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Today In Undersea Warfare History: 

1944 | USS Tambor (SS-198), now in the hands of William J. Germershausen, conducted her 11th war patrol in the waters off Southern Hokkaido and the Kuril Islands. 
1944 | USS Piranha (SS-389) sank the Seattle Maru. 
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U.S. Undersea Warfare News
Flag Officer Assignment

Defense.gov, July 15

The Secretary of the Navy Ray Mabus and Chief of Naval Operations Adm. Jonathan W. Greenert announced today the following assignment:

Capt. Jeffrey E. Trussler, selected for promotion to rear admiral (lower half), will be assigned as commander, Undersea Warfighting Development Center, Groton, Connecticut. Trussler is currently serving as deputy director, analysis and requirements, N2/N6, Office of the Chief of Naval Operations, Washington, District of Columbia.
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Navy Stands Up Warfighting Development Centers

Richard R. Burgess, Seapower, July 15

ARLINGTON, Va. – The Navy is reorganizing its warfare centers of excellence into a set of warfighting development centers, not in just name redesignations but in the command alignment, with the new warfighting development centers reporting to their functional type commanders.

Under the directive from the chief of naval operations, the transition is designed to “enhance fleet warfighting capabilities and readiness across the theater, operational, and tactical levels of war.”

Under the plan, The Navy Air and Missile Defense Command in Dahlgren, Va., has been disestablished and realigned as the Naval Surface and Mine Warfighting Development Center in San Diego. The new center also will absorb the mine warfare capability from the Navy Mine and Antisubmarine Warfare (ASW) Center in San Diego.

The Navy Mine and Antisubmarine Warfare Center therefore will assign its ASW capability the new Undersea Warfighting Development Center in Groton, Conn., aligned under commander, Submarine Force Atlantic. Thereafter, the Navy Mine and Antisubmarine Warfare Center will be disestablished.

The Naval Strike and Air Warfare Center in Fallon, Nev., has been redesignated Naval Aviation Warfighting Development Center, aligned under commander, Naval Air Force, U.S. Pacific Fleet, a transfer in responsibility from commander, U.S. Fleet Forces Command.

The Navy Expeditionary Warfighting Development Center has been established in Virginia Beach, Va., under commander, Navy Expeditionary Combat Command.

The new Naval Surface and Mine Warfighting Development Center eventually will have detachments in San Diego; Point Loma, Calif.; Little Creek, Va.; and Dahlgren, Va.

The new Undersea Warfighting Development Center eventually will have detachments in San Diego and Norfolk, Va.

The Navy plans to have all of the centers and their detachments at full operational capability by 2017.

The Navy Warfare Development Command remains, with the mission of addressing “advanced cross-domain, multi-platform, integrated warfare requirements across all of the warfighting development centers,” the directive said.
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Sub Group 10 Change of Command July 20

Staff, The Florida Times Union, July 15

Rear Adm. Charles A. “Chas” Richard will be relieved as Commander, Submarine Group Ten by Rear Adm. Randy B. Crites in a change of command ceremony at the MWR Fitness Complex, Naval Submarine Base Kings Bay on July 20 at 10 a.m. 

Richard will be assigned as Director, Undersea Warfare (N97) on the Chief of Naval Operations staff in the Pentagon.

Crites is reporting from his most recent duty on the staff of Commander, U.S. Pacific Fleet as director, Maritime Headquarters (N03), Pearl Harbor, Hawaii.

A native of Decatur, Alabama, Richard graduated with honors from the University of Alabama in 1982, and has earned master’s degrees with honors from the Catholic University of America, and the Naval War College.

Richard’s first flag assignment was as the deputy commander of Joint Functional Component Command for Global Strike at U. S. Strategic Command. 

In this role, he was responsible for kinetic (nuclear and conventional) and non-kinetic effects planning and managed global force activities to assure allies and to deter and dissuade actions detrimental to the United States and its global interests. 

His operational assignments include command of USS Parche (SSN 683) as well as Submarine NR-1, then the U.S. Navy’s only nuclear-powered, deep-submergence submarine. 

He also served in USS Portsmouth (SSN 707), USS Asheville (SSN 758), and USS Scranton (SSN 756).

