
FIGHTING ABILITY IN AMERICAN WARSHIPS

This ancient mariner has no right to offer “recommendations” regarding the present or future state of the Naval Service. But as a professional I am privileged to form observations and to express conclusions that I believe may be useful to the country. My observations here concern the safety and proficiency of the officers and Sailors who man and operate today’s American warships under conditions of potential surprise, prolonged stress, or extreme violence.

Although the technical sophistication of U.S. naval ships and weapons has advanced dramatically over the years since World War II, I believe that in future Naval combat environments people will still comprise not only the most critical but also the most vulnerable resource in every Naval ship.  When the crew of a warship is decimated, weakened, or placed at risk, so will be their ship and potentially their nation. 

Navy people in American warships today are affected by two growing challenges:

The first challenge stems from the shrinking size of the U.S. Fleet, which can result in ships being called upon to deploy to high-threat areas prior to completion of regularly scheduled preparatory training. The extensive variety of missions for which warship crews must be prepared include projection of firepower, protection of fast sealift ships, amphibious assault, deep support of expeditionary forces, protection of battle groups, interdiction of prohibited or unlawful shipping, salvage and rescue, battle damage repair, theater ballistic missile defense (soon), and armed confrontation of hostile surface, air, and subsurface forces, not to mention the continuing demands of ship performance and survivability. Individual units may be called upon to execute combinations of such missions, each requiring specialized technical skills.

The second challenge may come from unprecedented demands upon human physical strength, stamina, and mental toughness. The potential dangers to shipboard personnel in littoral areas now exceed the dangers historically experienced or anticipated by ships’ crews in high-seas combat environments. Extraordinary demands upon human performance will henceforth apply to the crews of all types of Navy ships, including aircraft carriers and support units now conventionally labeled “auxiliaries” rather than “combatants.” Future challenges will deserve analysis of potential impacts upon combat effectiveness as crew sizes are  “optimized” to reduce numbers for budgetary reasons and as shipboard organizations, procedures, customs, and structures are redesigned to accommodate mixed genders.

Growing threats to physical and mental stamina will come from hostile weaponry proliferating worldwide in both quantity and sophistication. Today’s weapons include high performance cruise missiles capable of launching from land bases, land vehicles, aircraft, submarines, or commercial ships or fishing craft; ballistic missiles capable of targeting units whose movements are constrained or predictable (such as during replenishment operations, amphibious assaults, flight operations, and passages within straits, canals, channels, and ports); nuclear, biological, and chemical munitions; rising mines in limitless numbers; high-speed and wake-following torpedoes (against which the U.S. Navy has almost no defense); “swarm” attacks by rapidly maneuvering small craft by day or night; boarding and terrorism (at sea or in port); 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, a level of threat exceeding any ever faced by Naval forces.

Warship crews confronted by modern weapons 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 leading to physical and mental exhaustion. Initial massive damage and casualties must be anticipated from hits received during alert condition watches as well as during General Quarters or "Damage Control Quarters.” Tested doctrines do not yet exist to enable a warship crew to shift rapidly from working or high-alert watch stations to battle stations after receiving catastrophic damage and casualties at sea or in port.

Specialized battle training resources may be available for short periods before or during a hurried deployment (as they were during Persian gulf deployments), but these may depleted by reductions in resources budgeted for afloat training commands. 

If the Navy continues the policy of long-term deployed basing accompanied by periodic whole-crew replacements, achievement and sustaining of expert battle skills could become more challenging. Added demands could be placed upon Service and shipboard leaders to conduct aspects of battle training previously guided by off-ship training specialists, but replacement crews do not possess resources to enable supplementary training to be continued during subsequent operations. 

These challenges will call for effective means of strengthening psychological and physical protection, clarity of on-board responsibilities for battle readiness and training, understandable descriptions of objectives in terms of needed fighting abilities, and provision of methods and devices to allow all hands to understand goals and progress achieved. 

I believe the following measures and resources could contribute to the fighting abilities of the people who man and operate the warships of the United States Fleets to perform expertly under conditions of severe stress or combat:

1. As a foundation for readiness, set the “master” leadership goal of the Fleet as achievement and sustainment of Expert Fighting Ability, this to mean “ability to perform expertly under conditions of stress, violence, and/or surprise.”

2. Provide warship crewmembers with protective uniforms resistant to flame and shock and displaying rank and rating insignia. (Formerly recommended by Fleet Commanders but set aside by top leadership in favor of new service, working, and exercise garments.)

