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B
rig. Gen. Linda R. Urrutia-Varhall has America’s 
back. As director of intelligence at the U.S. 
Southern Command, she looks for threats or 
challenges to the 
homeland.

Te 50-year-old has 
spent 28 years in the Air 
Force and calls the Pentagon 
her ofce. Gen. Urrutia-
Varhall’s prominent role in 
America’s defense helped 
make her a nominee for 
HispanicBusiness magazine’s 
WOY (Woman of the Year) 
2012.

“I was kind of a go-getter 
and (would) reach for the 
stars ever since I was a kid,” 
she said. “I remember being 
in the back seat of the car 
and telling my mom that I 
was going to be president of 
the U.S. and my mom not 
laughing at me, and saying, 
‘OK. If that’s what you want 
to do, we can do it.’ I had a lot 
of support from home.”

Her roots are in Mexico, 
but she was born and raised 
in Pueblo, Colo., near an 
Air Force base, which lit 
the match to her military 
career. Her job entails taking 
in classifed information, 
deciphering it and then deciding on the next step.

“It’s the ability to take information (that) comes from many 
diferent places. It’s the ability to take fve or six diferent 

pieces, put them together as a jigsaw puzzle and get your boss 
the right answer,” she said. “One, not to cry wolf, but two, to 
put the threat into context so that either the American public 

can be told, or you do what you 
need to do in response.”

General U.V., as her 
colleagues call her, controls a 
budget of about $50 million, 
and leads a team of about 350. 
Most of the year-to-year budget 
goes to salary, technology, 
education and job training. 

“U.V. arrived at this large, 
complex organization and 
made an immediate and 
positive impact,” said Carmen 
Martinez, civilian deputy to 
SOUTHCOM commander 
Gen. Douglas Fraser. “She has 
proven herself to be a master 
of her craf and a great leader, 
colleague and friend. She is 
committed to helping her 
teammates achieve excellence.”

A Day in the Life
Gen. Urrutia-Varhall 
graduated from the U.S. Air 
Force Academy in 1984. 
Her frst assignment was 
as executive ofcer and 

operations deputy for the 544th 
Intelligence Analysis Squadron 

at Ofutt Air Force Base in Nebraska. 
When she joined the Air Force, the ratio of men to women was 

7.1-to-1. Her class was the ffh class to have female graduates.

by REBECCA VILLANEDA, Staff Writer

Brigadier general works on the front lines 

in identifying threats and challenges to the U.S.

Urrutia-Varhall
Linda R.

Elite Women of Inf luence

Brig. Gen. Linda R. Urrutia-Varhall's No. 1 job is  
to protect America.
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“All of the military services have come a long way,” she said. 
“When I frst got in, there weren’t the opportunities for women 
that there are now. Going into combat or being deployed—you 
just didn’t do that.”

Gen. Urrutia-Varhall’s advice to Hispanic females can be 
carried into any industry. She said to be confdent and believe 
in yourself.

“We don’t have to prove ourselves; the whole thing is to get 
in the fght,” she said. “For every woman out there and every 
Hispanic woman, as they walk in any room, they ought to feel 
like they belong in that room.”

Her frst position at the Pentagon, in September 1989, was as the 
Air Force intelligence representative to the National Military Intelli-
gence Center. She also held positions at the former Naval Base Pearl 
Harbor in Hawaii, at Ramstein Air Base in Germany and Kunsan 
Air Base in South Korea before returning to Washington. 

“(Gen. Urrutia-Varhall) has emerged as a key asset in 
our nation’s intelligence community and she possesses the 
exceptional analytical and precision thinking 
skills, unwavering commitment to service 
and sound character that this important 
work demands,” said Marine Maj. Gen. Juan 
G. Ayala. “U.V.’s accomplishments and her 
contributions to our national security serve 
as an inspiration to our nation, the Hispanic 
community and women everywhere.”

Prior to her current position, she served as 
the senior military assistant to the director of 
National Intelligence. 

A typical day for the general begins at about 
5:30 a.m. and ends at about 7 p.m. She looks 
for any red fags coming out of the 45 nations 
and territories of Central and South America 
and the Caribbean Sea, an area of 16 million 
square miles. 

“I either advise or continue to work with 
partner nations to help them look at their coun-
try, look at how we can work against the gang 
and drug trafckers, and I do that on a daily 
basis,” she said. “I go to a lot of meetings, do a 
lot of partner engagement with all countries in 
Central and South America, and am very cog-
nizant of what General Fraser, the commander 
of the Southern Command, needs and wants—
whether he is talking to Congress or a partner 
nation—and making sure I support him.”

In March, for instance, Gen. Fraser testifed before Congress 
about Colombian eforts to combat narco-terrorist organiza-
tions, trafckers’ use of semi- and fully submersible vessels and 
eforts to counter them, and views on Iranian activity in the 
region, according to the Southern Command’s website.

Te biggest challenge in her position is making the decision 
to send personnel into a dangerous situation. Such missions 
include the takedown of Saddam Hussein and the rescue of the 
hostages from the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
(FARC), she said.

“Being a career intelligence ofcer, my role has been to 
portray the threat to my superiors so that he/she can make life-
and-death decisions based on the threat that I portray,” Gen. 
Urrutia-Varhall said. “Ofen that analysis is done on a very 
quick timeline, and I must remain clearheaded and focused 

on the mission at hand to ofer my 
advice.”

When asked about staying calm in 
such a high-pressure occupation, the 
general said she puts the information 
into context and relies heavily on the 
support of her friends and family and 
her faith in God.

“Everybody will take on your demeanor. If you panic, 
everybody else will panic,” she said. “So how do you take that 
information and roll it in together? Give the boss an honest 
answer, put it into context and keep an even keel the whole 
time. Tat is what I do on a day-to-day basis.”

Family base
Gen. Urrutia-Varhall became a brigadier general on July 16, 
2010. Tat day, she said, was the proudest moment of her life 

because she was able to share it with her friends and family. 
She praises her Hispanic background as a nurturing 

foundation that gave her the drive to succeed. She also 
acknowledges that her cultural upbringing had a hand in the 
way she tackles her career.

“I brought the work ethic that I learned at home,” she said, 
adding that her parents were her frst mentors. Her mother 
was a stay-at-home mom for her and her three brothers. Her 
father started as a janitor at what was then Pepsi-Cola, and 39 
years later “was running the plant” in Pueblo, Colo.

“We grow up with it in Hispanic culture, driven by (not 
wanting to) disappoint the people who have believed in me,” 
she said. “Tey put a lot of expectations on me and I want to 
be driven to make sure everyone knows that they picked the 
right gal.” 

Brig. Gen. Linda R. Urrutia-Varhall sits in on one of the many meetings conducted 
each day at the Pentagon.
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