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Today In Undersea Warfare History: 

1945 | USS Runner (SS-476):  Runner represented the US submarine service along with 10 other US submarines in the Tokyo Bay at the formal surrender ceremonies.
1956 | USS Paddle (SS-263) was recommissioned to prepare for transfer to Brazil under the Mutual Defense Assistance Program.
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U.S. Undersea Warfare News
Second Application Window Open For Women In Submarines

Rear Adm. Randy Crites, Navy Live Blog, Aug 31

History continues to be made in the submarine force as the first enlisted female Sailors have begun the submarine training pipeline AND we are taking a second round of applications from Sailors who are interested in serving aboard submarines.

NAVADMIN 186/15, which came out mid-August, announced the second round of applications. As the Enlisted Women in Submarines Task Force Commander, I look forward to seeing all of the competitive applications from a pool of highly qualified Sailors.

When we opened up the first application window back in January of this year, we received an overwhelming response from women currently serving across the fleet in a variety of concentration areas, from the surface fleet, to our aviation community, to Seabees, to Sailors in the Fleet Reserve.

As a result of the first round of applications, we have learned a few lessons. It is very important to me that we provide the Sailors interested in this opportunity the information they are truly seeking and we have a better idea of what that information is. Last time, we placed an emphasis on the application process but it quickly became clear that candidates were more interested in what kinds of jobs are available and what life aboard a submarine is like. As a result, the briefs we provided to command career counselors include that type of information this time around.

Something else I want to point out is that we desire to bring in women even from the most junior paygrades. Previously, I think there was a misconception that we only wanted more seasoned Sailors to apply. In reality, we are hoping to see applications from all pay grades. The submarine community always seeks high-caliber applicants from all ratings and ranks regardless of race, gender, religion, rank, etc., so I would say the main requirement is that candidates are motivated, technically competent, professional Sailors who are passionate about committing their absolute best toward excellence in the submarine force.

I began this blog by mentioning that history is in the making as the first female Sailors have classed up at submarine school in Groton, Connecticut. Several new accessions arrived in Groton just a week or so ago, and the remainder of the conversion Sailors will arrive there in a staggered manner over the course of the next 12+ months. The task force and submarine force are looking forward to seeing our selected Sailors make their way through the training pipeline and become active and productive members of the submarine force.

As the new Commander for the Enlisted Women in Submarines Task Force, I want to welcome the selected Sailors to our community and also encourage Sailors who are interested in becoming submariners to take the time to submit their applications this time around. I am excited to meet motivated, talented and technically competent female submariners out in the fleet in the future!

Rear Adm. Randy Crites is Commander, Submarine Group Ten; Enlisted Women in Submarines Task Force Commander.
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Christening Set For Submarine Built At Quonset

Paul Edward Parker, Providence Journal, Aug 28
The fast-attack submarine Illinois, built by General Dynamics Electric Boat, largely at its Quonset Point shipyard in Rhode Island, will be christened Oct. 10 at the company's shipyard in Groton, Conn., a committee connected to the submarine has announced.

The ship's sponsor, who traditionally breaks a bottle of champagne on the hull at the christening, is First Lady Michelle Obama.

A spokesman for Electric Boat confirmed that the ceremony will be held on Oct. 10, but deferred to the White House when asked whether Mrs. Obama will attend.

The first lady's press office declined to comment on her plans.

The christening is the middle of three ceremonial milestones in the construction of a Naval submarine. Early in the construction, a keel laying ceremony is held, when the sponsor's initials are welded into a steel plate that will become part of the ship. The final ceremony is commissioning, when the submarine officially becomes a U.S. warship.

Mrs. Obama chalked her initials into a steel plate to be traced by a welder at the keel laying for Illinois on June 2, 2014, at the Quonset Point shipyard.
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U.S. Submarine Returns From Arctic Mission

Barbara Starr, CNN, Aug 31

For two months they were submerged under the ocean's surface, much of that time far below a solid mass of ice.

As they passed through the Bering Strait bordering Russia, they steered around undersea ice formations more than 30 feet deep. When they finally punched through the Arctic ice cap just shy of the North Pole, it took them five hours to break the ice off their submarine's key hatches so they could reach the fresh air.

What they found awaiting them was a cold, white world of silence, of complete isolation, with not so much as a bird in sight.

Some of the smiling young sailors who emerged from the USS Seawolf to take in the scene decided to take their re-enlistment oath for another tour of duty right then and there.

It was, according to Navy Cmdr. Jeff Bierley, who commanded the sub, a "once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, an incredible experience not many people get to have."

