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NRA: CNO, let me say first that we certainly appreciate your making time for us. We know it’s not easy.

CNO: No, it’s a great opportunity to talk about the Navy and our great Sailors.
NRA: Well, that’s the way we feel.  So again, thank you and let me get started.  You’ve been in the Front Office job now for just about a year.  So, what are the top three things on your plate?  

CNO: What as, what I have always, since day one, have organized my thinking and my efforts really into three areas.  Maintaining our current readiness, because it comes as no surprise to your readership in particular that we are in a fight and that our Navy today is being employed in a way in which we haven’t done in our history.  To have the number of Sailors on the ground in Iraq, Afghanistan, Horn of Africa that we have, about 15,000 on the ground.  And that’s in addition to the 12,000 or so that are always off shore in our carrier strike groups, expeditionary strike groups, and just the maritime dimension that we have in CENTCOM.  So, maintaining the readiness of what I would call the traditional fleet, but also maintaining the readiness and the appropriate training for our Sailors as they go in and support the fight in CENTCOM.  So that is job one that we have.  Building the Navy of tomorrow is something that has probably dominated more of my time than anything else, particularly in the area of shipbuilding, where we have several new classes.  Almost every type of ship that we’re building today is a new class.  Some have really begun to move along well. But in a couple of the product lines we’re working hard to get those ships delivered to the Fleet.  
NRA: That’s a great seguey; I appreciate that, into the next question.  At the Retired Flag Conference I heard you say that you thought shipbuiliding would be your legacy of your tour as CNO.  So how do you see that legacy developing?
CNO:  Well, I’m not worried about a legacy.  I’m worried about delivering ships for our Sailors to go forward and do their work and to be able to go in harms way when they’re called upon to do that.  But I do believe that we are making some progress.  We, for example, took delivery of our latest Virginia-class submarine in August.  That submarine was to have been delivered in April, but April of 09.  Normally when we say August or April, you think a slip but we accelerated New Hampshire and it’s a great boat.  We’re also beginning to, I believe, get some momentum behind our LPD’s, LPD 17’s.  TAKE’s, in fact I’m on my way to christen the Carl Brashear tomorrow.  Good ships and being very efficiently and effectively produced.  The aircraft carrier we’re going to commission George Herbert Walker Bush on the 10th of January.  And, oh by the way, we’re getting ready now to begin the process of bringing the Gerald R. Ford into being, a few years from now.  So All of that, I’m pleased with the way that we’re going there.  The area where I’ve spent most of my time is with combatants.  Because that’s where I believe we have been dealing with our most problematic ship program.  They are more complex, but those are our fighting ships, and we’ve got to get that squared away.  LCS 1 completed it for acceptance trials and did well for those acceptance trials.  In fact, last night I accepted delivery of LCS 1.  And I feel very honored to be the CNO to accept delivery of first in class.  LCS 2, building down on the gulf coast, regrettably the weather during the Summer is not helpful to our program.  And then we’ve also made some proposals with respect to the DDG 1000.  And the desire to truncate that line but also to move forward with a restart of the DDG 51.  So that’s the area where I’ve been spending most of my time and its taken a fair amount of effort to make sure we get it right and get the right pieces in place as we get ready to submit our budget for 2010.  
NRA: Well, let’s get into LCS just a little bit.  That’s gotten a lot of press.  The Secretary’s canceled the follow on contracts that we initially had.  Are we getting any closer to a new contract for the remaining ships in class?

CNO:  We continue to work on the procurement of the ships that were authorized in 8 and 9, fiscal years 08 and 09.  There have been some recent marks against those programs on the Hill.  We continue to work at trying to get the contracts let but it’s important that we start moving out aggressively on LCS because that is the capacity generator for our combatant fleet.  We are still committed to 55 LCS’s, I am extremely encouraged by what I saw with LCS 1 on her acceptance trial, and as I’ve said before I think in a few years people will look back and LCS’s will have a thousand fathers which is a good thing.  I have no problem with that, but we clearly have to get LCS 2 in the water but then we need to get the other contracts in place so that we can start to build LCS. 
NRA: The plan is to still operate these first two which are different hull forms, different ships and then down select to one design?  Is that correct?

