
Commander’s Guide

To

Casualty Operations

 

CASUALTY REPORTING 

· It is the responsibility of the Casualty Affairs Office within the PSC. 

Commander to ensure that the casualty incident is reported to the Casualty Operations Branch, PERSCOM. Casualty reporting is a time sensitive function; however, accuracy is important. PERSCOM’s Casualty Operations Branch operates on a 24-hour basis to facilitate timely reporting. 

· Military Medical Treatment Facilities. 

(MTF) also report hospitalized casualties to Casualty Affairs Office who will report to PERSCOM, but often are not aware of Army personnel hospitalized in Local hospitals. All hospitalizations should be reported through the chain of command.   

 

CASUALTY ASSISTANCE 

· The NOK of deceased Army soldiers,  retirees, and Army civilian employees in your local area are entitled to formal casualty assistance. The objectives of the Army’s casualty assistance program are to assist the NOK during the period immediately following a casualty and to eliminate delay in settling claims and payment of survivor benefits. 

· Casualty assistance is administered through the appointment of a Casualty Assistance Officer (CAO). The CAO should be a mature individual with six or more years of service. Officers should be Captains or higher and NCOs should be SFC or higher. 

· Casualty Area Command (CAC) regional Commanders are required to train potential CAOs in their area in preparation for CAO duties. Rosters of trained CAOs must be maintained for use during casualty incidents. 

  DISPOSITION OF REMAINS 

· The remains of deceased soldiers, civilian employees, family members, and US Army retirees are processed through Landstuhl Mortuary for shipment to CONUS or for burial preparation for interment in Europe. Commanders and appointed Casualty Assistance Officers (CAO) should always be aware of the locations and status of remains. 

· The Landstuhl Mortuary also can provide assistance, guidance, and information concerning escorts for remains, burial allowances, interment flags, and other related services. 

· The CAO is responsible for obtaining a DA Form 7302-R (Disposition of Remains Statement) and forwarding this form to the Landstuhl Mortuary. 

PERSONAL EFFECTS 

· The personal effects (PE) of unaccompanied deceased soldiers and civilian employees must be collected, safeguarded, and delivered to the person eligible to receive effects. 

· The mortuary affairs representative at the Landstuhl Mortuary provides assistance, guidance, and information concerning the disposition of PE in USAREUR. 

· The disposition of the PE of unaccompanied soldiers is accomplished by the appointment of a summary courts officer by local ASG/BSB Commander. 
· The disposition of the PE of unaccompanied civilian employees is accomplished by the local ASG/BSB Commander, or the commander’s representative. 
· The Army does not have the authority to collect or ship the PE of unaccompanied deceased retired military personnel, except when the PE are under military control, such as in temporary storage or in a military medical treatment facility. The responsibility for the PE of retired persons lies with the local civil authorities and the US State Department (US Embassy). 

 

ENTITLEMENTS 

· Next of kin are eligible for diverse benefits and entitlements upon death of a soldier on active duty and some retirees. 

· Inquiries on mortuary benefits (burial, caskets, flag, preparation of remains, etc.) should be directed to the Landstuhl Mortuary. Inquiries on other entitlements should be directed to the staff agency having proponent responsibility, ie., questions on travel should be directed to the Transportation Officer, questions on ID Cards and orders should be directed to the local servicing Personnel Officer, etc. The ASG/BSB Casualty Working Group should be able to answer questions on most entitlements and programs for next of kin. 

· A primary source of information on entitlements is the ASG or BSB Retirement Services Officer (RSO) or the USAREUR RSO. 
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Casualty Assistance Guide For the 

Casualty Assistance Officer

1. The Selection. You have been selected by your installation commander to perform casualty assistance duties.

2. The Preparation. You are about to embark on what will be one of the toughest and most sensitive missions you will ever be called upon to perform during your military career. You are charged by the Secretary of the Army to render all reasonable assistance needed to settle the personal affairs of a deceased soldier. These duties may included assisting the next of kin (NOK) in making all necessary decisions to arrange for handling the remains, funeral arrangements, collecting death gratuity, filing for benefits and entitlements, and clearing post quarters. Your duties as a Casualty Assistance Officer (CAO) have priority over all other duties. This guide will provide information to assist you in preparation for your CAO duties and hopefully ease some of the anxiety often experienced by individuals when called upon to perform this sensitive task. Pursue your duties with a keen sense of urgency, always keeping the thoughts, feelings, and position of the next of kin (NOK) uppermost in mind. You must convey in every action and deed, the sincere concern of the United States Army. Being prepared, sincere and alert to the needs of the NOK will reduce some of the stress that is normal under these circumstances. There is no way to eliminate the pain the survivor feels. It is a natural part of the grieving process. Don't become involved in the survivor's personal grieving. Remember, the survivor's loved one died serving our country and they deserve support from the Army. Treat them as you would want your own family treated. They are your most important duty. Give them your full attention. You are often the survivor's last link to the Army. Their enduring view of the Army is based on your success. Remember, nothing can substitute for common sense, good judgment and sensitivity in performing your duties as a CAO. Finally, experienced CAO's are a valuable resource. If you know someone that performed these duties call them, and ask them to share their experiences. As part of your preparations you should: 

