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For more than 50 years, the standard systems and procedures officially prescribed to lead and manage our Navy's warship crews have suffered a progressive deterioration. The resulting inefficiencies may have reached a level where nearly 100,000 American seagoing officers and sailors can no longer be expected to cope successfully with their primary reason for existence: victory under the stress and violence of battle.

Individual skill, intelligence, bravery and stamina are plentiful among America's seamen But those qualities are not enough to prevail against modem weapons launched from Third World aircraft, obscure land sites, or submarines perhaps hundreds of miles distant Much more is needed to enable shipboard people to perform effectively together under extremely violent conditions. Even exceptional onboard leadership may not be enough to make up for decrepit management tools.

There are five onboard management subsystems that most urgently need  revision:

( Inadequate human protection. "Battle uniforms" for most crew members today are still nothing but ordinary work clothes: dangerously ineffective against fire, useless against heavy shock and demeaning in appearance for "warriors." Mattresses in berthing spaces and artificial deck coverings emit toxic fumes under high heat. 

Many dressing stations intended for care of wounds are small and inefficient Head coverings are rarely available until people arrive at battle stations and, predictably, often are too late to protect against sudden violent impact against a ship's structure. No effective means exist to help move laden stretchers from one deck to another. Ships are still filled with unsecured gear and furnishings that can block passages. Requirements for wearing of ID tags to help recognize disfigured casualties have been discontinued.

A special aspect of this problem is the substitution of male crew members for males. I have yet to see an informed commentary attempt to visualize the impact on human performance immediately prior to, during or following violent combat. Shipboard medical faculties and training remain particularly inadequate to cope with serious mental or physical trauma to female personnel. Until these problems are dealt with, the substitution of women in ships will severely limit the Navy's ability to fight.

(Ineffective onboard battle training. Underway time is sometimes restricted because of budget limitations or a need to reduce tempos of operations, but at the same time the number of required underway exercises remains constant What results is that many exercises are conducted hurriedly and with consequent reduced benefit.

Since live exercises also rarely consider damage or human casualties, another result is an increased need for on-station battle drills to be adequately scheduled and skillfully planned and conducted. However, administrative and training paperwork plus maintenance workloads are now so heavy that battle and high-threat watch station team training averages only 20 minutes per week over a two-year training cycle — accompanied by a turnover rate of over 50 percent in personnel each year.

In addition, most enlisted team leaders are unable to see the performance criteria in books stored in officers' desks and safes. Thus, they are unable to take an active part in setting goals or planning what to teach their people during battle drills. Since drills are rarely planned in advance, and since team leaders are typically untrained in conducting them, even limited on-station drill time is often wasted.

One consequence is that no U.S. warship crew is trained today to cope with the massive conflagration that would result from hits received during a high-threat condition watch. Another is that no crew is trained to shift rapidly from watch stations to battle stations after their ship has suffered extensive disruption and casualties. A third is that no crew is organized or trained to cope with a purposeful attack received in port at night with personnel absent on leave, liberty, or detached duties.
(Inability to measure results. The Navy has traditionally and strenuously objected to documenting the designed capabilities of its ships. Without such a baseline, the Navy has no dependable method of gauging and then communicating changes in shipboard fighting capabilities.

Current procedures for measuring and reporting "readiness" do not permit identifying changes in combat capabilities except when affected by gross reductions in available resources. Indeed, naval command today has no way of knowing the precise fighting capabilities of each of its ships from day to day or the residual capabilities that follow battle damage.

The ability of ships' crews to know what's been achieved or not achieved on a continuous basis is indispensable for strengthening their motivation toward improving the ability to fight or for battle training. But changes in the levels of fighting capabilities, because they are unmeasured and undisplayed, are invisible to those who strive to improve them or to commanding officers responsible for achieving them.

(Unclear chains of responsibility for battle readiness. The prescribed standard shipboard organization is based on work centers, divisions, departments, technical supervisors and assignments of more than 100 externally mandated collateral duties. This structure distributes responsibilities mainly for doing routine work, not for battle control or battle training. 

On average, up to half the shipboard people on battle or high-threat watch stations function under leaders outside their normal work units. Nevertheless, no continuous off-station chain of command from captain to team leader is accountable for battle control, battle training or the overall readiness of each team — including its associated structure and equipment — within each high-threat watch section where initial combat is likely to occur. No effort is made nor methods taught to help leaders define performance goals, keep track of progress or build psychological strength by improving cohesion and moral strength within each combat and watch team. At present, the generic notion of "combat team" or "watch team" does not officially exist in a manner comparable with "work center." If this concept did exist, the battle control and battle readiness chains of responsibility could be strengthened and clarified without altering the current standard organizational structure.

(Distortion of leadership development. The Navy's current Leader Development Program, along with all its predecessor programs and related quasi-official literature, focuses on relationships with people in administrative or working environments, largely ignoring the traumatic problems of coping with the stresses of imminent combat, of combat itself, or of post-combat recovery.

Total Quality Leadership betrays the Navy's primary reason for being by failing to visualize and address conditions that could affect the crews of hundreds of U.S. warships in battle. (Note that many types of "noncombatant"units will be particularly vulnerable in littoral waters.) Only two commands — the U.S. Naval Academy and the Naval Doctrine Command — seem to be focusing on development of leadership techniques that will be needed under combat conditions.

Getting ready to fight

Navy leaders sometimes seem to have forgotten that one of their primary goals must be to help seagoing personnel strengthen their ability to fight. Understanding also seems to be lacking of how modem principles of motivation and team cohesion could help shipboard leaders to strengthen fighting abilities.

Although every one of the five factors listed above affects and depends on .every one of the others, no senior Navy official regularly examines all shipboard functions as an integrated system encompassing people, structure, equipment and doctrine (the latter including standard shipboard procedures) in the course of ship design or modification. Nor has any official responsibility been established for this purpose.

The assertions laid out here are based upon 50 years of professional experience and research, a review of procedures in 38 ships, and methodical observation of four developmental shipboard experiments. In an effort to strengthen the ability of U.S. warship crews to prepare themselves for imminent combat when called for, a set 53 recommendations resulting from the above research as been submitted for consideration by the Secretary of the Navy. Complete sets of these recommendations have been requested by 10 major commands.

Although all the addressees have been assured that the source of any comment received would never be divulged these facts are dear:                              

(No commander has disputed any of the above five assertions, including the "bottom line" that these conditions seriously impair the ability of American warship crews to cope successfully with the stress and violence of combat.

(No commander has challenged any of the "core" recommendations concerning (1) the means for protect crew members, (2) procedures for strengthening leadership by measurement and feedback of results achieved, (3) methods of strengthening team cohesion, and (4) methods of planning and conducting shipboard battle drills. 

(No commander has objected to the premise that the foregoing recommendations are consistent with his policies and practices pertaining to Total Quality Leadership.

I believe this nation will someday depend on the fighting capabilities of its Navy. But I also believe that archaic management tools hamper the efforts of fleet leaders to take care of their shipboard people under conditions gross stress or violence. U.S. warship crews today cannot be depended upon to win in battle.

_____________________________________________________________

Dr. Daniel S. Appleton is a retired Navy captain specializing in research on warship management systems.
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