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Can Commanding Officers make sea duty more attractive? That’s an important question these days as we struggle with retention issues. Making it more attractive may be a heavy lift; being away from home 185 days a year is not very attractive to many people these days. Maybe we should put our sights on making it less painful. Here are some ideas I’ve found useful during my time at sea. None of them are original; I’ve seen others use them and adopted them for the ship’s I’ve served on.

Separate logistics stops from liberty stops. During the course of a normal patrol, cutters pull in for necessary reprovisioning of fuel and food as well as to grant liberty. The chance to visit new places is one of the great benefits of sea duty. Unfortunately, this benefit is often marred when a significant portion of the crew has to remain aboard to take on fuel or handle stores. It’s particularly frustrating when, and this is often, these necessary supplies are late because the very attractiveness of a port call (a laid back, relaxed atmosphere) doesn’t lend itself to snappy service. It can create a division amongst the crew as some go happily ashore on liberty while others remain behind. It doesn’t have to be this way.


Whenever possible, we should schedule BSLs (brief stop for logistics) separate from liberty port calls. Stopping for 6 hours at Naval Station Roosevelt Roads, Guantanamo Bay, Boston, or anywhere else capable of quickly addressing logistics needs allows liberty ports to be just that for all hands … liberty ports.


Making sea duty more attractive in this way involves “sacrifice” on the part of operational commanders who give up a couple operational days each patrol for BSLs. Many operational commanders allow BSLs now; others do not. The payback in higher crew morale and greater commitment to the mission is incalculable.

Occasionally return to homeport for mid-patrol breaks. While for many cutters this isn’t possible due to their patrol area, it is a great morale booster and demonstrates to families a commitment by the command to get crewmembers home as often as possible. Two days at home in the middle of a patrol is much more meaningful to families that any number of “Spouse Appreciation Days” and can lead to increased support for the ship. When the families support the ship, all manner of great things are possible.

To the extent possible, maintain a stable daily/weekly routine underway; a routine which balances mission accomplishment with necessary crew rest. Here are some highlights:


Protect holiday routine on Sunday. There is a positive psychological impact on the crew if they know for a near certainty they can sleep in and otherwise relax at least one day a week. Find a fishing hole, do some skeet shooting, have a BBQ on the fantail; do something which is a real break from daily routine.


If operations requires working on Sunday, make it up with a holiday routine day later in the week. Publish in the Plan of the Day Sunday night which day will be holiday routine and then keep that promise.


Schedule all training between the core hours of 1015 and 1600. This lets the crew know that training is work, and that the command is willing to sacrifice traditional work activities in support of the crew’s training needs. 


We used to do Damage Control Professional Qualification Standard (DCPQS) training on the mess deck at 1900. This did several “bad” things: it eliminated the mess deck as a place for the crew to relax in the evening; it taxed instructors who gave up their “free” time to deliver the training; and it subtly told new crewmembers that DC training wasn’t important enough to give up work time for. In fact, it became almost a punishment for the new folks who were already standing a tough break-in schedule. DCPQS became something to be endured and gotten through, rather than actually learned. We now hold the training at 1400. Learning and retention are up significantly.


Eliminate all pipes between 1945 in the evening and 1000 the next morning. This greatly enhances people’s ability to get needed sleep. Think about it … why do we pipe Taps? It’s not as if people grab their pillows at 2200 and go to bed. The only thing piping Taps does is wake up the people trying to get some sleep before watch. Berthing areas should be quiet and dark after 1945.


The same is true in the morning. There’s no need to pipe reveille/breakfast/turn to ship’s work, etc. Anyone sleeping in from the mid-watch is barraged by a series of pipes, and consequently doesn’t really get much rest. If someone wants to sleep in until 0745 and is still able to start their workday on time, that’s their choice. They sacrifice breakfast for an extra hour’s sleep.


Once you eliminate pipes after 1945 and before 1000 people get in the habit of not requesting pipes. They actually look for someone before asking the bridge to pipe them. This habit carries over into the rest of the day and as a consequence there are very few pipes made during the course of the day. When pipes are made, people actually pay attention to them. That’s a good thing.

Do berthing area cleanups after 1000 rather than first thing in the morning. Doing them at 0800 means either waking up or working around mid-watch sleepers. In either event, those folks don’t get their needed rest.

Work to minimize watch-standing requirements. We used to have a five-person bridge watch: Officer of the Deck (OOD), Quartermaster of the Watch (QMOW), Boatswains mate of the Watch (BMOW), Helmsman, and Lookout. This is standard for most major cutters. We now have a 3-person watch.


We combined the people who previously stood BMOW and QMOW watches. We now have a day worker who stands Boatswains mate of the Day (BMOD) and 6 QMOWs who have a single watch each day. In addition to the personal benefit from a fatigue standpoint of only standing a single watch, it increases the professional knowledge and competence of all concerned as well as expanding our pool of petty officers available for boarding team members. The BMOD makes regular rounds of the ship from 0700 to 2200. The QMOW makes the nighttime rounds.


For open ocean steaming we eliminated the helmsman position. The autopilot works just fine, which allows the lookout to be on the bridge wing focused on his duties. When we get into inclement weather, increased vessel traffic, close to shore, etc, we have the helm manned. Seamen aboard ship now stand a single two-hour lookout watch each day, and two hours on standby as the ready helmsman. This has had a marked effect on crew endurance as well as increasing the number of people available for non-watch standing duties during the workday.


Any of the above items, taken by itself, has only a minor impact on making underway life more appealing. Taken in the aggregate, however, they have a major effect because they indicate to the crew the command’s efforts to ameliorate the difficulty of going to sea. Like The Bible says, we reap what we sow. When we sow a sincere effort to ease the burden of the sea going life, even in the smallest of ways, we reap the benefits of a committed crew and higher operational readiness. 
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