Richard’s recent staff assignments include service as the executive assistant and naval aide to the Under Secretary of the Navy; chief of staff, Submarine Force Atlantic; and command of Submarine Squadron 17 in Bangor, Washington. Other staff assignments include director of Resources on the staff of the Under Secretary of Defense (Policy); squadron engineer on the staff of Submarine Squadron 8, and duty on the Deputy Chief of Naval Operations (Submarine Warfare) staff (OP 213).  

He has also served as a member of Chief of Naval Operations’ Strategic Studies Group XXVIII, studying the integration of Unmanned Systems into naval force structure.

Crites was born in Lima, Ohio, and was commissioned through the Officer Candidate School in 1985 upon graduating with a degree in engineering from Ohio State University. His early operational assignments included service on attack and ballistic missile submarines, including USS Ray (SSN 653), USS Archerfish (SSN 678) and USS Nebraska (SSBN 739).

He commanded USS West Virginia (SSBN 736) and the guided missile submarine, USS Florida (SSGN 728).

His staff assignments included duty as officer in charge of the Performance Monitoring Team (OIC PMT) at Submarine Squadron 4; weapons system programmer at United States Strategic Command; head of the submarine program section and shipbuilding account manager, OPNAV N80; senior member of the Atlantic, Tactical Readiness Evaluation Team (TRE); prospective commanding officer instructor (PCOI) U.S. Atlantic Fleet; branch head, Program Planning and Development N801, OPNAV N80; and most recently as the director, Maritime Headquarters (N03) on the staff of Commander, U.S. Pacific Fleet.  
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Put the Marines Back in Submarines

David C. Fuquea, War on the Rocks, July 16

“Up from a sub sixty feet below, Hit the beach and I’m ready to go” is the opening line to a common physical training running cadence sung by marines for generations. For some 80 years, marines planned for and employed the techniques immortalized in the cadence to bring success to the Corps in the unique and demanding environment where surf crashes onto the shore. Marines, as the guardians of “amphibiousity” for our nation, embodied the motto of “any clime and place” by integrating submarines into amphibious operations by virtue of the unique access the platform offers regardless of maritime threats. Unfortunately, as the Marine Corps and our nation face major threats in the 21st century maritime environment, submarines have disappeared from the toolbox employed by the nation’s amphibious “experts.”

One would think that the strong history of the Marine Corps employing submarines to support amphibious operations, and the advocacy of multiple commandants to return to the amphibious roots of the Corps, would make marines in submarines a no brainer. But troublingly, no Marine Corps units are practicing or even considering the fundamentals of how marines and submarines can effectively integrate, denying themselves the most effective enabler there is for amphibious operations in an Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) littoral environment.

Other parts of the U.S. military are not letting this opportunity go by. Special operations units are monopolizing the best amphibious operations submersible platform in history to great levels of accomplishment, and advancing tactics and equipment from submerged platforms, leaving the Marine Corps behind. As a result, various off-the-shelf technologies that could advance Marine Corps amphibious operations from anachronistic World War II capabilities languish without serious and sustained consideration.

The Marine Corps has a long history of employing submarines to support amphibious operations. Marines of 2d Raider Battalion, under Evans Carlson, embarked aboard the USS Argonaut in August 1942 to raid the Japanese-held island of Makin. The largest pre-nuclear age submarine built by the United States was able to billet over 100 marines due to conversions carried out at the Mare Island shipyard in the spring of 1942. The Argonaut avoided Japanese A2/AD capabilities in the form of the world’s most combat ready and proficient navy, and successfully delivered the marines deep into Japanese controlled waters without detection. Despite the less than impressive results of the operation (Carlson’s Raiders experienced a high rate of casualties for little gained in terms of tangible results), the event demonstrated conclusively the effectiveness of submarines as a platform for amphibious operations in the World War II equivalent of an A2/AD environment.

