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APPENDIX D – FEMALES IN THE FIELD

Feminine Hygiene in the Field Environment

One Army, Two Genders

     While visiting schools and talking to cadets preparing for the WARRIOR FORGE (WF), COL Corbett, WF Commander, became aware of a lack of training and preparation at some schools for surviving as a female in an austere field environment for an extended period of time.  That became the starting concept for this newsletter – how to get information out to female cadets who may not have female cadre in their chain of command or former servicewomen as peers in their ROTC Battalion.  This is not designed to be the definitive guide.  But for starters, this should get you thinking and talking about things you may encounter as you prepare for WF or other extended field training experiences.  Some of the topics may seem quite personal for a newsletter.  Others may seem obviously simple to you.  In all instances – read it, use what you can, and brainstorm about other issues or situations that may come up while at WF or other training events where being a female soldier makes things just a little different than being a male soldier.

     Your comments are welcome.  Any idea to improve the information for those coming along in the year groups behind you is always appreciated.  If you use your experiences to teach others and pass on the knowledge, future Commanders will have confidence that all their cadets are prepared for all aspects of life in the field!
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Personal Hygiene in the Field

     There will be times during your field experience at WF that you won’t have access to running water and showers at night or in the morning.  In these instances, it is up to you to make sure that you are able to meet your personal hygiene needs with the resources at hand.  Consider the following tips when preparing for WF this summer.

     Makeup – as a general rule, it doesn’t make sense to wear makeup at WF.  During your 32 days at WF you might be hot, sweaty, and dusty, or cold, damp, and covered with rain.  You will be wearing camouflage face paint for some exercises.  The bottom line is – you probably won’t have the time or energy to continue your normal makeup/face care routine that you have at home or in the dorm.  At WF, less is better.  The most important thing you can do for your face in the field is find and use a moisturizer with sunblock that doesn’t irritate your skin.  This may be regular sunscreen, or a commercial product designed specifically for your face that also contains sunscreen.  Don’t believe that it rains all the time at Ft. Lewis – you CAN get sunburned here.  Gentle soap, baby oil, or baby wipes are reported to be best at removing camouflage paint.  Practice at school before coming to WF -–know what works best for your skin.  

     Bathing – it is possible to bathe and rinse your entire body with a canteen of water – and that may be all you have at your disposal at times.  A body sponge and 2-cup basin or a washcloth provides a means of first soaping and then rinsing your skin.  Focus first on your armpits, breasts, groin, and feet.  Washing your arms and legs is a luxury, not a necessity, in the field.  Choose a soap that is very mild and unscented and use it several times before leaving for WF.  Some scented soap attracts insects or may cause an allergic reaction if you don’t have gallons of water to rinse with.  The field is not a good place to notice you have a sensitivity to products you’ve brought to use.

     Shampooing Your Hair – just as with bathing, you need to practice ahead of time washing and rinsing your hair with a single canteen of water if you feel you must wash it during your field stay.  It’s relatively easy with short hair, more difficult with long hair.  However, long hair that’s braided and worn up doesn’t show the dirt and oil as much, so the need to shampoo is reduced.  Some women wash only the roots and not the ends of their long hair.

     Shaving – most women are in the habit of shaving their underarms, legs and bikini line on a regular and/or frequent basis.  It is strongly recommended by preventive medicine experts that you limit or eliminate shaving during deployments (read WF).  If you have a tendency toward ingrown hairs, it is particularly important that you not shave for a week or more before WF so any ingrown hairs can be dealt with before WF starts.  If you must shave body hair during WF, make sure you use the same routine as at home (i.e. shaving cream, soap, or lotion).  Shaving “dry” causes increased irritation and predisposes you to infection.

        Managing Your Menstrual Cycle

     WF is 32 days long – which means just about every single female cadet will experience at least one menstrual cycle while at WF.  Additionally, almost 1/3 of all the females will get this experience twice!

     So, how do you handle your cycle in the field – especially during those times when you don’t go back to the barracks at night and you’re using “communal” porta-potties for two or three or even more days at a time?

     The answer is simpler than you think.  Be prepared before you head to WF.  By planning now, having the right supplies with you, and realizing this is one aspect of being a soldier that nearly all women deal with during deployment or training exercises, you can get through this part of your life with minimal distress or inconvenience.  

     First, it helps to know when to expect your period.  That said, realize that changes in your diet, sleep, activity, and stress level can also change your cycle – making your period come earlier or later, heavier or lighter than usual.  But, knowing about when to expect your period to start may help you understand changes in your mood or how your body feels.  On a yearly calendar or in your day planner, mark the days you have your period between now and when WF starts.  Get a feel for the average amount of time between cycles (1st day of bleeding one month to the 1st day of bleeding the following month).  Note on the calendar which days you had symptoms that may be a problem in the field - diarrhea, bad cramping, or really heavy bleeding.  It won't get you out of the field, but it will help you know what to anticipate so you are prepared.

