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We examined time frames and procedures used to discharge 
service members for adverse reasons in the Army, Navy, and 
Air Force. On the basis of our work, we believe that the 
Department of Defense needs to promptly (1) establish and 
enforce time frames for processing adverse separations 
and (2) review and modify where necessary the services' 
different and sometimes inconsistent discharge procedures. 

In our report entitled "Military Discharge Policies and 
Practices Result in Wide Disparities: Congressional Review 
Is Needed" (FPCD-80-13, Jan. 15, 1980), we recommended that 
the services establish time guidelines for processing admin- 
istrative discharges. In responding to the report, the 
Assistant Secretary of Defense (Manpower, Reserve Affairs 
and Logistics) agreed with the intent of our recommendation 
to establish time guidelines and said he would study it 
further. However, no formal actions have been initiated. 

Faster processing of discharges is possible without 
reducing service members' rights, and it would (1) save 
pay and allowances which would otherwise be paid to serv- 
ice members awaiting discharge and to commanders processing 
them and (2) reduce the time that unproductive and poten- 
tially disruptive service.members remain on active duty. 

Over 75,000 people were discharged from the services 
for adverse reasons in fiscal year 1979. The potential 
savings from faster processing can be substantial. For 
example, we recently estimated that in 1977 it cost an 
additional $27.3 million in pay and allowances for members 
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awaiting discharges for misconduct compared to the cost for 
members awaiting discharges for marginal performance. We 
also estimated that the services spent $14.2 million in 
pay and al3,owances to commanders and others involved in 
processing discharges for unsuitability and misconduct and 
discharges in lieu of court-martial. 

Differences in the services' processing procedures 
were a major factor in the time it takes to discharge a 
service member. For example, average processing times 
for unsuitability cases ranged from 22 days at one Army 
installation to 54 days in our Navy sample. Additionally, 
we found that command monitoring and attention to discharge 
time frames significantly decreased processing time. 

While we believe that service members' rights should 
be protected in adverse discharge cases, the lack of at- 
tention to faster processing has resulted in time delays 
and unnecessary costs. During these tight budgetary times, 
it is critical that all efforts be made to discharge unpro- 
ductive personnel as quickly as possible. We believe that 
establishing reasonable time frames for processing discharges 
can save Government funds and still protect service members' 
rights. A detailed statement of our work and recommendations 
is enclosed. 

We are sending copies of this report to the Director, 
Office of Management and Budget; the Chairmen, House and 
Senate Committees on Appropriations and Armed Services, the 
House Committee on Government Operations, and the Senate 
Committee on Governmental Affairs; and the Secretaries of 
the Army, the Navy, and the Air Force. 

Sincerely yours, 

H. L. Krieger 
Director 

Enclosure 
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--Fail to attain or maintain required job skill 
proficiency, either by associated inaptitude or 
nonapplieation. 

--Create an administrative burden to the command due 
to minor military or disciplinary infractions. 

Service members are discharged for unsuitability because 
of personality disorders, alcohol.abuse, homosexual or other 
aberrant sexual tendencies, 1/ unsanitary habits, financial 
irresponsibility, inaptitude‘;- apathy, defective attitudes, 
or the inability to spend time constructively. 

To be discharged for misconduct, a service member must 
be determined, from his military record, unqualified for 
further service on the basis of patterns of conduct and 
certain acts or conditions which include convictions in 
civilian or military courts. 

Discharge in lieu of court-martial must be requested 
by the service member and, if approved, the service member 
avoids trial by court-martial and a possible Federal convic- 
tion for the alleged offense. 

SERVICE DISCBARGE PROCESSING 
TIMES AND PROCEDURES DIFFER 

We visited the Unfavorable Discharge Processing Section, 
Naval Military Personnel Command, Washington, D.C., and 
service installations. at Fort Lewis, Washington, and Travis 
Air Force Base, California, At Fort Lewis and Travis Air 
Force Base, we reviewed available documentation on discharge 
cases processed in 1979. We also discussed with service 
officials the procedures for and time taken to discharge 
service members for adverse reasons. At the Navy's IJnfavor- 
able Discharge Processing Section, we reviewed a sample 
of unsuitability and misconduct cases which were submitted 
to them by Navy commands. We also reviewed the services' 
regulations on discharging members for adverse reasons. 

l/In a recent court decision, Shalom v. Alexander (U.S. - 
District Court8 Civ. No. 78-0431, May 20, 1980), the 
judge ruled that the separation guidance for homosexual 
tendencies was too broad and, therefore, unconstitu- 
tional. The case is pending appeal. 
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The discharge process, as we measured it, begins when 
a service member's immediate commander issues the member 
a letter of notification regarding his proposed discharge A/ 
and concludes when the service member is discharged. Depending 
on the proposed type of discharge, reason for separation, and 
other factors, the processing steps varied for each service, 
but often involved reviews by officers in the chain of command 
and the staff judge advocate as well as steps to insure that 
the rights of the service member are protected. 