This critical capability continued through the Cold War and into the modern age. While fictional, the 1968 movie thriller “Ice Station Zebra” showed the utility of the Marine-submarine combination to carry out missions in the most harsh of maritime environments at the North Pole. Until 9/11, reconnaissance marines from both coasts maintained their proficiency by frequently embarking aboard submarines to practice delivery techniques onto potentially hostile shores. Tactics and techniques were closely honed to allow marines to exit submarines while submerged through a “lock out” chamber or trunk and swim to their landing beaches. A quicker alternative to get to the beach was for the submarine to surface and marines to move quickly on deck, inflate and assemble a “combat rubber raiding craft” (CRRC), to include an outboard engine, and have the submarine submerge below them. My discussions with former Force Reconnaissance Platoon Commander, and now FBI Special Agent, Christopher Peet confirmed that repetitive drills allowed Marine Force Reconnaissance teams to accomplish the entire evolution in two minutes or less.

These essential capabilities have, for all intents and purposes, disappeared from the Marine Corps. The last time any meaningful training took place between reconnaissance marines and submarines was before the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Senior reconnaissance unit leaders admit that marines from neither the East Coast nor the West Coast are doing any training with submarines and have not been for years. While there are still some marines on active duty who have experience with this training, to state the Corps is proficient at this mission essential task is a misnomer.

There have been opportunities to put marines back on subs, but they have been missed. The Navy and Marine Corps have recently reoriented back towards amphibious operations after the land-locked conflicts of the last 13 years. Gen. James Conway, during his tenure as commandant, advocated a “return to the amphibious roots of the Corps.” One manifestation of this advocacy was the return to large-scale training events on both the East and West Coasts. The “Bold Alligator” series of exercises on the East Coast began slowly in 2010 with staff-level discussions and culminated in 2012 with the largest peace-time exercise amphibious landings since Exercise Purple Star in 1996. In 2014, United States Navy and Marine forces, along with forces from several nations, executed a second large-scale Bold Alligator exercise off the coast of North Carolina. In 2011, I served as the lead planner within 2d Marine Expeditionary Force for Bold Alligator and recommended strongly that, given the A2/AD threat, a submarine be integrated into the exercise. My discussions with other planners involved with Bold Alligator 2014 indicated that a submarine was once again recommended for inclusion in the large-scale amphibious exercise. Yet, despite the notoriety and scale of these two exercises, not a single submarine was integrated into the amphibious planning for either. With these as the first large amphibious exercises since the late 1990s, and given the complicated nature of water-space management and amphibious operations, the Marine Corps has a generation of planners and senior leaders responsible for amphibious doctrine who have never even contemplated how submarines can execute ship-to-objective maneuver (STOM), ship-to-shore movement (STSM), and over-the-horizon (OTH) operations, and be employed as critical platforms to enable success in an A2/AD environment.

That the platform most capable of surviving the greatest threat facing Marine Corps amphibious operations in the 21st century is not being trained with or planned for means marines may die needlessly. The cornerstone document for how the Marine Corps will conduct modern amphibious operations, Expeditionary Force 21, is less than a year old. With “assuring littoral access” as “the main mission,” the document is rife with examples of the danger to mission accomplishment in the amphibious realm that Anti-Access/Area Denial poses. These A2/AD capabilities “threaten freedom of action at sea.” The document established that the Marine Corps must become proficient at using “alternative seabased platforms” and operating in smaller task-organized forces. The threat from widely proliferated A2/AD systems is so pervasive, Expeditionary Force 21 calls for amphibious forces to stand off from landing sites and objectives at least 65 nautical miles until threats are mitigated. Doctrine requires amphibious vehicles launch from at least 12 miles off shore, despite their anachronistically slow ship-to-shore movement speeds brought from World War II. Even the most modernized versions of the Amphibious Assault Vehicle (AAV) still move to shore at the same speed of their predecessors from the assault on Tarawa in November 1943. The current planned replacement for the AAV will be a wheeled vehicle with even more limited capability to move autonomously from ship to shore. Unfortunately, submarines, the only platforms with the ability to stealthily penetrate the A2/AD screens to be faced, are not even mentioned as an “alternative platform” to be considered for this purpose within Expeditionary Force 21. This conceptual oversight must be addressed and remedied.

