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Summary

In recent years, the Seabee community has become increasingly con-
cerned about its ability to recruit and retain skilled enlisted person-
nel. Some contend that the Seabees’ expanded mission, which
includes a host of peacekeeping and humanitarian efforts, and hectic
deployment schedule have further exacerbated shortfalls caused by a
strong economic environment. There is also concern that additional
compensation provided to Seabees for arduous working conditions is
insufficient, particularly when compared to pay received by other
deployed enlisted personnel. And some believe that recent sea pay
increases for the sea-going ratings will likely worsen the Seabees’ com-
parative recruiting, retention, and manning position.

In response to these concerns, the Chief of Civil Engineers asked the
Center for Naval Analyses (CNA) to assess the need for an additional
Seabee compensation. To accomplish this task, we first compared the
Seabees’ relative recruiting, retention, and manning climate to that
of several comparison groups.!

Our assessment of the recruiting climate found that:

* The Seabee recruiting climate is comparable to that for other
similar groups. But because the Seabee force was cut by a rela-
tively smaller amount during the military drawdown, the Sea-
bees have had to compete for a larger share of recruits in the
post-drawdown era.

* The quality of new Seabee recruits (as measured by high school
degree status and test scores) has decreased relative to several
of our comparison groups in recent years, although their

1. These groups are Hull, Mechanical, and Electrical (HME), Surface
Engineering (SE), and Aviation (AV). See appendix A for a full descrip-
tion of these groups.



quality seems to be improving relative to that of all new Navy
recruits. However, relative increases in boot camp attrition sug-
gest that unobserved quality (that not measurable by degree
status or test scores) may be worsening.

Our examination of the retention climate, which includes both attri-
tion and reenlistment, determined that:

e Seabee attrition from sea duty in zone A (those with 0 to 6 years
of service) is relatively higher than that experienced by our
comparison groups. This trend persists even when Naval
Mobile Construction Battalion (NMCB) personnel are com-
pared only to their shipboard counterparts.

* In zone B (those with 7 to 10 years of service), Seabee attrition
from shore duty (perhaps due to an anticipated return to sea)
recently has risen.

* In terms of reenlistment, Seabees fare relatively well as com-
pared to our other groups.

* Relatively higher Seabee reenlistment rates minimize the
adverse effects of higher observed attrition rates. Seabees are at
relatively low risk of experiencing a seniority shortfall within
the next 20 years due to retirements from the force.

Finally, our examination of the manning climate found that:

* Seabee sea manning—even of NMCBs—is adequate and overall
levels surpass those experienced by our comparison groups.
Manning of non-occupational field 13 (non-OF-13) Seabee bil-
lets (for example, Mess Management Specialist and Store
Keeper billets within NMCBs) also closely tracks levels for simi-
lar shipboard billets.

* Seabees have realized some sea shortfalls by rating and pay-
grade—with notable deficiencies in mid- and senior-grade
manning levels. These deficiencies are similar to those experi-
enced by the two comparison groups that have personnel who
serve on ships and earn sea pay during their sea duty.

* Seabee shore manning levels also fall below authorized levels.



Drawing this information together, we find substantial similarities
among the recruiting, retention, and manning environments of Sea-
bees and our comparison groups. In some cases—particularly in
terms of sea duty attrition—Seabees suffer from relatively worse con-
ditions. And, most important, Seabees suffer from similar mid- and
senior-grade manning shortfalls as our sea-going comparison groups.
This finding suggests that recent measures that provide additional
pay to sea-going personnel without providing a comparably sized
amount to Seabees could worsen the Seabee community’s relative
standing. In analyzing a pay “fix” similar in size to the enhanced sea
pay “fix” given to sea-going personnel, we estimate a Seabee compen-
sation of approximately $4.3 million annually, assuming eligibility for
such pay is extended to all Seabees (both OF-13s and non-OF-13s) in
NMCBs. Estimates rise if pay is extended to all enlisted Naval Con-
struction Force (NCF) personnel.

In addition to these efficiency justifications, new Seabee compensa-
tion can also be justified on equity grounds. The Seabees’ rigorous
deployment schedule, the inadequacy of current deployment-related
pays, and Seabees’ ineligibility for meals per diem all indicate that a
new pay could raise satisfaction levels among the Seabee force. In
some cases, non-monetary fixes (for example, allowing non-OF-13s’
sea duty counters to advance during attachment to NCF units, even if
they do not receive sea pay) also could improve Seabee satisfaction.