     Have a very good idea of how many tampons or pads you use during a regular period.  Then make sure you have double that amount for each period you anticipate having while at WF.  With increased physical activity and sweating, you may find you are changing your pad or tampon more frequently than you would in a more controlled environment on WFus.  

     Don’t change to a different brand of tampon or pad for the first time at WF.  They may be perfumed or scented and cause irritation.  They might not be as absorbent as your current brand and cause problems with leaking and soiling your clothes.  If you want to change brands, do so at least 2 cycles in advance of WF so you are used to the product you take to the field.  

     There is no particular reason not to use tampons in the field – many women do and have no problems.  Use common sense and change tampons regularly – at least three times per day.  You should also be aware of the medical symptoms of toxic shock syndrome (a very rare syndrome that is explained in the literature included in all packages of tampons).  Toxic shock syndrome can kill you – so don’t try to make a product last longer than recommended.

     You cannot drop the tampon applicator into the porta-potty.  You must deposit it in a regular trashcan or bag.  

     If you prefer to just use pads while in the field, there is no problem.  But know you can’t just drop them into the porta-potty either.  Wrap them in toilet paper or paper towels and place them in the trash.  Using the wrapper from the replacement you are putting on works.  If there aren’t trashbags inside the porta-potties, you must carry your used pad outside and put it in the trash.

     You should always have some feminine hygiene supplies with you.  Use zip-lock sandwich bags and put a 2-3 days supply inside, along with some baby-wipes or feminine wipes and toilet tissue.  Then put it all in one of the pouches on your LBE or in your rucksack – as long as you have it with you.

     If you have symptoms accompanying your period that can be relieved with over-the-counter (OTC) drugs (Motrin, Tylenol, Pamprin, etc), bring those medications to WF with you and declare them when you in-process.  If you use a prescription strength medication, bring a note from your current physician explaining the symptoms, their severity, and the need for the prescribed medication.  If you have to leave the field environment because of cramps or other symptoms, you miss valuable training and jeopardize your entire WF experience and evaluation.  You also break up the team concept, which may have a negative effect on your peers.  If you are truly ill or the symptoms are truly severe, you can and should ask to report to the WF Clinic.  But if you can manage your symptoms with medication – just as you would on WFus – that is the recommended route.

Rings & Jewelry – Women in the military are allowed to wear limited jewelry. Regulations specify up to one ring per hand (an engagement ring and wedding ring worn on the same finger count as one ring).  You may wear a wristwatch with a metal, fabric, or plastic band.  You may wear a religious symbol (i.e. Cross or Star of David) on a chain as long as it doesn’t show when you are in uniform.  While you do have regulatory ability to wear jewelry, it is not recommended while at WF or when deployed.  Stones can be knocked loose and lost.  Rings and chains can get caught on objects, causing harm to the jewelry and/or the wearer.  If you feel you must wear your wedding ring, go with a simple band and leave the engagement ring at home.  

Fingernails – Women in the Army are allowed to paint their fingernails.  AR 670-1, 1-8, b specifies polish may be worn with all uniforms as long as the color is conservative and complements the uniform (purple, gold, blue and white are specifically listed as unacceptable).  AR 670-1, 1-8, c specifies that all personnel will keep fingernails clean and neatly trimmed so as not to interfere with performance of duty, detract from the military image, or present a safety hazard.  This means you are allowed to have acrylic overlays, tips, silk wraps, and other forms of nail extenders or strengtheners.  However, a rigorous field exercise is not an appropriate time to have artificial nails and they do potentially present a safety hazard.  During the 32 days of WF, your hands will be used constantly and vigorously.  If you currently have artificial nails or overlays, you begin to grow them out so that you are down to natural, strong nails by the time WF starts.  If you do come to WF with artificial nail coverings and they “pop” off, you will not be able to get them repaired.  The nail under an artificial nail is often very weak, thin, pliable, and not protective of the delicate nail bed.  (Note:  in certain specific jobs within the military – i.e. operating room nurse – artificial nails are not allowed due to infection control concerns).
Hairstyles – AR 670-1, 1-8 is also the regulation pertaining to hairstyles.  Of specific note, is subparagraph (d) which states that hair holding ornaments, if used, must be unadorned, plain and must be transparent or similar in color to the hair and will be inconspicuously placed.  You need to come to WF with a hairstyle that doesn’t require constant fussing, whether that be long or short hair.  Your appearance will be considered as part of your overall score and if your hair is constantly unkempt or falling down or if your are constantly redoing your clips, barrettes, or ponytails scrunchies, it becomes part of your total “package” and may be reflected in your WF evaluation.  