The introduction to the fleet of the “guided missile” class of submarines is the perfect tool for amphibious operations in the 21st century, yet is being ignored by the Marine Corps. In 1999, the U.S. Congress funded the conversion of four Ohio-class ballistic missile submarines into guided missile submarines, or SSGNs. At 560 feet long and over 18,000 tons (submerged) in displacement, these “boats” are like their predecessor the Argonaut with far greater capability. The SSGNs have long-term billeting for 66 personnel and, with “hot-racking,” have managed 100 or more embarked personnel for short-term transits. Missile tubes that previously protected our nation through nuclear deterrence now hold a mixture of Tomahawk long-range cruise missiles (TLAMS) and gear for amphibious operations. Two of the former missile tubes have sprinkler systems to afford considerable space for ammunition storage. Remaining storage areas can hold up to 39 inflatable boats (CRRCs), enough for over 200 marines to move from ship-to-shore by this World War II-era conveyance. The SSGNs also have an operations center for embarked troops that rivals those aboard any of the amphibious ships currently at sea in any navy, giving an embarked commander the ability to command and control forces ashore effectively. “Through-deck” connectors allow access while submerged to two Dry-Deck Shelters (DDS) mounted to the exterior deck of the SSGN behind the “sail.”

The two shelters of an SSGN provide over 3000 cubic feet of dry storage for ship-to-shore movement systems for marines. The inflatable CRRC, the most prominent conveyance when marines last conducted submarine training, is an antiquated, anachronistic World War II system — not to mention highly vulnerable in a firefight ― and needs to be discarded. While not the vehicle deck of a landing platform dock, the purchase of current off-the-shelf technology can give marines legitimate over-the-horizon delivery capability at high speeds across water, and then transition to a land vehicle with equally impressive performance from the DDS. Mr. David March, who works through Fountain Valley Bodyworks based in Fountain Valley, California, designed and builds the fast amphibian known as the “Panther.” The Panther looks like a jeep but combines a V6 engine with a conventional water-jet to give highway-speeds on land and over 40 miles per hour on water. On a single tank of fuel, builders of the Panther have documented ranges of 60 or more miles on water, followed by equal ranges on shore. A second off-the-shelf platform for use ― equally innovative and viable ― is the Gibbs Quadski. This vehicle resembles a standard 4-wheeled all-terrain vehicle (ATV). The Quadski, however, can transition from land to water mode in approximately five seconds. Capable of 45 miles per hour on land and water, the Quadski is designed for one passenger but can accommodate two and sells for approximately $40,000. Marines launching from an SSGN with these types of vehicles would have speed and range to get to the shore from OTH, mobility once they arrive, and fire power inherent in being able to carry crew-served weapons on a vehicle. Employing the critical technique of “maneuver warfare” and landing where the enemy is not, small-mobile-fast Marine units with substantial firepower would have legitimate combat capability to a scale and scope exceeding the size of the unit by an order of magnitude. Additionally, the ability to drive out of a DDS directly into the water equates to much greater safety for the submarine, as compared to marines toiling on the deck inflating CRRCs while the sub waits to submerge again. The DDS would provide space for at least two, perhaps four, “Panthers,” allowing the insertion of up to 16 marines simultaneously. Unfortunately, this type of innovative thinking is not being considered in the operational Marine Corps.

Yet, special operations forces (SOF) are taking full advantage of the SSGNs and monopolizing these platforms. The SSGNs are making routine deployments with contingents of SOF embarked. These forces have taken the lead for any development of “amphibious doctrine, tactics, techniques, and equipment” in order to advance operational capabilities in the face of 21st-century A2/AD threats. New procedures for the employment of drones while submerged have enabled SSGNs to see operations ashore from safety in an access-challenged operational area. SEALs, based upon operational employment, have modified the SEAL delivery vehicle and developed the Shallow Water Combat Submersible (SWCS) in efforts to be more viable in the A2/AD environment of the 21st century. In the same environment, the Marine Corps is figuratively and literally absent. In a recent interview with the former captain of one of the SSGNs, he relayed that in his two and a half years in command, he had worked with a plethora of SOF personnel but never seen a marine aboard his ship. No doubt SOF has a definite role to play in utilizing these platforms, but the Marine Corps has responsibility to develop the full range of amphibious capabilities from this versatile maritime domain platform. The Marine Corps’ responsibility for developing amphibious equipment is being abdicated, and its ability to employ submarines to enable amphibious operations in the 21st century erased.