Finally, there are several feasible structures for a new Seabee compen-
sation. Although a sea-pay equivalent pay might be most effective, cre-
ation of such a pay may be hindered by political obstacles. A good
second-best, short-term strategy could be to increase the amount of
per diem (either through the meals or incidental expenses rate) avail-
able to Seabees. Such a move could do much to improve the equity
standing of enlisted Seabees, but may not improve efficiency condi-
tions. As such, a distribution incentive pay, coupled with a targeted
Selective Reenlistment Bonus (SRB), could be instituted in the
longer run. This approach would allow the services to build on exist-
ing successes in designing new pays that are as flexible and integrated
as possible.






Introduction

The only trouble with the Seabees is that we don’t have
enough of them.

—General Douglas MacArthur [1]

Established during World War 11 and popularized by a wartime-era
John Wayne movie, “Seabees” are enlisted Navy personnel assigned to
Naval Construction Force units.? Seabees are responsible for a variety
of tasks, including construction of advance bases, roads, bridges, air-
strips, and buildings, as well as maintenance work at overseas bases.
Because they must additionally serve as a fighting force, Seabees are
also trained in combat tactics and weaponry.

Active-duty Seabees are organized into Naval Mobile Construction
Battalions (NMCBs), Amphibious Construction Battalions (ACBs),
Underwater Construction Teams (UCTs), or Construction Battalion
Units (CBUs), and typically operate as self-sufficient units. As such,
they deploy with enlisted personnel from a variety of other ratings,
including Mess Management Specialists (MSs), Dental Technicians
(DTs), and Personnelmen (PNs).3

Because of the nature of the Seabees’ task, work usually takes place in
remote, and often harsh, environments.* In addition to coping with
difficult work environments, Seabees also face a sometimes grueling
deployment schedule. Unlike most of their counterparts in other rat-
ings, Seabees are currently exempted from PERSTEMPO rules
regarding deployment lengths and deployment turn-around ratios.

2. See appendix B for an analysis of Seabees’ demographic data.

3. These Seabees in non-construction ratings will be referred to as “non-
OF-13 Seabees” or “non-OF-13s” for short in what follows.

4. For example, Seabee details have ranged from advance base construc-
tion in Vietnam during wartime to the construction of expansive fleet
support facilities in Diego Garcia during peacetime.

5. See OPNAV instruction 3000.13B.



Outline

As such, the current pace of Seabee deployments is 6 months
deployed, 10 months in home port—a change from the 7 months
deployed, 7 months in home port cycle that was in place prior to FY02

[2].

In recent years, the Seabee community has become increasingly con-
cerned about its ability to recruit and retain skilled enlisted person-
nel. Several factors contribute to this concern: the Seabees’ expanded
mission, their hectic deployment schedule, and the perception that
they receive insufficient amounts of deployment-related compensa-
tion. Because of these concerns, the Chief of Civil Engineers asked
the Center for Naval Analyses (CNA) to analyze Seabee compensa-
tion. This paper documents this effort.

For the purposes of our analysis, we focus attention on occupational
field 13 (OF-13) Seabees in seven ratings: Builder (BU), Construction
Electrician (CE), Construction Mechanic (CM), Engineering Aide
(EA), Equipment Operator (EO), Steelworker (SW), and Utilities-
man (UT). Those at the E-9 level are compressed into three other rat-
ings: Utilitiesman (UC), which is a consolidation of those in the CE
and UT ratings; Equipmentman (EQ), which is a consolidation of
those in the CM and EO ratings; and Constructionman (CU), which
is a consolidation of those in the BU, EA, and SW ratings.®

First, we examine the Seabee recruiting environment.” We will study
the quantity and quality of Seabee recruits over time, and will com-
pare the Seabees’ recruiting climate to that of other similar enlisted
groups.

Next, we will analyze Seabee retention data, including fleet attrition
rates and reenlistment rates. We focus on zone B (those with 7 to 10

6. To maintain a more homogenous analysis group, we exclude unrated
Seabee constructionmen, CNs, and those with a diver, EOD, or SEAL
NECs from our sample.

7. To facilitate comparisons over time, we examine data over the late 1980s
to 2001 time frame.



years of service) reenlistment rates, which are of particular concern to
some because they are reported to have fallen sharply in recent years.
As a means of comparison, we will contrast the Seabee retention cli-
mate with that of several enlisted comparison groups.