The U.S. Navy has 14 ballistic missile submarines, also called boomers, in service. The boomers, displacing 18,750 tons submerged and 560 feet long, can carry 24 nuclear-armed Trident II ballistic missiles and serve as nuclear deterrents. Here, Ohio-class ballistic-missile submarine USS West Virginia (SSBN 736) departs a Norfolk Naval Shipyard in 2013 after an engineering overhaul.

The Ohio-class guided missile submarine USS Ohio transits Puget Sound, Washington, in June 2015. The Ohio and three other guided-missile subs -- USS Florida, USS Michigan and USS Georgia -- were originally built and deployed as ballistic-missile subs, but were converted to guided-missile platforms beginning in 2002 after the Navy concluded it had a surplus of the boomers.

The Los Angeles-class attack submarine USS Hampton surfaces through Arctic ice in March 2014. The Los Angeles-class is the biggest in the Navy&#39;s sub fleet, with 41 now in commission. These subs displace 6,900 tons and are 360 feet long. The class was introduced in 1976.

The USS Seawolf, shown here in support of European operations in June 2015, is the lead vessel in the three-boat Seawolf class. The Seawolf and the USS Connecticut, the second boat in the class, displace 9,138 tons and are 353 feet long. Click to the next slide to learn more about the third sub in the class, the USS Jimmy Carter.

The Seawolf-class attack submarine USS Jimmy Carter is moored in a Washington state facility that reduces a ship&#39;s electromagnetic signature in 2006. The Jimmy Carter is 100 feet longer than the first two subs in its class. The extra space is for a &quot;multimission platform,&quot; the Navy says. &quot;This hull section provides for additional payloads to accommodate advanced technology used to carry out classified research and development and for enhanced warfighting capabilities.&quot;

A dolphin swims in front of the Navy&#39;s newest submarine, the attack submarine USS John Warner, during its sea trials in May. The John Warner was commissioned on Saturday, August 1, in a ceremony in Norfolk, Virginia. Virginia-class attack subs, displacing 7,800 tons and at 377 feet long, &quot;are designed to seek and destroy enemy submarines and surface ships; project power ashore with Tomahawk cruise missiles and special operation forces (SOF); carry out inntelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) missions; support battle group operations; and engage in mine warfare,&quot; according to the Navy. 
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The Ohio-class guided missile submarine USS Ohio transits Puget Sound, Washington, in June 2015. The Ohio and three other guided-missile subs -- USS Florida, USS Michigan and USS Georgia -- were originally built and deployed as ballistic-missile subs, but were converted to guided-missile platforms beginning in 2002 after the Navy concluded it had a surplus of the boomers.
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The Seawolf-class attack submarine USS Jimmy Carter is moored in a Washington state facility that reduces a ship&#39;s electromagnetic signature in 2006. The Jimmy Carter is 100 feet longer than the first two subs in its class. The extra space is for a &quot;multimission platform,&quot; the Navy says. &quot;This hull section provides for additional payloads to accommodate advanced technology used to carry out classified research and development and for enhanced warfighting capabilities.&quot;

A dolphin swims in front of the Navy&#39;s newest submarine, the attack submarine USS John Warner, during its sea trials in May. The John Warner was commissioned on Saturday, August 1, in a ceremony in Norfolk, Virginia. Virginia-class attack subs, displacing 7,800 tons and at 377 feet long, &quot;are designed to seek and destroy enemy submarines and surface ships; project power ashore with Tomahawk cruise missiles and special operation forces (SOF); carry out inntelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) missions; support battle group operations; and engage in mine warfare,&quot; according to the Navy. 

"There was nobody there but us," Bierley said of the Seawolf's August 1 trip to the Arctic surface, hundreds of miles from the nearest human. When you first open the hatch, "the thing that strikes you is, it's so quiet. It's completely silent."

The Seawolf has just returned home after a six-month deployment in which the crew had no communications with their families during the two months they were submerged -- several weeks of which were entirely under ice. Fresh air wasn't the only thing the crew of 154 lacked. Though the sub went to sea with plenty of food, the commander said the fresh fruit and vegetables were eaten "in about a week."

So why do it, aside from giving the sailors aboard the thrill of their naval career? Why does the Navy regularly send submarines to the Arctic ice cap, especially with nobody else there, and no threat on the horizon?

Bierly said the mission has important operational goals.

"Our focus was demonstrating the ability to surface through the ice," he said in a telephone interview from his naval base in Bremerton, Washington. "It's an important operational priority to demonstrate we can operate in that environment."