The ability to conduct amphibious operations in the 21st century is critical to the success of the United States defense strategy. The greatest threat to operations is the proliferation of missile systems that give great credence to the term Anti-Access/Area Denial and force the Marine Corps farther and farther off shore. The Marine Corps must return to the innovative attitudes of the 1920s and ‘30s that enabled the Corps to triumph in the face of a truly daunting A2/AD environment emplaced and continually refined by the Japanese forces in the Pacific during World War II. This means marines must force their way back aboard submarines as a critical enabler for the successful execution of amphibious operations. Senior leaders of the Marine Corps must “leap forward” to the past and resuscitate concepts and skills that went dormant during years of hard campaigning elsewhere by the Corps, and get submarines back into the training regimes of marines ― both individual marines for recurrent training and operational planners in our amphibious exercises. Marines must reclaim the mantle of responsibility for all aspects of developing amphibious doctrine, tactics, techniques and equipment. The spirit of Higgins and his landing craft and Roebling and his “alligator” of World War II must be reinvigorated by synergistically investigating and integrating off-the-shelf technology that will enable marines to be successful in the modern day A2/AD environment ― and once reclaimed, guarded jealously. In this day of sequestration and budget battles, perhaps there should be no greater advocate for more submarines than the commandant of the Marine Corps and the marines he must get back aboard those very platforms.
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USS Columbia Shifts Colors 
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JOINT BASE PEARL HARBOR-HICKAM, Hawaii - (July 15, 2015) - Electronics Technician 2nd Class Quincy Goodman, of Mt. Gilead, Ohio, assigned to the Los Angeles-class fast attack submarine USS Columbia (SSN 771), shifts colors to the bridge during routine operations. (U.S. Navy photo by Mass Communication Specialist 1st Class Steven Khor/Released)
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International Undersea Warfare News
Naval Buildups In The South China Sea

Steven Stashwick, The Diplomat, July 15

Southeast Asian naval capabilities are surging. But how meaningful is that?
After decades of operating legacy Soviet platforms, Vietnam’s navy is acquiring advanced new frigates from Russia and the Netherlands, capable new Russian diesel-electric submarines, and a host of modern anti-ship cruise missiles. The Philippines has nearly doubled its fleet of surface combat vessels in the last five years and is working to acquire two advanced new frigates. Malaysia was among the first in the region to add advanced submarines to their fleet and is indigenously building six new advanced French-designed frigates. Meanwhile, Indonesia is building two new Dutch-designed frigates and acquiring two improved South Korean submarines as part of an ambitious 20-year modernization and expansion program.

It is hardly a new observation that naval capabilities in Southeast Asia are surging. Harder to assess, though, is who has the advantage in a peer competition, or sufficient ability to prohibitively raise conflict costs to a more powerful aggressor. Focusing on what the region’s navies are acquiring is not that informative. It glazes over questioning the region’s strategic first principles – namely, assumptions about a country’s goals and what they think they need to achieve those goals – and whether (or to what degree) investments in naval capabilities are relevant to the ongoing disputes that appear to motivate them.

Meaningfully assessing naval capability requires more than adding up fleet tonnage or ship numbers, and even more than tabulating a collection of ship “spec sheets.” It depends strongly on the scope of analysis and an understanding of technical, logistical, human, and operational limitations in the context of the intended missions – and, most crucially, the expected adversary’s capability. Capability should not be considered a generic measure (e.g., the ability to conduct anti-surface ship operations). Rather, it must be considered in relation to an expected opponent (e.g., the ability to conduct anti-surface operations against whose surface ships).

As the starting point for evaluating capability, private analyses often lack understanding of the requirements new systems are notionally fulfilling. Observers should be wary of assertions that a new weapon system will “increase the capacity to conduct [insert mission type]” or “present a more credible defense against [insert threat or adversary].” Such statements may be true, strictly speaking, but they may lack meaning in the context of the required mission scope and adversary capability.

