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CHIEF OF NAVAL OPERATIONS
April 6, 2018

The Charge of Command

Ref:	 (a) 10 U.S.C. §5947
	 (b) U.S. Navy Regulations (1990)

Encl:	 (1) ADM Ernest King CINCLANT Serial 053 of January 21, 1941
	 (2) Hobson’s Choice (Wall Street Journal, 1952)

The Privilege of Command
1.	 As a prospective or serving Commander or Commanding Officer, you have been identified as worthy of the privilege 

of command.  The decision to select you for command was not made lightly; you were selected based on your 
demonstrated past performance and the trust and confidence that senior Navy officers have in you to lead Sailors 
under your charge. 

2.	 Command is the foundation upon which our Navy rests.  Authority, responsibility, accountability, and expertise 
are four essential principles at the heart of command.  Effective command is at risk if any of these principles is lacking 
or out of balance.

3.	 You accept the extraordinary responsibility of command with full regard for its consequences.  It is the duty of every 
Commanding Officer to understand his or her authorities and responsibilities prior to assuming command, which are 
clearly laid out in statute and regulations as outlined below. 

The Scope of Command
1.	 “All Commanding Officers and others in authority in the naval service are required to show in themselves a good 

example of virtue, honor, patriotism, and subordination; to be vigilant in inspecting the conduct of all persons who 
are placed under their command; to guard against and suppress all dissolute and immoral practices, and to correct, 
according to the laws and regulations of the Navy, all persons who are guilty of them; and to take all necessary 
and proper measures, under the laws, regulations, and customs of the naval service, to promote and safeguard the 
morale, the physical well-being, and the general welfare of the officers and enlisted persons under their command or 
charge.” (Ref (a))

2.	 “Commanders shall be responsible for the satisfactory accomplishment of the mission and duties assigned to their 
commands.  Their authority shall be commensurate with their responsibilities.  Normally, commanders shall exercise 
authority through their immediate subordinate commanders.” (Ref (b), Paragraph 0702)

3.	 “The responsibility of the Commanding Officer for his or her command is absolute, except when, and to the 
extent to which, he or she has been relieved therefrom by competent authority, or as provided otherwise in these 
regulations.  The authority of the Commanding Officer is commensurate with his or her responsibility.  While the 
Commanding Officer may, at his or her discretion, and when not contrary to law or regulations, delegate authority to 
subordinates for the execution of details, such delegation of authority shall in no way relieve the commanding officer 
of continued responsibility for the safety, well-being and efficiency of the entire command.” (Ref (b), Paragraph 0802)

The Standards of Command
1.	 There are two standards to measure officers in command.  The first is the standard for criminal behavior, which 

should be well known to you.  The second — and higher standard — is trust and confidence, both with the American 
people we are sworn to protect and across all levels of the chain-of-command.

2.	 A Commander’s competence and character lead to trust and confidence.  Commanders can only feel 
comfortable delegating their authority — sending subordinate Commanding Officers and their teams over the 
horizon and into harm’s way — with the knowledge that those CO’s are both technically competent and share their 
values.  If so, their teams will win — performing at or near their theoretical limits — and they will always come back 
stronger than when they left. 

3.	 Trust and confidence are the two coins of the realm that enable decentralized command and operations at sea; they 
are the key to our effectiveness as a force.  Work hard to build and guard trust and confidence.
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