UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL

Navy's blue water fighting doctrine needs fresh look

BY RETIRED LT. CMDR. THOMAS W. STROTHER

Reprinted with permission from Armed Forces Journal
© January 2004 

During the past decade, countless articles have appeared concerning the transformation of the Navy. Whenever I happened across one of them, I always looked to see if the transformation the author effusively wrote about actually changed the Navy's mission. Most times, the transformation was electronic — how we find, identify and target the enemy or how we communicate faster and better.

With the emergence of a maritime counterproliforation mission for the U.S. Navy, like it or not, the service soon may look very different than it does today.

Ever since the attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, the Navy leadership has had to adapt to a new (or seemingly new) vocabulary of acronyms surrounding two other acronyms: AT-FP (anti-terrorism/force protection}and CBR-D (chemical, biological and radiological defense).

Some rollicking good conversations can be started over those two subjects, such as who should be in charge of the training, what should be trained, how often and for what? But if you want to really stir up a conversation, throw in one more acronym: CP (counterproliferation;). Then ask: How do the three tie together?

People may opine that, in the maritime environment, a small merchant ship that strays out of the inbound traffic scheme in Thimble Shoals Channel is just a "hazard to navigation" and thus a problem for the Coast Guard. If that same merchant vessel suddenly rings up a full bell and heads into the Little Creek Amphibious Base harbor, it may become an AT-FP problem. Simultaneously, if as it enters Little Creek, it starts belching acrid smoke, it simultaneously could become a CBR-D problem, with huge counterproliferation overtones. In any or all of these situations, what are the responsibilities of the U.S. Navy?

Hopefully, the senior naval leadership is studying such scenarios, for they will impact the Navy and truly transform it.

Digging a bit deeper, consider how AT-FP initiatives might tie in with CP or how CBR-D relates to CP. Then ask if the U.S. Coast Guard can change its lifesaving-service ethos and get big enough, fast enough to find and kill terrorists who might be planning to launch Scud missiles from merchant vessels. 

In fact, a host of questions need to be addressed now.

 • Should the U.S. Navy be building different types of ships for this possible "deep blue" counter-proliferation mission?

 • Should the U.S. Navy, Coast Guard, State Department and International Maritime Organization be pushing for such things as "flight plans" for all international movement of shipping?

 • Should an "identification, friend or foe, for ships" become mandatory?

 • Should already-in-place systems, such as the Automatic Identification System or the Global Maritime Distress Signaling System be enhanced arid improved so that all merchant ships in international trade must carry them so the ships can be interrogated 

ILLUSTRATION BY ANDRE RHODEN, U.S. NAVY SHOWING SAILORS IN CHEMICAL PROTECTION GARB—Sailors train to detect the presence of chemical agents. The author contends sailors need more chemical-agent-detection training.

REAL POSSIBILITIES

Mideast terrorists have fired mortar rounds at Israel from the decks of boats cruising in the Mediterranean. Thus, the passive-defense portion of counterproliferation demands that any ship large enough to fire a Scud within range of Alaska, Hawaii or the continental United States needs to be tracked by some type of system.

The counterproliferation aspects of chemical and biological defense must be incorporated into overall U.S. national security planning. Issues such as vessel boardings and searches and seizures hundreds of miles off the U.S. coast in international waters must be addressed before a crisis looms.

It takes, perhaps, a far greater leap of faith to believe that the time may come when we will demand that any merchant ship approaching within so many miles of U.S. territory will in fact "squawk" and identify itself and prepare for boarding. Those who believe the day will come when this will be the norm should be planning now to establish North American Aerospace Defense Command-type command centers run by the Navy.

Should an "identification friend or foe, for ships" become mandatory?

LITTORAL CONTROL SHIPS?

As far-fetched as it sounds, the day also may come when we need more wet-well ships (such littoral control ships with small wet wells) to serve as picket vessels off the U.S. coast. These ships would be boarding platforms and command vessels for SEAL boat and helicopter boarding teams.

Instead of building more Arleigh Burke destroyers, should we be building true littoral control ships —about the size of current frigates — to control our own littoral waters? These picket ships, for instance, might be able to launch cigarette boats, jet skis and helicopters to carry out boarding of a merchant vessel before members of its crew have time to launch a Scud at U.S. territory. The alternative, of course, is to leave such small-boat ops to the Coast Guard.

The concept of Navy teams boarding merchant ships in international water straddles the line between offensive and defensive counterproliferation. It is bound to raise the hackles of officials at the United Nations, for such pre-emptive boarding isn't exactly in consonance with current international law. The argument may go that we did not sink the ship, so the action is not quite offensive, yet boarding a vessel without permission isn't exactly passive or defensive, either.

How would all of this transform our Navy? Unless the Coast Guard changes its organizational ethos from a lifesaver to trigger-puller mentality and, at the same time, builds many, many more ships, it will be the Navy-Marine Corps team out there hunting down bad guys on the open sea. If that comes to pass, the Navy quickly will discover that the best way to launch a number of small boats is not from boat davits on an Arleigh Burke, but from a wet well-type ship.

BACK TO BASICS

Because such a war on the high seas will demand more and better small-boat training, our recruits must be better swimmers and better small-arms marksmen, and have a better understanding of asymmetric warfare. They must understand that the enemy will threaten them not necessarily with similarly outfitted combatant vessels, but rather with hang gliders, unmanned aerial vehicles, small boats, Scud missiles launched from merchant ships or even a car bomb in a port.

Our sailors must have more and better CBR-D training. There never will be enough SEALs or Marine Recon personnel to make up all boarding teams; therefore, small-boat handling skills, close-quarter-battle skills and a warrior ethos must be imbued in all sailors, enlisted and officer alike.

MORE THAN EQUIPMENT

The real transformation of the U.S. Navy depends upon much more than the equipment we have. The Aegis SPY-1 radar was a great leap forward, but it did not change significantly the duties of an anti-air warfare commander. Ground forward air controllers are  glad to have digital radios and laser designators, but they still need to understand the basics of the "nineline" close-air support message.

We who love the Navy must ensure that a real transformation occurs — a transformation of mind-set. From their first day of training, recruits, plebes and officer candidates must be taught, like it or not, their primary job is to kill or be killed. We must teach all our people about the type of war we're in, the type of enemies we face, and that they are apt to be confronted at any time.

The future of our nation may hinge on whether the entire U.S. Navy can transform its collective heart into that of a determined killer when the need arises. Our air wings and special-warfare community have carried an unfair share of this burden for the past 40 years.

It won't be easy to "harden the hearts" of our officers and enlisted bluejackets, but the real Navy transformation must take place in the head, heart and soul.

Distinctions among AT-FP, CBR-D and CP are blurring. The senior leadership of the Navy needs to understand this — and that would be a transformation in itself. •
______________________________________________________________________________
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