CNO:  The plan is to get both ships out and to do an operational assessment or evaluation of the ships and make some decisions.  But I think when you go aboard the LCS’s 1 and 2 you see incredible attributes in each design.  So I know that is the original intent that we had but when I look at both of those ships and I look at some of the applications that those ships can be employed in, I’m not sure…

NRA: We might find the need for both.  
CNO: …The need for both, but if we were to do that, the thing that we must do if we go down that path is to drive towards commonality of convoy systems.  They should all have, in my mind, there should be a common machinery control system.  There should be a common bridge equipment, things like that.  And that would make it much easier logistically and from a training standpoint to do that.  But time will tell, we’ve got to get LCS 2 out and see what we got. 
NRA: It’s my understanding is the main problem with that ship has to do with cost.  And what the cost has risen to which is why the Secretary put a halt on things till we get that under control.  How did we get ourselves in that position?  We used to build ships really well without the kinds of overrun we’re having. 
CNO:  I think you can go back on most of the ships that we have built over the years and there have always been cost overruns.  Some much higher than others but quite frankly the LCS cost growth is not much different than what we experienced in LPD 17.  I’m not endorsing that, they were much, much too high.  But the fact of the matter is that it’s important that we take a very hard look at the requirements that we set, that those requirements have to be very concise and very specific so that we don’t get well intended growth as a result of that.  Someone saying “well you know, if two is good, three is better,”we don’t have to go down that road.  If we need two then that’s what we need and we should make sure the requirement holds on that.  In the case of LCS we thought that there was more potential in some commercial designs.  And then once we began to look at that we had to invoke some higher standards because of the environments in which our ships are going to operate.  We had made some decisions years ago that in a drive towards efficiency we removed some of the oversight of the process as we tried to reduce people and as a result of that there were things taking place that we were not mindful of, and all of that came together to take the cost much higher than we had originally anticipated.  
NRA: That’s another good point that maybe we ought to commend on in just a minute.  Secretary Winter suggested to us that we did some of letting go of growing our own uniformed talent in the shipbuilding world and we relied on industry to sort of tell us how to do these things.  And he thought we need to get back to growing our own expertise.  I assume we’re working on that.
CNO:  We are, we are and we’ve also realigned some of the oversight in the yards.  To have more people there and that need not always be uniformed oversight.  I’ve had the privilege of putting two ships in commission and I recall some of the most knowledgeable people on the Navy team were some of our civilian employees.  They had been doing this for a long time and really understood how to build ships.  And had very high standards, as high as a standard as anyone.  So, it’s a question of getting the right talent in place, whether its uniform or civilian, to make sure that we are getting what we said we wanted and what we needed.  And then being very exact in the standards that we apply to that.  
NRA:  Yes sir.  Well you’re obviously familiar with Congressman Gene Taylor.  He’s spent a lot of time on the Hill supporting Navy shipbuilding but also trying to drive us towards nuclear ships and larger size vessels.  How would you feel about that, where are you going with that?
CNO:  Well first off, I would like to say that its been a pleasure for me to work with Gene Taylor on shipbuilding issues because he takes it very seriously.  I will tell you that his interest and his passion for this goes beyond just the shipbuilding interest of his state.  He really has dug into this a very substantive way.  The issue with respect to nuclear power is something that I believe we in the Navy have to consider.  If you go back and some of the initial discussion that surrounded his advocacy of nuclear power many tied that to the price of fuel, price of energy, what have you.  But for me as I look to the future and look at the types of weapons that we will be putting on our ships you have to think more than just the price of fuel because weapons of the future are going to require, sensors of the future, are going to require significant amounts of power, and in order to generate that power you’re going to have some sort of energy behind it.  And then you begin to get into the situation of how often do I have to refuel a fossil fuel ship?  And does that become operationally constraining?  So as I look at our future combatant ship classes I look it not from just the standpoint where do you get the breakpoint for the price of fuel, but I’m also looking at where do we believe we’re going to need huge power demands and considering nuclear power to give us the operational flexibility is something that we have to do.  We also must consider the other factors that come into play.  The fact that nuclear powered ships are significantly more expensive to build, nuclear powered ships are significantly more expensive to maintain because of the high standards that that type of power demands.
The other aspect of it is how much will it cost to train and retain nuclear operators of the future.  We are seeing resurgence in the country of our civilian nuclear industry. We are seeing rejuvenation of that nuclear power industry as some of the old hands reach their retirement age, there will be hiring for new people.  We know that we in the United States Navy have the best nuclear power operators because of the training and the high standards to which we hold them.  So we know that industry will be coming after our people.  That’s going to cause the cost of maintaining that nuclear workforce and…
NRA: So there’s a lot of balancing to be done here.