a. Review Chapter 6, AR 600-8-1, Casualty Operations, Assistance and Insurance. 

b. Review Chapters 4, 13, 14, 15, AR 638-2, Care and Disposition of Remains and Disposition of Personal Effects. 

c. Learn as much as you can about the casualty, the NOK, and the circumstances surrounding the incident. The Casualty Area Command (CAC) will provide the name, relationship and address of the NOK you will be contacting and any special conditions you should be aware of (if known). 

d. Verify the status of the remains. Occasionally, remains are unrecoverable or are not readily accessible. Be alert to this concern and be prepared to answer questions with care. Also, be prepared to answer questions about the condition of the remains. 

e. Ensure you obtain the name and telephone numbers of the local hospital, local ambulance service, and fire department rescue squad in case you need them. 

f. There are 12 casualty assistance video's available for viewing, however, the following are recommended for viewing before your first visit: 

(1) Casualty Assistance Officer Orientation (18 min). 

(2) Assisting Overseadependent Survivor (10 min). 

(3) Survivor Notification and Assistance (10 min). 

g. Prepare a DA Form 5516 (Casualty Assistance Referral Card) to present to the PNOK on your first visit. 

h. Review DA Form 2204-R (Casualty Assistance Report). Your completed report will be due to your CAC, 60 days after your first visit. 

i. Obtain a copy of DA Pam 608-4 (A Guide for the Survivors of Deceased Army Members), and DA Pam 600-5 (Handbook for Retiring Soldiers and their Families) (for retirees only) to furnish the survivors. 

j. Talk to the Retirement Services Officer (RSO). The RSO is knowledgeable about all survivor benefits and procedures relating to such issues. 

k. Check with the CAC to find out what military honors are available (full military or simple honors). The NOK will surely ask. 

l. Be prepared to answer questions concerning the disposition and transportation of the soldier's property. These questions should be referred to the CAC for an explanation of the summary court procedures and transportation entitlement. 

m. REMEMBER, DON'T PROMISE ANYTHING, UNLESS YOU ARE ABSOLUTELY CERTAIN IT CAN BE DONE! 

 

3. Establishing the Initial Contact. 

a. When notification has been completed, the casualty notification officer (CNO) will telephone the Casualty Area Command from the NOK's area to advise of the completed action, provide time of notification, NOK's telephone number, verification of address, and any unusual events or comments. You'll be better able to cope with the initial contact if you contact the notifier who can provide you with valuable information on the reaction of the family, etc. Get a copy of the CNO's Record of Casualty Notification Actions. 

b. Telephonically establish contact with the PNOK within 24 hours after the notification; do not delay this call (they will be expecting your call). CAUTION: NEVER state to the PNOK that you have been appointed to assist them, they should feel that you genuinely want to help. Identify yourself to the PNOK and the fact that you will be assisting; for example, "Mrs. Smith, I'm Major John Jones, from 3d Battalion, 71st Field Artillery, Fort Sill, Oklahoma; please accept my deepest condolences on the death of your husband, Master Sergeant Sam Smith. I'm your casualty assistance officer and will be assisting you during this period". Tactfully explain there are, or shortly will be, a number of matters that will require their personal attention and decision. During the initial contact, find out if there are any immediate problems, confirm addresses and offer to arrange a casualty assistance visit at the earliest possible time at a location most convenient for them. Advise the person authorized to direct disposition (PADD) that the Army has numerous mortuary benefits available and they should delay making any decisions on care and preparation until they have been fully briefed by the mortuary representative or you, the CAO. 

