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It really is a great pleasure to be here with you and I’d like to congratulate you on being the best Junior ROTC unit in the nation. That is no small accomplishment by any measure and each and every one of you should be extraordinarily proud of what you have done collectively, but also what each of you has been able to do individually.

It’s a real pleasure for me to be back here at Annapolis High. My daughter was a student here so there’s a family connection as well.  
But what I really wanted to be able to do is to come and talk to you and congratulate you but also to talk a little bit about who we are, and what we stand for and why the program that you are participating in is so important to the nation.
And to me it’s all about service -- which is a simple word but it means a lot. And I also believe that now is the time where it’s important for young people, like you, to serve our nation. It is an important time in the history of our nation. And you can serve in a variety of ways. Obviously we’re all tied to the Navy in some way. I have elected to serve in the Navy in my life, but service can take many different forms in many different places. Clearly serving in the military to me is one of the greatest professions that anyone could have. But you can also serve in education, medicine, in science and engineering, in finance – in many, many different ways.

But I also believe that in the Navy there are extraordinary opportunities for people of all ages, from young to the old. And the Junior NROTC Units are a terrific place to start because it’s a little bit of Navy -- but it’s also about citizenship and the importance of serving our country.

This program is so important to me that in the past year I have realigned the Navy budget to be able to open 20 more Junior NROTC Units around the country, because I do believe that it’s in organizations like this -- the leadership that you have, the support that you get from school administrations, that teach you more about yourself, that teach you about service and they teach you about ways to best serve your community.
I will tell you that when I graduated from high school, I really didn’t know what I wanted to do. I attended the Naval Academy which seemed like a good place to start doing something to serve my country. If you would’ve asked me on the day that I graduated from high school or the day that I entered the Naval Academy, and even the day that I graduated from the Naval Academy – if you would’ve told me that someday I would have the job that I have and the responsibilities that I have, I would have probably told you ‘that’s a pretty remote chance.’ But it is how my life turned out. 
I knew I wanted to serve, and the Navy was the place where I found that opportunity and where I found incredible professional and personal fulfillment in my life.
The Navy is not always in the news today, but I can tell you that the Navy is making news wherever we are. And it doesn’t make any difference if it’s our Sailors who are on submarines, flying airplanes or SEALS who gained some notoriety here this past week, or doctors – we have some of the best in the world -- corpsmen who stand beside our Marines wherever they are, riverine forces that are operating on rivers in Iraq and providing security there. 

And in fact, many don’t realize that today we have more Sailors serving on the ground in the Middle East than we have Sailors serving at sea. We have today 10,000 Sailors at sea, we have 14,000 on the ground in Iraq and in Afghanistan and in Djibouti and they’re doing absolutely incredible work. 

Right before Christmas, I flew out to Afghanistan and was on a mountaintop in Northern Afghanistan. It was freezing cold, some of the most beautiful country that you have ever seen but it’s a country that’s being torn apart by war and by insurgents. And in standing on top of the mountain, I was talking to an officer who’s leading 80 people – 80 Sailors and Soldiers. He was a submarine officer but he was standing on top of a mountain in Afghanistan, leading a team of 80 people, rebuilding a country. He was responsible for a whole province in Afghanistan and they were building schools, they were building clinics, they were building community centers. He was working with the local officials and authorities and tribal leaders to try and bring some structure and security back to that country. And when I said ‘How is it?,’ he said ‘This is the best thing I have ever done in my life because I am serving and I’m helping  to build a country that is being torn apart.’  Those are the opportunities that are available to you. 

But the Navy is also an opportunity to really serve around the world. There is no other service that covers the globe like we do. We are everywhere. As I speak, we have a hospital ship that’s going down to South America that will provide care and health support, preventive medicine to people who never in their wildest dreams though they would get that type of medical care. 

We have another mission that’s operating off the West Coast of Africa, working with several African nations again to provide health care, engineering support and also to help them in maritime security because the coastal areas in Africa are rife with trafficking of people, drugs and weapons. Of course if you go on the other side of Africa, it’s the piracy.
And just in my case in the last three weeks I have visited South Africa -- that was three weekends ago. My British counterpart visited me the weekend before last and this last weekend I was in China. In fact I just flew back from China I think it was yesterday morning but I’m not sure. It all kind of runs together.

But those are the opportunities that we have to be out and about; to make a difference, interact with other people and to understand the world through their eyes and to look at ways that we can cooperate and help one another.

But make no mistake about it that we are the Navy that we are, because as a great President once said, Teddy Roosevelt, we “carry a big stick.” The United States Navy is able to influence events in that way as well. It’s a stick we don’t like to use but I can tell you that it’s a stick that’s always ready and everyone understands the power of what we do.