We will also assess the Seabee manning climate, both at shore and at
sea. As the relative surplus of senior personnel created by the military
drawdown dwindles, there is concern that personnel are being pro-
moted more quickly to fill vacant senior billets—meeting current
manning needs at the expense of future ones. In addition, smaller
cohort sizes over time could result in a smaller supply of qualified
future personnel even if recruiting, retention, and attrition rates were
to remain constant.

Finally, we will examine the nature of Seabees’ deployments and away
time and will compare their deployment-related compensation with
compensation received by similar enlisted personnel. Recent sea pay
increases will also be taken into account. After reviewing these data, we
will determine what compensation changes are needed to maintain
the readiness of both today’s and tomorrow’s Seabee force.






Recruiting environment

In this section, we examine the Seabee recruiting environment to
assess whether there have been any significant changes in either the
guantity or quality of new Seabees over time, and, if so, how these
changes compare to those experienced by similar enlisted groups.®

Number of new recruits

Figure 1 shows the number of new recruits within the Seabees and
our comparison groups. The number of new Seabees (as determined
by the fiscal year in which a Sailor first gets a Seabee rating) increased
significantly prior to the drawdown, peaking at over 1,500. Over the
course of the drawdown, the number of new Seabees fell by about 43
percent, reached a low in FY98 when the Navy first missed its annual
accession goal, and has increased since that time. Today, the number
of new Seabees stands 26 percent below its pre-drawdown peak.

Although the HME and SE groups have a much larger base popula-
tion, it is useful to compare their pattern of growth and decline over
time to that of the Seabees. Although both groups experienced
declines over the course of the drawdown, their pattern of decline is
more pronounced than that experienced by the Seabees. The
number of new Sailors in our HME and SE groups also peaked prior
to the drawdown, but then decreased dramatically. The population
now stands at about 4,300—62 percent below its pre-drawdown peak.

The AV group, which is only about twice the size as the Seabee group,
also experienced more pronounced new Sailor decreases over the
drawdown. Although both populations peaked prior to the draw-
down (around FY89) and fell to a post-drawdown low in FY95, drops
among the AV population were much more severe.

8. These groups are Hull, Mechanical, and Electrical; Surface Engineer-
ing; and Aviation. See appendix A for a full description of these groups.



Figure 1. Seabee drawdown-induced accession decreases relatively
smaller than for comparison groupsa'b
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a. Source: CNA tabulations of Enlisted Master Record data.
b. Note: FY01 data not yet available for HME/SE groups.

Smaller Seabee assession cuts have several important implications. To
a degree, they indicate that the Seabee force did not have a lot of
extra personnel to cut during the drawdown, since it was already quite
small. Yet, size cannot be the only factor, since the AV group’s asses-
sions fell significantly despite its relatively small size. Thus, the Seabee
community may have already been at a minimum level needed for
mission accomplishment. Differences between these communities’
relative cuts may indicate that the Seabee community has had to con-
tinue substantial recruiting efforts even in the post-drawdown era.

Quality of new recruits

Assessing the Seabee recruiting environment also requires an exami-
nation of how new Seabee quality has changed over time, and how
changes compare with those experienced by other enlisted groups.

New Seabee quality peaked toward the end of the drawdown, when
almost 64 percent of newly rated Seabees were A cells and relatively

10



small shares were non-graduates (B cells and D cells). The share of
new Seabees that are A cells has decreased by 27 percent since, while
the non-graduate share has increased. This increase in non-graduate
recruits is the likely cause of some concern in the Seabee community.

Figure 2. Similar quality of new sailors in comparison groups""'b
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a. Source: CNA tabulations of EMR data.
b. Note: FY01 data for the HME and SE groups not yet available due to lagged values.

To put these changes in context, figure 2 charts the share of Seabee
A cell recruits against those for the HME, SE, and AV groups.
Changes in Seabee recruit quality have closely tracked those experi-
enced by the other groups (particularly the HME and SE groups)
over time—indicative of similar recruiting environments. However,
figure 3 shows that concern in the Seabee community about a down-
turn in the recruiting environment may be due to the rising relative
share of B cell recruits. In FY92, the Seabee B cell share was the lowest
of all four groups. Since FY98, however, the Seabee B cell share has
surpassed both the HME and SE groups’ shares. Despite this increase,
the Seabee B cell share still remains well below that of the AV group.