3. Provide means to make protective headgear quickly available to all hands under high-threat or surprise conditions.

4. Provide shipboard bedding that does not emit toxic fumes when burning.

5. Ensure use of flame resistant paints on interior surfaces.

6. Develop doctrines for transition of a warship crew from condition watch stations to battle stations after receiving extensive casualties.

7. Provide means to move laden stretchers vertically through every ship.

8. Design passageways in new ships without obstacles in order to facilitate rapid movement of human casualties needing urgent care.

9. Provide quick-release devices and fixtures to enable rapid securing of furnishings and potential missile hazards under high threat conditions.

10. Provide freshwater outlets near manned stations for emergency treatment of burns.

11. Provide emergency toileting facilities near manned stations for long periods without relief.

12. In ships’ organizations and personnel rosters, designate battle functions, rather than maintenance and administrative functions, as “primary” duties.

13. Revise the specified responsibilities of Command Master Chiefs to clarify overlaps and conflicts with responsibilities of ships’ officers and to define responsibilities for combat effectiveness.

14. Analyze the cumulative shipboard impacts of administrative requirements imposed by uncoordinated external commanders upon the opportunities remaining for on-board battle training and maintenance. (Average battle training time in most ships during scheduled operations has been 30 minutes per week for many years.)

15. Equip all suitable compartments to store materials needed for emergency triage.

16.  Provide means to make battle training objectives, performance criteria, and progress continuously visible to all hands.

17.  Address hypothetical combat situations within official leadership instruction programs. (Currently avoided because of concern for adverse impacts upon recruiting.)

18. DON’T ELIMINATE VISUAL LOOKOUT CAPABILITIES. Redesign and equip them with advanced resources for human protection, recognition, and communication in all potential ocean and combat environments (including CBR) and all weather conditions.

19. Modernize and clarify the standard shipboard organizations to provide for cohesive Combat Teams and to clarify the archaic and confusing roles of “Departments” and “Divisions”.

20. Establish responsibilities at Navy Department headquarters for analyzing, coordinating, and eliminating conflicts among interacting factors that limit warship fighting ability today: archaic shipboard organization, on-board invisibility of battle training objectives, uncoordinated and uncontrolled administrative overloads, lack of human protection, and consequent inability to plan and conduct effective on-board battle training during local and deployed operations. No such centralized responsibility, knowledge base, or capability exists today.
The “bottom line” is that U.S. Naval surface warship crews are may be today only marginally prepared for the stresses  and violence of littoral warfare.

The compelling symbol of the modern Navy’s level of concern for the importance of its Sailors’ proficiency and safety in violence or under intensive threat is our failure to provide them with a protective shipboard combat uniform.
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Originator’s career has extended from 1940 to 2009. This has included service in a battleship and two cruisers followed by command of a destroyer, an amphibious assault ship, a division of four destroyers, and a squadron of eight destroyers. These assignments involved seven wartime campaigns and fourteen overseas deployments. Duties were assigned on the staffs of three Naval Surface Force Commanders including Asst Chief of Staff for Force Readiness. Personal initiatives included overall revision of the Navy’s Bureau of Ordnance Manual, creation of the Navywide Planned Maintenance System, and origination of the Navywide Personnel Qualification Standards System, the Navywide Objective Based Training System, the CNO Fleet Training and Readiness Division (today the Surface Warfare Division), the Navy Readiness Analysis System, the Department of Defense Output Measurement Division, design and supervision of an active fleet developmental Ship’s Organization and Procedures Manual, design of a Surface Force battle efficiency competition based on achievement of readiness, and invention of a standard stock inflatable surface target. Served as Chief Observer for the first automated report of a major fleet exercise. Served as liaison officer between OPNAV and the Joint Chiefs of Staff on development of the Joint Readiness reporting syatem. Served as weekly briefing officer to the Secretary of the Navy on the readiness of the Fleet. Earned two Naval Institute competitive awards during retirement for essays on naval strategy and warship training. Received MS and PhD degrees and three Service commendations during active duty and retirement for work related to strengthening warship readiness. Service during retirement has included research, professional collaboration, and staff and ship visits. Many of the observations during the foregoing career have been tested and evaluated in the fleet during active duty and retirement. Related discussions are presented in www.dacom.com/fighting-ability/.
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