit emblem, impermissible use of the emblem by base organizations is easily stopped by the commander’s order.

Non-military Persons or Groups

Impermissible use of a unit’s emblem, symbol, name, motto, logo, or aircraft likeness may, in some instances, present some complex problems.

Preventing the impermissible use of emblems is relatively easy. Since federal regulations authorize exclusive use of the emblem, upon learning of an impermissible use of an emblem, have the Staff Judge Advocate contact the NGB through channels. The NGB will contact the Department of Justice, which will instruct the local U.S. Attorney to bring a civil or applicable criminal action in federal court to stop any impermissible use of your emblem.

Impermissible use by these non‑military persons or groups of an official unit name or designation may similarly be dealt with through the same channels. Title 18, United States Code, a federal criminal statute, designates certain names and titles, such as the FBI, NASA, and military designations as prohibited from being used by other than those agencies.

Impermissible use of unit symbols, mottoes and logos is a bit tougher to deal with.  For example, a unit has been in the community for 15 years and for much, if not all of that time, the unit has been known by everyone in that community ‑ in and out of the military ‑ by a certain logo or motto. The unit calls itself the “Boys from Boise.” That logo is printed on the unit letterhead and unit promotional material, and everyone in that community knows the “Boys from Boise” is that particular guard unit.  It is a source of tremendous unit pride, and over the years has created much goodwill in, and excellent relations with, the community. Now the unit learns that a private non‑military related group in the community has legally formed a corporation ‑ profit or non‑profit ‑ under appropriate state laws, the stated purpose of which is to fight homosexual discrimination, enhance job opportunities for homosexuals, and provide educational programs to the public to gain general acceptance of homosexuals [Note that the example intentionally uses a non‑military group whose purpose is contrary to military standards and requirements, but the analysis that follows is equally applicable to such groups whose purpose is purely commercial, and who may fairly be said to be trading off of your unit name to their financial advantage].

One can imagine the potential harm such an entity with the same name as that unit can, even indirectly, cause. People in the community may be confused and may believe the non‑military organization is part of, or sponsored or endorsed by that unit. At the very least, a commander and his staff will spend time responding to questions about this, either in personal appearances, through the media, by telephone, or in writing ‑‑ time that could and should be spent otherwise performing the mission and enhancing community relations -- not fighting to prevent community relations from being diluted.

How Can This Be Stopped?

Unfortunately, it may be too late once the outside corporation is formed, but certainly a commander should, with the assistance of the Staff Judge Advocate, immediately contact the State Headquarters Commander for consideration of appropriate action and further contact with higher headquarters for assistance.

To prevent this from happening, look to Title 18 of the United States Code. The legislative process allows for special bills (legislation) to be introduced in Congress, which prohibit the use of specified names ‑ like the FBI and NASA ‑ by outside agencies or groups. (See e.g., 18 U.S.C. 2459b). It is possible that Congress will pass a special bill making it a federal criminal offense to use a unit’s symbol, motto, and logo.  If a unit symbol, motto, or logo is sufficiently well‑known in your community, and the use of such symbol, motto or logo by an organization or person outside the unit may be “bothersome” to the unit, have the SJA contact the local Congressman for assistance in drafting and sponsoring such a special bill. 

Because people and organizations are constantly devising new ways to trade upon a military connection, issues will always come up in this area that are impossible to resolve with a definitive citation or reference.  Good judgment and common sense will often dictate an appropriate result.   For example, see the analysis involved in allowing a private company to use the Air Force Recruiting Service’s “AIM HIGH” logo during air shows.  (OpJAGAF 1996/130, 14 Aug 96).

KWIK‑NOTE: Know the permissible and non-permissible uses of organizational emblems, symbols and names, and act promptly to protect your unit’s good name.
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