Daniel S. Appleton PhD

Captain, U. S. Navy (Ret)

850 Coast View Drive

Laguna Beach, CA 92651

949.494.2753

DSA@1940.usna.com

June 2004

Admiral Vernon E. Clark, U.S. Navy

Chief of Naval Operations

2000 Navy Pentagon

Washington, D.C. 20350-2000
Subject: Strengthening Warship Fighting Abilities

Dear Admiral Clark:

This writer has served the Surface Warfare community of the United States Navy for more than sixty years. I ask you to consider the following beliefs and recommendations based on the content of the attached background.
I believe the primary leadership goal of the warships of the United States Navy has traditionally been to achieve and sustain Expert Ability to Fight. This should mean ability to perform all designed functions expertly under condi​tions of extreme stress and violence including attempted enemy surprise. Future naval warfare, particularly littoral warfare, will inevitably occur in an environment where people are not only the most indispensable but also the most vulnerable of all the resources on board a warship in danger.

I believe that in recent years our Navy has devoted extensive efforts and resources to strengthening human fighting abilities in our submarine forces, aviation forces, and special forces, but far less to strengthening the fighting abilities of the men and women who man our Fleet surface units: our cruisers, destroyers, frigates, amphibious assault ships, auxiliary ships, command ships, mine warfare craft, sealift ships, aircraft carriers, and shortly our littoral combat ships.

I believe that as a result, American surface warship crews may have become critically hampered in their ability to meet the demands of sustained violent combat. The chief culprits are ancient shipboard organization systems designed for working but not for fighting, lack of all-hands knowledge of what battle skills need to be achieved, absence of hu​man protection against violence, inability to continue effective battle training during deployments, and suffocating administrative demands imposed upon ships' officers by off-ship authorities without coordination or control. 

In consequence, I believe that today's warship crews can no longer be expected to perform expertly under extreme conditions such as could conceivably occur in the weapon-intensive South China Seas.  Bravery will not be enough.

I believe there is no high level official within the Department of the Navy today who recognizes personal responsibility for ensuring that the people who man our surface warships can attain and sustain the level of quality of a truly elite fighting force. Human fighting ability in warships—the core of combat effectiveness— seems to be awash in a sea of technology. 

At the top of the list of needed leadership considerations is the fact that U.S. warship sailors still have no way of seeing and knowing, day to day, at home or deployed, what battle skills they are expected to achieve.

Very respectfully,
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