 Women & Water

Avoiding Urinary Tract Infections

     It is common during military deployments to see an increase in urinary tract infections among women.  This has been attributed to several factors – lack of privacy to use the bathroom, increased hassle while using the bathroom (equipment, weapon, etc), increased water loss from sweating, voluntary decrease in fluid intake to avoid having to use the bathroom frequently, and/or voluntary decrease in fluid intake because the preferred fluids aren’t available.

     The problem is that when you urinate less, any bacteria in the vicinity of your urinary tract have more time to settle in and cause infection.  By drinking plenty of fluids and constantly flushing the urinary system, bacteria are much less likely to be around long enough to cause infection.

      Symptoms of urinary tract infections may include some or all of the following.  
Urinary frequency – needing to urinate more often than normal but the amount may be decreased.  Urgency – the sense that you absolutely must get to a bathroom right now, yet when you do try to pee, only drops of urine may come out.  Dysuria – painful urination that may feel like burning or sharp stabbing pains.  Nocturia – needing to urinate at night when you normally don’t awaken from sleep just to pee.  Pain – varies significantly with the individual – may be above the pubic bone, in the groin area, or in the lower back.  Urge incontinence – means when you feel the urge to urinate, you are unable to hold the urine and involuntarily soil your clothing in small (or large) amounts.  Blood in the urine, chills, fever, and flank (side) pain are symptoms of an infection that has moved up to your kidneys and requires immediate medical attention.

     The good news is ROTC cadets and cadre are well-versed in the benefits of full hydration.  The rate of urinary tract infections among women at WF in the past few years has been statistically identical to men and lower than seen on military deployments.  So, know the problem exists, know you have to drink and pee, and just do it.
     You should be using the bathroom/porta-potty at least 4-6 times/24 hours.  If you aren’t, try to drink more liquids.  If you are drinking tons of liquids and still not using the bathroom that often, ask your Regimental Cadre to let you talk to a medic.  The medic can conduct a quick check of the concentration of your urine to indicate whether you are truly fully hydrated.  

     If you develop some of the symptoms described above, drink lots of fluids.  If the symptoms haven’t diminished or resolved within 6-12 hours, or you develop fever or chills – seek medical attention through the prescribed channels at WF.  

 Constipation

     Talking about bowel movements probably isn’t part of your daily routine.  But changes in bowel movements in the field setting are a very real problem.  Knowledge and pre-planning may not eliminate the problem, but they can lessen the impact of changes to your routine.       How and when your bowels empty is a very individualized event and one you probably haven’t discussed with anyone in years.  The potential for changes to your bowel pattern is significant in the field setting.  Your diet changes – i.e., MREs.  Your schedule changes – someone else is in charge of the clock.  Your routine changes – no morning ritual of coffee and the paper.  Privacy and unlimited time in the bathroom are virtually unheard of.   The porta-potty may smell.  People outside in line know who is inside and that you’re taking a long time.  None of this is helping! 

      Truth is, almost everyone has some level of change in his or her bowel pattern when in the field – men and women, cadet to colonel.  The things you can do to help yourself are: Stay hydrated, eat fresh fruits and vegetables when they are available, keep mental track of the time since your last bowel movement, and ask for help from medical channels if you experience discomfort and/or can’t empty your bowels.  

     While over-the-counter laxatives can work, they may work in a timeframe that is inconsistent with the activities of the day or cause significant cramping and bloating in the process.  Don’t try a product for the first time in the field environment.  Remember, hydration and high fiber foods are natural laxatives that will help you with this element of personal hygiene.    

Vaginal Infections – A vaginal infection is an inflammation of the inside of the vulva and vagina (usually caused by yeast overgrowth) and is accompanied by a discharge that is most often creamy white or yellow in color.  Some women are prone to vaginal infections while others will go a lifetime and never get one.  Then the destruction of their “normal” vaginal flora allows a vaginal infection to get started.  

     If you know or suspect you might get a vaginal infection in the field with the increased activity and possibly reduced shower opportunities, come to WF prepared.  Wearing cotton underwear is probably one of the easiest things you can do to decrease the likelihood that you will develop a vaginal infection.  You may want to bring over-the-counter vaginal treatments in the form of vaginal suppositories or cream applications inserted like a tampon.  If you don’t bring medication with you and develop symptoms of a vaginal infection, seek medical care at the WF clinic.  

Questions?  If you would like to discuss any of the topics in this newsletter in more detail, please contact your Brigade Nurse Counselor or Region Chief Nurse.                  nancy.soltez@4rotc.lewis.army.mil