The deployment allows the Navy to showcase "freedom of navigation," the capacity to maneuver a ship or sub anywhere on Earth, and to do so in a region, the Arctic, that is growing more important every year.

The Pentagon has long thought of the North Pole as much more than the mythical home of Santa Claus. Submarines have been conducting under-ice Arctic operations for more than five decades, sometimes completing exercises that include building "ice camps," or temporary bases, on the surface. But now the location has become even more serious for national security.

President Barack Obama makes the first trip of a sitting president to the Arctic Monday to highlight the region's importance and the implications there of climate change.

"The Arctic is going to be a place of growing strategic importance. The Russians are active there," Defense Secretary Ash Carter told a Senate Armed Services Committee hearing in March. 

Gen. Martin Dempsey, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, said at the same session that "the Russians have just taken a decision to activate six new brigades -- and four of them will be in the Arctic."

All this comes as the Arctic environment itself is rapidly changing and the Navy's Arctic Submarine Laboratory is embarked on a high-tech effort to understand what exactly is happening in this remote region.

Through the Navy's task force on climate change and its Arctic Roadmap project, the Navy is using a large array of robotic technologies -- including small oceangoing drones -- to study the atmosphere, the ice and the sea. 

The military is already seeing the impact of a changing climate with rising temperatures and melting ice.

"The observed changes in the Arctic region climate and the reduced extent of summer ice reveal the potential for the Arctic Ocean to become a more viable route of international shipping over the coming decades. Opportunities exists for infrastructure development and commercial investment, resource exploitation, fishing and tourism," the Navy said in its roadvmap report.

The Navy noted in the report that in the past century, average Arctic temperatures have increased at almost twice the global average rate.

There are already important resources there to protect: The Navy estimates the potential value of hydrocarbons in the U.S. Arctic alone exceeds $1 trillion.

Submarines like the Seawolf can travel more than 800 feet below the surface, carrying up to 50 missiles and a mix of torpedoes and mines.

The hope is none of it will ever be needed, but if the Arctic becomes more heavily traveled, and some nation poses a threat, the U.S. Navy plans to be ready.

Back to Top
CNO: Deployments to Get Shorter

David Larter and Vago Muradian, Navy Times, Sep 7

Outgoing leader says new cruise plan is on track

After four turbulent years as chief of naval operations, Adm. Jon Greenert is stepping down Sept. 18 and handing the reins to Adm. John Richardson, the current head of Naval Reactors.

During an era of slashed budgets and unrelenting demand for naval forces as two land wars drew to a close, Greenert has been seen by many as the steady hand at the tiller that the Navy needed.

Greenert leaves a number of items on the table for his successor: overseeing a yet-to-be enacted deployment plan that promises shorter and more predictable deployments; plans to one day replace sailors’ blue cammies with a more practical and flame-resistant uniform; the controversial push to build ties with China’s growing Navy, which is locked in disputes with its neighbors and has had high-profile run-ins with the U.S. fleet. Greenert sat down with Navy Times and Defense News in August for a wide-ranging interview to discuss his time as CNO and the challenges confronting the service he is retiring from after four decades of service. Questions and answers have been edited for brevity.

Q. During your tenure, you hiked career sea pay and implemented a new pay for long deployments. How has that gone over in the fleet?

A. I’m told by sailors it’s been received well. One thing it was definitely not designed to do was to justify long deployments or time at sea. I felt – as did [Chief of Naval Personnel Vice] Adm. Bill Moran and the MCPON – if people exceed what is a normal, notional deployment length, they should be compensated. We said, ‘Look, we need to pay them if we can’t be smart enough to get to a notional deployment.’ And then we said, ‘What’s notional?’ And that is seven months.

So I felt if the world calls on our sailors to do more, they say, ‘You bet, we’re here to serve my country.’ The other side is, we’ll do our best to compensate you.

Q. Experts who have looked at the plan to make deployments seven months and more predictable say it is going to be tough to pull off. The carrier Harry S. Truman is hurrying to deploy to relieve the Theodore Roosevelt, and the hurry-up offense is going to be the norm until the carrier Gerald R. Ford arrives in the fleet. Is this plan going to live up to its promises?

A. We have been at seven months with amphibious ready groups now for two deployments. Just a few years ago the [Bataan ARG] went on a nearly 11-month deployment. And we have nine of those, with America coming in now with another big deck, Tripoli, coming online now in the not-too-distant future.