To help understand the nature of requirements, we can begin by considering capacity, which at all levels of analysis is an expression of capability on its own. By itself, China’s South Sea Fleet has more major surface ships than Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore combined, and its similarly sized East Sea Fleet is stationed close enough to the region to quickly provide additional forces. If much of the regional buildup is in response to Chinese assertiveness in the South China Sea, does adding handfuls of ships, however individually capable, make a difference?

As part of a cost-imposing deterrence strategy – making success costly enough for an aggressor to dissuade the effort – maybe so. But then other factors become important. Not all frigates are created equally (the Philippines’ new Gregorio del Pilar frigates are built on 50-year-old ex-U.S. Coast Guard hulls and do not have any missile systems installed yet), not all crews are equally trained, and not all navies are equally operationally proficient.

Capability’s foil, then, is limitation. In the U.S. Navy the two ideas are an aggregate concept: capabilities and limitations. Both are crucial to understanding that operational reality is constrained by factors that act as frictions and bleed away from a capability’s “design” ideal. Among the most important are destructive capability (how many targets you can hit and how well they are incapacitated), sensors and command and control (how far away you can detect and work together to engage a target), operator and maintainer proficiency (how well the crew can use and keep-up their systems), operational and tactical proficiency (how optimally systems and tactics can be employed), the platform’s self-defense and survivability (how well it can protect itself against a threat and the ability to recover from damage), system reliability and robustness (how prone systems are to malfunction and how sensitive to damage), and logistical and institutional support (the training, supply, and repair support to keep systems running).

The adequacy of a fleet’s capabilities and limitations must be measured against concrete requirements that are determined by the expected adversary and the way the fleet will be used. We must consider those limiting factors and the need to evaluate capability against specific requirements – a specific enemy capability set rather than a generic mission assertion.

For example, say a given anti-ship missile can travel 100 nautical miles, but the sensors on the firing platform can only target out to 50 nautical miles, leaving the other 50 mile capability unusable. Say further that the target vessel can successfully defend against that missile, but its combat systems can only deal with some given number of missiles simultaneously and only against some number in total (due to defensive magazine capacity, which may or may not be greater). If the defensive capability of your target can be gauged, then a technical problem can be reduced to a capacity problem: You only need to fire more missiles than the target can defend against. But then other questions arise. What if the firing platform cannot carry that number of missiles? Or cannot fire that number near-simultaneously? What if the missiles are unreliable or poorly maintained, resulting in a significant failure rate that requires many more missiles to be fired for a successful salvo? Is the total missile inventory sufficient against the expected number of adversary units, and can firing platforms be rearmed under adversarial conditions? The answers to these questions are the real measure of what a Navy is capable of achieving.

Consider this example from history of the potential for mismatch between the intended (“design”) employment of a fleet and its actual employment. British battlecruisers in World War I possessed enormous capability on paper: They were large, fast, and heavily armed. But when pitched against the German battleship fleet – a role they were not originally envisioned for because their speed came at the expense of heavy armoring – these ostensibly capable ships were disastrously un-survivable against a peer adversary. A weapons system’s capability is irrelevant if the platform that carries it cannot survive an engagement long enough to use it.

Clearly, then, information useful for determining capability is also useful for identifying vulnerabilities. The sensitive nature of this technical and “readiness” information means governments will understandably classify it, and defense contractors will keep many technical details confidential, hindering independent research and analysis. Fortunately for researchers, the business opportunity the Southeast Asian defense market represents means that a substantial amount of useful information is still available from sales literature.

But fundamentally, discussing regional naval capability is implicitly asking how to solve problems with ships and explosives, and skips over asking whether ships and explosives are the right way to solve them. The overarching strategic narrative of South China Sea maritime disputes can be broken into three major strains: Stalled diplomatic initiative; “white hull” confrontations; and a regional naval arms race. The interest of peaceful resolution demands asking how relevant naval capability is to satisfactorily resolving the disputes respective to each state’s particular circumstances.