11
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Figure 3. Share of new Seabee B cells up recently""'b
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a. Source: CNA tabulations of EMR data.
b. Note: FY01 data for the HME and SE groups not yet available due to lagged values.

To examine these changes more closely, we compare Seabee recruit
quality to that of all new Navy recruits over time (figure 4). We see
that although new Seabee quality (as measured by the share of A cell
recruits) fell below that of all new Navy recruits over this time period,
the quality difference has diminished in recent years. In fact, new
Navy and Seabee recruits had very similar quality in FYOL1.

This information can be combined with Recruit Training Center
(RTC) losses over time. As figure 5 shows, Seabee RTC attrition has
remained below Navy-wide attrition since the early 1990s.° In the last
several years, however, the rate of Seabee boot camp losses has
climbed above the all-Navy rate, despite relative improvements in
Seabee recruit quality over the period. Because boot camp attrition is
linked to recruit quality, this may indicate that the unobserved quality
of new Seabee recruits recently has begun to deteriorate.

9. Although contrasting Seabee boot camp attrition with that experienced
by the HME, SE, and AV groups would be optimal, we cannot make this
comparison due to our inability to identify comparison group members
before they have reached the fleet.



Figure 4. Quality of new Seabees as compared to all new Navy sailors?
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Figure 5. RTC attrition: Are new Seabees showing trend toward lower
quality?2P
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Recruiting environment summary

14

In summary, we find that the Seabee recruiting climate is comparable
to that for our HME, SE, and AV groups. Seabee accessions are down
from their pre-drawdown peak, but not to as great an extent as within
our comparison groups. This difference may indicate that the Seabee
community has had to continue substantial recruiting efforts even in
the post-drawdown era.

In terms of recruit quality, we find that new Seabee quality has
decreased relative to the HME and SE groups in the past several years.
Although the measurable quality of new Seabee recruits relative to all
Navy seems to be improving, relative increases in boot camp attrition
suggest that unobserved quality may be worsening.



Retention environment

Attrition

We now examine the Seabee retention environment, which includes
fleet attrition and reenlistment.1? Specifically, we investigate whether
reenlistment rates have declined over time, and how any changes in the
Seabee retention environment compare with those experienced by our
selected comparison groups.t? In appendix C, we create an inventory
aging model to project whether current Seabee continuation rates will
present a problem as the relative surplus of senior personnel created
during the drawdown starts to dwindle due to retirements.

Fleet attrition (which excludes losses at the end of obligated service) is
also a concern to the Seabee community. Determining when in the sea/
shore rotation attrites occur is of particular interest. For example, if a
sea tour is especially unpleasant, we may observe higher attrition for
those sailors compared with members of our comparison groups.

Enlisted Navy personnel typically spend their first tour at sea, followed
by a second tour at shore. As such, we first examine fleet attrition rates
from sea duty for those in zone A (those with 0 to 6 years of service). As
figure 6 shows, Seabee zone A sea duty attrition is higher than rates for
our comparison groups over much of the time period. In FY0O, the
Seabee zone A sea duty attrition rate outpaced rates for all three com-
parison groups. This finding may indicate a problem with the relative
attractiveness of a Seabee sea tour.

10. Inwhat follows, we use the Navy’s new reenlistment definition. We believe
this measure to be more accurate in capturing behavior than retention,
which includes attrition, and the old reenlistment definition, which
excluded those classified as ineligible for reenlistment.

11. We also hoped to analyze attrition and reenlistment data for non-OF-13s,
but were unable to do so due to very small sample sizes.

15



Reenlistment
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Figure 6. Zone A fleet attrition from sea duty higher for Seabees?P
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a. Source: CNA tabulations of EMR data.
b. Note: FYO1 data not yet available.

Because individuals on sea duty may not necessarily be attached to a
ship, we also compare Seabees on NMCB sea duty to individuals in the
comparison groups who served their sea duty assigned to ships/
squadrons. However, we find little difference in the attrition trend for
the broader group and for this more select group of individuals.

Next, we examine fleet attrition rates from shore duty for those in
zone B. Here, we observe that Seabee rates tracked below those of all
our comparison groups over most of the period (figure 7). In the last
several years, however, zone B fleet attrition from shore duty has
risen—surpassing rates for all three of the comparison groups in both
FY99 and FY00. This trend may warrant some concern since many
Seabees are at shore during these service years.