4. The First Visit.

a. Your first visit with the NOK may be the most difficult. Remember that you represent the Secretary of the Army, and you must be the epitome of a professional soldier in conduct and appearance. Ensure your association with the NOK is kept on a professional level at all times. Don't become personally involved, seek favors, borrow or loan money to the NOK. Be willing to do everything you can within regulation. Do not make promises you can't keep. When you are uncertain about the answer to a question, say "I don't know, but I will find out". Collect factual information before you respond. Always follow through. 

(1) The role you play will be determined by the PNOK. Take your cues from the PNOK as to what they expect from you. Begin by determining the immediate needs or problems they are facing. If financial assistance is needed make arrangements to visit with the Army Emergency Relief (AER) or the American Red Cross. 

(2) In this time of extreme emotion, some surviving spouses may transfer, though subconsciously, dependency to you, the CAO as a surrogate spouse. As the CAO, you must keep your relationship with the family on a professional basis only. Do not allow yourself to become personally involved.

(3) Although anger is more likely to be directed at the notifier, be prepared, as some may be directed at you, the CAO. The PNOK's anger may take the form of verbal or physical abuse. Survivors are angry at their loss. They may strike out by directing their feelings toward you as the representative of the Army. 

b. On your first visit, the complete Class A uniform will be worn and also for the funeral service. Your uniform should be perfect. On subsequent visits, the Class B uniform may be worn. 

c. The first visit should be brief. Upon arrival, if a number of persons are present with the PNOK, ask to discuss matters in private. In this way, you will not have to deal with numerous persons at the same time. 

d. Normally, the CAC will complete and provide DA Form 7302-R (Disposition of Remains Statement) to the CAO to obtain disposition instructions from the PADD. The CAO may be designated to inform and complete the DA Form 7302-R with the PADD. In some cases it may be more appropriate to advise the PADD that a mortuary affairs representative will contact them in order to explain the dispositions options. Every effort must be made to explain disposition instructions to the PADD before contacting a funeral home. Before the PADD signs the DA Form 7302-R, ensure the authorized allowance amounts have been inserted in the appropriate option. 

e. Verify NOK divorce data, if applicable, to include case number, court, judge, date, custody information, grounds, and where the divorce took place (city, county and state). Ensure verification is obtained from official documents. Be prepared to ask for copies for the CAC and DA. 

f. Obtain or verify the 45-day address of the PNOK. Ensure and verify that all children have been reported. 

 

g. Provide the PNOK a completed DA Form 5516. h. One of the first questions the NOK will ask will concern the arrival of the remains. In some instances, the return of remains may be a lengthy process. The NOK may be very demanding during this period of time. There is an overwhelming need to have the deceased come home. Provide as much information as possible to explain the process. This will relieve some anxiety. The following will assist you in understanding their concerns: 

(1) For some survivors, there is an overwhelming need to have the remains of their loved one returned. The longer the delay, the more frantic they may become and the more prolonged their grief will be. The return of the remains brings a type of closure, which facilitates moving ahead into the future. It is difficult for them to begin the journey until the remains are home. 

(2) In some cases, there may be no remains. These survivors often have difficulty accepting the finality of death. They may hold a ray of hope that a mistake was made and the waiting continues.

(3) The viewing of the remains, for many people, brings an acceptance of death, an inner peace, and it can be a way to say goodbye to a loved one. Other individuals may have no desire to view the remains. The family should be allowed to follow their cultural or ethnic tradition and their personal beliefs. In this way they will complete the process of burial and allow the closure necessary to accept that death has occurred. 

(4) The Army normally provides the family with information concerning the condition of the remains. The Army's recommendation that remains are not viewable is an assessment that the condition of the remains is not suitable for public viewing. This determination is not intended as a prohibition to the family viewing the remains. 

(5) The NOK might ask specific questions concerning the casualty incident, questions for which you may not have answers. Advise the NOK that information may be obtained through the investigative process and will be available upon completion of the investigation. Samples of request for copies of reports/investigations are on page 20 and 21.

h. Inform the PNOK of their entitlement to a death gratuity. The death gratuity will normally be paid within 72 hours after the notification of death. Payment is made to the legal spouse; if none, to the children in equal shares; if none, to the parent(s) if designated on the DD Form 93. Since you are most likely to deliver the death gratuity check, you may encounter hostility or rejection when you present the recipient the death gratuity check. If this happens, inform the NOK that this is in no way intended as compensation. The death gratuity payment is money to assist them until benefits begin. 

i. Provide the PNOK a copy of DA Pam 608-4 (A Guide for the Survivors of Deceased Army Members) and/or a copy of DA Pam 600-5 (Handbook for Retiring Soldiers and Their Families) for retirees. 

j. The CAC will advise you when to request disposition instructions from the PADD. Disposition instructions should not be requested until the remains are recovered and identified. Normally, remains are recovered and identified immediately after death. However, in some cases, recovery and identification may not be verified for several days. 

k. Before departing, make arrangements to meet with the PNOK the next day or soon after at a designated time and place.

l. Begin recording completed actions on the DA Form 2204-R. 

