
The skilled culinary profes-
sionals filling seagoing 
food service positions 

aboard Military Sealift Com-
mand vessels are either former 
service members who gained 
expertise during active duty 
or have American Culinary 
Federation (ACF) certification.

Many of the former ser-
vice members who continue 
their culinary career with the 
Military Sealift Command are 
Navy retirees, and all are ei-
ther from the enlisted ranks or were commis-
sioned officers.

Having years of military food service experi-
ence, however, means that the service members 
are prepared for the challenges of constantly 
changing requirements for meal preparation, such 
as adapting to nutritional guidelines and preferences 
for healthy eating.

Culinary professionals working aboard Military 
Sealift Command vessels nonetheless have their skills 
put to the test annually with the David M. Cook 
awards, which recognize excellence in food service.

“Our ships are upping their game every year,” said 
Roberta Jio, Military Sealift Command food service 
director and senior executive chef. “The competition 
was close, but all finalists are doing a great job tak-
ing care of their customers. Just a fine group of food 
service professionals that competed this year.”

All ships operated by the Military Sealift Command 
are eligible to be nominated for the Cook 
awards. Each of the many different culi-
nary positions available aboard Military 
Sealift Command ships has a unique set 
of skills. Among the duties available are 
progressive cooking techniques, menu de-
velopment, healthy recipe development/
preparation, preparing entrées utilizing 
the Armed Forces Recipe Service and local 
recipes and instructions, as well as famil-
iarity with health and sanitation criteria.

A recent change that challenges Military 
Sealift Command culinary professionals to 
innovate was the rollout of a Healthy Heart 
Cycle menu plan to combat obesity and 
associated diseases. Healthy meal recipes 
rolled out beginning in 2014 to each of 
the Military Sealift Command’s 50 civil 
service mariners (CIVMARS) come from 
the strategic initiatives for employee well-
being introduced in 2010. It includes recipe 
training for how to cook leaner meats, pre-
pare reduced-fat and –sodium side dishes, 
healthier desserts, an expanded salad bar 

EVALUATORS

INITIAL INSPECTIONS (Selects final candidates)

Christopher Jones, East Coast
Roy Guillermo, West Coast

FINAL INSPECTION (Names category winners)

Roberta Jio

**WINNER**
USS Mount Whitney (LCC-20)

Ships’ Leadership
Captain: Carlos Sardiello, USN
Supply Officer: Julia Green
Chief Steward: Gregory Garza

LARGE SHIP

MSC Cook Winners Gain Tight Victories, 
All Finalists Impressed Judges

USS Mount Whitney, left 
to right, Steward Cook 
Sydney Fowler, Supply 
Officer Julia Green and 
Cook Baker Eddie Holt.

“UPPING Their Game”

2016 Military Sealift Command Capt. David M. Cook 
Food Service Excellence Award Winners

MILITARY CULINARY AWARDS
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THE AWARD
In 1992, the Military Sealift Command 

established the competition as a catalyst 
to improving all aspects of food service 
operations aboard MSC vessels. The compe-
tition was named in honor of Capt. David 
M. Cook, SC, USN, following his death in 
2002. Cook was Military Sealift Command 
director of logistics from 1995 to 1998.

In his name, the award recognizes the 
challenge of achieving the highest stan-
dards of culinary skill and nutrition in the 
food served to soldiers, sailors, airmen, 
Marines and civil service mariners aboard 
Military Sealift Command ships.

Also celebrated with the awards is the 
contribution shipboard food service profes-
sionals make to maintaining morale and 
fitness to accomplish missions.

Historically, the margin of victory de-
termining the winner of a category in the 

Cook competition is tight and has come down to the a 
difference as small as less than two percentage points.

Winners of the Cook awards for 2016 were se-
lected in three categories. This year, the categories 
were restructured by ship size into Large, Medium 
and Small. Last year, the three categories were Hybrid, 
Large and Small.

In 2014, ships were recognized in four categories 
by region: East Coast Large, East Coast Small, West 
Coast Large and West Coast Small.