CNO: ...a lot of balancing.  But my view is, in the interest of the nation, we have to take a look at every option.  We have to take a look at every factor in every option.  And then my job is to go forward and provide the best military and naval advice that I can for the type of (inaudible).
NRA: Congressman Taylor’s primary objection, I think it seems with the Navy, that he’s expressed at least to us is we’re being to slow in doing those evaluations and getting an answer to Congress about what is the right balance. Can you comment on that?
CNO:  Well, as I’ve laid out the range of options we have to look at, the many factors that are there.  These are not easy issues, nor are they easy decisions.  And once you decide on it you really are committing yourself, one could say, for decades.  And I don’t take those decisions lightly.  I fully appreciate the need to make them as quickly as we can but we should not rush to judgment on things of this magnitude where cost really has an effect on the (inaudible) overall.  
NRA: Yes sir, I appreciate that.

CNO: If I could, I got down to two of my priorities and we moved right to shipbuilding.  But as you have heard me say before, everything we own only has value because of our people.  So when I get up in the morning and look at our current readiness and I look at our future navy, you can’t do either one without considering the people.  How do we attract? How do we recruit? How do we retain the young men and women in America who look at the United States Navy and say, “That’s what I’d like to do.”  And that when they come into the Navy that their experience both at a professional and personal level is a fulfilling one.  So what are the policies and procedures we have to have in place in order for that to happen?  And that’s something none of us can ever forget about. 
NRA:  Yes sir.  Well, from what I get to hear at a retired flag conference, for instance, I will say that I’m really heartened by the things we’re doing in the personnel world.  It seems to me we’re being very proactive in looking at the things that will impact the careers of the Facebook generation that we have to attract both in the officer and enlisted ranks.  I gotta pat the Navy on the back for that one.  I think that we’re being out in front on those issues.
CNO:  Well, I think that all of us in leadership positions throughout the Navy, uniformed, and that’s both active and reserve components, but also our Navy civilians, realize that the future is in our people.  So you have to look at the demographic.  You have to look at the nature of the young man or woman that may be attracted to the Navy.  And how do we show value in service in the Navy whether it be for a short period of time or for a career? 
NRA: Yes sir.  We’ve written in the magazine, and this might get us into shipbuilding a bit, but we’ve written that we kind of think that the Navy is a bit fractured between what we described as the tyranny of now, the war that we must be involved in, the war that we have to fight and win, and the needs to develop, as you said, that navy of the future, the navy that we think about in terms of control of the sea lanes and communications and so fourth.  How do you see that?  Are we fractured? Is it hard for you to keep the Navy focused on both places? 
CNO:  No I don’t think we’re fractured at all.  I think that as we go back in the history of our Navy, we have to look at the Navy of today and the Navy of tomorrow.  That’s always in play and the Navy of tomorrow ultimately becomes the Navy of today.  For one of my successors, the decisions I make on the Navy of tomorrow will become his or her Navy of today.  So I do believe we have a process in place to do both.  There are considerations that have to be taken into account and prioritization of some of the investments that have been made.  But I don’t believe that we are fractured.  The strategy that we have laid out is a strategy that allows us to effectively prosecute the war which we’re involved.  But yet it looks to the future and it not only has the traditional capabilities that have been part of our Navy since its founding.  Being a global Navy, being a deterrent force around the world, being able to project power, and being able to exercise sea control, and I can give you examples in each one of those that is in play today.  But we’ve also added in some other capabilities.  Maritime security being one, making sure that we as a Navy are taking into account the continued importance and the criticality of global trade and commerce on our prosperity.  So what are the things we need to be doing today and in the future for that?  And then one that tends to get a great deal of notoriety is our focus on the humanitarian assistance and disaster response.  As we speak today we have ships that are off the gulf coast of the United States supporting recovery efforts from Ike.  We have Kearsarge which is in Haiti supporting a significant relief operation that’s going on there.  So that is also part of who we are.  So it’s just a question of looking at the near term, the far term and making the right investment decision.

