Chief of Naval Operations

Admiral Gary Roughead

Remarks as delivered at the Surface Navy Association Symposium Banquet

January 14, 2010

Thank you very much and I can tell you that there wouldn’t be anything that would keep me away from this evening. It is absolutely wonderful to be with all of you and to be present as you read through the list of awardees – giants in our community and for some of us who began our careers as they were leading the surface warfare community, we’re humbled to be in their mist. But it’s also a great time to come back and see so many old friends from across the years and in so many duty stations. So it really is wonderful to be with you tonight. 

I really regret that I have been not been able to spend more of my time here, but as Ron [VADM Ron Route, USN (Ret)] has pointed out, we have had a fairly busy week with some senior leaders Conference, some pesky things like the 2011 budget and quite frankly the review we’ve had to deal with and I see some of my staff falling asleep in the audience. This is a good thing to have right here.   But it is always good time to come back and re-connect and share stories, share ideas and thoughts about the future. Sometimes we agree violently and sometimes we disagree from time to time. But I think one thing that we all have in common is passion and a love for what we do for our country, for our Navy and for the surface warfare community. And I think that now is a time when dedication and commitment cannot, and it must not waiver. But in the famous words of the then First Sea Lord, Winston Churchill, when he said, “For each and for all, the watchword should be, carry on, and dread nought.” And as we in our community, in our Navy and our nation, face challenges and opportunities that should be our watchword as well, to stay the course and dread not. To overcome the challenges and to seize the opportunities, a powerful, an agile and a sustainable Navy is clearly needed. One that can continue to deliver security and stability, in the midst of hybrid threats to the global commons, by deterring or preventing conflict and winning when we are called upon to do so. 

The demand for maritime power will not diminish, indeed the demand increases. And I see it every day.  The cases in point: most recently and for us and for our community, the phased adaptive approach for Ballistic Missile Defense in Europe; and most recently, and tragically, the circumstances in Haiti. My perspective is a little bit different than my carefree days as a Fleet Commander. I tend to see a lot of dollar signs dancing around in all the decisions that we have to deal with. But even with that, my focus remains on that what the nation demands of its Navy. That demand continues to rise because of the ability to overcome diplomatic, geographic, and military impediments to access areas of national interest and that access is going to continue to be important and it will be a necessity for us to exercise our influence and our power, wherever and whenever we are called upon to do that. And that call will not soon fade.  

We will continue to be a force that is frequently used to prevent conflict, but built, trained, supported, and maintained to prevail in combat. Every day, I see new evidence of the clairvoyance of our maritime strategy, that I had the pleasure of unveiling with the Commandant of the Marine Corps and the Commandant of the Coast Guard, just about two years ago. And I am re-committed to the imperatives that we call for in that strategy, to prevent or win in conflict with the resources that it requires. And the requirements of our Fleet are clear- to have the capacity and capability to operate across the six core capabilities: a forward presence, deterrence, power projection, sea control, humanitarian assistance and disaster response and maritime security; to be ready materially and competently, to fight and win. And finally, to have a Navy of professional, competent Sailors, who, as they have from our earliest days, use both ingenuity and skill to meet and overcome any challenge that may be placed in their way. These requirements do not exist in a vacuum.  For as much as we do for national security and national prosperity, the overall economy of our nation undoubtedly does more.  As a Navy we do much to protect the global commons upon which the economy literally floats, and while requirements for our Navy are important, the plans to fund it, must reflect fiscal reality.  That is our responsibility.

But in our efforts we cannot forget that while we are an independent and powerful Navy, we are not alone in our intentions or goals. Global Maritime Partnerships are setting the standard for international cooperation, in our globalized world and they are an important element to achieving stability in the global commons upon which we all rely. Over the past few years, through the diligent work of many, many leaders in this room and many international leaders, we have developed relationships that will help us tackle common maritime threats together. The success of the last International Seapower Symposium in Newport, Rhode Island was truly unprecedented. The presence of 102 nations and 91 chiefs of service demonstrated a global commitment and a global reach that no other service enjoys. As impressive as the number for the year’s symposium were, it was the discussion and commitment that was most notable.

