Navy Families Get Deployment Support
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PEARL HARBOR, Hawaii (NNS) -- Cecelia Selbrede said she, like most other Navy families, sometimes finds it difficult to deal with the separation of deployment.

"The last time I talked to my husband was two weeks ago," said the mother of 3-year-old triplets and the wife of a submariner who has been deployed since November.

Selbrede said she is trying to spread the word to others about some important Navy family information resources available when they cannot communicate with their deployed spouses.

The Navy has a number of programs and initiatives in place to help Selbrede and other families cope with the hardships of deployment. The ombudsman program, Navy chaplains, family support groups and, more recently, the Internet, provide reliable information to help Navy families as they look forward to their spouses’ homecoming.

"Over the years, the Navy has placed significant importance on the value of the Navy family," said Pacific Fleet Master Chief Manuel Rodriguez. "Retention begins at home. After all, they hold 51 percent of the [career retention] vote."

The command ombudsman provides a front-line information resource for family members. An ombudsman is the direct link of communication between the command and the family members, through the commanding officer.

"We work directly for the commanding officer," said Dianne Thompson, ombudsman for Pacific submarine commands. "Families look to us for support and to get the critical information, like boat movement, schedules, changes and policies."

Michelle Stewart, mother of two sons, ages nine and 10, faces her first separation from her spouse in an upcoming deployment.

"I know when he leaves, I’ll take advantage of the Fleet and Family Support Center," Stewart said.

The Fleet and Family Support Center (FFSC) provides counseling, relocation assistance, pre-deployment briefs, spouse employment assistance and job referrals.

"The Fleet and Family Support centers offer all their services at no cost to the Sailors and their family members," said Chet Adessa, family life educator at Pearl Harbor FFSC.

FFSC also offers some new programs for Navy families. Imagine being in the middle of the Pacific Ocean aboard a Navy ship going about your duties, while at the same exact time you’re reading a bedtime story to your child at home. 

Impossible?

"The Navywide program "Stories from the Sea" is something new to the Navy," Adessa said. "Before the Sailor deploys, they come into the private videotaping room to read the child’s favorite book. It’s a wonderful way for the child to keep in touch with their deployed parent."

After video production, the Sailor takes the video home to leave with the child during the deployment.

A faith-based resource for family members is the Navy chaplain. Chaplains assist with marriage and family relationship improvement during deployment, and they offer a more spiritual approach to coping with personal and family difficulty. 

"The anxiety level of family members is high during deployments," said Chaplain (Capt.) Tom Atkins, from Navy Region Hawaii. "When families find out their loved ones are going into harm’s way, it becomes sobering and difficult to deal with alone."

"Family members just need encouragement from time to time, and it’s amazing how a little encouragement goes a long way," Atkins said. He also said Navy chaplains work with the command ombudsmen to provide information and support to families.

"Everybody’s going to cope with deployments differently," said Maggie Lamaster, ombudsman for Navy Region Hawaii. "But the idea is to do it together, and not feel like you’re out there by yourself, because you’re not."

"I think the hardest part for a spouse during a six-month deployment is feeling alone when dealing with day-to-day challenges and facing single parenting," said Jessica Jarrett, whose husband has been deployed since September.

She said family support groups are where you find social opportunities, receive ship-specific information, and find a wonderful group of women and children who are just as excited to plan that wonderful homecoming.

Family support groups sometimes provide family newsletters, regular meetings and guest speakers. 

Although most Navy-sanctioned support is only provided to husbands, wives and children, family support groups also help girlfriends, boyfriends and fiancés through deployments.

For information about chaplains, deployment readiness, education opportunities, employment, pay, financial management, legal assistance, medical, relocation and more, please visit Lifelines at http://www.Lifelines2000.org.