But similarly we can also take that power that we have and reach out and help others. I had the privilege and the opportunity in December of 2004 to be stationed in Hawaii. I was stationed at the Pacific Command out there and it was the day after Christmas. I was taking a little bit of leave, my daughter Elizabeth was home from college and the phone rang about 5 o’clock. The duty officer from my headquarters called and said “We have had an earthquake in Indonesia. We don’t know much about it but it looked pretty severe.” And he said, “I’ll keep you updated.” 
Little did I know that that phone call was the beginning of what became the biggest relief operation in the history of mankind: when we [the Pacific Command] led the relief operation that followed the tsunami which that earthquake generated. There were hundreds of thousands of people who died; in fact, there were 225,000 people who lost their lives in the tsunami. And for six weeks the Navy and the military provided the relief and the support and the recovery that allowed Indonesia, and Thailand and Sri Lanka to get back on their feet. It was led by Sailors; it was our Navy who provided the initial response in the form of USS Abraham Lincoln (CVN 72) that was on a Christmas port visit to Hong Kong. She sailed. There was an amphibious group that was coming across the Pacific, they got word that their plans were changing and they were to proceed on to Indonesia and to Thailand. They happened to be in the vicinity of Guam, [so we] put them into Guam and [got ready to] deploy everything out. And the Home Depot that was there because we had no idea what we were dealing with. 
But at the end of that period of time, we had made a difference. We made such a difference that in the country of Indonesia, the opinion of the United States completely reversed. Prior to the tsunami there was a 30 percent approval rating of the United States. After the tsunami there was a 70 percent approval rating of the United States because of what our Sailors and other military members did to help them out. 

But that’s about the past and the Navy is also about the future and the things that you will be able to do should you choose this path are extraordinary and clearly includes some of the things that I just talked about. But we’re moving into new areas like unmanned vehicles, pilotless airplanes, unscrewed submersibles, the world of cyberspace is just opening up and the ability to operate in that domain is extraordinarily exciting and has tremendous potential.  
And some things don’t change. From the beginning of our Navy, we began a couple hundred years ago, chasing pirates. That’s really the reason why we have a Navy because of the fact that some pirates in North Africa were extracting money from our merchant fleet that was operating onboard. And guess what? Today, we’re chasing pirates in Africa, so some things never change. 

But I could not be more proud of the Sailors on the USS Bainbridge (DDG 96), the USS Boxer (LHD 4), the USS Halyburton (FFG 40) and the SEALs that were dropped in to that operation and were able to rescue Capt. Phillips who was the master of the Maersk Alabama. It was an extraordinarily well executed rescue operation and I could not be more proud of them.

But I would say the most important thing that you have the opportunity to do in your life is to lead. Because leadership is what it’s all about and you cannot learn about leadership in a better place than the United States Navy. But I think you have to ask yourself, ‘what sort of leader do you want to be?’  It is not too early to be thinking about that. Some of you have already, many of you have already demonstrated leadership ability and that’s one of the great benefits and great features of this program.

But as a leader, I can tell you that you never stop learning. You never stop practicing the art of leadership and it is an art, it’s not a crypt book process that you follow. The best way to learn about leadership is to read about leadership, to read about great leaders, to listen to other people, to listen to leaders, to observe leaders who are around you and always be watching what works and what doesn’t work. Because some of the best leadership lessons that you are going to learn are from things that didn’t turn out to well and if you learn from that then you are going to be well ahead of the game.

As a leader, you’re going to be measured by your character, your honesty and your integrity. Therefore it’s important that everything that you do, big or small, whether it’s a professional task or a personal task or relationship -- always do what’s right. Never compromise on your integrity.
And be accountable for what you do. Accountability is something that’s extraordinarily important in our Navy because of what we do and how we do it. When we’re at sea, alone on a ship, there’s no one else to turn to and you are the one that has to make the choice. You are the one that will make the decisions and you have to stand by those decisions. And accountability to me is a very simple thing that when things go well or when things don’t go well, if you are the leader that directed them, then you are the one that has to say, “I am responsible for the outcome and no one else.” And good or bad if you want to find out who’s accountable, look at me. And always, always keep accountability foremost on your mind.

Respect others who are around you for who they are, what they do and what they bring. Everyone in this organization, everyone in the Navy plays a very important role and you have to respect that role and you have to respect them, respect their opinions and value those opinions. 

No education is ever going to prepare you for everything that can happen in life -- education here, college and other forms of training that you’ll undergo throughout the rest of your life. You’ll set the foundation; but everyday, in every experience, think about what you’re taking away from it, what you’re learning from it and how you can apply that lesson to the future.  You must constantly work to prepare yourself for that future. You’re going to see some challenges come your way in life. Don’t avoid them; embrace them, welcome them because in every challenge you’re going to learn. You’re going to have an opportunity to make a difference, you’re going to have an opportunity to serve, and you’re going to have an opportunity in making a difference in someone else’s life. And, there is nothing more rewarding or fulfilling than to be able to do that.

I congratulate you on what you have achieved. I congratulate each and every one of you for being part of this great program, for benefitting from this program and for taking the time to take part. And I wish each and every one of you the very best in all things ahead. It’s an exciting time. You can look at the newspapers and see all the financial problems that are going on and you can worry about this and you can worry about that, but when you look at the opportunities that exist in the world today, the events that you have an opportunity to influence and change, it’s a pretty exciting time. 
As I’ve said, I’ve been doing this for a long time and I won’t even tell you how long I’ve been doing this because it will date me to a point where I don’t want to be dated. But if I could start all over again and be where you are, and do the things that I’ve been able to do in the world that I see ahead of me, I would jump at it in a heartbeat. And I would even offer anyone here who wants to trade places with me, I will take that trade. I see somebody here who wants to do that. But you have a tremendous future ahead of you. It’s an exciting world. You have what it takes to lead in that world, to serve in that world and make the best of it. Godspeed and thank you very much.