Now, with carriers: Who approves the deployment lengths? The secretary of defense approves it. The chairman for the Joint Staff approves the process. So we went and said, ‘Here is the presence we can provide to the world over the next five years ... is this going to be enough globally?’ ... And they said, ‘That will work.’ The fiscal year 2016 global presence [requirements] are higher than they were in ’15, where we have a 1.0-[carrier] presence in Central Command. So that’s why we were very upfront, those are the numbers and, by the decision of the secretary of defense, Central Command gets two less months. Central Command said, ‘I don’t agree with that.’ That appeal is taking place at the Joint Staff.

Now there are options, and there may be a world dynamic that says we need to provide an equivalent capability ... We have options. You can extend the Theodore Roosevelt or you can bring the Truman sooner.

This gets easier as we get into the [next five years]. The Ford comes online, we get better capacity in the shipyards, and we get better at manning up sooner. So, subject to a rudder breaking, a collision or another untoward carrier incident, another campaign somewhere else in the world: We can do this.

Q. You and MCPON Mike Stevens have been considering designing a future fleet uniform similar to the Coast Guard’s Operational Dress Uniform, a blue 2-piece working uniform where the shirt is worn untucked. Where are you in the development process?

A. There is a large inventory of the [Navy working uniform] out there, so that’s our uniform. But if I could move things along more quickly, I think we’d be better served by what you just described. So, how do you move that along? First of all, the fire-resistant coveralls that we have out there, we have to make sure they are the right ones. So we’ve quickly distributed them on the ship, we want you to be safe.

So that’s number one, that’s the material. Now, given that its intention is fire resistance, is it good quality? Is it cool? Does it fit well? Does it launder correctly? We’ve got to get that right. When we get that right, we can move on to a more effective uniform. We’re a good 18 months to two years away from that.

Q: DDG 1000 was truncated, and the LCS under your involvement has morphed into a frigate with more capability and more survivability. From a strategic perspective are you satisfied with your surface- combatant shipbuilding plan?

A. I am satisfied with where we are right now. You can’t wish away – gee, I just wish we weren’t in this situation right now where we are retiring the frigates. I’ve got two more left for one more month and then that’s it for the Perry-class frigate.

We’re now building, and we’re in serial production for the littoral combat ship. But on the other hand we have four out there in the fleet. We’re still evolving and introducing these ships into the fleet as we’ve done other classes, and their performance to date when you compare with others is remarkably similar, and in some cases advanced.

We need to integrate these ships into the fleet. We need small surface combatants. We’ve just retired the backbone of our small surface combatant. So, it’s the littoral combat ship for the future.

Q. Defense Secretary Ash Carter wants innovation, and you’ve made pushing new capabilities to the fleet – such as new laser technology – a priority. How do you see innovation and the offset strategy?

A. You mentioned one, the laser. The railgun is another, and there are cyber areas and electromagnetic- spectrum manipulation that are classified and I can’t go there, but that’s the high tech.

There’s another one, which we call the repurposing. That would be taking something you have today and using it differently. Taking a missile or a torpedo and you plug in anew warhead, a new seeker, and it suddenly becomes a better weapon, a different weapon that you can now put in a different location, and you can employ it differently.

And then lastly, asking our people. Take junior officers. I have this CRIC, [CNO’s Rapid Innovation Cell]. I’ll give you a little bit of money. What do you guys see out there, what would you do if you wanted to do something differently; we’ve gotten great return on that. It’s technology, repurposing and unleashing the innovation of our kids.

Q. What are the options to build the replacements for the Ohio-class ballistic missile submarines?

A. We haven’t decided the strategy to fund the Ohio Replacement. In other words, we’ve looked at things like, if we understood what the funding will be, we might be able to work on a multiyear [contract]. You say, ‘a multiyear for something like that?’ Well, yeah. We can probably get12 for the price of 11. That’s how multiyears work. The vendor can plan. The vendor can buy in quantity.

But we’ve got to come to grips in the Department of Defense how are we going to address the strategic modernization programs – Ohio-replacement followed by the [Air Force’s new bomber]. By the way the nuclear command and control needs to be upgraded. The missile is right behind that. I think we need to take a broader approach to all of that.

Q. How is Adm. John Richardson going to do as the next chief of naval operations?

A. He’ll do great. You know, each person who comes into the job has a little more experience in one area or another. Adm. Richardson has a nice understanding of the acquisition community and where it’s going. Some very critical decisions there in the future, so he has a [nice] addition.