Reenlistment rates also provide a useful indicator of the retention cli-
mate, since they reflect the willingness of enlisted Seabees to stay in
the Navy. As figure 8 shows, Seabee reenlistment rates in zone A are



Figure 7. Zone B fleet attrition from shore duty also worseninga"b

10

z

o

g 8

c

[

S

2 6

c

S

= 4-%

©

@ L N

2 1® ¥

& 2 ]
0 T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T
O © A D D DD DD > PP R DD ®
) > > > > ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) Q
AR AR R AR R A A R A MR AR AR AR AR AR AR AR

Fiscal year
Seabee —&— HME ——SE AV

a. Source: CNA tabulations of EMR data.
b. Note: FY01 data not yet available.

Figure 8. Seabee zone A reenlistment beats comparison groups’®
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actually higher than those for all selected comparison groups over
most of the time period examined. This finding suggests that Seabee
reenlistment rates are relatively good for those with 0 to 6 years of ser-
vice. This could also reflect the fact that those who currently receive
sea pay during their sea tours find reenlistment to shore duty rela-
tively less attractive. However, in zone B, the Seabee reenlistment rate
is more in line with those of the comparison groups—falling over the
course of the drawdown and then recovering (figure 9). Because Sea-
bees typically reenlist for their second sea tour after 8 years of service,
the reported reenlistment rate includes this decision point.12

Figure 9. Seabee zone B reenlistment on par with comparison groups’?
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12. We also examined whether an anticipated return to (or continuation
of) sea duty affects Seabee reenlistment behavior, by analyzing data for
full-duty individuals who would be spending at least 12 of the next 24
months at sea. We found that, despite concern, there is little evidence
that Seabees reenlist for sea duty at lower rates than typically occur
within the comparison groups.



Putting attrition and reenlistment together

These data indicate that—in relation to our comparison groups—
Seabees are experiencing relatively higher fleet attrition from sea
duty coupled with relatively higher reenlistment rates. Taken
together, these findings may suggest that fleet attrition from sea duty
is concentrated among lower quality individuals, leaving a higher
guality pool of those eligible for reenlistment.

To assess which effect—higher attrition or higher reenlistment—dom-
inates, we examine 5-year survival rates of enlisted cohorts. These data
allow us to determine the combined effect of attrition and reenlist-
ment on cohort size over time. As figure 10 shows, Seabee survival rates
are relatively higher than those observed within our comparison
groups. This suggests that relatively higher Seabee reenlistment rates
outweigh the community’s relatively worse attrition standing.

Figure 10. Putting attrition and reenlistment together: 5-year survival
rates across zone A?
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Finally, in appendix C, we assess how these attrition and reenlistment
trends will affect the development of the future Seabee force. Our
results suggest that—unlike our comparison groups—the Seabee
force is not facing imminent shortfalls of senior personnel due to
aging and retirements in the force.

Retention environment summary

20

We find that Seabee attrition rates—particularly from sea duty in
zone A—are relatively higher than those experienced by our compar-
ison groups. This trend persists even if NMCB personnel are com-
pared just to their shipboard counterparts. In zone B, Seabees have
experienced relative increases in shore duty attrition over the last sev-
eral years. It remains to be seen whether this is a short-term anomaly
or indicative of a new trend.

In terms of reenlistment, the Seabees fare well relative to our compar-
ison groups. Zone A reenlistment rates exceed those for all three
other groups, and zone B reenlistment rates are similar to those expe-
rienced by the other communities. Since zone A reenlistments are
more likely to coincide with a rotation to shore, the zone A result may
indicate that shore duty is relatively less attractive within our sea-
going comparison groups since it entails a consequent loss in sea pay.
When reenlistment to sea duty is tabulated separately, Seabee rates
are comparable to those in the HME, SE, and AV groups.

Pulling this information together, we find that relatively higher
Seabee reenlistment rates minimize the adverse effects of higher
observed attrition rates.



Manning environment

We now consider the Seabee manning environment. We first assess
whether Seabee sea billets (especially those with NMCBs) are cur-
rently undermanned, and—if so—whether this situation has wors-
ened over time. We find that Seabee sea manning has not
experienced a recent downturn as some have feared. In fact, it stood
at 99.7 percent in FYO1. Focusing on just NMCB manning, we find a
similar trend; NMCB sea manning topped 100 percent in FYO1. It
should be noted, however, that manning levels are down from the sus-
tained high levels experienced during the late 1980s, perhaps contrib-
uting to anxiety about current manning levels.

