A Trailblazer in Aviation & Federal Service: The Federal Aviation Administration’s First AAPI Regional Administrator
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“I was told many times in my career that I couldn’t do this or that, but I kept plugging at it and here I am.”
								--K.C. Yanamura
During my tenure in the Administration, folks have asked me what I like best about public service.  For me, the best part would have to be hearing the incredible stories of the men and women who dedicate their lives to federal service.  Some are literally trailblazers in their field—people who live their values, and come to work every day with a spirit that inspires us all.  I recently welcomed an individual into my organization that embodies all that and more.
Spend five minutes with Ms. K.C. Yanamura, and your heart will soar.  The Federal Aviation Administration’s Northwest Mountain Regional Administrator, K.C. Yanamura, recently took some time to reflect on the doors of opportunity that opened for her during her federal career. Her parents taught her the value of federal service at an early age, and she never looked back, despite all the challenges she faced in an aviation career overwhelmingly represented by males.  The President’s Advisory Commission on AAPIs is proud to honor the service of Mrs. K.C. Yanamura during AAPI Heritage Month, and share her inspiring story in 10 questions.
What sparked your interest in federal service?
My parents were both born in Hawaii to Chinese parents and worked as Civil Servants at Pearl Harbor Naval Base.  English was their first language although many of the Chinese cultural traditions were passed on to them by their parents and later on to me.  My grandmothers seemed to be very dominant and influential in family decisions.  These matriarchs had the last say in most important family matters.  I grew up believing that women had the most influence on family matters. 
Mom and dad were very dedicated to our family, federal civil service and defending the United States.  My parents were born and raised in Hawaii during World War II, and the bombing of Pearl Harbor Naval Shipyard took place during my parents’ high school years.  My mother was a great role model to me, as she climbed the career ladder to the position of Chief Security Officer of Pearl Harbor Naval Base.  Imagine that!  An ethnically Chinese lady entrusted with securing one of our nation’s largest and most important Naval bases, working side-by-side with Admirals and Commanders.  I learned from her that women can succeed in typically male oriented fields of occupation and even manage a workforce of combat ready Marines!
My father served in the U.S. Army and later both of my parents worked as federal employees at Pearl Harbor Naval Shipyard.  They eventually retired with 70 years of combined service to our nation.  With parents so invested in civil service, doors started to open for me with the Department of Defense, Department of the Navy, Department of the Air Force and lastly the Federal Aviation Administration.  I took advantage of every opportunity to serve.
What education and training did you undergo to enter your field?
Education and training never stopped for me. On-the-job training was the most valuable.  The chance to get my hands-on something, experience it and complete the job was the best way to learn. Do it, learn it, and be the best at it!  While in the DOD, I was sent to school to learn the basic trades of my field, followed by training throughout my FAA career.  I soldered, welded, and performed quality assurance inspections on the full range of military hardware.  I worked on tanks, trucks, mobile bridges, missile loaders, remotely piloted vehicles, anti-tank missiles, submarines, and of course, aircraft.
When did you start work at the FAA? How many other women were in your facility when you started?
My FAA career began in 1990 as an Aviation Safety Inspector (ASI).  There was only one other female ASI who started before me in the Long Beach, California office.  I was the first and only female ASI in our Seattle office.  We were the trailblazers and mold breakers of a field traditionally dominated by white males.  
What have been the primary challenges you’ve faced in your career and are any of them gender-related? How did you address these challenges?
There were many challenges, but the most difficult one was the male dominance in our field. I was the first female Aviation Safety Inspector (ASI) ever hired in the Seattle area.  Boeing of course was the "big dog" and the FAA was tasked with oversight of our Nation's largest export, big jets.  One of the more interesting challenges was my height!  I worked with men who were 6 feet to 6 feet 6 inches tall and I was a meager 5 feet. I studied, learned, innovated and plugged away proving that I could do whatever task I was handed. Even if the tasks were not easy for a female, I got creative and got the job done no matter what it took.  I ended up doing a lot of the work that most of the males didn’t want to perform, but by doing so I garnered more experience.  When openings came up I was the most qualified to take on new opportunities.  I proved I could do almost anything just as well as the males--inspections in physically tight areas, writing reports, auditing, presenting, and analyzing data.  Eventually I developed a symbiotic relationship with my colleagues and the males started to see value in having me as a part of their team.  It took a lot of time and lots of hard work to prove I could hold my own amongst the best.  However, once I was accepted by the group, it was smooth sailing and they took me under their wing and taught me everything they knew. 
What have you liked most about your work?

Everything!  I would not change any part of what I’ve experienced and accomplished.  Nothing comes easy-- work hard and be dependable so people can count on you to be there for them. It has always been my passion to take care of people.  Some say that I tend to go overboard when caring for people, but I disagree.  I want people to realize that I appreciate their hard work. I like having conversations with people to find out what makes them happy and add to their happiness so they feel they are part of a team.  I am most proud to have worked through all the FAA briefings of two high visibility accidents, US Air 1549 New York, aka the "Miracle on the Hudson," and Continental 1404 Colorado, with all survivors, no fatalities.  I appreciated how the FAA played such an important role in the improvements made in aircraft safety and the training of highly capable flight crews.
What changes have you seen in working conditions and opportunities for women in your field since you’ve been at the FAA?
Things have changed a lot since I started working in the government.  There are more women in the aviation field and opportunities are plentiful. Gone are the days of the old stereotyped blue collared beer gut males who displayed female pin-ups on their doors.  My male colleagues are more welcoming and are often supervised by very capable female managers.
What is your current position and what type of work do you do?
My current position is the Regional Administrator for the Northwest Mountain Region in Seattle, Wash.  It is an honor to hold this position. My responsibilities include representing the Administrator in the region’s seven states of Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Oregon, Utah, Washington and Wyoming.  Additionally, I collaborate and integrate to resolve issues or concerns with the other Service and Offices including the Air Traffic Organization’s Western Service Area (WSA), Aviation Safety, Airports, Human Resources and Security offices.  I am the eyes and ears for the Administrator and the educator to our external stakeholders, congressional delegations, and the public.

What advice would you give to women entering the field and to new employees at the FAA?

1. Nothing comes easy, work hard and be dependable
2. Expect nothing in return for anything you do.
3. Patience, Patience and more Patience.
4. Always smile, it makes people happy and it doesn’t cost you anything.
5. Pass on acts of kindness to make the work environment a better place.
Who or what are your sources of inspiration?
Keeping a very positive outlook on life and recognizing what little I may have is still better than where I started.  My amazing family support:  my husband, son, daughter-in-law, daughter and her fiancée have all been an inspiration and have pushed me to reach beyond my dreams.  I know they’ll always be there to catch me if I falter, they’ll just stand me back up and encourage me to keep going.
Do you have any additional thoughts you’d like to share about your career or the aviation sector?
I always say, working for the FAA has been the best job that I could’ve ever dreamed of having.  I continue to pinch myself thinking this is all a dream.  I was told many times in my career that I couldn’t do this or that, but I kept plugging at it and here I am.  The doors are always full of opportunities and don’t be afraid to open one of them or to step back even if it means a pay cut for better quality of life.  The change may lead to 10 steps forward!  Follow through with what you say you will do and follow up to see if it was right.  Stay in touch with the people who have mentored and coached you in the past because they’ll continue to help you.