DOD Directive 1332.14 states that individuals with 8 or 
more years of service being discharged for unsuitability and 
all individuals being discharged for misconduct are entitled 
to present their case before an administrative discharge 
board composed of at least three officers. The directive 
is strictly followed in the Navy and the Marine Corps. The 
Air Force, however, provides hearings to all persons in pay 
grades E-4 or above. The most liberal is the Army8 which pro- 
vides hearings to all people discharged for unsuitability, 
regardless of time in service or pay grade. 

The-1978 Joint-Service Study Group proposed that members 
in pay grades E-4 or above or members with 5 or more years of 
service be entitled to hearings when being processed for un- 
suitability. The group noted that the current directive pro- 
vided for hearings only when members had more than 8 years of 
service, regardless of pay grade, and considerable disparity 
existed among the services as to how this provision was being 
applied. The group stated that "this disparity among the 
services in granting board hearings in unsuitability cases is 
an inequity which requires correction." 

The services' administrative discharge processing times 
for the cases we reviewed varied significantly, as indicated: 

&/Except for discharges in Lieu of court-martial which are 
initiated at the request of the service member. 
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Travis Air 
Force Base 

Average 
Reason for Cases days to 
discha= reviewed process 

Marginal. 
performance 99 29 

unsuit- 
ability 52 33 

In lieu 
ofcourt- 
martial 4 29 

Misconduct (note c): 
Noboard 

hearing 19 44 
Board 

hearing 2 89 

Fort Lewis 

Average 
Cases days to 

reviewed process 

'184 12 

b/203 22 

88 30 

13 69 

6 131 

Navy 
(note a) -p,"lt-ll., *-__ 

Averagcl 
uases days to 

reviewed prooes~t 

-O- N/A 

41 54 

-O- WA 

80 77 

7 2.62 

a/The effective date of discharge was not available at the 
- Navy's Unfavorable Discharge Processing Section. In 

accordance with information provided by Naval officials, 
we added 5 days to the discharge approval date for purposes 
of comparison. 

&/Does not include seven cases involving board hearings. 
Including board cases, which took 80 days on the average 
to process, the Fort Lewis processing time increases to 
24 days. 

c/Does not include those individuals discharged for civil - 
court convictions. 

These time differences were primarily due to different 
processing procedures. Other factors which affected process- 
ing times were the responsible command's emphasis on expedi- 
tious processing and, in some misconduct cases, delays due 
to the defense counsel's need for additional time to prepare 
for board hearings. 

Guidance for discharge time frames is limited 

The Army and Air Force have established some time frames 
for processing separations whereas the Navy had none. The Air 
Force has established normal processing times for those adminis- 
trative discharge cases which are (1) heard by an administrative 



di.scharge board (43 workdays) or (2) reviewed by an indivi.ii~Lia:1. 
evaluation officer (17 tcs P9 workdays). The Army time frames 
apply only to discharges for margina. performance r requiri,nq 
that they be processed within 3 days after: approval. by the 
discharge e:-L?hority. 

Procedures affect processing time -.".--*~ ,---,-- 

The Navy took longer than either the Army or Air Force tc 
process unsuitability and misconduct casesb primarily because 
all such cases are submitted by the originating Navy corrmiand 
ta the Chief of Naval Perscmne~, 1/ Washington, D.C., for review- 
and approval. SimiPar Army and AWXr Force cases were approved 
at the local command. Navy officials informed us that. they 
had centralized review and approval of these cases to insure 
consistency in their discharge decisions. 