NRA: Yes sir, thank you.  From time to time, a number of our readers express concern that as we have sought to integrate and operationalize the Navy Reserve, that we are moving away from the strategic reserve that we used to have.  There is certainly another way to express it, that I get from my readership, that we’re moving from tooth to tail.  Do you see it that way?
CNO:  No, I don’t.  I see the United States Navy as using our total force: Active component, Reserve component and our Navy civilians, in a way that allows us to get at what we just talked about, the fight that we are in today and where we have to be for tomorrow.  And the way that we use that force and the flexibility that we have, particularly in our active and reserve components, and the way that we have, I believe, apart from any other service we’re about as close to getting it right as anybody can be.  To me, it reflects the appropriate use of the nation’s Navy for the fight we’re in today and assuring the security and prosperity for tomorrow.  When I travel around the world and I’ve just had the benefit of just completing around the world lap here in the last couple of weeks.  And When I’m ashore, for example, in Iraq or Afghanistan I can’t tell what component I’m talking to.  I wouldn’t want to be able to tell because it shows me that whether you’re active or reserve component Sailor that you bring the skills, the drive, the competence, the experience to the game, that is key to winning this fight.  So we still have a significant number of our Reserve components Sailors who I think you can probably bend into the strategic reserve.  But I don’t think any of us should ever lose sight of the fact that, again active, reserve, Navy civilian that we’re in here to serve the country.  We’re in a fight right now.  I mean, I get up every morning and look at the reports that come in and hope that there isn’t a Navy Sailor on the KIA list but often there is and we should never lose sight of the fact that we’re in an important fight.  And yet we’re also making the right decisions to prepare our people for the future.
NRA:  Yes sir, well we certainly support you in that.  Along those lines, building the Navy Reserve leadership of tomorrow means the Navy Reserve junior officers and E-6’s of today have to have good leadership opportunities.  Are you comfortable that we’re doing that? 

