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Changes are in the works for members of the U.S. Navy.
CNO Adm. Michael G. Mullen wants the U.S. Navy and its sailors to be engaged in a wider variety of roles - some that might surprise past chiefs of naval operations, even from wartime eras.  New engagement opportunities include nearly tripling - to more than 7,000 - the number of sailors in ground combat support assignments in Iraq, which means sending more of them through Army infantry training.

Mullen, 59, grew up in Los Angeles and graduated from the U.S. Naval Academy in 1968. He spent much of his early career aboard destroyers and cruisers and later commanded three ships, a cruiser-destroyer group, and a carrier battle group. He was the director of surface warfare in the late 1990s, served in various joint assignments in both the Atlantic and Pacific fleets, and, just a few years ago, was vice CNO.

Mullen began his assignment as CNO with three priorities: sustaining current readiness, building for the future, and developing a strategy that is "right for our people." The fleet had dropped to 281 ships. Projected budgets and escalating ship costs showed the fleet continuing to fall.

"What I saw was a number around 200 or 220, depending on what assumptions you make. I thought it really important to stop that decline," he says. After six months of study, Mullen and his staff concluded the U.S. Navy must have 313 ships to be properly sized for its missions. He submitted a shipbuilding plan to Congress in February that will get the Navy there by 2012. He concedes there are plenty of skeptics, including analysts inside and outside of government. He also concedes 313 ships will be out of reach unless costs can be contained.

"We haven't been exceptionally good at that in recent years," Mullen says. He hopes the Navy, DoD, industry, and Congress can form a "strategic alliance" to control ship construction costs.

The Navy's big part will be to "control our appetite ... for the Star Wars version of every single ship." Mullen got the ball rolling by knocking $200 million to $300 million off the cost of the next generation DD(X) destroyer by eliminating some spaces and capabilities. The ships still will cost $3 billion apiece.

He also lowered the projected cost for a new carrier, CVN-79, by $1 billion and warned industry that if the Navy has to pay more than $2 billion apiece for Virginia-class submarines by 2012, in 2005 dollars, it won't accelerate its purchases to two boats a year, as planned.

"We are working our way through [cost] targets for every major program so people understand where the limits are. And the message from me is: That's all we can afford," says Mullen.

The Navy's 28th chief of naval operations says he wants to make sure future budgets can provide a fleet of 313 ships, 3,800 aircraft, and 340,000 high-quality sailors to operate and maintain them.

 

Command of influence
In an interview as he began his second year as CNO, Mullen said his priorities in leading the Navy were shaped profoundly by a seven-month tour as commander of Southern Command, renamed Joint Forces Command, based in Naples, Italy. There, Mullen oversaw NATO missions in the Balkans, the Mediterranean, and Iraq. He also commanded U.S. naval forces in Europe.

"I had lots of responsibilities. Three of them influenced me greatly," Mullen says.

The first was command of NATO forces in the Balkans, particularly in Kosovo. Six years after that war ended, Mullen says, NATO still has 17,000 troops on the ground. That's because there is no movement in the country, or from the international community, toward establishing a stable, enduring government.

"You've got a lot of parents trying to raise kids who, six years later, are wondering, 'Well, what's changed?' "

NATO is there to ensure day-to-day security, but the reality is that Kosovo's future doesn't inspire confidence, especially among its own youth.

Still, a positive impression Mullen took away from his experience in Kosovo was the critical role that Navy members can play as part of a NATO-led coalition. Skills are enhanced, and sailors' perspectives of the world are broadened.

A second aspect of the NATO assignment that shaped his priorities as CNO, Mullen says, was Operation Active Endeavor. Created under the Washington Treaty (signed by NATO countries following the attack on Sept. 11, 2001), Active Endeavor coordinates joint patrols in the Mediterranean Sea of ships from several nations to deter trafficking in illegal drugs, illegal immigrants, and weapons of mass destruction.

