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1. To be aware of the types of substance abuse prevention and response infor-
mation you will be required to provide to your CO.  

2. To become prepared to communicate relevant information to the CO, the 
XO, and the SgtMaj. 

3. To be able to evaluate, understand, and support current substance abuse pol-
icies, and to advise the CO in revising policies as needed. 

4. To understand the purpose of substance abuse leadership briefings, and how 
to actively participate in these briefings. 

5. To be aware of the purpose of regular unit substance abuse reports, and how 
to prepare these reports for your command.  

Objectives 

Advising the CO 

The first SACO duty described in MCO 5300.17 is to advise the CO about sub-
stance-related issues. It is the CO’s responsibility to ensure that the require-
ments of Marine Corps orders are met in his or her unit. This includes policy, 
process, procedure, and program issues. When it comes to meeting require-
ments relevant to substance use, you are your CO’s primary resource.   

To have an effective substance abuse prevention program, it is essential that the 
CO knows the requirements relevant to substance abuse prevention and re-
sponse. Most COs will already have a sense of what these requirements are. 
However, they may occasionally have questions about policy requirements. As 
SACO, you should be able to answer these questions or know where to get the 
answer. 

In addition, when new policies come out, it is your responsibility to brief the CO 
regarding what these policies require at the unit level. The CO’s ability to main-
tain compliance with requirements hinges on him or her knowing what they are. 
Making sure that the CO is informed about policies related to substance abuse is 
a primary responsibility of the SACO. 

As SACO, you also should be keeping an eye on what is happening in your unit 
and the surrounding community. You should try to determine where substance 
abuse problems are happening and get a sense of the primary problem areas. 
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Your allies on the substance abuse prevention team, particularly the DDRC and 
A&SAPS, will be helpful sources of information about these issues.  

SACOs are the CO’s primary resource for questions about alcohol misuse, use of 
prohibited substances, drug testing, substance abuse treatment, and aftercare. 
You are not expected to have all the answers. However, if you are not able to an-
swer a question, you should be able to track down the information and provide it 
to the CO.   

Finally, as SACO you will need direct access to the CO to discuss issues related 
to preventing and responding to substance abuse problems within the unit. The 
SACO’s job includes ensuring that the CO is aware of his or her responsibilities 
as they relate to substance abuse. It is important to do this with tact and diplo-
macy to avoid creating tensions with the CO. The types of issues that you will 
need to discuss with the CO are highlighted in this section. 

 

 Prevention 

Leading by Example 

The Introduction section highlights the idea that SACOs should “walk the walk,” 
as well as “talk the talk.” As SACO you are in a perfect position to encourage oth-
ers in leadership positions within your command to set an example by not acting 
in ways that support alcohol misuse or use of prohibited substances. Marines 
will respect leading by doing more than leading by saying. SACOs and command 
leadership should work together to lead by example.  

Promoting Strong Policies 

Developing strong command policies is an important step in preventing sub-
stance abuse. It can serve as a strong deterrent to prohibited substance use and 
high-risk drinking. Having these policies tells unit members that the CO takes 
substance issues seriously. As SACO, you should be able to assess, understand, 
and describe unit substance abuse policies, and you should actively support 
these policies. More detailed information about unit substance abuse policies is 
provided below (Unit Substance Abuse Policies, p. 2-10).    

Effective Random Drug Testing Program 

One important component of preventing illegal drug use is conducting an effec-
tive drug testing program. Random drug testing has been shown to be a very ef-
fective deterrent of illegal drug use. 
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As SACO, you need to make sure the CO is complying with all drug testing re-
quirements. You will work closely with the CO in scheduling drug tests. It also is 
important that you maintain records documenting compliance.  

Documentation that the CO ordered each test will consist of letters, memos, or 
emails from the CO ordering each test. If the CO verbally orders a drug test, you 
should request written confirmation for documentation purposes. These docu-
ments must be kept on file so they can be easily accessed if needed. They provide 
your legal authority for conducting drug tests, and may be required if there are 
legal proceedings related to a drug test.  