5. Disposition of Remains/Funeral Arrangements.

a. Ensure you understand the desires of the PADD. Often the PADD's instructions is not always clear because of disagreements between parents and other NOK, divorced parents, mistresses with illegitimate children, foster and biological parents, and siblings. As the official representative of the Army, you must act as the link between the PADD and the Army. 

b. As mentioned earlier, the CAC is responsible for obtaining the disposition of remains instructions. However, normally you as the CAO will actually obtain the disposition instructions from the PADD. If so, ensure you are properly briefed by the CAC. You must fully understand the disposition options prior to assisting the PADD. The decisions will be difficult for the PADD, and they may want to put them off. Encourage the PADD to decide as soon as possible, so as not to delay the shipment of the remains. The enclosed disposition of remains information letter will assist in: 

(1) counseling the PADD about entitlements regarding preparation and disposition of the remains. 

(2) reimbursement of incidental burial expenses. 

(3) ensuring the PADD understands that financial assistance provided will help defray some, but not necessarily all of the expenses when making funeral arrangements. 

(4) providing information to the PADD regarding burial in a National Cemetery, however, do not commit the government to burial in any cemetery until confirmation of gravesite availability. Burial in a private or government cemetery is a decision the PADD must make. 

(5) selection of a funeral director, (don't recommend one director over another). You cannot suggest a specific funeral home; however, you can present a listing of all reputable funeral homes in the area. 

c. Assist the PADD in completing the DA Form 7302-R. Before submitting the statement ensure the funeral director has agreed with the PADD to furnish his or her service and the cemetery director has agreed to the burial. d. Do everything possible to keep the PADD from scheduling the funeral until you have a confirmed shipping date for the return of remains or the remains are in the receiving funeral home. Finally, ask the PADD what type of funeral they desire - military or civilian. 

6. Waiting for the Remains.

a. Ensure you visit the PADD regularly to keep them informed while awaiting the arrival of the remains. You should check on the status of the remains each day with the CAC and the mortuary affairs representative. Preliminary funeral plans can be made, but don't set a date for the funeral until the remains have arrived. 

b. You should make arrangements to accompany the funeral director (time and distance permitting) to meet the remains. When the remains have arrived at the funeral home, make arrangements for the PADD to visit the remains when the funeral director is ready. You should ensure a flag was sent by the preparing CAC with the remains. Also, ensure the CAC prepares a flag case, to be presented at the funeral service (active duty deaths only). 

c. Army funded travel to attend the funeral for current active duty deaths are restricted by law to the surviving spouse and children. Parents are excluded from this benefit unless the soldier is not married and childless. Contact the CAC for travel benefits for funerals involving group remains that can not be individually identified or remains of soldiers killed in the Vietnam War. 

7. The Funeral.

a. Your specific involvement in the funeral will depend on the desires of the PADD. Unless the PADD desires otherwise, you will attend memorial services, funeral service, and or interment services as the representative of the Secretary of the Army. At the earliest opportunity, review the sequence of events for the funeral service. Keep in mind the stress the surviving family members are experiencing. When reviewing the sequence of events for the funeral service, there may be certain items that may have to be repeated, be patient. Well planned services will be noticed and appreciated by the PADD. 

b. If the funeral is to be with full military honors, check on the burial detail immediately prior to the funeral and monitor the details performance during the services. Note anything unusual and pass your comments to the CAC. You should coordinate closely to ensure key tasks are monitored. A flag to drape the casket should be sent with the remains. Additional flags authorized by law will be provided by the burial honors team. Do not offer or promise flags or cases to any one other than the surviving spouse or biological parents of the deceased. 

c. Presenting the flag: 

(1) Coordinate with the CAC providing the burial honors team to determine your role, if any, in the presentation of the flag to the surviving spouse and biological parents. 

(2) Should the PADD request that the CAO present the flag, use one of the following presentations: 

(a) "On behalf of the President of the United States and the people of a grateful nation, may I present this flag as a token of appreciation for the honorable and faithful service your loved one rendered this nation." 

(b) "This flag is presented on behalf of a grateful nation as a token of appreciation for the honorable and faithful service rendered by your loved one."

