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B90 FIGHTING ABILITY IN AMERICAN WARSHIPS

How to keep U.S. sailors alive and able to fight their ships

PREFACE

America’s modern fighting ships represent ultimate sophistication of weapons, structure, machinery, electronics, operational doctrines, and technically competent crews. Developers of these resources have focused in part on ability to cope with the extremes likely to be encountered in waters near hostile territories. In such a littoral conflict, every ship’s hard assets will depend for successful operation on expert human performance under extreme stress and violence—that is, on human ability to fight.

The following discussion and recommendations are based on extensive fleet trials and published accounts concerning TRIPOLI, SAMUEL B. ROBERTS, PUEBLO, LIBERTY, STARK, BELKNAP, VINCENNES, IOWA, and COLE.

PREMISES
The observations herein are based on these premises:

1.  A Naval warship may not survive and prevail under the violent conditions of littoral warfare unless her crew is organized, trained to fight, and protected against stress and violence. 

2.  In Naval warfare environments, people comprise not only the most indispensable but also the most vulnerable resource in every warship.

3.  Ability to fight means ability to perform all designed functions under conditions of severe stress, extreme violence, and/or attempted enemy surprise.

CHALLENGES

American man-o’warsmen in present and future ships headed for littoral combat face a convergence of two increasing challenges.

The first challenge will stem from the shrinking size of the U.S. Fleet, which will predictably result in more ships being called upon to deploy to combat areas prior to completion of ideally scheduled preparatory training. Ships operating against hostile forces in littoral areas such as the South China Seas will face unprecedented demands upon mental acuity and physical strength and dexterity throughout the total body of every crew and for longer periods than ever before required. These demands will increase as crew sizes continue to diminish with the introduction of “Optimal Manning”, anticipated to extend into future ship designs.

New and Intensive human challenges will come from extraordinary demands upon physical stamina, mental toughness, and team-based fighting skills stemming from prolonged periods of alertness imposed by proliferating means of potential enemy attack.

The cumulative dangers to shipboard personnel in littoral areas will substantially exceed the dangers historically experienced or anticipated by ships’ crews in high-seas combat environments. Unprecedented challenges to physical and mental stamina will apply to the crews of all types of Navy ships. Most will come from hostile weaponry proliferating worldwide in both quantity and sophistication. Such weapons already include high performance cruise missiles capable of launching from land bases, land vehicles, aircraft, submarines, small craft, or commercial ships or fishing craft; large numbers of ballistic missiles capable of targeting units whose movements are constrained or predictable (such as during replenishment or flight operations, amphibious assaults, and passages within straits, canals, channels, and ports); nuclear, biological, and chemical munitions; rising mines in limitless numbers; wake-following and very high speed (200-knot) torpedoes; boarding and terrorism (even at sea); and escalating numbers of air-independent submarines difficult to track in shallow waters. Potentially devastating weapons will be capable of being launched against U.S. ships from unidentifiable points of origin spread across thousands of square miles on land as well as at sea, an unprecedented level of threat to naval forces at sea.

The “primary” shipboard organization for battle will no longer be “general quarters” but sustained high-alert condition watches. Warship crews in littoral waters for extended periods may be called upon to operate for weeks or months in alert readiness conditions that will impose sustained high stresses that can cause physical and mental exhaustion exacerbated by sleep deprivation. Initial massive damage and casualties will most likely occur from hits received during these condition watches, which will call for battle training of unprecedented depth and difficulty. External Fleet battle training resources might be available on board for short periods before or during a hurried deployment (as they were during Iraqui Freedom), but these are now being depleted by reductions in resources budgeted for Afloat Training Groups as well as by planned reductions in crew sizes and by crew exchange (“Sea Swap”) initiatives. 

If the American Navy should be called upon to operate against the forces of a major adversary in the littoral waters of the South China seas or again in the Persian Gulf, the consequence for American warships could well include an incalculable loss of life followed by forced withdrawal of the U. S. Fleet—this because modern U. S. warship crews might be rendered unfit to fight. Explicitly:

HUMAN FIGHTING CONSTRAINTS

The main weaknesses comprising this potential unfitness for combat have to do with human protection, shipboard organization, and battle training. Within these three are the following:

1. There are no protective combat uniforms for shipboard “warfighters.”

2. ID tags are no longer required for identification of facially disfigured sailors.

3. There are no fresh water outlets near manned stations for first-aid care of burns.

4. Less than minimal resources exist to care for wounded female crewmembers.

5. Few compartments are equipped to support triage or first aid, especially under radical conditions of ship movement.

6. Bedding is not protected against fire. Burning mattresses can emit toxic fumes

7. Flammable paints are again being used in interior spaces.

8. Emergency toileting facilities are not available near manned stations.

9. No means exist to move laden stretchers from one deck to another.

10. The standard ship’s organization does not provide for an integrated team structure or establish clear chains of responsibility for fighting ability. (“Primary” duties in senior personnel rosters are always specified for maintenance and administration functions, not battle functions.)