Sometimes the CO may need to be reminded about requirements mandated by 
MCO 5300.17. This is for the commander’s own protection. For example, a CO 
may want to delay drug testing of new joins while the unit is preparing for de-
ployment. A SACO should remind the CO that the Order requires testing of all 
new Marines within 72 hours of arrival. This protects the CO, the Marines, and 
the unit as a whole.   

You also should advise the CO of any suspicions of drug use within the unit. If a 
particular Marine is suspected of using drugs, you and the CO should discuss the 
best way to proceed. If the CO decides to test the Marine, you should discuss the 
pros and cons of different premise codes that could be used, consulting the SJA 
if needed. 

Informing Marines 

SACOs are tasked with disseminating information to unit members about alco-
hol misuse, prohibited substances, and available resources. In doing this, it is 
important to think about which information is likely to be most useful and rele-
vant to those in your unit. The CO can help with this; he or she may have an 
agenda or theme they want to promote for the month. Work with your CO to 
think through the content of information and the medium in which you want to 
disseminate the information (media reports, email messages, brochures, etc). 
You can also advise the CO on timely issues that are relevant to your unit and 
work together with him or her to find ways of disseminating the information and 
informing Marines.  

Ensuring that Substance Abuse Education is Provided 

It is the duty of the DDRC and A&SAPS to coordinate annual prevention educa-
tion. As SACO, you are responsible for ensuring substance abuse education is 
provided to your unit. Although SACOs aren’t expected to provide substance 
abuse education themselves, you should actively support education efforts. It’s 
important to be familiar with the installation’s substance abuse prevention plan; 
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as SACO you should support the implementation of this plan. In assisting the 
DDRC and A&SAPS, you should be available for consultation and to serve as a 
resource as needed.  

Prevention education should not be viewed as a box to check off on the inspec-
tion checklist. It is an opportunity to provide helpful and relevant information to 
unit members. Take this responsibility seriously.  

Response 

Identifying Marines with Possible Problems 

There are several ways to identify Marines with possible substance abuse issues: 
drug testing, alcohol- or drug-related incidents, inspections, breathalyzer test-
ing, direct observation, command referral, self-referral, and check-ins with new 
arrivals. The CO can direct a targeted drug testing effort or as SACO you can 
come across a substance user by direct observation. In some cases you will take 
the lead and directly advise the CO regarding specific areas for inspection. The 
SACO and CO should be proactive and work together using a variety of strate-
gies to identify Marines with potential substance use problems.   

Positive Drug Tests. If the CO has a question about the meaning or interpre-
tation of a positive drug test result you may be called upon to find the answer. 
You should also be able to answer the CO’s questions regarding proper proce-
dures following a positive test result.  

When there is a positive drug test, the medical officer (MO) will assess whether 
there is a legitimate medical explanation for it. This decision will be based on 
whether a drug was prescribed according to the Marine’s medical and dental 
records. After receiving the MO’s determination, the CO will decide whether ille-
gal drug use occurred. As much as possible, encourage the CO to implement 
consistent standards in making these decisions. If there are always adverse con-
sequences of violating drug policies, this can be a strong deterrent to illegal drug 
use in the unit.   

Alcohol-Related Incidents (ARIs). When a Marine is involved in an ARI, 
the CO will determine whether a violation has occurred. As is the case with drug 
use, the CO should be encouraged to give consistent consequences to Marines 
who violate alcohol policies. Marines who have alcohol problems can get profes-
sional help at the SACC. By doing so, they may be able to avoid negative career 
consequences. It is important Marines understand that the best way to avoid 
problems is to seek help before an alcohol-related incident occurs.  
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Substance Abuse Leadership Briefing 

Substance abuse leadership briefings provide an opportunity for unit leadership 
and members of the substance abuse prevention team to make plans for how to 
work together to prevent and respond to substance issues in the unit. Ideally, 
the meeting will include the CO, XO, and SgtMaj, as well as several members of 
the substance abuse prevention team (the SACO(s) and ASACO(s), the DDRC, 
the A&SAPS, and the SACC director), as available. 

A leadership briefing should be conducted soon after you complete your SACO 
certification. In addition, you should consider holding a new leadership briefing 
whenever there is a significant change in unit leadership (e.g., CO or XO) or in 
substance abuse prevention personnel (e.g., the DDRC, A&SAPS, or SACC direc-
tor).  

