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Mr. Petters, Apprentice School instructors, graduates, ladies and gentlemen.  I am very pleased to be here, and to have this opportunity to extend my best wishes to the graduates.

This is the generation that will build the warships that will keep us safe in the 21st century, and this class of graduates now has the responsibility of carrying on this shipyard’s tradition as builders of the Fleet.
I have had an opportunity to walk through the Heritage Gallery, and see the achievements of the Newport News Shipyard chronicled throughout that impressive historical display.

It is obvious that this shipyard takes great pride in its work, and great pride in the people whose hands have helped make the United States Navy the most powerful Naval force in the world.

America was founded by pioneers with great ambitions, big dreams, and a can-do spirit.

That spirit was passed on from generation to generation, from those who settled this great land, to those who made this country an industrial giant, and to those who today make us the most technologically advanced nation on earth.

This shipyard, which for more than 100 years has been delivering capital ships to the fleet, has established its traditions and reputation.
There has been a generational commitment to shipbuilding that delivered the Forrestal, delivered the Enterprise, delivered the Nimitz, and that will deliver our Navy’s newest carriers —the Ford class.

That same generational commitment to shipbuilding led to many of the nuclear submarines that have been the pride of the fleet, including the Virginia class submarines that will keep the peace in the decades ahead.

The construction of a nuclear carrier is an incredibly complex and enormous undertaking.
To build a carrier takes approximately 40 million man-hours, and carrier construction generally runs about five years, from keel-laying to commissioning.

Planning, the purchase of long-lead items, and various other critical steps in the early phases extends this period to around seven years.

The successful completion of such an enormously complicated project is a magnificent achievement, and relatively few Americans have ever had the opportunity to participate in an endeavor of such dazzling scale and of so many engineering challenges.
You have been a part of great undertakings, and the ships you build are vital to the security of this country.

How well you do your work has direct impact on the ability of our Sailors and Marines to carry out their missions, and can potentially have grave implications for their safety.

The importance of quality has been a central focus of the Navy for quite some time, particularly since the 1963 USS THRESHER disaster, which prompted the Navy to implement the highly successful SUBSAFE program.

Submarine safety is an objective requiring continuing vigilance, as recent issues with welding flaws in the Virginia class program evidences.

The impact of quality on safety is not limited to submarines, but applies equally well to our carriers.

Let me give you a personal example.

Two weeks ago, I had the opportunity to visit USS ABRAHAM LINCOLN, which was underway and operating about 70 miles off the coast of California.
The LINCOLN was conducting nighttime flight operations, in a final training opportunity before an extended overseas deployment.

It was raining.

Gale-force winds buffeted the ship and the flight deck crew working through the night.

There was no horizon, no moon, and not a star anywhere to illuminate the skies.

Aloft in the landing pattern was a nugget pilot—a rookie pilot on his first tour—whose turn it now was to complete his carrier qualifications in the most challenging conditions imaginable.

His first approach was a miss.

As he began his descent after his second approach—in the rain and the wind of that black night—he lost communications with the Landing Signal Officer.

If you ever want to get a sense of the urgency of flight operations, you have to watch a group of guys literally diving into equipment lockers, frantically trying to restore communications to the pilot whose very life was on the line.

Communications were restored, but he missed his third and fourth approaches as well, requiring the additional complication of multiple mid-air refuelings.

And so, with four missed landings or bolters to his credit, he came around for a fifth approach, with everything on the line.

It was not pretty, but that young pilot managed to bring it in on his 5th attempt.

I took away from the experience the critical importance of quality—and the implications of even a momentary failure of a single, simple component in that very complex and demanding environment.

The importance of quality is something that has, in fact, been a personal focus of mine for a very long time.

In a former life, I worked on satellites in both government and industry.

Satellites are unique in many ways, one of which was the consequences of quality defects.

Once a satellite goes up into orbit, it’s not like you can just call up the cable guy and send him up there to go fix it . . . 
You are talking about a very expensive piece of gear that simply has to be built to extremely exacting specifications.

To ensure the integrity of the construction process and the proper incentives to correct mistakes, we had a “no fault” reporting system in place.
If someone dropped a complex circuit board, for example, no one would avoid bringing it to the attention of supervisors out of fear of being punished.

No blame would be assigned.

The only thing that mattered was quality.

This is the culture of excellence and the focus on quality that the Navy needs for our ships and submarines.

In that context, I was pleased to note that the Virginia class welding flaw was self-reported by the shipyard.

This is the kind of absolute dedication to quality that our Sailors and Marines depend on as they execute their missions around the world.

The Navy revolves around capital ships with long lead times to build, and which we expect will remain in operation for decades.
An aircraft carrier is considered a 50-year investment—an investment in the security of the United States.

It is one of the most valuable investments this country could make, and it is central to the fleet’s warfighting capabilities in the Joint fight.

Similarly, submarines are critical elements of both our deterrence capability and to our ability to project power thousands of miles from our shores.
As one of only two nuclear-certified shipyards, Newport News has an established track record in meeting high standards of safety and quality.
I encourage this shipyard to continue to focus on quality, and to apply the same rigorous processes in quality assurance to shipyard safety standards as well.

I commend the management at Northrop Grumman Shipbuilding, Newport News Operations for your investments in your future workforce.

Such investments will leave you, the graduates, with a bright future and a healthy long-term relationship with the United States Navy.

America used to be the world leader in manufacturing, and in the days of Henry Ford, American workers built an industrial base that was the envy of the world.

We are trying to reassert the prominence of America’s industrial base, and with the right investments in people, processes, and equipment, we will once again regain a position as the world’s leading manufacturer in both productivity and quality.  
This school is a good example of the type of investment that our industrial base needs to make.

It is the kind of long-term investment in people that will, indeed bring America’s industrial base back, and make us the world’s manufacturing leader.

*
*
*

Finally, I would like to remind the graduates and everyone gathered here today that we live in a world of dangers and uncertainties that require us, as a Nation, to be prepared to meet the challenges that may confront us in the future.
I often have an opportunity to speak to our Sailors and Marines, and I am always struck by their patriotism, courage, and dedication to duty.

They know that their work is vital to the security of the United States.

But I would also like to take this opportunity to tell you that your labors in building the fleet are also vital to the safety and security of America.

We need a strong industrial base.

We need talented young people to choose a life in the shipbuilding industry.

And we need motivated workers willing to undergo the many years of specialized training and apprenticeship that this school offers.

Congratulations on your achievement, and thank you for your efforts in support of a great Nation.

God bless you, and may God bless America.
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