(c) The Gold Star Lapel Button or the Lapel Button should be presented to the NOK. You may want to present the button to the NOK just prior to or shortly after the funeral. Use good judgement when making the presentation. Do not force the buttons on NOK that may be angry or bitter, they can always apply for the lapel button at a later date. See Appendix L, AR 600-8-1. 

8. After the Funeral 
a. After the funeral service is completed, you should be ready to assist the PNOK in making application for benefits, and entitlements, both military and civilian. The DA Form 2204-R will serve as a checklist to assist in filing for claims. CAUTION: Do not quote exact sums available from Veterans Affairs (VA) or Social Security. Be prepared and ensure you understand benefits and entitlements from Defense Finance Accounting System (DFAS), VA, Social Security and the US Army. Up to this time you have refrained from discussing rights, benefits, or entitlements except where they pertained to the death gratuity and the funeral. These subjects were avoided because the PNOK is usually not in a receptive frame of mind for such matters until after the funeral. 

b. Tragedy Assistance Program for Survivors, INC. (TAPS): Where can the NOK go for grief assistance and support? There are many organizations that offer assistance, however, TAPS, Inc., is a national non-profit organization, providing FREE services to those impacted by the loss of a soldier while on active duty. TAPS services include a peer support network, grief and trauma counseling referral, an annual military survivor seminar, a quarterly newsletter, and a case worker assistance program. They also provide financial planning information and critical incident stress management through a network of experienced case workers. These services are available 24 hours a day to help survivors cope with the sudden loss of a loved one and they are available to assist the CAO, if needed. Give the NOK a copy of the TAPS brochure explaining the services that TAPS, Inc., provides. TAPS can be contacted at their toll free telephone numbers - 1-800-959- TAPS or 1-800-368-TAPS with questions regarding grief assistance. TAPS also has a WEB page which contains helpful information on grief assistance, their WEB page is: www.taps.org . 

9. The First Visit After The Funeral 
a. Unless you have maintained close contact with the PNOK after the funeral, telephone the PNOK and make an appointment to visit within 48 hours. Inform the PNOK of the purpose of the visit and briefly go over what you will be discussing. Encourage the PNOK to review DA Pamphlet 608-4 and/or DA Pamphlet 600-5 (for retirees) that was left on a previous visit. Although the PNOK may indicate an understanding of benefits and entitlements, the use of the DA Pamphlets will help the PNOK remember topics that were discussed. 

b. On your first visit after the funeral you may notice a distinct change in the PNOK's attitude. Although they may show some concern, their grief will have subsided somewhat and they will show an interest in what is to come. Remember, grief is an intense emotion. The PNOK may seem alert and aware however, they can loose composure quite suddenly. Take your time and allow them to regain their composure, then continue your presentation. 

10. The Application for Benefits/Entitlements Informing the PNOK about benefits, and entitlements will help to ease some fears and be a source of comfort. Although, informing the PNOK is important, you the "CAO" must follow through to ensure the benefits are received. Your duty as the CAO officially ends as a primary duty when applications for benefits are submitted. However, you will maintain contact with the PNOK until all entitlements have begun. By checking with the PNOK, you not only reaffirm your concern, but you can also identify potential problems to the CAC. 
11. The Follow-Up Visits with the PNOK 
a. Upon application for all benefits and entitlements complete the DA Form 2204-R and forward to the CAC as soon as possible, but not later than 60 days after case assignment. Submission of DA Form 2204-R does not relieve you of the responsibility of following through on any matter not completed or for providing further assistance as requested. 

b. When visiting the PNOK, if you are informed that benefits are not in the expected amount, assist the PNOK write a letter to the agency concerned. Use the PNOK's return address on all correspondence. c. Inform the PNOK of, and, if they so desire, assist the PNOK in obtaining a copy of any fatality or investigative report pertaining to the death of the soldier. Samples of requests are on pages 20 and 21. 

12. The Final Comments 

a. This guide is not intended to replace or circumvent existing regulations. However, this guide should serve as a convenient tool in facilitating casualty assistance. 

b. It is understandable that, for both the "first time" and the "experienced casualty assistance officer", there will be a certain degree of reluctance and anxiety. Your anxiety can be somewhat reduced by being well prepared, maintaining close communication with the CAC and the mortuary officer, and as earlier mentioned, use common sense and good judgment. 

c. Although your actions are complete at this point, ensure the PNOK is furnished complete list of telephone numbers for the CAC and knows where to go for assistance should further service be required. 
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