People used to say about me that he knows all this financial management and we’re about to go into the Budget Control Act and sequestration. So maybe we’re lucky in having good candidates or maybe we’re smart in picking the right leader. But he has all the other attributes as well ... He’ll do a fine job.
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U.S. Is Seen As Laggard As Russia Asserts Itself In Warming Arctic

Steven Lee Myers, New York Times, Aug 30

ABOARD COAST GUARD CUTTER ALEX HALEY, in the Chukchi Sea – With warming seas creating new opportunities at the top of the world, nations are scrambling over the Arctic – its territorial waters, transit routes and especially its natural resources – in a rivalry some already call a new Cold War.

When President Obama travels to Alaska on Monday, becoming the first president to venture above the Arctic Circle while in office, he hopes to focus attention on the effects of climate change on the Arctic. Some lawmakers in Congress, analysts, and even some government officials say the United States is lagging behind other nations, chief among them Russia, in preparing for the new environmental, economic and geopolitical realities facing the region.

“We have been for some time clamoring about our nation’s lack of capacity to sustain any meaningful presence in the Arctic,” said Adm. Paul F. Zukunft, the Coast Guard’s commandant.

Aboard the Alex Haley, the increased activity in the Arctic was obvious in the deep blue waters of the Chukchi Sea. While the cutter patrolled one day this month, vessels began to appear one after another on radar as this ship cleared the western edge of Alaska and cruised north of the Arctic Circle.

There were three tugs hauling giant barges to ExxonMobil’s onshore natural gas project east of Prudhoe Bay. To the east, a flotilla of ships and rigs lingered at the spot where Royal Dutch Shell began drilling for oil this month. Not far away, across America’s maritime border, convoys of container ships and military vessels were traversing the route that Russia dreams of turning into a new Suez Canal.

The cutter, a former Navy salvage vessel built nearly five decades ago, has amounted to the government’s only asset anywhere nearby to respond to an accident, oil spill or incursion into America’s territory or exclusive economic zone in the Arctic.

To deal with the growing numbers of vessels sluicing north through the Bering Strait, the Coast Guard has had to divert ships like the Alex Haley from other core missions, like policing American fisheries and interdicting drugs. The service’s fleet is aging, especially the nation’s only two icebreakers. (The United States Navy rarely operates in the Arctic.) Underwater charting is paltry, while telecommunications remain sparse above the highest latitudes. Alaska’s far north lacks deepwater port facilities to support increased maritime activity.

All these shortcomings require investments that political gridlock, budget constraints and bureaucracy have held up for years.

Russia, by contrast, is building 10 new search-and-rescue stations, strung like a necklace of pearls at ports along half of the Arctic shoreline. More provocatively, it has also significantly increased its military presence, reopening bases abandoned after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Russia is far from the only rival – or potential one – in the Arctic. China, South Korea and Singapore have increasingly explored the possibility that commercial cargo could be shipped to European markets across waters – outside Russia’s control – that scientists predict could, by 2030, be ice-free for much of the summer.

In 2012, with great fanfare, China sent a refurbished icebreaker, the Xuelong, or Snow Dragon, across one such route. Signaling its ambitions to be a “polar expedition power,” China is now building a second icebreaker, giving it an icebreaking fleet equal to America’s. Russia, by far the largest Arctic nation, has 41 in all.

“The United States really isn’t even in this game,” Admiral Zukunft said at a conference in Washington this year.

He lamented the lack of urgency in Washington, contrasting it with the challenges of the Cold War, when the United States and the Soviet Union confronted each other in the Arctic and beyond. “When Russia put Sputnik in outer space, did we sit with our hands in pocket with great fascination and say, ‘Good for Mother Russia’?”

Polar Opposites

“The Arctic is one of our planet’s last great frontiers,” Mr. Obama declared when he introduced a national strategy for the region in May 2013. The strategy outlined the challenges and opportunities created by diminishing sea ice – from the harsh effects on wildlife and native residents to the accessibility of oil, gas and mineral deposits, estimated by the United States Geological Survey to include 13 percent of the world’s undiscovered oil and 30 percent of its natural gas.

In January, the president created an Arctic Executive Steering Committee, led by the director of the White House’s Office of Science and Technology, John P. Holdren. The committee is trying to prioritize the demands for ships, equipment and personnel at a time of constrained budgets.

Dr. Holdren said in an interview that administration officials were trying “to get our arms around matching the resources and the commitment we can bring to bear with the magnitude of the opportunities and the challenges” in the Arctic.

