Master Chiefs and CCC's,

   I have been asked to date-stamp this column, so readers will know which one is in what sequence.  So, the following is my column for the week of 19 April 2004.   I will cover Operational Screening (as a follow-on to last week's LIMDU) but I need to open with a RED ALERT item:
Advancement Exam Discrepancies - Shipmates, need to first cover a hot issue on advancements.  Except for correcting pay and entitlements problems, helping our Sailors advance is the most critical Quality Of Life point we can directly affect as leaders.  Each advancement cycle, we in the N132 Shop  get flooded by requests from commands that have a Sailor(s) in a discrepancy status - some we can fix, some we can't.  But the common thread is that the chain-of-command, the local ESO or the Sailor themself missed some step in the advancement process.  I have read and re-read the Enlisted Advancement Manual (EAM) and modifying NAVADMIN's...if you follow them completely, there is nearly ZERO likelihood of causing a Sailor to miss being considered for advancement due to admin error.

A couple of  typical cases are:

- A junior Sailor (E3) taking an exam for which they are not eligible.  CREO/REGA NAVADMIN clearly spells out which ratings require "A" School,  which ones are closed to strikers, which ones are open to strikers BUT require NPC permission in advance to take the test, etc.  Had one ship allow 35 GENDET strikers to take rating exams for which they needed NPC permission (and they never requested).  In that case, to maintain absolute fairness to the rest of the Navy, we had to void those exam and Sailors lost a whole cycle.

 - A Sailor misses the regular exam, and for whatever reason, does not participate in the substitute ("Late") exam.  Whether it is because the command didn't order the substitute exam, or the member didn't know where to go, once again, they miss a cycle.  There simply isn't a "substitute, substitute exam" to administer later on.

I know I will receive much feedback on this issue - but advancing our Sailors remains a split responsibility between the command and the member.  Sailors (including myself) have had and continue to have an inherent and abiding trust in the advancement system, because of the strictness with which we enforce the rules.  What may seem rigid and inflexible actually ensures a continued level playing field for all members going up for the next paygrade.

So, what can you as the CMC or CCC do?  I know that at many commands, the ESO job is assigned as a collateral duty to a junior officer.  If so, I ask that the CMC and the CCC get actively and intimately involved in the mechanics of the system.  Ask the ESO to show you the list of eligibles.  Double check to see if the correct number and type of exams have been ordered.  Call a muster of all test takers 24 hours in advance to see who might be missing the next day and why.  Have the ESO log on to the INTERNET and show you NETPTDC's Electronic Tote Page where you can track the number of exam sheets received by UIC.  If you are ordering substitute exams, call the Sailors in and hand them a piece of paper with exactly WHEN and WHERE their exam is going to be given (especially if at an alternative location).  And finally, if a Sailor is transfering just prior to the exam cycle, send a Naval Message AND an e-mail to the gaining command spelling out the member's eligibility for advancement, and whether or not a test is being forwarded there.  

Master Chiefs and CCC's - it kills me every time we are unable to assist a Sailor in correcting an exam issue.  Especially for PO1's who must wait an ENTIRE YEAR for the next test.  There are very few ships and stations with the luxury of a senior, experienced ESO (LDO, CWO, PNCM or Senior Civilian).  Where you may have a fresh-caught Ensign right out of ROTC or the Academy, it behooves us to provide verification of their actions...trust me, they will appreciate the senior pair of eyes assisting them.   Please, please, please (wow, 3 "pleases" on my part), I can't state this enough, get actively involved and ask the tough question...pretend you are from Missouri (the "Show Me" state)!  Okay, enough said on that.

Opening Thoughts on "Operational Screening"?  Last week, we covered Limited Duty (both permanent and temporary).  People are always surprised to find out that a Sailor can be found Fit For Duty (FFD) by competent Medical Authority, yet are not able to serve in an operational billet (afloat or overseas) due to some chronic or continuing medical issue.  Being FFD does not mean you are deployable, plain and simple.

What is the reference for "Operational Screening" (OS) ?  MILPERSMAN 1306-140

When is OS required?  When a Sailor is issued orders to operational duty (type-2 or 4), there will be a section of the PCS orders directing that OS be conducted IAW with the reference article.  Type-4 orders (overseas sea duty) also carry the requirement of having overseas screening performed.  It is possible to be FFD, cleared for overseas duty and STILL not be cleared for sea duty in that location.

If I am FFD, why should I need OS?  There are many conditions that, while not critical enough to have you on LIMDU, preclude sea duty assignment.  The causes are many and varied.

What does OS consist of?  In general, the local Military Treatment Facility (MTF) will review your medical record to determine if you can successfully screen for sea duty.  If they notice a medical condition, they will either state you are unsuitable, or will ask the gaining command if they can handle the medical condition.