Substance abuse leadership briefings serve many important purposes: 

1. Establish working relationships. An important function of leadership 
briefings is to establish good working relationships between unit leadership 
and key members of the substance abuse prevention team. Establishing 
these relationships at the outset will make unit substance abuse prevention 
and response efforts run much more smoothly. 

2. Provide an overview of the issues that need to be regularly ad-
dressed. Make sure the CO is aware of the range of issues that you will need 
to discuss with him or her with respect to substance abuse prevention and 
response. This meeting is an initial opportunity for you to remind the CO of 
all the ways in which the two of you will need to interact.   

3. Develop a sense of CO’s substance abuse priorities. The leadership 
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briefing will help you to understand your CO’s views on substance abuse and 
misuse. It also will help you to assess whether he or she is more concerned 
about some substance use issues than others. 

4. Establish a communication system. Another issue to discuss at this 
meeting is how the CO prefers to communicate with you. You might hold 
regular meetings in person, handle most issues by phone, communicate in 
writing (by memo or email), or use some combination of these strategies.  

5. Assess existing unit policy. This briefing provides an opportunity to re-
view existing unit substance abuse policies (if they exist) or to discuss devel-
oping unit substance abuse policies (if current policies do not exist). Prior to 
the meeting, you should talk to the prior SACO, the DDRC, and/or the 
A&SAPS to find out about existing unit policies (if any). If policies exist, re-
view them and determine whether they could be improved. Potential revi-
sions can be discussed at this meeting, or plans can be made at this meeting 
to address policy issues in the future.   

6. Develop a process for regular reporting on unit status. It is im-
portant to keep the CO informed about substance abuse issues in the unit. At 
the leadership briefing, you should find out what information the CO would 
like to receive on a regular basis. You can then develop regular unit sub-
stance abuse reports to provide the CO with this information, as discussed 
below. If the Marine serving as SACO before you developed an efficient re-
porting system you may be able to use it, or make changes to it, instead of 
creating a new process. Also, discuss with the CO how often he or she would 
like to receive reports. 

 

Unit Substance Abuse Reports 
 
One way to streamline the information the CO receives is by providing him or 
her with regular unit substance abuse reports. Possible topics include substance-
related problems that are occurring in the unit or surrounding community, and 
positive prevention steps that are being taken (e.g., drug testing, prevention ed-
ucation).  

Unit substance abuse reports will serve as tools in your regular advising duties; 
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they can provide a starting point for conversations with the CO about how the 
unit is doing, and can provide warning about future problems that may be com-
ing down the road.  

Besides providing you and the commander with regular updates on how the pro-
gram is going, these reports can help to identify gaps in unit policy, prevention, 
or response to substance abuse issues. They can also make it easier to track 
changes in patterns of substance problems over time.  

There are several types of information that could be included in unit substance 
use reports. Examples are provided in the table below. Note that there are other 
possibilities besides these. The ultimate guide of what to include in unit sub-
stance abuse reports should be the types of information your CO wants.  

Possible Information to Include in  
Unit Substance Abuse Reports  

 

 Percentage of Marines tested per week/month/year to date. 

 Number of Marines not tested this year to date. 

 Number of random drug tests conducted per month. 

 Number of Marines who tested positive this year to date. 

 Specific drugs revealed in positive drug tests. 

 Status of MRO packages for positive tests. 

 Drug testing discrepancies (types and numbers). 

 Type and number of substance abuse trainings conducted.  

 Other prevention activities conducted. 

 Number of Marines currently in treatment or aftercare. 

 Status of Marines currently in treatment or aftercare. 

 Trends over time in substance-related incidents. 

 Emerging substance issues on base/in the local community. 

 Rate of positive tests, compared to the:  

 Previous year 

 Installation as a whole 

 USMC as a whole 
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Four examples of possible report formats are provided at the end of the chapter, 
on p. 2-14. There are many other possible formats. The DDRC and A&SAPS can 
help you develop and format a report that best meets your CO’s needs. However, 
developing an initial report format is only the first step. As the CO’s interests 
change, or the local situation changes, it might be necessary to modify the for-
mat of the report, or what it includes. 

