LETTER FROM A FORMER SURFACE FORCE FLAG OFFICER

(Author’s identity omitted)

Your letters RE the ''reported situations" onboard USS CHOSIN and USS STOUT refer. 

First off, I was not there and therefore have only limited and second hand information to deal with but can offer a few fast general comments that appear pertinent for your learned consideration. 

No doubt the subject incidents are not isolated cases and the discrepancies cited by the press did not generate overnight. Most likely, those two ships reflect the state of material readiness I believe rampant in the fleet. While I cannot speak for the submarine NAVY and am out of touch with the-surface ship NAVY I can address the aircraft carrier NAVY with some authority although even that may be somewhat dated now. 

However, it appears to me based on my most recent observations that: (a). when quality of life aboard ship is more important than combat readiness, (b). when political correctness is more important than professional proficiency, and (c). when officers and sailors live off their ships and go to ''work'' each day for an inport period of eight and a half hours, i.e., from 0730 until 1600 day including quarters in the morning and noon meal for five days a week rather that living in their assigned duty station "things" are not going to be tended to properly. The Navy has placed the emphasis on the wrong syllable for lo these many years in the "leadership's" quest for popularity and retention. In short, the Navy has become a form of ' 'welfare system" where all hands feel sorry for themselves when they have. the duty or have to deploy. I am not surprised by the two reports! And, bet that this is the tip of the ice berg only. 

Some of my observations leading to this state of affairs include but are not limited to: (a). no regularly scheduled lower decks and material inspections conducted on a weekly basis at sea and in port, (b). the lack of weekly living, messing and berthing inspections following personnel inspection in port regularly and at sea when feasible. (c). the lack of formal "hull inspections" conducted separately from the aforementioned lower decks and material inspections made by selected teams of ships' officers who inspect the same zones for several weeks in succession on a weekly basis. The teams would cite noted deficiencies proposing directed corrective actions for the next following work week and then ensure that the discrepancies noted had been corrected in the follow-up week inspection or included in the CSMP for follow-on action. (I do not know but am willing to bet that they do not even conduct weekly tests of magazine sprinkler systems any longer.) (d). the lack of unit commander (squadron commander per se') annual admin and material inspections. (e). the lack of cruiser/destroyer group commander's annual combat readiness inspections, (f). the lack of TYCOM material assistance team visits (COMNAVA1RPAC used to have many assist teams serving a wide variety of functional areas that were very good and served a most useful purpose) and (g). the lack of periodic TYCOM or operational commander combat readiness inspections conducted incidental to planned or concurrent combat systems/pre-deployment readiness exercises (ORIs). Any and all of these inspections conducted in a forthright manner would likely have identified all of the noted material discrepancies such as those cited and should have initiated prompt corrective action. Admittedly, all of the above involved lots of work in my experience but even as a JO I recognized them as serving a useful purpose since the entire operational chain of command was involved and the competitive status of each ship was measured in part by the observations. Those inspectors and inspections saw ''things'' that I as a division officer/department head/ XO/CO or unit commander may have over-looked and those I learned from observing good things seen in the other ships when I was part of an inspecting team. I applaud that sort of command involvement. Because that is what commanders are supposed to do, i.e., train their commands and ensure unit command combat effectiveness. I also admit that it seemed that we were "inspected" to death by senior commands along the way but each inspection served multiple purposes including bringing material discrepancies requiring more "clout" than the immediate command could bring to bear to the attention of senior commanders. A VERY good thing! In essence those inspections brought fresh eyes on-scene to look at "things" ship's people had come to overlook as normal because the problem had been there so long and was of such a minor nature that everyone ignored it. Were I in command somewhere along the line today I would reinitiate all of the above procedures, political correctness be damned. In essence, inspections are part of the Navy-way oflife. The incumbent generation can not be any busier, over committed or heavily tasked than we were. 

No doubt I am old fashioned and maybe naive but I believe that IF EIGHT O'CLOCK REPORTS were made properly and reported to the CO by the XO or command duty officer as in our day that the many discrepancies under consideration would have been corrected while the problems were minor. Such reports to the CO would have given him a real-time "feel" for the state of his command each night and timely corrective action could have been initiated. I also feel that if the COs had been honest and real COs not ticket punchers they would have reported casualties impacting their ship's combat readiness via the CASREPT system immediately as occurring (too many commanding officers and unit commanders consider CASREPTs as reflections of inept leadership and some unit commanders use them in part to grade a CO's fitness for promotion. In reality, CASREPTS serve two purposes, i.e., focusing attention on the fact that the ship is unable to perform it's combat mission as designed in view of some disablement that degrades fire power, speed, sea keeping capabilities, etc. that senior operational commanders have a need to know for determining unit integrity and cohesive operations. More on this later. And, that the command needs time, materials or technical assistance to make corrective action. Commanders need to recognize that <<things" break down while in sustained high use, or because of design failure or sometimes misuse and that corrective actions need to be taken forthwith. CASREPTs do all of the above if submitted honestly and in a timely manner and used correctly at all echelons of command. There is no disgrace in reporting a breakdown but dishonesty is involved when such a malfunction occurs and is not reported factually and promptly and WORSE YET neglectful when a senior does not do his part help to correct the matter. THlS IS A COMMAND PHILOSOPHY THAT FLEET, TYPE AND TASK FORCE COMMANDERS AND ALL SUBORDINATE ADMINISTRATIVE AND OPERATIONAL COMMANDERS MUST SUPPORT WITH THE INTENTION OF HELPING THE REPORTING COMMAND VICE DISCIPLINING THAT UNIT AND OF KEEPING ALCON ADVISED OF SHIPS EXPERIENCING REDUCED OPERATIONAL READINESS STANDARDS. Furthermore, IF a ship's commanding officer submits periodic "C" material status reports that do not cite the operational deficiencies that reduced his command's state of readiness he was indeed lying to his seniors who in turn were misleading their seniors who had no option other than to believe that all was well since the reporting unit was declared "C-l or C-2". 