The operation was 18 months old when Mullen took command. He immediately was impressed by how smoothly the navies operated.

"Fifteen years ago that would have been all U.S. Navy 6th Fleet ships. Now I am looking at putting in one U.S. ship and getting the leverage of 10. ... That's a model for the thousand-ship navy."

The "thousand-ship navy" refers to Mullen's plan to partner the U.S. fleet closer than ever with navies of any ally, large or small fleet, in a combined and sustained effort to secure the world's seaways.

"Where our previous maritime strategy was designed just to defeat a single enemy at sea, our new one must be centered upon building partnerships across the world," says Mullen.

Mullen made that remark to Indonesian officers attending their naval command and staff college in Surabaya last July. The CNO was invited to address the officers by Indonesia's top naval officer.

Mullen first struck on the concept of a thousand-ship global navy during a speech in September 2005 delivered to the 17th International Seapower Symposium at the Naval War College in Newport, R.I.

"It resonated," Mullen says of his message that day. "[Representatives of] 72 countries sitting in a room, 49 chiefs of navies or coast guards, and it resonated far beyond what I had even anticipated."

Today, he says, the U.S. Navy operates with regional navies in the Western Pacific, South America, the Mediterranean Sea, and the Persian Gulf. The cooperation is to combat piracy, illegal drug traffic, illegal immigration, weapons of mass destruction, and slavery, thus enhancing maritime security on which 90 percent of world commerce depends.

 

Impressions of war
A third influence on Mullen from his NATO command experience was working with 26 other countries to establish Iraq's military academy, war college, and staff college. He traveled twice to Iraq, where he heard young Iraqis, before and after their national elections, vow, "We are not going to go back to the way we were."

While in Iraq, Mullen also saw the strain on Army and Marine Corps ground forces. One true parallel between Iraq and the Vietnam War is the one-year deployments for most forces. That has to change, Mullen says, or "it will break families."

As CNO, Mullen saw an opportunity to have sailors relieve some of the pressure, though some Navy units - Seabees, medical staff, SEALs, and explosive teams - "are running just as hard as the Army and Marine Corps."

"We have a lot of talent in the Navy, and I want to look for ways to relieve the pressure [on ground forces] where I can help," he says.

"This is a national war. This isn't a Marine Corps war or an Army war. So I want the Navy to participate as much as possible," the CNO says.

There were 2,850 sailors in country when he became CNO in July 2005. As Central Command made new requests for forces to the services, Mullen decided the Navy could be more aggressive in providing personnel.

The number soon hit 4,000 sailors in Iraq, and Mullen projects the total will climb to 7,000 or more. "The strategic thrust is to try to do as much as possible," he says.

Some commanding officers are concerned about sending so many sailors into Iraq, fearing shortages of crew members or other essential personnel. Mullen reassures them that any shortages will be small. "In a unit of 300 to 400 it might be two, three, or four people," he says. "I've operated ships my whole [career] short two, three, or four people - and more than that depending on what decade we're talking about."

The Navy soon will have 10,000 sailors on the ground across U.S. Central Command, which includes Iraq, Afghanistan, Bahrain, and the Horn of Africa. That will be more sailors in ground support roles than are serving aboard ships, perhaps a historic first for a wartime theater of operations.

Eighty-five percent of U.S. Navy skills can help to support missions on the ground in Iraq, he says. "There is somewhat of a mismatch," he concedes. "Clearly we've got to do the right training to get them ready because it's a tough environment." Extra training is being provided at Fort Jackson, S.C., and Fort Lewis, Wash. "The Army has been spectacular in helping us get ready," Mullen says.

Regarding how sailors have reacted, given that most are being assigned to Iraq rather than volunteering, Mullen says: "There have been two reactions. One is, 'Throw me in coach. I'm in the military. That's where the fight is. I want to go.' The other reaction is, 'I thought I signed up to fix an engine' or 'to get this skill' or whatever. The majority respond with the first reaction."