What kind of frontier the Arctic will be – an ecological preserve or an economic engine, an area of international cooperation or confrontation – is now the question at the center of the unfolding geopolitical competition. An increasing divergence over the answer has deeply divided the United States and its allies on one side and Russia on the other.

Since returning to the Kremlin for a third term in 2012, President Vladimir V. Putin has sought to restore Russia’s pre-eminence in its northern reaches – economically and militarily – with zeal that anew report by the Center for Strategic and International Studies compared to the Soviet Union’s efforts to establish a “Red Arctic” in the 1930s. The report’s title echoed the rising tensions caused by Russia’s actions in the Arctic: “The New Ice Curtain.”

Decades of cooperation in the Arctic Council, which includes Russia, the United States and six other Arctic states, all but ended with Moscow’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the continuing war in eastern Ukraine. In March, Russia conducted an unannounced military exercise that was one of the largest ever in the far north. It involved 45,000 troops, as well as dozens of ships and submarines, including those in its strategic nuclear arsenal, from the Northern Fleet, based in Murmansk.

The first of two new army brigades – each expected to grow to more than 3,600 soldiers – deployed to a military base only 30 miles from the Finnish border. The other will be deployed on the Yamal Peninsula, where many of Russia’s new investments in energy resources on shore are. Mr. Putin has pursued the buildup as if a 2013 protest by Greenpeace International at the site of Russia’s first offshore oil platform above the Arctic Circle was the vanguard of a more ominous invader.

“Oil and gas production facilities, loading terminals and pipelines should be reliably protected from terrorists and other potential threats,” Mr. Putin said when detailing the military buildup last year. “Nothing can be treated as trivial here.”

In Washington and other NATO capitals, Russia’s military moves are seen as provocative – and potentially destabilizing.

In the wake of the conflict in Ukraine, Russia has intensified air patrols probing NATO’s borders, including in the Arctic. In February, Norwegian fighter jets intercepted six Russian aircraft off Norway’s northern tip. Similar Russian flights occurred last year off Alaska and in the Beaufort Sea, prompting American and Canadian jets to intercept them. Russia’s naval forces have also increased patrols, venturing farther into Arctic waters. Of particular concern, officials said, has been Russia’s deployment of air defenses in the far north, including surface-to-air missiles whose main purpose is to counter aerial incursions that only the United States or NATO members could conceivably carry out in the Arctic.

“We see the Arctic as a global commons,” a senior Obama administration official said, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss matters of national security. “It’s not apparent the Russians see it the same way we do.”

Russia has also sought to assert its sovereignty in the Arctic through diplomacy. This month, Russia resubmitted a claim to the United Nations to a vast area of the Arctic Ocean – 463,000 square miles, about the size of South Africa – based on the geological extension of its continental shelf.

The commission that reviews claims under the Convention on the Law of the Sea rejected a similar one filed in 2001, citing insufficient scientific evidence. But Russia, along with Canada and Denmark (through its administration of Greenland), have pressed ahead with competing stakes. Russia signaled its ambitions – symbolically at least – as early as 2007 when it sent two submersibles 14,000 feet down to seabed beneath the North Pole and planted a titanium Russian flag.

Although the commission might not rule for years, Russia’s move underscored the priority the Kremlin has given to expanding its sovereignty. The United States, by contrast, has not even ratified the law of the sea treaty, leaving it on the sidelines of territorial jockeying.

“Nobody cared too much about these sectors,” said Andrei A. Smirnov, deputy director for operations at Atomflot, which operates Russia’s fleet of six nuclear-powered icebreakers, “but when it turned out that 40 percent of confirmed oil and gas deposits were there, everybody became interested in who owns what.”

Some have questioned whether Russia, whose economy is sinking under the weight of sanctions and the falling price of oil, can sustain its efforts in the Arctic.

“It is rather difficult to find rationale for this very pronounced priority in the allocation of increasingly scarce resources,” said Pavel K. Baev of the Peace Research Institute Oslo. He added that Russian claims that it was protecting its economic interests from NATO were “entirely fictitious.”

“The only challenge to Russian exploitation of the Arctic came from Greenpeace,” he said.

American commanders are watching warily. The United States and its NATO allies still have significant military forces – including missile defenses and plenty of air power – in the Arctic, but the Army is considering reducing its two brigades in Alaska. The Navy, which has no ice-capable warships, acknowledged in a report last year that it had little experience operating in the Arctic Ocean, notwithstanding decades of submarine operations during the Cold War. While it saw little need for new assets immediately, it predicted that could change.