(More on this later) from above. On one occasion in my past one of the ships operating under my tactical command did not report that his sonar system was operating at less than designed capacity and that he had a concurrent engineering problem that prohibited his ship from making full power when he joined up with 

me. When a senior operational commander directed my group to proceed at max speed to investigate an aircraft report of sighting a surfaced submarine in trouble some distance away, I ordered all ships to proceed in company at full power. Soon the culprit ship started faIling back in the formation. When questioned the CO's reply was that he was experiencing momentary engineering problems but that he would catch up once the issue was corrected. I slowed formation speed to 25 knots and he still could not keep up and again at 23 knots. Finally, I demanded that the CO tell me in precise terms what his engineering problem was and the state of his corrective actions. Reluctantly he finally reported after much hemming and hawing that his engineering problem was of such a magnitude that it could not be corrected at sea but he could sustain 20 knots. So, I left him to catch up as he could directing that he submit an immediate CASREPT and a reduced "C" status report. Once on scene in the suspected submarine sighting area the rest of the squadron commenced a detailed search for the sub. We had no visual contact but held intermittent contact with a submerged object but needed the unique sonar capabilities inherent in the missing ship. Once he reported on scene and was directed to use his unique capabilities he reported that the needed capability was down for lack of technical skill and that he was going to CASREPT the system now. In due time senior command directed that we discontinue the search. I ordered the errant CO to report aboard the flagship for a conference that revealed more than the radio exchange messages could. His misrepresentations had misled me and all of my seniors on a serious operational matter. On another occasion a carrier within but not under my direct cognizance had received permission to send major parts of several main feed pumps (MFPs) to the SRF during an upkeep period. The CO and engineer contrived to send additional parts from other MFPs to the shops thus rendering all of the ship's MFPs inop until repaired. An unex​pected severe storm developed. Some ofthe MFP parts were returned to the ship and installed as a pre​cautionary measure. BUT, when it became obvious that we might have to move the carrier to a protected anchorage the ship's CO reported that he did not have enough MFP capability to move the ship and sustain it at anchorage safely. Both of these COs retired shortly after the above cited incidents! Both cases of CO dishonesty. 

Much as everyone or nearly everyone hated the Propulsion Examining Board (PEB's) dreaded OPPEs, LOEs and the like inspections incidental in the "engineering inquisition" of the early '70s they were a long overdue and a wonderful material readiness saving ''thing''. Such inspections and the like brought exper​ienced and fresh eyes into a command highlighting even the most minute of discrepancies for immediate corrective action. And, they focused TYCOM and senior command attention and dollars on engineering problems they had long overlooked or under-funded or ignored in overhauls and upkeep periods. Further​more, the PEB forced the engineering safety issues to the forefront albeit at the expense of he ships' people subjected to their inquisitions. Additionally, they brought focused and uniform attention to standard operation​al procedures, technical skills, casualty control procedures and thorough maintenance practices all that were good and proper. In fact, the "PEB" never cited a single issue to my knowledge that was not covered in detail in the NAVSEA TECH MANUAL or builder's technical procedural and maintenance manuals. EVERYTHING was there before the fact, it was just that few commanding officers had the guts, know​ledge and/or initiative to get into the engineering spaces and see that the prescribed procedures were being followed meticulously. More than that, if they had even ventured below decks when the plants were hot they would have seen countless minor steam leaks, hot area exposures, electrical hazards, fluid system leaks that were fouling the bilges, wasting feed water, dripping fuel and draining lube oil, missing bits of essential hardware, i.e., nuts, boIts, clips, etc., that were general personnel safety hazards and a million "things" that should have been cleaned immediately as fire prevention, safety of personnel or secondary damage source issues. It does not take much to see deficiencies such as these and to initiate corrective action even if one is not an engineer, but one has to look. I thank GOD for Admiral Rickover and him for forcing nuclear power plant standards in part on the conventional steam plant world. He saved our collective skins in a million ways as well as extending the useful service life of many of our ships. 