The Navy's processing was delayed because it took an 
average of 6 ta 7 days to forward cases from Navy commands to 
the Unfavorable Discharge Processing Section in WashingtonSj 
Also, many cases were held up in the section because of proce- 
dural errors which Local commands had to correct. Forty-ei.ghr:. 
misconduct cases (not involving a board hearing) withou"t. pact 
cedural errors took about SO days to process, while 32 c.asc~ 
with procedural errors took about X1,9 days to process. s irn j" ~I)'* 
larly, 29 unsuitability cases without procedural errors wer<z 
processed in 38 days, and 12 cases with errors were processcr1 
in 93 days. 

Although they were not included in our sampie, we noted 
that the Yavy and Air Force granted conditional waivers i.n a 
number of cases, which reduced the members' time on active 
duty. In our Navy sample, we reviewed 14 misconduct and 2 ut"l,'~ 
suitability cases where sailors requested and got a condit.i.n~~a1. 
waiver. They were released Eram active duty in an average 
of about 15 days. In nine Air Force unsuitability casesr 
members were released in about 26 days. We did r-10-k find 
any conditional waivers in the Army cases reviewed+ 

&/The Navy's Unfavorable Discharge Processing Section haa 2:1eet1 
delegated the authority to review unsuitability and rnis~?~n-~~~ 
duct discharges. This section xeport.s through a chain of 
command ta the Commander, Naval MZl..i.t.ary Personnel Commarx~i:' d 
in the Office af the Chief of Naval, PersanneP. 
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‘I:’ 171 F? il, i. p: iE;yilyrce took considerably longer to discharge 
Ei c? f v i II"/ Ic3 mc!mln"'w? r 1$; for marginal performance and unsuitability 
than did the Army r due in a large extent to different proc- 
e~Eisi.nq prcxadLxres * For instance: 

--iThe Army arranged medical examinations for service 
membe:rs before processing cases, whereas the Air Force 
61 id r:mt h 

--The Air Force staff judge advocate reviewed all cases 
far" 1.cqa 1 sufficiency, whereas the Army had no such 
I~e?ViE?W. 

IIn ri,~~ard to marginal performance cases, (I.) the Army 
required the service members' concurrence with the proposed 
discharge, whereas the Air Force did not, and (2) the Army 
did not nc!:~~:.i.fy members of their right to legal counsel 
when ~~~~~~~~~~.L~~ discharges were proposed, whereas the Air 
Force d 1. id. e 

A significant procedural difference in unsuitability 
cases is that the Air Force appoints an evaluation officer 
to review cases i.uvolving airmen in grades E-3 or lower, 
with lefls irhan 1% years of service, instead of offering them 
the opti.on of a board hearing as the Army does. Of the 210 
unsuitabiliry cases we reviewed at Fort Lewis, only 7 exer- 
cised their optj.an to have a board hearing. 

T'he exact impact of these procedural differences on 
processing times is.difficult to determine. Howeverl the 
Air Fori;:e's use of evaluation officers seemed to have the 
mm3t sigghi fi.c:aret impact I Such cases took about 44 days to 
process J compared to 26 for other Air Force unsuitability 
cases-- the same as cases involving conditional waivers--and 
22 for al.1. Army unnuitabil.ity cases not involving board 
hearings * 

As illustrated by the following examples, these procedural 
differences had other effects on case processing times: 

--The appointment of and review by evaluation officers 
accounted for an average of about 19 of the 31 case 
j:jrocreas~!nc~ workdays in 11 unsuitability cases in- 
volv.j.ng :individual evaluation officers. 

---Case processing may have been delayed awaiting the 
results of medical examinations in 36 of 52 Air Force 
marginal performance cases and 28 of their 49 unsuit- 
a.bii.i.t:y -"AStSS* Records indicated these cases were 
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forwarded to the next level in the review process the 
same day the medical examination results were received, 
and the processing clerk stated that these cases 
probably had been held up awaiting results. Medical 
examincltions did not affect time frames for Army 
processing. We did not obtain information regarding 
Navy medical examination procedures or their impact. 

--The Air Force staff judge advocate's review for legal. 
sufficiency required about 5 workdays on the average 
'in 60 Air Force unsuitability cases and about 1 workday 
in 57 marginal performance cases. The. Army and Navy 
had no legal review of these cases. 

--The Air Force's area defense counsel was involved 
in 39 of 99 marginal performance cases (39 percent) 
and in 20 cases their involvement spanned an average 
of 11 workdays in the review process. We did not 
obtain information on the involvement of Army defense 
counsel in marginal performance cases. Howeverr it 
was obviously very limited since it is Army policy 
that all soldiers voluntarily agree to separatian. 
As a result, 4 days on the average were needed to 
approve discharges. We did not -obtain information 
about the Navy legal counsel's involvement in such 
cases. 