What are some conditions that an MTF may ask a gaining command about?  Things like sleep apnea, depression where the member is on medications, being out of PRT standards to such an extent the Sailor is unable to safely function aboard a ship, chronic knee problems which hinder a member's ability to climb ladders, etc.

What is the timeframe for completing OS?  30 days from receipt of orders.  If unable to complete it within that timeframe, detaching command must make an interim report and give an estimated completion date.  What we frequently see is a detaching command doesn't do OS until just prior to the transfer date, then a medical issue comes up.  ALWAYS LOOK FOR THE OS REQUIREMENT IN A SET OF PCS ORDERS AND MEET THE 30 DAY WINDOW OR LET NPC KNOW WHY NOT.

If a member is Not Operationally Suitable (NOS), what must they do?  BOTH the detaching command and the MTF should provide alternative recommendations for assignments or, if appropriate, administrative action (such as ADSEP).  

What will the Detailers do if I am NOS?  First, they will attempt to find an alternative platform that can handle your medical condition.  Then they will see if there is some other assignment (OUTUS or CONUS) where they may be able to use you till your EAOS.  PERS-40BB may also direct ADSEP in cases where there is no alternate assignment.

You mean I can be ADSEP'd for being NOS?  Absolutely - as the Navy moves to a more sea-centric Force, those who are unable to serve at sea (or your rating's equivalent) have a negative impact on the other Sailors (they must spend longer tours afloat to match your overtour ashore).

I just reenlisted for 6 years and am now NOS...can the Navy cancel my legal contract and ADSEP me, since it's not my fault?  Hard but true, the answer is YES.  US Code Title 10, section 1169 says:

No regular enlisted member of an armed force may be discharged 
before his term of service expires, except - 
(1) as prescribed by the Secretary concerned; 
(2) by sentence of a general or special court martial; or 
(3) as otherwise provided by law. 

    So, in other words, based on US Public Law, SECNAV has the authority to separate a member prior to their enlistment ending.  And he defines that authority in SECNAVINST 1910.4B (Enlisted Administrative Separations).  

  How many Sailors are actually NOS?  The numbers fluctuate, but somewhere between 300-400 Sailors are in an NOS status.  So, only about 1/10 of 1% of 320,000 are in the NOS category.

  I am NOS, and my command and MTF both recommended retention on active duty till EAOS, yet I was directed to be processed for ADSEP...why is that?  A variety of reasons including likelihood of not ever being able to return to Operational Duty, overmanning in your skill field, a lack of hardfill billets in CONUS to send you to, etc.

   I have more than 18 years of active duty and am NOS, don't I get to stay till 20 yrs and retirement?  The situation described is called reaching "sanctuary" - but remember that sanctuary only applies if you are not able to be retired under some other section of Public Law.   If you are eligible to be medically retired, the sanctuary doesn't apply.  I have seen an active duty Sailor with 18 yrs and 9 months be medically retired with only 10% disability rather than be retained to achieve 20 yrs.  Sounds harsh, but the unique circumstances of the case made that the best possible solution.
   I am being Force Converted due to a medical condition, and the ECM said I needed to get OS done before they would make a decision...why is that?  Typically, an MTF will only do OS with a set of PCS orders in hand.  But, given the issue of not being medically cleared to serve in your current rating, it will save many $ and much time to find out if the condition stops you from going to sea at all.  In that case, the probable outcome is disapproval for Forced Conversion and direction to be ADSEP'd instead.

  Final thoughts on OS?   This may seem fairly harsh treatment of a Sailor, but once again it serves the greater good of the entire Enlisted Force.  As more and more of the Force moves afloat, it is a truism that being a Sailor means going to sea duty.  If you are unable to serve where your rating and the Navy hires you to go, then this is not the right occupation.  Naval Service implies that each member must be ready, willing, and ABLE to sail, fight and win.   Uniform adherence to OS requirements will help us meet that standard.

  Final Head ECM thoughts for the week - I saw where we lost some of our shipmates this past week, not on the field of battle, but engaged in routine ship's work in the relative "safety" of homeport or in recreational activities.  Never, never, never forget that ours is a dangerous occupation.  We sail, fly or submerge in man-made machinery full of fuel, ordnance, hazardous checmicals, high pressure steam, streaming electrons and just about anything else that seeks to reach out and ruin our day.   This week, take an extra walk through the spaces looking for practices or procedures that have become too routine.  Any loss of a good Sailor is a tragedy.   Losing one to enemy action is part of the profession of arms.  But losing someone to drunk driving or a failed tag-out program is a failure on our part.  Keep an eye on the youngsters and I'll see in the armory!  R/CDR Wisniewski