An analysis of manning levels by rating shows that current sea man-
ning levels vary by Seabee rating (figure 11). About half of the Seabee
ratings are currently overmanned, whereas three ratings (CM, EO,
and UT) are undermanned. Two of the undermanned ratings, CM
and EO, are relatively large, which could be a cause for some concern.

Despite falling levels over time, Seabee sea manning looks quite favor-
able compared to that of other groups. As figure 12 shows, NMCB sea
manning surpasses shipboard manning levels for our comparison
groups, and has done so for most of the FY87-FYO1 period.

It is also telling, however, to examine sea manning levels by paygrade.
Here we find sustained mid- and senior-grade enlisted sea manning
shortfalls in NMCBs (figure 13). This pattern is mirrored in data on
most individual Seabee ratings.1® These deficiencies suggest that con-
cern within the Seabee community about the stock of mid- and senior-
grade petty officers may be warranted.

It is important, however, to establish whether these shortfalls are
indicative of a problem only within the Seabee community or whether

13. Only the CE, EA, and UT ratings have been close to fully manned at sea
in the mid- and senior-grades over the last several years.
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Figure 11. Current sea manning varies by Seabee ratinga"b
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a. Source: CNA tabulations of EMR and billet file data.
b. Note: CU, EQ, and UC omitted due to small sample sizes.

Figure 12. NMCB manning surpasses ship/squadron manning levels?
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Figure 13. Mid- and senior-grade NMCB sea shortfalls persist?
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a. Source: CNA tabulations of EMR and billet file data.

they affect other similar communities. To put these paygrade short-
falls in context, we contrast them with shipboard sea manning levels
for our comparison groups. As figure 14 shows, the HME and SE com-
parison groups are also experiencing mid- and senior-grade person-
nel sea shortfalls. However, as figure 15 shows, the AV group currently
has no such mid- and senior-grade shortfall, but does lack adequate
numbers of junior personnel. Thus, it appears that all examined com-
munities are suffering from some sea shortfalls. Although junior per-
sonnel shortfalls can be remedied with increased recruiting, mid- and
senior-grade shortfalls are more difficult to solve. These shortfalls
must be addressed to ensure the readiness of the future force.

Some suggest that NMCB sea manning statistics are misleading
because recruiters and detailers must often go to great lengths to
ensure that NMCBs deploy fully manned. Although we cannot mea-
sure the extent of these efforts, we can assess whether Seabee shore
manning levels are being compromised to meet at-sea manning
requirements. Figure 16 tracks Seabee shore manning levels over the
FY87-01 period. We find that shore manning levels have fallen since
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Figure 14. Ship/squadron sea manning in HME/SE groups also shows
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Figure 15. Ship/squadron sea manning in AV group shows junior-grade
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the beginning of the military drawdown in the early 1990s, perhaps
suggestive of such a manning tradeoff.14

Figure 16. Seabee shore manning down slightly from pre-drawdown
level?
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a. Source: CNA tabulations of EMR and billet file data.

Shore undermanning is even more striking within Seabee ratings. As
figure 17 shows, shore billets were undermanned in all OF-13 ratings
in FYO1.

As a final step of our manning analysis, we consider whether non-OF-
13 billets within NMCBs are more difficult to fill than those aboard
ships.1® As figure 18 shows, shipboard and NMCB sea manning levels
for the largest non-OF-13 rating, MS, track quite closely over time—

14. We are unable to assess shore manning levels within our comparison
groups because Sailors both within and not within our comparison
groups can fill many shore billets.

15. As noted earlier, we could not complete an analysis of the retention
environment for these personnel due to small sample sizes.
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showing less than a 5-percentage-point difference since the 1990s.
Analysis of the SK group shows a similar trend.

Figure 17. All Seabee ratings currently undermanned at shore, FYo12Pb
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a. Source: CNA tabulations of EMR and billet file data.
b. Note: CU, EQ, and UC omitted due to small sample sizes.

Manning environment summary
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To summarize, we find that Seabee sea manning—even of NMCBs—
is adequate and surpasses levels experienced by our comparison
groups. Non-OF-13 manning also closely tracks levels for similar ship-
board billets. The Seabees have, however, realized some sea under-
manning by rating, and sustained shore manning shortfalls. Finally,
Seabees have experienced sustained mid- and senior-grade sea man-
ning shortfalls. The HME and SE groups have realized similar short-
falls, but the AV group has not experienced such manning
deficiencies. As we see in the next section, this difference in manning
climates is important, particularly in light of recent sea pay increases.