Deterrence may one day break down and the South China Sea disputes escalate into open armed conflict, in which case a nuanced capability discussion might simply be redundant. The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute database of global military expenditure shows that while the major Southeast Asian naval powers have increased their defense spending by over one and a half times since 2003, combined, this is still less than one-fifth of China’s spending, which has increased over five-fold in the same span. It may be true that the addition of a new ship or submarine increases a navy’s capability to conduct a particular mission and makes a given state’s defense more credible, but even a very capable ship can be overwhelmed.

Further, the comparative close-quarters of the South China Sea means that naval capability may not even be a meaningful measure on its own. The geography suggests that many potential crises could involve land-based aircraft or missile systems, a potentially disruptive new avenue of defense expansion in the region. And for all the regional naval expansion, the potential flashpoint maritime disputes in the South China Sea are, for now, being most actively prosecuted using a law enforcement “white hull” strategy, begging how relevant the expanding navy “gray hull” fleets are to solving the problem.

For comparatively smaller powers, perhaps they are. Modernizing and expanding their navies might be useful for a variety of deterrence strategies, such as the cost-imposition described earlier. But while regional naval modernization writ large is a boon to the foreign defense sector, it is not clear these are the best tools for the problem. China’s most notable gains in the South China Sea have come without relying on its navy, rather using its para-military and law enforcement vessels to press its maritime claims. Since aggregating its marine law enforcement capability under a unified Coast Guard in 2013, China’s expanding “white hull” fleet continues to be the front line against other South China Sea claimants. The advantage to using “white hulls” in this way is that lacking large armament, law enforcement vessels inherently cap the level of potential escalation an incident between warships might cause. In addition, the diplomatic danger to a claimant that counters a lightly armed “white hull” with its “gray hull” navy is appearing to be aggressive or escalatory, and a forceful encounter between them could even inadvertently provide casus belli to the owner of the “white hull.”

In the 1960s, the comparative military capabilities of the U.S. and North Vietnam were never in question and the U.S. proceeded to drop nearly two and a half times the weight of bombs on that country than the Allies dropped in the combined European and Pacific theaters during World War II. That the U.S. nonetheless failed to achieve its political objectives is demonstrative of the fact that destructive power was not the most salient factor for determining that political outcome. Bureaucratic and institutional imperatives (on the political and government side), and funding and profit motives (on the think tank and defense contractor side) can easily incentivize acquisition-based solutions to political problems – and sometimes those might be the right ones. But as the comparative capabilities in Southeast Asia are reported and evaluated, it is more important to first ask whether explosives can solve the problem, rather than how good those explosives are.

Steven Stashwick spent 10 years on active duty as a U.S. naval officer, made several deployments to the Western Pacific, and completed graduate studies in international relations at the University of Chicago. He is a Lieutenant Commander in the U.S. Navy Reserve.
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Is China's New Submarine Deal with Thailand Now in Peril? 

Prashanth Parameswaran, The Diplomat, July 16

On July 15, Thailand’s defense minister Prawit Wongsuwan said that Thailand has put a hold on its newly announced billion-dollar plan to purchase three submarines from China, threatening to once again defer the country’s dream of acquiring a capability it has lacked for more than six decades.

According to Xinhua, Prawit said that the navy’s submarine purchasing plan would “not be submitted to the cabinet for the time being pending thorough study.” His comments come just weeks after the Thai navy confirmed that it had selected Chinese submarines over others from Germany, South Korea, Sweden and Russia to give Bangkok its first submarine capability since 1951 (See: “How Did China Just Win Thailand’s New Submarine Bid?”).

For those who are well-acquainted with Thailand’s record on attempted submarine purchases, this looks all too familiar. As I have pointed out repeatedly, Thailand has tried since the 1990s to ink submarine deals with several countries – including most recently Germany and South Korea – but cost issues and internal differences have previously complicated and derailed plans (See: “Thailand Eyes Submarine Fleet”). Thailand’s past experience with submarines suggests that any renewed efforts in this direction ought to be viewed with caution.

