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Command Succession
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AUTHORITY :
 AFI 51-604, Appointment to and Assumption of Command (1 Oct 00); AFI 33-328, Administrative Orders (1 Feb 99); United States v. Jette, 25 M.J. 16 (C.M.A. 1987).

INTRODUCTION

The subject of command succession usually arises in the context of the Commander’s function as the command authority in the Wing or Group. During the temporary absence of the command authority, normally business continues as usual in the Commander’s name. However, when the need for formal command authority action arises, apart from temporary absence, there must be a properly authorized Commander to act as the command authority. There are two ways an officer can succeed to command: ASSUMPTION and APPOINTMENT.

ASSUMPTION OF COMMAND

Assumption of command is a unilateral act by the senior eligible officer authorized to assume command in the event of a prolonged absence of the Commander. Absence or disability of the Commander for short periods does not incapacitate that Commander from discharging functions of command and, except under unusual circumstances, does not warrant assumption of command by another officer.

The Commander’s designated representative continues to act for the Commander in the Commander’s name as is routinely done when the Commander is present, unless the duties to be performed are non‑delegable. AFI 51-604 underscores that certain duties cannot be delegated. For example, duties specifically imposed on Commanders by law, such as those in the UCMJ, in state Codes of Military Justice, appropriations acts and other statutory provisions; duties by direction of higher headquarters; and duties of evident importance or arising in special existing local conditions.

Assumption, therefore, depends upon the types of decisions required to be made in the Commander’s absence. Day‑to‑day operation of the unit may continue without formal transfers of command, especially where the Commander can be contacted by telephone or message. Some matters can wait until the Commander returns.

The person assuming command must always be the senior eligible officer assigned to the unit and present for duty. AFR 51-604 clarifies that an officer may assume command only of an organization to which that officer is assigned by competent authority. Assignment to a subordinate organization is an assignment to all superior organizations having the subordinate organization as a component.

AFI 33-328 defines how orders should be published. Appointment and assumption of command must be done through G series orders that follow the mandates of AFI 51-604. 

Officers must be eligible to assume command under AFI 51-604. For example, Chaplains cannot exercise command and JAs can generally do so only if authorized by TJAG.

Vice Commanders and Deputy Commanders, when acting as such, are staff officers. The authority of staff officers is limited to assisting the Commander through planning, investigating and recommending action. However, staff officers assigned to the organization are eligible to assume command.

Assumption of command can be temporary or permanent, but is normally temporary. It must be by published orders. When the assumption is temporary, upon the return of the senior Commander, that Commander is re‑vested with command authority and no new orders are necessary for that re‑vesting of authority.

APPOINTMENT TO COMMAND

Appointments to command must always be authorized by higher authority. For example, Group Commanders cannot replace themselves; the action must be elevated to the next higher level of command.

Appointments to command may be temporary or permanent. This permits appointment of an officer junior in rank (not grade) to other eligible assigned officers during a temporary absence of the regularly assigned Commander. Upon return of the regularly assigned Commander, no new appointment orders are required to re‑vest that returning Commander to command authority.

An officer can never be appointed Commander of one in a higher grade. 

ASSUMPTION OF AND APPOINTMENT TO COMMAND ‑ GENERALLY

AFI 51-604 clarifies that there is no authority for an officer to command another officer of higher grade whether by assumption or by appointment. Thus, the former CE/SP exception which permitted an O‑5 Deputy Combat Support Commander (CSG/CD) to take command even though an O‑6 commanded a subordinate CE or SP squadron (as a separate unit on manpower documents), no longer exists. In such cases, it is necessary for the O‑6 to take command, rather than the O‑5.

ANG will use computer-generated orders when possible. Prescribed forms for orders are not applicable to the ANG. AFI 33-328, para 2.2.

AFR 33-328 underscores the basic principal that written G‑Series orders serve only to announce and record command succession. An administrative defect is not fatal. This is consistent with the common sense approach to command succession taken in the Court of Military Appeals decision in the case of United States v. Jette, 25 M.J. 16 (C.M.A. 1987).  The Court of Appeals for the Armed Forces has followed this principle in many other cases involving command succession.

It is especially important to insure accurate completion of orders when the officer succeeding to command is to perform duties as a court‑martial convening authority or in adverse administrative actions. Actions in court‑martial or adverse administrative cases could be invalidated if there is a defective assumption or appointment.

The succession of command must be authorized and done properly to validate the subsequent actions of the new Commander. Consultation with the Staff Judge Advocate is advised when questions in this area arise.

KWIK NOTE: Know the differences between assumption of and appointment to command. Only the officer in the highest grade eligible to succeed to command may do so.
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