Figure 18. MS manning for ships and NMCBs track closely?
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Assessing the efficiency of Seabee
compensation

So far, we have examined the recruiting, retention, and manning cli-
mate for Seabees and our selected comparison groups. For the most
part, we find similarities in their relative situations—particularly
among the Seabee, HME, and SE groups. Given these similarities,
recent efforts to correct observed at-sea retention and manning prob-
lems through enhanced sea pay deserve attention.

In what follows, we examine the motivation behind recent sea pay
enhancements and assess how these changes could affect the Seabee
community’s relative recruiting, retention, and manning climate. We
then estimate the size of a similar compensation “fix” for the prob-
lems facing the Seabee community, and determine how such a “fix”
could be distributed.

Goals of sea pays and sea pay reform

First instituted in 1835, Career Sea Pay (CSP) is one of the military’s
oldest special pays.16 It was originally designed to compensate Sailors
for arduous duty, family separation, difficult living conditions, and
other factors associated with duty afloat. Although these were CSP’s
primary goals, the Navy has long recognized its role in helping to ful-
fill at-sea manning, retention, and distribution needs [3].

Established in 1981, the Career Sea Pay Premium (CSPP) rewards
those remaining on long sea tours. Because eligible Sailors are typi-
cally close to their first reenlistment point when they begin collecting
the premium, it is also an incentive to reenlist into sea duty.

16. Appendix D describes prescribed sea pay amounts and current eligibil-
ity rules.
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By instituting enhanced sea pay effective October 1, 2001, the Navy
fundamentally restructured its sea pay programs to address adverse
fleet recruiting, retention, and manning conditions. As the Office of
the Chief of Naval Operations stated:

Career sea pay reform is intended to provide [the] Navy
with a flexible and targeted tool to provide the incentive
required to improve seaZshore balance, increase retention,
reduce crew turnover and improve overall fleet readi-
ness.... It is also designed to recognize and reward the ardu-
ous nature of sea duty [4].

As described in appendix D, there is good evidence that sea pay
changes can improve these measures of fleet readiness.

Implications for the Seabee force

30

Seabee recruiting, retention, and manning

Enhanced sea pay will do much to improve the recruitment, reten-
tion, and manning environment for several of our chosen compari-
son groups (particularly the HME and SE groups). As such, enhanced
sea pay will provide a “fix” for the problems facing our comparison
groups, but will not improve conditions for those in the Seabee com-
munity. Given the reported similarities in these groups’ recruiting,
retention, and manning environments, this change is likely to
prompt a future deterioration in the Seabees’ relative standing.
Because some Seabee indicators (such as fleet attrition from sea duty)
have already lagged in recent years, the move could have serious
implications for the viability of the future Seabee force.

Estimating the size and distribution of the Seabee pay “fix”

To keep the implementation of enhanced sea pay from worsening the
Seabees’ relative recruiting, retention, and manning environments,
Seabee compensation must also rise. Combining FYO1 EMR data on
Seabees’ sea service with information from the old and enhanced sea
pay tables, we estimate Seabees’ sea pay receipt—if OF-13s in NMCBs
were eligible to receive sea pay over the entire course of their sea



tours.L” We take the difference between these old and enhanced sea
pay totals to estimate the size and distribution of a similarly sized
Seabee pay “fix.”

Figure 19 shows Seabees’ estimated receipt of sea pays (under the old
sea pay tables) if OF-13s in NMCBs were eligible to receive such pays
over the course of their sea tours. Seabees would receive an estimated
$6.8 million in sea pays, spread across eligible E-4s to E-95.18In figure
20, we estimate the same number under the enhanced sea pay provi-
sions. Receipt rises to $10.3 million, with newly eligible E-1-E-3s
receiving about 16 percent of total payments.1®

Figure 19. Cost under old sea pays, if NMCBs were eligible?
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a. Source: CNA tabulations of EMR data.

17. Under current eligibility rules, we estimate that OF-13s receive only
$87,338 in sea pays under old sea pay, and $145,550 under enhanced sea
pay. These amounts are subtracted from our final estimates so that the
amounts reported indicate additional sea pay receipt.