The decision to place a hold on this particular submarine deal — which would cost Thailand 36 billion baht ($1.06 billion) for three Chinese submarines — is also not altogether unexpected. The purchase has run into fierce opposition within Thailand among politicians and activists, many of whom have raised doubts about whether the country really needs submarines and suggested that the money would be better spent on more urgent priorities like boosting the economy. Given all this, it is not surprising that Prawit referenced the need to take into account “the public reception” to the submarine purchasing plan. While he was not specific on how this would be done, his suggestion that the navy is “yet to conduct a thorough study” on how suitable and cost-effective the submarines are – which directly contradicts his earlier statement that Chinese submarines were clearly the most cost-effective – indicates that this may require not only more time, but further examination.

Yet much more could be at work beyond just financial considerations. There has also been fierce domestic and international resentment over Thailand’s decision to hand 109 Uighurs to Chinese authorities, as The Diplomat reported last week. The Uighur incident and the submarine deal have fed into a broader concern that Thailand’s generals are moving too close to China, with worrying implications for domestic politics and foreign policy. Indeed, a high-ranking navy source close to the project told The Bangkok Post that it was deferred partly over criticism of Thailand and China about the handling of 109 Uighurs to Chinese authorities. According to that source, the navy and the ministry decided not to include the plan for cabinet approval as expected on Tuesday because they were worried that anger among Thai activists and the public about the Uighur issue could spill over and derail the plan.

It remains to be seen how Thailand will proceed on its submarine deal. The government may choose to eventually move forward on it after opposition has eased or it has ‘raised awareness’ among the public as Prawit has suggested. After all, the deal still enjoys strong support among key decision makers despite these setbacks, including Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-o-cha. But there is also a chance that this may lead Thailand to rethink the wisdom of the purchase more generally. The selection of Chinese submarines was surprising even to seasoned observers, especially given the significance of the purchase, the Thai military’s preference for Western equipment which was also on offer, and well-known suspicions about the reliability of submarines from Beijing (See: “Will Thailand Realize its Submarine Quest?”). Indeed, some had dismissed the selection merely as Bangkok’s way of thumbing its nose at the United States, doubting that the purchase itself would eventually go through. If that is so, past may yet again prove to be prologue in Thailand’s long-deferred dream of acquiring submarines.
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France Lures Australia with Submarine Stealth Technology

Staff, Reuters, July 15

France will offer Australia its stealth technology for submarines, never before shared abroad, if it wins a lucrative deal to build Australia's fleet of next-generation submarines, state-controlled French naval contractor DCNS said on Wednesday.

Germany's ThyssenKrupp and DCNS separately are competing with a Japanese government-led consortium for the A$50 billion ($37.38 billion) contract to replace aging Collins-class subs, the biggest contract in Australian defense history.

Japan, which has had a ban on exporting defense technology since World War Two, had been seen as the front runner for the contract, but political pressures in Australia for domestic production have given fresh momentum to the European bidders.

A spokesman for DCNS said that, while the company had privately informed the Australian government of its willingness to share the stealth technology, it hoped a public acknowledgment would generate good will with the Australian public.

"These technologies are the “crown jewels” of French submarine design knowhow and have never been offered to any other country," DCNS spokeswoman Jessica Thomas added in an email exchange.

"By the very nature of these stealth technologies and the decision to release them to the Australian government, this is a significant demonstration of the strategic nature of this program for the French authorities."

Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott is eager to deepen security ties with Japan, reflecting a U.S. desire for its two allies to take a bigger security role in Asia as China's military might grows.

The United States, hoping to promote Australia-Japan cooperation, is backing the Japanese-built submarine, which is also packed with American surveillance, radar and weapons equipment, sources familiar with Washington's thinking have told Reuters.

A contract to supply a variant of Japan's Soryu-class submarine would give Tokyo its first major overseas arms deal after Prime Minister Shinzo Abe last year eased curbs on military exports, which had isolated defense contractors for seven decades.

But Abbott, facing intense political pressure to secure the thousands of manufacturing jobs that the build would bring, decided to open up bidding to Germany and France.

Last month, influential Australian independent Senator Nick Xenophon blasted Japanese defense officials over comments that Australia was incapable of building a version of a high-tech Japanese-designed submarine at home.

A panel comprised of former U.S. Secretary of the Navy Donald Winter, former Australian judge Julie Anne Dodds-Streeton, lawyer Ron Finlay and former BAE Systems executive Jim McDowell is overseeing the 10 month bidding process.
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