The only shortcoming with the PEB in my opinion was that it did not focus the same level of detailed attention on electrical and damage control issues equally as well. I advocated that and my suggestion was rejected out of hand by the TYCOM. I also recommended that a Combat Systems Examining Board be initiated since there were so many new technical advances being introduced along with the guided missile systems that old cannon-cockers like me needed help in identifying points needing attention. While I could spot hydraulic system and lube oil leaks and see electrical problems I did not always see the underlying fire control or mechanical problems that caused the systems to operate at less than designed effectiveness. Likewise the introduction of increasingly complicated computer driven systems incremental to the emerg​ent advanced technology spaced-based communications systems, combat directions systems and electronics in general created more problems than the average commanding officer could comprehend unless schooled in those technologies before the fact. Not all commanding officers had the good fortune of an "AEGIS​like" systems training program before relieving in command. One can not be proficient in every technol​ogy in the ship, no matter how bright he may be unless he has some schooling in the systems before the fact or makes an all out effort to learn the new technologies and has subordinates who honestly apprise him of technical difficulties as occurring and do their jobs loyally. Those of us who grew up in the 5"/38, GFCS Mk-37, 600 PSI steam plant era did not have much of problem getting proficient in 5"/54s, Mk-68 GFCS and 1200 PSI plants but the new technology of the guided missile systems baffled all of us until we dug into the pubs and got smarter. 

That brings me to my next observation. NOT EVERY OFFICER IS COMMANDING OFFICER MATER​IAL. 

I believe that those few officers who have the desire to be in command at sea or in the air, who have the personal courage, professional, technical and people skills to command successfully can be identified as such in their junior officer years and then TRAINED to become commanding officers by duty assignments, schooling and technology training in all facets of ship's operation. When demonstrated as sufficiently adroit in those skills he should be assigned as the commanding officer of a smaller ship or unit. Once demonstrated as qualified he should be assigned as the commanding officer of a larger and more capable command but only then. A few commanding officers are naturals, more are made by experience and training and none by BUPERS and some never qualify even though assigned to command at sea. I think the "also-rans" can be identified by motivation and performance. "BUPERS boys" and now girls seldom make proficient commanding officers because they usually are ticket-punchers tainted with political cor​rectness and generally are too involved with personal career objectives to be warriors.

So what can we do about it? All of the above refers. It is may be too late to make the right corrective motions now since most likely all of the "guilty" parties have been relieved and detached to other duties. But, were I the CNO I would task the JAG to advise me ifI could initiate a policy wherein officers of all grades and petty officers of all ranks delinquent in the sequence of events under review herein would be retained in position without possibility of selection for promotion, promotion to already announced advancements, transfer to new duty stations, sent to PG school or allowed to retire or otherwise be removed from the scenes of their transgressions until all was corrected to "C-I" status. I would do this from the TYCOMS down to the lowest enlisted grades. Make them stay where they committed their transgressions working to correct those deficiencies until all of the shortcomings within their capacity to correct were completed satisfactorily! 

It is not within my heart to excuse a CO from knowing what is going on in his command from day one until finally detached. Nor do I excuse any XO from failing to know all of the immediate problems in detail in the command and then reporting them expeditiously to the CO as corrective actions proceed. Errant depart​ment heads should be made to toe the mark and division officers should be required to be division officers responsible for the personal well-being, professional readiness and combat effectiveness ofthe men and women in his division and the precise material state of readiness of all systems within his/her division. What more noble, challenging and rewarding position in life could any responsible young person aspire to attain than to be such a division officer? I would hold all errant chief petty officers regardless of grade immediately responsible for not advising their division officers of imminent or emergent personnel and material problems and ongoing corrective actions within their cognizance and where necessary to ssist their department heads solve potential, emergent or habitual problems of a greater magnitude as their division officers direct. I for one do not adhere to the old saw that the chiefs run the Navy. If so, what were the chiefs in the two cited ships doing about all of those things? I also do not support the contention that a command master chief is a necessary personage. IF all of the chiefs were doing their jobs in support of their division officers and department heads and they made the XO aware of the issues when called what could there be that a command master chief could do for the CO that had not already been done by the regular chain of command? 

( 

So, Captain ---, in my opinion it all boils down to a breach in the chain of command from top to bottom since every echelon along the way failed to exercise the duties of grade and position and falsification of required status reports by the crews of the two cited ships and the failure of all seniors along the way to "look and see" for themselves. As a squadron commander I visited each ship in my squadron at least weekly and I "inspected things" critically along the way on every occasion. Only one destroyer-type CO attempted to deceive me because all of the rest of them knew that I had their best interests at heart. In the case of the carrier CO and his chief engineer they thought that it was not necessary to include the chief of staff (COS) in their upkeep plans since their intention was illicit in nature from the onset and would have been disapproved as ill-advised had the COS known before the fact. 

This is enough. You know as well or better than I what we or they should have done and reluctantly admit that the socialization of the Navy has maybe gone too far to reverse the trend without major "butt-kicking" along the way. It almost smacks of the old railroad engineer's practice of "featherbedding" as part of the welfare state we see in today's Navy.

I would send a copy of this letter to the surface force commander but fear that I am so out of date that my comments would be in error and I would once again be the laughing stock of the surface ship Navy. 

Most sincerely submitted with a request that you please excuse the typos and poor sentence construction. 
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