Misconduct cases--procedural 
difference and delays -- 

Although the number of misconduct cases we reviewed was 
small, it appeared that significant delays in some Army cases 
were caused by difficulty in arranging for board hearings. 
Also, the Air Force uses evaluation officers for misconduct 
cases instead of offering service members the option of a 
board hearing when the member is being recommended for a 
general or honorable discharge. This again affected the 
processing time. Nine Air Force misconduct cases involving 
evaluation officers were processed in 55 days on the averager 
compared to 33 days for 1.0 cases where the individual waived 
the board hearing and did not have an evaluation officer. Pn 
the Navy, the Unfavorable.Discharge Processing Section spent 
about 17 days (from receipt of complete package to approval) 
to process the misconduct cases in our sample. This time ia 
in addition to time spent by the local commander--60 days 
without a board and 145 days with a board. The time to prsc- 
ess Navy misconduct cases with boards is longer than the other 
services because of apparent difficulty in convening a board 
whenever sailors are deployed on a ship. 
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of either an honorable ar a general discharge ai+ requested 
by the servi.ce member. In an unsuitability cascJ the waiver 
would depend an the receipt of an honorable di.scharge. 

The services said that they adopted the us" .Jf 

conditional waivers to save time and expense when they felt 
the evidence did not justify board proceedings. We recom- 
mended that DOD issue clear policy guidance on the use of 
conditional waivers and monitorits implementation. Although 
DOD has issued guidelines on conditional waiversn each service 
has prepared its own implementing instructions. 

In the cases we reviewed, the Air Force and Navy approved 
canditional waivers in 9 and 1G cases, respectively. The 
Navy processed these discharges in 15 days, compared to 54 
days for other unsuitability cases and 77 days for other mis- 
conduct cases without a board hearing. The Air Force dis- 
charged members with conditional waivers in about 26 days, 
compared to 32 for other unsuitability cases and 44 for other 
misconduct cases without a board hearing. None of the cases 
we reviewed at Fort Lewis involved conditional waivera. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Each of the services processes a large number of discharges 
for adverse reasons. However, the Army, Navy, and Air Force 
have different procedures and, at the locations we visited, 
these contributed to significantly different processing times. 
The Navy's requirement that the Chief of Naval Personnel. review 
and approve discharges for unsuitability and misconduct in- 
creases the processing time, particularly in cases held up 
while local commands correct procedural errors. Another 
procedure-- the Air Force's use of evaluation officers to 
review cases in which a board hearing is not offered--resulted 
in an overall increase in processing time at the location 
we visited. 

Faster processing is important, not only because it could 
result in significant savings in pay and allowances which 
would otherwise be paid to service members awaiting dischar<"qes, 
but because unnecessary delays allow these unproductive and 
potentially disruptive individuals to commit repeated offenses 
and encourage disregard for military authority. One way to 
avoid delays and realize the benefits of faster processing is 
to encour'age the use of conditional waivers where appropriate, 

In our report entitled "Military Discharge Policies and 
Practices Result in Wide Disparities: Congressional Review 
IS Needed" (FPCD-80-13, Jan. 15, 198O), we recommended that 
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the services (1) establish time guidelines for processing 
administrative discharges and (2) give the option of an 
administrative board hearing to members being involuntarily 
separated for adverse reasons and who may receive general 
or under other than honorable conditions discharges. DOD 
stated it agreed with the intent of establishing processing 
time guidelines and would study it further. But, because of 
possible increased costs, it did not agree with our recommen- 
dation to give more service members th,e option of administra- 
tive board hearings. 

Our survey results reinforce our belief that time frames 
for processing discharges, combined with command monitoring, 
would save millions of dollars in pay and allowances to 
members awaiting discharge and to commanders who must spend 
time processing them. Therefore, DOD should give top priority 
to our recommendation for establishing discharge time frames. 
DOD should also reconsider its position on giving more service 
members the option of an administrative discharge board hear- 
ing. As demonstrated by our Army sample, such an option for 
unsuitability cases would not necessarily be more costly 
than the Air Force and the N,avy procedures. Whatever the 
criteria for board eligibility, DOD should insure that it 
is implemented consistently among services. 