Mullen also has expanded Navy participation in Afghanistan with the selection of six commanders to take charge of about a quarter of provisional reconstruction teams that coalition forces operate in Afghanistan. Mullen notes that one of the selected officers completed a command tour before departing for Afghanistan; the other five are clear to get commands after they return. Each will come back "changed individuals," says Mullen. "They will see the world differently."

 

Working with other countries
Mullen also has pushed aggressively for the Navy to assume primary control of prison operations for suspected terrorists in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, and to command the Combined Joint Task Force (CJTF)-Horn of Africa, headquartered in Djibouti. The Navy two-star in that assignment, says Mullen, is on the cutting edge of the war on terrorism.

Fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan "is going to end," Mullen says, "but the global war on terrorism is going to go on for a long time."

Because terrorists flourish in ungoverned areas, the CJTF-Horn of Africa, commanded by Rear Adm. Richard Hunt serves a critical role. It's there to strengthen U.S. ties to African governments, improve security through military training, provide humanitarian assistance, and encourage local people to turn away from extremist ideologies or from sheltering terrorists. The task force's responsibility includes Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, Sudan, and Yemen, an area two-thirds the size of the continental U.S. with a population of 181 million.

"Africa has great resources, great famine, and certainly governance challenges - all of which need to be engaged," Mullen says. The Navy and Marine Corps must be key players in that part of the world because of the small "footprint" naval services can leave in a region where a heavier Western footprint "becomes less and less likely."

 

Plans for the future
Such assignments, Mullen suggests, move the Navy toward its future of deeper engagement. And it's not an unfamiliar role. For decades the Navy has been as ready to help other nations as to fight.

"I would rather prevent a fight than have a fight," says Mullen. "I've only been doing that for close to 40 years. I've been in countries all over the world. I've built schools and helped in towns and cities and villages. ... It's what we do for a living. And the Navy needs to do more of it."

Helping tsunami victims in Indonesia is just exercising "the remarkable capabilities that this nation paid for," says Mullen. "It's not just about the bad guys. It's about the good guys that we are trying to have relationships with."

Mullen's view of the Navy's future - of the U.S. military's future - is deeper engagement on many fronts, he says.

"It's creating a secure environment so nations can grow and parents can raise their kids to a higher standard of living." That, he says, is a "universal desire" of citizens in every country he has ever visited. "I can't stay 500 miles at sea and be much a part of that world," he said.

Mullen's vision is that ships and sailors be more proactive in building relationships with other nations, in providing "cities at sea" in times of disaster, in sharing resources and sailors' talents with Third World nations to deepen their trust in America, and in forming new operational alliances to build a global network of maritime security.

Hot Topic: TRICARE

CNO Adm. Michael Mullen and other members of the Joint Chiefs support DoD's plan to increase TRICARE fees and copayments for retirees under age 65. He notes that military health care costs have climbed sharply over the past decade while TRICARE fees remained unchanged. 

Increasing TRICARE fees for retirees is controversial, Mullen says, but health costs are a problem, "and we're going to have to come to grips with it." At the same time, he says, "How do you really balance this? We cannot have benefits just go up forever. It's just not realistic." 

Personnel costs are increasing so fast, Mullen says, that even as the Navy shaves its force structure by 10,000 sailors a year to save $5 billion a year, overall personnel costs continue to increase. 

"It's somewhere between 60 percent and 70 percent of my budget," Mullen says. Pay and benefits are so strong, he notes, that the Navy for the past six years has retained more than 50 percent of sailors who are completing their first enlistment. 

"I remember the early '70s when the winner of the Golden Anchor Award in a squadron for first-term retention had a winning number of 14 percent. ... I know how important this is," says Mullen. 

For under-65 retirees, Mullen says, "I don't think the promise was free health care for life, but health care at a reasonable cost. This is the gold standard in the country right now. ... That there has been no adjustment for inflation since 1995 doesn't make any sense to me." 
 

 