The small ship award went to an overall winner 
until four years ago when the Military Sealift Com-
mand divided the category into separate geographic 
regions.

Another change made over time is that the Mili-
tary Sealift Command once selected Cook winners 

and, most importantly, how to create colorful menus.

EVALUATION
Judges evaluating teams for the Cook awards give 

a thorough, detailed analysis to all the culinary teams 
on ships participating in the competition. Initial in-
spections to determine the best of the best were per-
formed by Christopher Jones on the East Coast and 
Roy Guillermo on the West Coast. Those candidates 
were evaluated in a final inspection by Jio to deter-
mine category winners.

“Next year, we are hopeful that NRA will assign 
a traveler with MSC during our final inspections,” 
she said.

Reaching the final assessment stages is considered 
an achievement, while going on to be selected the 
winner in one of the award categories is 
a great accomplishment.

Evaluations ensure compliance with 
Military Sealift Command requirements 
that menus be varied and well balanced. 
Judges assess meals prepared by each team 
at breakfast, lunch and dinner, and then 
compare the entrées to the posted menu 
of choices available to be served that day.

Daily menus must have a choice of three 
entrées available, and one of the options 
must be plain, either without sauce or 
served with it on the side, under Military 
Sealift Command requirements.

Leftovers are not to be re-served the next 
day or combined with other ingredients 
to make an entrée under Military Sealift 
Command requirements.

Daily menus also are submitted to the 
Military Sealift Command nutritionist for 
review and grading.

MEDIUM SHIP

SMALL SHIP

**WINNER**
USNS Richard E. Byrd (T-AKE 4)

Ships’ Leadership
Captain: Lee Apsley, USMM
Supply Officer: Dan Melindo
Chief Steward: Danilo Puniesto

**WINNER**
USNS Pecos  (T-AO 197)

Ships’ Leadership
Captain: Garth Kirk, USMM
Supply Officer: Danny Guess
Chief Steward: Julian Estacio
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HISTORY
Sea Transportation was controlled by four separate 

government agencies during World War II. In 1949, the 
Department of Defense’s ocean transportation needs 
were consolidated into a single managing agency, the 
Military Sea Transport Service (MSTS).

During the Vietnam War, MSTS was renamed Military 
Sealift Command. It transported U.S. Troops along 
with nearly 54 million tons of combat equipment and 
supplies plus nearly 8 million tons of fuel to Vietnam 
between 1965 and 1969.

Since Vietnam, U.S. troops are primarily transported 
to theater by air rather than Military Sealift Command 
troop ships. Military Sealift Command concentrated 
on providing the Department of Defense with ocean 
transportation.

Since Sept. 11, 2001, Military Sealift Command ships 
have contributed to contingency operations around 
the world. By January 2013, its ships delivered more 
than 25.7 billion gallons of fuel and moved 126.2 
million square feet of combat equipment and supplies 
to U.S. and coalition forces engaged in operations 
supporting Iraq and Afghanistan.

—GFS

for East Coast Large Ship and West Coast Large Ship 
with crews of 75 or greater, and overall small ship 
with a crew of fewer than 75.

ABOUT MSC
The Military Sealift Command workforce comprises 

more than 9,500 people worldwide, with about 80 
percent serving at sea aboard non-combatant Navy 
ships as CIVMARS who are federal employees.

The remainder are commercial mariners, civil ser-
vice personnel ashore and active-duty and reserve 
military personnel.

All of MSC’s ships are crewed by civilian mariners. 
Some ships have small military departments assigned 
to carry out communications and supply functions, 
as well as special mission functions appropriate for 
military personnel. Some ships carry small, temporary 
military detachments for force protection. Addition-
ally, four ships — USS Mount Whitney (LCC 20), USS 
Ponce (AFSB(I) 15), USS Frank Cable (AS 40) and USS 
Emory S. Land (AS 39) — have hybrid crews that com-
bine uniformed Navy personnel with civilian service 
members under the leadership of a U.S. Navy captain.

Military Sealift Command provides ocean transpor-
tation for the Navy and the rest of the Department of 
Defense, and operates approximately 110 ships daily 
around the globe.
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