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Our warship crews now face a new world of stress and intensive combat-with no command or agency in the U.S. Navy charged with analyzing how to strengthen their fighting abilities. The Navy must do all it can to give these crews the best tools for protection, organization, training, and leadership-and make sure all the tools fit together. At stake are these crews' lives and the nation's safety. 

Modern fighting ships represent ultimate sophistication of weapons, structure, machinery, electronics, operational doctrines, and technically competent crews. Developers of these resources focus on ability to cope with extremes likely to be encountered in waters near hostile territories. In such a littoral conflict, every ship's hard assets will depend on expert human performance under heightened stress and violence-that is, on human ability to fight. 

Unless her crew is organized, trained to fight and protected against stress and violence, a naval warship may not survive and prevail under the violent conditions of littoral warfare. In such environments, people are not only the most indispensable but also the most vulnerable resource. They must be capable of performing all designed functions under conditions of severe stress, extreme violence, and/or attempted enemy surprise. This is the meaning of fighting ability.

How can we maximize this most critical of all Naval resources? We shall first need to address battle training, shipboard organization, and human protection. Each of these affects the other two. 

Battle Training. Among the many problems we face, expert fighting ability has become no longer a major leadership goal. In fact, relating leadership to violence is officially perceived as likely to inhibit recruiting and hence to be avoided   The Navy's leadership indoctrination programs address social and working environments-rarely combat situations. Compounding this weakness in outlook, the shipboard time required to complete administrative and collateral duties is so overwhelming that battle drills are rare, brief, and unplanned. Consequently they are nearly useless, averaging just 30 minutes per week (from ships’ logs).

Shipboard Organization. Aside from issues pertaining to our overall approach, 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 specified only for maintenance and administration functions. Crewmembers have no way to know who are the members of their combat teams or to monitor what team skills they are expected to achieve.

Human Protection. Other than damage-control teams, shipboard warfighters do not wear protective combat uniforms. There are no freshwater outlets near manned stations for first-aid care of burns. Few compartments are equipped to support triage or first aid, especially under radical conditions of ship movement, and there are less than minimal resources 10 care for wounded female crew members. No means exist to move laden stretchers from one deck to another, Among the other shortcomings:  Bedding is not protected against fire (and burning mattresses can emit toxic fumes). Flammable paints are still used in interior spaces. Emergency toileting facilities are not available near manned stations. ID tags are no longer required to help recognize casualties. 

Why All This Matters Now 

American warriors headed for littoral combat face a convergence of two increasing challenges. The U.S. Fleet is shrinking-which means more ships will deploy to combat areas before having completed full preparatory training of their crews. In littoral areas such as the South China Sea, crews will face unprecedented demands on mental acuity and physical strength and dexterity, for longer periods than ever before. These demands will increase as crew sizes continue to diminish with the introduction of optimal manning, anticipated to extend into future ship designs. 

With proliferating enemy attacks always a possibility. Challenges to crews are changing and intensified. Physical stamina. MenIal toughness and team-based fighting skills will be pushed past their limits under prolonged periods of alertness. 

The cumulative dangers to shipboard personnel in littoral areas will substantially exceed those of high-seas combat environrnents. Most will come from increasingly sophisticated and available weaponry. High-performance cruise missiles are already capable of launching from land bases, land vehicles, aircraft, submarines, small craft. commercial ships and fishing craft. 

Large numbers of ballistic missiles can target units whose movements are constrained or predictable, for instance during replenishment or flight operations; amphibious assaults: and passages within straits. canals, channels and ports. Current threats also include nuclear, biological, and chemical munitions; rising mines in limitless numbers; wake-following and very high speed (200-knot); boarding and terrorism (even at sea): and escalating numbers of air-independent submarines difficult to track in shallow waters. Potentially devastating weapons may be launched against U.S. ships from unidentifiable points of origin spread across thousands of square miles on land and sea an unprecedented level of threat to naval forces at sea. 

The primary shipboard organization for battle may no longer be general quarters but sustained high-alert condition watches. Warship crews in littoral waters may operate for weeks or months in readiness conditions imposing sustained high stresses that can lead to physical and mental exhaustion exacerbated by sleep deprivation. Initial massive damage and multiple casualties may occur from hits received during these conditions, calling for crew redistribution under chaotic but (hopefully) preplanned conditions.

We will need on-board battle training of unmatched depth and difficulty. External resources may be available on board for short periods before or during a surge deployment (as during Iraqi Freedom). But these are now being depleted because of decreased budgets for Afloat Training Groups, planned reductions in crew sizes, and exchange initiatives (Sea Swap). 

Should the U.S. Navy have to operate against a major adversary in the littoral waters of the South China seas or the Persian Gulf, the consequence for our warships could well include an incalculable loss of life followed by forced withdrawal of the U.S. Fleet, because our modem warship crews could conceivably be rendered unfit to continue operations.

Solutions

​​We shall need to address all three needed resources simultaneously:

· Define expert ability to fight as our central leadership goal. Make battle training goals and progress toward them visible to all hands--continuously and readily. Monitor and minimize administrative demands and collateral duty assignments. 

· Design and implement clear standard onboard organizational chains of responsibility for overall battle readiness.

· Strengthen shipboard human protection systems. 

-------------------------------------------------------

Captain Appleton's 60 years of Navy experience include combat and evaluated shipboard trials of many of the foregoing concepts including the Planned Maintenance System, the Personnel Qualification Standards System, the system of Required Operational Capabilities, and the Objective Based Training system. Among his ten Proceedings articles are two award winners (the 1985 Arlelgh Burke Essay Contest and the 1983 Education and Training Contest). 
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