Adm. William E. Gortney, head of the Pentagon’s Northern Command and North American Aerospace Defense Command, said that Russia was increasing its capabilities after years of neglect but did not represent a meaningful threat, yet. “We’re seeing activity in the Arctic, but it hasn’t manifested in significant change at this point,” he said in a recent interview.

Despite concerns over the military buildup, others said that some of Russia’s moves were benign efforts to ensure the safety of ships on its Northern Sea Route, which could slash the time it takes to ship goods from Asia to Europe. Russia had pledged to take those steps as an Arctic Council member.

“Some of the things I see them doing – in terms of building up bases, telecommunications, search and rescue capabilities – are things I wish the United States was doing as well,” said Robert J. Papp Jr., a retired admiral and former commandant of the Coast Guard. He is now the State Department’s senior envoy on Arctic issues.

Less Ice, More Traffic

Aboard the Alex Haley, the crew made contact with each of the ships it encountered plowing the waters, recording details of the owners, courses and the number of crew members who might need to be plucked from the sea in case of disaster.

The cutter’s captain, Cmdr. Seth J. Denning, was a young ensign when he first crossed the Arctic Circle just north of the Bering Strait 19 years ago. “I never really realized that the Arctic was going to open up as much as it has – enough to allow this much activity,” he said. “I think it surprised many people.”

What had been a brief excursion for Ensign Denning when the Arctic was choked with ice has now become routine.

The Alex Haley – named after the author of “Roots,” who was a 20-year Coast Guard veteran – is one of five ships that the Coast Guard is deploying to the Arctic from June to October. It will be replaced by an advanced cutter, the Waesche, based in Alameda, Calif. The Coast Guard has also stationed two rescue helicopters at the airport at Deadhorse, the town where the Trans-Alaska Pipeline begins.

The deployments are part of an annual summer surge that was started in 2012 when Shell first explored the oil fields off Alaska’s North Slope. The challenges of the new mission have been exacting, given the vast distances and limited support infrastructure on land. For several days this month the Alex Haley’s only helicopter, which operates from a retractable hangar on the ship’s aft was out of service, awaiting a spare part that had to be flown in on several hops from North Carolina.

This year’s deployments are intended to assess the requirements for operating in the Arctic, but the expected increase in human activity there will put new demands on the service.

“As a maritime nation, we have responsibility for the safety and security of the people who are going to be using that ocean,” said Mr. Papp. “And we have a responsibility to protect the ocean from the people who will be using it.”

Steven Lee Myers reported from aboard the Alex Haley; Washington; Kotzebue and Barrow, Alaska; and Moscow and Murmansk, Russia. Eric Schmitt contributed reporting from Colorado Springs; James Hill from Murmansk; and Nikolay Khalip from Moscow.
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New Forum Needed To Negotiate Arctic Security Concerns

John Grady, U.S. Naval Institute News, Aug 28

The Center for Strategic and International Studies has proposed creating a military code of conduct in a new multinational forum to discuss security concerns in the Arctic among Russia, the United States and other nations in the region.

Heather Conley, of the Washington, D.C., think-tank and a project author of The New Ice Curtain: Russia’s Strategic Reach to the Arctic, said the region provides 20 percent of Russia’s gross domestic product and 22 percent of its exports, primarily energy and minerals. Just as important is the reality that its “strategic deterrent is based in the Arctic” with the Northern Fleet, headquartered at Severomorsk. The region is also the home to 2 million Russians, largely European. The area includes the important port of Murmansk, with a population of 300,000.

Quoting a Russian deputy prime minister after a recent visit to the north, she said, “The Arctic is Russia’s Mecca.”

From the Russian point of view, Conley added, there are now growing military threats to its interests there. While “60 to 70 percent of Russian military” construction, including search and rescue stations “is understandable,” the dual-use capabilities of some infrastructure work and other activities show an increased focus on anti-access/area denial.

The most troubling developments were the unannounced exercise in March of Russian air, land and maritime assets involving 45,000 service members, a new practice of having military aircraft turn off the transponders to identify themselves and resuming overflights of other nations’ territories without notification.

The security situation “is very different even from 14 to16 months ago,” Conley said. “I would not call it a partnership,” he added, with the other seven members of the Arctic Council, which the United States now chairs. The council relies on consensus among its members and security issues are not in its charter.

Conley said that Russian attention to the Arctic has undergone “wholesale challenges” since 2014 and has become highly centralized in the Kremlin leadership under Prime Minister Vladimir Putin.