I consider myself fortunate to have colleagues with the vision, and the drive and the passion for our task- and also the courage for that task. I am pleased, very pleased, to have one of my colleagues, one of my counterparts here tonight who epitomizes that courage as he re-builds his navy, Rear Admiral Ali Hussein Al-Rubaye, commander of the Iraqi Navy. Admiral, thank you for being here.

Charting the course ahead for our Navy to continue in its role as a guarantor of freedom of the seas and national security is clear.  It is clear because it is a course that we have already set, one that has already charted us through clear water, but that is not going to say the rest of it is going to be a Caribbean cruise. We must, and we will continue, to build and operate a force ready for the range of military operations while necessarily constraining cost and balancing our procurement, operational and personnel requirements.

Certainly in today’s environment of hybrid challenges, our focus for the future Fleet must be on building capacity and we’re already moving along that course.

We have the luxury of focusing on capacity because we enjoy a sufficient capabilities gap over any adversary.  No doubt, we must keep a weather eye on that gap. Particularly in areas such as integrated air and missile defense, and anti-submarine warfare - however, for now we have the opportunity to build on capacity while our capabilities give us an edge. When it comes to capacity, and as we look in our wake we can see some important achievements.  We commissioned the nation’s newest aircraft carrier, the [USS] George Herbert Walker Bush and the first of the Littoral Combat Ships was commissioned this year. We took delivery of [USS] New Mexico, one of our new Virginia class submarines four months early; for all the builders in the room- four months early, for a submarine. We also had the pleasure of commissioning the USS New York in New York City – and what an event that was. We’re building the Joint High-Speed Vessel. And on the aviation side, in one week, we rolled out the replacement for the P-3, the P-8 Poseidon aircraft and later in that week, rolled out the carrier variant of the Joint Strike Fighter.  As we speak, the Vertical Take-off and Landing Unmanned Aerial Vehicle and the Broad Area Maritime Surveillance UAV demonstrator are forward and on mission.

Looking ahead, we must continue the trend that will procure and maintain the ships and aircraft that we need to satisfy the demand for our forces.  But we must do so responsibly and with the knowledge that there are many competing demands within our Navy’s and our nation’s resources. The restart of our DDG 51 Arliegh Burke class destroyers is underway – sticking with this proven class of ships meets the criteria of capabilities we need with one large common class that will deliver on the President’s BMD strategy.

This weekend I will place in commission the second Littoral Combat Ship – one of two variants from which we will eventually down-select to one, a decision which will save us considerable resources without sacrificing capacity or capability. The Littoral Combat Ship, whatever variant it will be, is the future workhorse of the Fleet.  As I have said many times before, one day it will have a thousand fathers, and I can tell you that they are already beginning to propagate in Washington. Related to the LCS, but relevant to our entire Fleet, will be our future unmanned systems.  We’re wading deeply into the realm of unmanned systems but we are also doing it with every intention of thinking clearly and thinking anew about the possibilities for these systems.  

The future is simply not about unmanning the Fleet, it is about re-imagining our operations and re-imagining who we are.  If we simply operate unmanned systems as we do the manned, we will have failed in our efforts to step boldly into the future. The aircraft carriers, littoral combat ships, guided missile destroyers, amphibious ships and unmanned capabilities we will procure, and the ones we must maintain within our Fleet, will be increasingly important in the environment where we will find ourselves. Likewise, so will networks and information dominance under the Deputy Chief of Naval Operations for Information Dominance, Vice Admiral Jack Dorsett, who I consider the best intelligence officer in the military today and probably the reason why is because he began as a surface warfare officer. And of course our new commander of the Tenth Fleet, or Cyber Fleet, my workhorse over the last two years, Vice Admiral Barry McCullough.  Both of these positions and both of these leaders are essential for our success in this important area of information dominance.

We must continue the trend that will procure enough ships and aircraft, ones that can leverage our networks, to carry out our national strategies and maritime strategy at a price that the nation can afford. This is especially important as large numbers of our aging ships simultaneously reach retirement age. In the next 20 years we will begin decommissioning ships in increasing numbers each year. It is simply an issue of block end of life.  That means from 2021-2031, 49 ships will go away.  So, to focus solely on what we procure as we build a Fleet that can win today and 50 years into the future, is to put our Navy at great risk.  