18. Including non-OF-13s in NMCBs in this estimate increases it to $8.3 mil-
lion; also including all UCT personnel raises this figure to $8.5 million.

19. Including non-OF-13s in NMCBs increases this estimate to $12.6 mil-
lion; also including all UCT personnel raises this figure to $12.8 million.
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Figure 20. Cost under enhanced sea pay, if NMCBs were eligiblea"b
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a. Estimated amount received = $10.3 million.
b. Source: CNA tabulations of EMR data.

Differencing these amounts, we estimate a $3.5 million pay “fix” for
OF-13 Seabees in NMCBs.2° Almost 30 percent of this total would go
to those in the E-4 paygrade. If compensation increases are targeted
to those in the mid- to upper paygrades (where Seabees have experi-
enced sustained sea manning shortfalls), the total amount of the pay
“fix” falls to $2.4 million.?! Table 1 summarizes these results.

We then examine how this “fix” would increase a Seabee’s career pay.
Combining average deployment length data with conservative pro-
motion rate assumptions, we estimate this “fix” would add an addi-
tional $9,355 to a Seabee’s pay over a 20-year career. As appendix D
notes, however, sea pay is quite effective in encouraging sea tour
extensions. As such, it is likely that the type of compensation “fix”
described above would prompt the same response. If Seabees

20. Including non-OF-13s in this estimate increases this “fix” to $4.3 mil-
lion.

21. The pay “fix” rises to $2.9 million if all Seabees in NMCBs are included.



Table 1. Sizing a Seabee compensation based on the Seabee pay “fix”2

Seabee pay
“fix” for
Seabeepay  mid- and
Old sea Enhanced  “fix” for all senior-
Seabee group paysb sea pays°® grades grades
OF-13sin $6.8M $10.3M $3.5M $2.4M
NMCBs
All Seabees in $8.3M $12.6M $4.3M $2.9M
NMCBs
All Seabees in $8.5M $12.8M $4.3M $2.9M
NMCBs and
UCTs

a. Note: Based on FY0Q1 patterns of Seabee sea duty, reported in millions of dollars.
b. Estimated amount if Seabees were eligible to receive sea pays.
c. Estimated amount if Seabees were eligible to receive sea pays.

extended their first sea tours due to the incentive effect of the pay
“fix,” they could earn an additional $12,390 over a career.

Efficiency of Seabee compensation summary

Given similarities in the Seabee, HME, SE, and AV groups’ recruiting,
retention, and manning environments, to provide sea-going person-
nel with additional pay (through sea pay reform) without providing
Seabees with a comparably sized amount could worsen the Seabee
community’s relative standing. The cost of this “fix,” which is $3.5 mil-
lion (if applied just to OF-13s in NMCBs) and $4.3 million annually
(if extended to non-OF-13s in NMCBSs), is relatively modest com-
pared to the potential costs of enhanced sea pay ($10.3 million to
$12.8 million annually) if eligibility for such pay was extended to Sea-
bees. This amount also seems relatively small when compared to the
almost $93 million of estimated cost for E4 to E9 personnel due to the
recent sea pay enhancement [3].
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Examining the equity of Seabee compensation

In addition to examining the efficiency of an additional Seabee com-
pensation, it is also important to consider whether such a pay is justi-
fied on equity grounds. In discussions, Seabee community members
raise several equity concerns—including the perceived inadequacy of
deployment compensation, disincentive effects for non-OF-13s, and
Seabees’ ineligibility for some per diem pay.

Frequency, length, and rigor of Seabee deployments

The Seabee force is unique in the way in which it is organized and
deployed. As a non-garrison expeditionary force, Seabees have histor-
ically gone on longer and more frequent deployments than their
shipboard counterparts. For example, PERSTEMPO rules limit ship
deployment cycles to 6 months at sea followed by 12 months in home
port, whereas the Seabees’ cycle has typically been 7 months away fol-
lowed by 7 months in home port. Due to a recent change, the cycle is
6 months deployed, 10 months in home port as of FY02 [2].

Seabees also deploy to a variety of locations, some of which can entail
very harsh living conditions. Although a Seabee battalion may deploy
to Rota, Spain, smaller details are then sent out from this location to
other, potentially more remote locations. For example, NMCB 3 sent
details to Albania and Latvia during its 1999 deployment cycle. Battal-
ions can send out between 8 to 10 of these smaller details annua