Unit Substance Abuse Policies 
 
CO policies on alcohol misuse and illegal drug use can be strong deterrents to 
substance abuse within the unit. These policies set the tone for unit attitudes to-
ward substance misuse. As SACO, you should be able to describe unit substance 
abuse policies and explain their importance. You also should actively support 
these policies.      

It is important for the CO to have separate policies on alcohol misuse and use of 
prohibited substances. This allows them to explain and highlight differences in 
the consequences of these two types of substance problems (as described below).  

 

Policy Guidelines 

Alcohol Policy Guidelines 

For the command alcohol policy, the key components are: 

1. To state the commander’s position on alcohol misuse.  
2. To define high-risk drinking so it is clearly understood by all Marines. 
3. To encourage Marines to seek help before an alcohol-related incident 

(ARI) occurs. 
4. To emphasize specific consequences that will result from an ARI. 
5. To stress responsibility for self and others. 

Prohibited Substance Use Guidelines 

A command-level policy on use of prohibited substances may not seem neces-
sary since the Marine Corps policy is zero tolerance; however, the command pol-
icy can serve to reinforce the zero tolerance policy and emphasize that the CO 
stands firmly behind it.  

Crucial components of unit policies on prohibited substance use are:  

1. To state that the CO will have zero tolerance for prohibited substance use 
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or possession of prohibited substances or paraphernalia. 
2. To make clear that use of prohibited substances includes the use or pos-

session of: 
 Illegal drugs.  
 Prescription drugs if prescribed to someone else or used for reasons  

other than their intended purpose.  
 Substances that may not be considered drugs but are used to “get 

high.” 
3. To highlight that new substances that are used to “get high” are prohibit-

ed regardless of their legal status in the civilian sector.  
4. To emphasize that all Marines in the unit, regardless of rank, must com-

ply with ordered drug tests.  
5. To stress that all Marines must cooperate with SACOs, UPCs, and observ-

ers as they carry out their drug testing duties. 

 

Policy Dissemination 

Policy Formats 

Policies can be disseminated using either or both of the following formats: 

1.  Policy letter. A policy letter details the CO’s policies related to alcohol 
misuse or use of prohibited substances. Policy letters are often used to 
brief new arrivals in the unit, and to re-brief Marines prior to extended 
leave or liberty. For these purposes, they are often used with a memoran-
dum of understanding (MOU).  

2. One-page summary. A brief summary of the main points of the policy 
may be provided in a one-pager. This is a less formal document that is ac-
cessible to Marines and suitable for posting in public areas. 

Examples of policies are provided at the end of the chapter on p. 2-18. 

Regardless of the format used, it is important that the policies make clear that 
the CO takes a strong stand against alcohol misuse and use of prohibited sub-
stances. It must be clear in all policy documents that the CO stands behind and 
owns the policies.  

The unit should have separate policies for alcohol mis-
use and illegal drug use, because these problems have 
very different consequences.  
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Policy Distribution 

The CO’s policies on alcohol misuse and use of prohibited substances should be 
clearly displayed. As part of his or her policy, the CO may mandate that incom-
ing unit members be briefed on the policies and asked to sign memorandums of 
understanding (MOUs). COs may also mandate re-briefing on these policies 
(and re-signing of MOUs) prior to all extended liberties. In such cases, the SA-
CO will ensure that required briefings occur, and that signed MOUs are kept on 
file.  
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1. The different contexts in which SACOs advise COs. 

2. How to communicate with the CO (as well as the XO and SgtMaj), and what 
information to communicate to them. 

3. How to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of current policies, and how 
to revise the policies to strengthen them. 

4. The goals of substance abuse leadership briefings, and how to organize and 
actively participate in them. 

5. The different types of information that the CO may want to see in regular 
unit substance abuse reports. 

 

What you should know about Advising the CO 
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Example 2 

Example 2-1: Examples of Unit Substance 
Abuse Reports 

Example 1 
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Example 3 
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Example 4 (page 1) 
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Example 4 (page 2) 
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Example 2-2: Strong Alcohol Policy (Letter) 
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Example 2-3: Strong Drug Policy (One-Pager) 