11. No means exist for crewmembers to continuously see and know what battle skills they are expected to achieve.

12. Time demanded for administrative and collateral duties is now so overwhelming that battle drills are rare, brief, unplanned, and consequently nearly useless. (Generally averaging 30 minutes per week.)

13. “Expert fighting ability” is no longer a master leadership goal.  Focusing on “violence” is perceived as likely to inhibit recruiting. (Source: Office of SecNav.)
14. The Navy’s leadership indoctrination programs address social and working environments, never combat situations.

There is no command or agency in the United States Navy responsible for analyzing potentials for strengthening or inhibiting the fighting abilities of the crews of existing or future ships.

​

RECOMMENDATIONS

This study leads to five principal recommendations:

1.   Strengthen shipboard human protection.

2.   Design standard on-board organizational chains of responsibility to address battle control and battle training as well as ship’s work.

3.   Provide means for making battle training goals continuously and readily visible to all hands on board.

4. Monitor and minimize administrative demands and collateral duty assignments.

5. Define Expert Ability to Fight as the Navy’s central leadership goal.

Our warship crews are facing a new world of prospective stress and combat. Let us give them the tools of protection, organization, training, and leadership they will need to cope with what may be coming, and make sure these tools fit together. Their lives and the safety of the nation could depend on it.

Endnotes

The following selected writings are pertinent to the above discussion. All are readable in http://www.dacom.com/fighting-ability/  Numerals in brackets [XX] refer to Item Number in the website.

We Are Not Invincible by Lt David Adams, U.S. Navy. U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings May 1997.  Summary of potential threats in littoral areas. (Arleigh Burke award winner.) [A02]
Thorns in the Dragon’s Side by LCdr Michael W. Studeman, U.S. Navy. U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings, July 2000. Historical context  of roles of US, China and Taiwan. [A33]
Shipboard Training: The Team’s the Thing by Capt Daniel S. Appleton, U.S. Navy (Ret). U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings, October 1983 (Education and Training award) Describes potential values of team-based organization and visibility of goals. [A37]
The Naval Combat Uniform. Recommendation by Commander Cruiser-Destroyer Force, U.S. Pacific Fleet to the Commander in Chief, U.S. Pacific Fleet, dated 11 Dec 1961. Endorsed to Chief of Naval Operations by Atlantic and Pacific Fleet Commanders I Chief. Ignored by Supply Systems Command. [A12]

Warship Battle Training by Capt Daniel S. Appleton, U.S. Navy (Ret). U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings, Part I and Part II June 1988. Recommendations for warship battle training. Materials requested by over 200 ships. See also “Emergency Battle Training for American Warship Crews.”  [A18] [A19]
No Time to Rest. By Cdr Gerard D. Roncolato U.S. Navy. U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings, June 1996. Beware of a peacetime naval culture. [A04]
Let Us Lead Toward Ability to Fight  by Capt Daniel S. Appleton, U. S. Navy (Ret). Published by U.S. Naval Doctrine Command 1996.  Quoted: For the strength of the ship is the Service, And the strength of the Service, the ship.  (From “The Laws of the Navy”) [A08]

The Surface Navy is Not Ready by Capt John L Byron, U.S. Navy. U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings 1987.  Detailed analysis of U. S. warship readiness for combat particularly in light of attack against USS STARK. [A34]
Shipboard Administrative Requirements by U. S. Chief of Naval Operations. CNO Ser 00 Memo 807-71 dated 29 November 1971. Directed major effort to reduce shipboard administrative requirements. [B61]
Can We Effectively Control Human Costs During War At Sea? By  Capt (MC) Arthur M. Smith USNR. U.S. Naval War College Review Spring 1992. Emphasizes importance of casualty care to support warship battle effectiveness. [A26]
Command Training Assessment Cards by Capt Daniel S. Appleton, U.S. Navy (Ret). Procedure for design of on-board visual display of objectives and criteria for Objective Based Training. Accompanied by sample visual displays for eleven battle functions.) [A14] and [A45-A59]

Endgame by Capt Daniel S. Appleton, U.S. Navy (Ret). U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings May, 1985. (Arleigh Burke award winner.) Expanding dangers to American ocean commerce. [A36]
The United States Navy is Seriously Unprepared for Near-Shore Warfare Letter by Capt Daniel S. Appleton, U.S. Navy (Ret) to the President of the United States dated 6 March 2006. Asks SecNav consideration of assigning responsibility for analysis of factors affecting fighting ability in warships. [B88]
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