CNO:  I am.  I think the leadership opportunities that I have seen our young officer and enlisted force have available to them I think are giving them the leadership experiences and the skills that they’ll need to lead us well into the future.  I often talk about the fact that we in the Navy enjoy something I think that’s unique, and that is we live in a culture of command.  And I see that culture of command and the traits that come from that in our active component, in our reserve component.  We can never lose that.  We should never become content with having a culture of staff because what makes us different as a service and what really makes our Navy great is this culture of command.  It doesn’t make any difference if you’re a young lieutenant leading a unit or a command or a captain or a senior enlisted whose been put in charge of some dimension of the operations that we have going on today.  It’s that sense of doing what’s right, taking charge because somebody has to be in charge.  And I reflect back on a stop in Afghanistan a couple of weeks ago, we went out to a very, very  remote area where there was a school being built where there was an academic building, a dormitory building, and a mosque and some learning centers.  And they took me up to meet the young person in charge of that project for the provisional reconstruction team that was working on it; it was a second class Navy petty officer.  
NRA:  What a great story.
CNO: Now, one wouldn’t say he’s a commanding officer but let me tell you when I talked to that young man, he was in command.  He knew what he was doing and he was leading that team and it was a team of PRT members, there was also Afghani’s and where on the planet can a young 25 year old get that type of experience?  And I maintain, the only place that happens, because its our culture to let those young men and women take charge, do what they think is right, is in the United States Navy. 
NRA: Yes sir.  Well we the Association feel we’re working very well and closely with Admiral Debbink but we would just ask the two of you to keep your eye on that ball for the Reserve force making sure that they are getting those leadership opportunities, ‘cause we want to produce the Vice Admiral Debbink’s of the future for you.
CNO:  Well, so do I, and on that note I have the utmost confidence in Derk Debbink.  As many know he and I have served before, he was my deputy when I was Pacific Fleet Commander.  And I have told many audiences that I could never tell the difference when my active deputy was gone and when Derk Debbink was there.  He was always available.  Sometimes the two deputies would pass over the Pacific, but I’d come into work in the morning and I couldn’t tell the difference.  The respect that he had from the staff, his knowledge of the issues that we were working on and the way that the moment that he touched down in Honolulu there was no question in my mind that he was going to handle everything just running.  
NRA: I appreciate that.  I hired him once for a job so I want a check mark in a box somewhere.  The next item on my list really is more of a statement than a question for you and that is, frankly because it’s below your paygrade, but we have talked with Admiral Debbink’s staff and we are working with the admiral and his staff about the types of orders we are putting reservists on from time to time.  The concern is making sure that those that are going into the combat zone are under mobilization orders of some type, and the issue really is with the active duty special workers--the primary ones—in the Navy personnel business with the reserve force we have over time used lots of different vehicles to get someone where we want him to be at the right time and if ADSW orders are properly endorsed then those orders get early retirement credits for being mobilized for the war, but if they’re not properly endorsed they don’t read that way…
CNO:  My commitment is to make sure we do right by all who serve.  That we ensure that our policies and our procedures, and I’ll come back to my fulfillment objective, that when someone steps forward and says, “I’ll go do that,” that they are fulfilled personally and professionally, and making sure that we are doing the right things for the right reasons is where I am.  So I’m going to continue to work with Dirk on that and make sure that those who go forward, particularly those who go forward into a combat zone and serve in harms way are not disadvantaged by having stepped up to the plate to go do that.  
NRA: Well we appreciate that.  The last item on my list.  The Association for three prime reasons -- one is the initials for NRA often conjure up a different image than the Naval Reserve Association.  The second is you’re no longer the Naval Reserve, its now the Navy Reserve and we are the Naval Reserve Association.  And the third is our emblem since we were founded was the officer’s crest and we want and encourage and are seeking enlisted membership.  We think we can support and offer good programs for them and that’s sort of a put off to a lot of the enlisted to join an association’s whose primary emblem is the officer’s crest.  We have been considering changing our name and moving forward.  At our recent conference in Norfolk, the membership elected not to change the constitution at this point but to go ahead and do business as the Association of the United States Navy or AUSN.  The newly elected president will continue to move down that road to develop the programs.  The pieces we have to put into place as we begin to market that concept that we’re ready to do that. I think it’s a step in the right direction.  We have always accepted any officer from the Navy to join the Naval Reserve Association.  Because of the title its not an attractive thing for an active duty person to think about…. That’s the direction the Association is headed and that’s why we’re doing it and we look forward to building a more modern and bigger organization along those lines. 
CNO: Well for me it has always been more important that what a person or organization does has always been more important to me than the name or logo or the moniker that they go by.  So to me I think the measure really needs to be the worth and value and the contributions that your organization, and ensuring that in the name that there’s an accurate representation of what the organization stands for and a commitment to continue to work collaboratively with leadership to ensure that we are building the fleet and providing for our people and our families in ways that again brings me back to something we talked about earlier, to attract, to recruit, to retain young men and women who when they look back on their experience or their life in the United States Navy, whether it’s active component, reserve component and even our Navy civilians, and when they look back on that and say, “That was the most fulfilling thing I could have done with my life from both a personal and professional perspective.”  

NRA: Well we have already said this to Admiral Debbink, and I will say it to you, that it is certainly the desire of this association to collaborate, that’s what we want to do.  We’re a recognized veteran’s organization, AUSN will be a recognized veteran’s organization staffed by veterans, volunteers who are veterans of the Navy, and whose charter today says we’re about supporting a strong Navy, Navy Reserve and national defense.  And so we need to collaborate with you in order to make the best use of our efforts to help you do that.
CNO:  Well, and I look forward to working with you and having and building the best Navy possible.  

NRA: Terrific.  I had a list of questions.  Is there something I didn’t ask that you’d like to say?
CNO:  Well, I always like to take every opportunity to thank those who serve and those who support those who serve for everything that they do, and because of your readership and the affiliation that they have with the Navy I would like to just pass along my thanks and my appreciation and my respect for all that you do to make our Navy what it is today and what it will be tomorrow. 