Commissionings are only half of the picture. 220 of the ships in service today will be in service in 2020 and are a part of the 313-ship floor that we have stated as our requirement.  We cannot get to the force level without maintaining the ships that we have in service today.  Every commanding officer and every Sailor must keep that in mind.  If we do not maintain what we have and invest in our force we will not have a global Navy.  Indeed, maintenance issues and manning shortages will be the least of our problems.

In the end, we must ensure that we do not deliver an unaffordable fleet to the next generation of leaders, lest they burn us in effigy at this dinner twenty years from now. Total ownership costs are part of my requirements and acquisition decisions – we will not buy a ship if it is unaffordable today and we will not buy it if it will be unaffordable over its lifetime.  For those in the business, be prepared to answer the question of total ownership costs and affordability. Foremost among those costs will be those associated with manpower. But in our initiatives, we cannot be overenthusiastic.  We must be wary of missteps and challenge the assumptions that underpin the decisions that we make with regard to manpower. But the element of our challenges remains.  To have a Navy, we must continue to invest in force structure at a time of intense fiscal pressure. Buying a ship has always been a very expensive proposition and one without an immediate payoff.  But buying a ship when there are other, pressing needs in the present – especially in operations and manning – is even less gratifying, if not downright contentious. Very few can love a ship in production, when it is consuming your cash more quickly than it is consuming any enemy. But present concerns will always loom large and we cannot allow them to make us myopic in our decision-making.  

Without force structure we will not be a Navy, and once it declines it is gone, with devastating impact to our industrial base, a base that in itself, is an element of our national power. We have no option but to find innovative and effective methods to reduce procurement and total ownership costs as we pursue our goals. When it comes down to it, however, defeating any challenge isn’t all about what we have; it is about how we use it - and our Sailors require and deserve the training and experience to use it well.

Today we are operating in a varied, fast paced, and demanding hybrid environment. Ships, aircraft and Sailors go from hunting pirates, to tracking ballistic missiles, to delivering humanitarian assistance and back again.

In fact, consider USS Higgins. The Pacific Fleet-based ship whose last mission was Ballistic Missile Defense in the eastern Mediterranean, and it was that ship that was the first on station in Haiti. It is quite a statement of the capabilities, the versatility, and the agility not just of the ship, but moreover, of its great crew. As more ships deploy independent of large strike groups, this further emphasizes the point that each ship must be ready individually and as part of a group.

This training takes time, it is not easy, and it requires high standards be met - most especially, as we look to the future, in the area of anti-submarine warfare. More technology is often the immediate reaction to improving war fighting proficiency. But the first thing that we understand, and that we must always understand, is that war fighting proficiency and surety of outcome, is only possible through hard work.  

No doubt, we are asking much of our Sailors and their families. We are asking them to carry out missions across the spectrum of operations with a worldly sophistication that is unmatched. To remain a global force for good, we must continue to support their incredible service and we must continue to recruit and retain the finest young men and women in our country. Our recruiting and retention numbers are very good, extraordinarily good. Families are also voicing increased satisfaction with our Navy. We’re being recognized within broader government and business circles, as a top employer and a leader in diversity by outside evaluators. I am especially pleased that recently we have been awarded the coveted Optimas Award for “General Excellence” – we are the only federal entity to have ever received the award in recognition of our truly remarkable professional support initiatives.  Previous recipients of this award have included Intel and Google. So i would say we are in quite good company   

Indeed the level of personal and professional support for all our Navy Sailors is unparalleled and will continue as our foundation to recruit and retain the very best young men and women in America. But I would point out that while the programs may exist and good processes are in place, this issue is ultimately one of leadership.  Leaders throughout the Fleet make all the difference to quality of life and work – and so I send my appreciation and my congratulations to every leader who has made the Navy a better place for our Sailors and their families.

In conclusion, let me end where I began. We demand much of our Sailors, our Navy civilians, and our families, and we will continue to demand much from them as our nation faces the challenges to our security and its prosperity. We will continue to be the global force for good that supports the fight against extremism, while also acting as a force for stability in the global commons today and tomorrow, consistent with our maritime strategy. We are a proud Navy, with a heritage and an ethos like none other.  Our commitment to our country will never waiver and I am pleased and honored to be among you tonight - you epitomize that commitment. Thank you very much. 