Marlene Laruelle, a research professor of international affairs at George Washington University, said historically it has been normal for the Russian state to be proactive in major projects. She added it was understandable that its military and paramilitary were to be heavily engaged because they are “the only ones who are young and have the training.”

Yet “the deterioration of relations with the U.S. and the West [over the annexation of Crimea and Russian-back separatists fighting the Kiev government over control of eastern Ukraine] is visible in the Arctic.”

Steven Lee Myers, correspondent for The New York Times long based in Russia, said, “Russia thinks the United States fired the first shot with energy sanctions” in causing the relationship to shift from partnership to security friction.”

There “was a very deliberate choice to target its Arctic development” when first announced.

“I don’t think it is so crazy to the people in the Kremlin” to think about “an invasion from the north,” he said and added that the Greenpeace protests in 2012 and 2013 could be considered a probe of Russian defenses by some in the leadership.

He also cited German submarine operations in the far north in World War II as adding to Russian perceptions of the vulnerability of its Arctic territory. About 50 percent of the Arctic is in Russia, which recently requested that the United Nations extend Moscow’s seabed claims to keep new waterway routes outside its exclusive economic zone from opening up.

Ships transiting those waters would have to pay Russia.

Later, Laurelle said, “When you invest in military capacity you are probably not investing in sustainability and human capital.”

While President Barack Obama will travel to Alaska next week and Secretary of State John Kerry will head a discussion on climate change and the environment with other Arctic nations in Anchorage, Russia will not be sending its foreign minister there. Instead Russia will be represented by its ambassador to the United States – an indication of the state of the relationship between the two countries.

Yet climate change is a major issue for Moscow. Russia “is trying to figure how to build in resilience” as permafrost disappears, which affects its energy pipelines and causes building collapses in large urban centers such as Murmansk, Conley said.

Myers, in answer to a question, said there was little consensus in the Russian government on climate change or changing its environmental policy to consider this change as long-enduring.

As this is happening, Russia is having to adjust economically to the fact that oil now is selling for about $40 a barrel and the United States no longer needs to import liquefied natural gas from Siberia.

As for China’s growing interest in the Arctic, Laruelle said, Russia welcomed its investments in building land infrastructure for energy but not its interest in exploring Russian waters for development.

Russia, like Shell Oil, “says they’re looking way ahead” in Arctic energy exploration, “but a lot has been put on hold” because current profits are too low to justify the expense.
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'Force of The Future': Career Flexibility, Fewer Moves

Andrew Tilghman, Military Times, Aug 30

A detailed blueprint for how to rebuild the military personnel system has landed on Defense Secretary Ash Carter's desk.

The dozens of recommendations from the Pentagon's top personnel officials would fundamentally change how the military recruits, pays, promotes and manages the active-duty force of 1.3 million troops, according to a draft copy of the report obtained by Military Times.

The so-called "Force of the Future" reform package aims to yank the Pentagon's longstanding one-size-fits-all personnel system into the Information Age by sweeping away many laws, policies and traditions that date back as far as World War II.

The proposals are designed to address Carter's concerns that the military and its antiquated personnel system will struggle to recruit and retain the kind of high-skilled force needed for the 21st century as the digital revolution continues to gather speed and momentum.

Carter is expected to review the 120-page report and publicly endorse the bulk of the recommendations by the end of September, according to several defense officials.

The proposals will cost money – for targeted pay raises for troops, to build massive new computer systems, to send troops to Ivy League civilian graduate schools and to create new offices with highly skilled employees, among other things. In total, the package of reforms might cost more than $1 billion a year, according to one defense official familiar with the plan.

In that sense, the proposals hitting Carter's desk signal an abrupt change in the Pentagon leadership's views on military personnel.

Just a couple of years ago, the top concern of the Pentagon brass seemed to be the soaring cost of people and the sense that per-troop spending growth was unsustainable and eating into funds for weapons systems development modernization.

That prompted Congress to cut annual military pay raises to their lowest level in generations.

But the new report includes no major direct cost-cutting measures. Instead, it is threaded with targeted pay raises, added benefits and modernization efforts for the new forcewide personnel system.

"We should stop thinking about our people as a cost center but rather as a profit center. They're not an expense, they're an investment," Acting Undersecretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness Brad Carson said in a recent interview with Defense News, a Military Times affiliate.

Carson, who has led the internal reform effort, acknowledged its costs but suggested they are a fraction of the $500 billion-plus annual defense budget and pale in comparison to many of the Pentagon's other expenses.

"We're talking about something that might be half the cost of an Ohio-class submarine, one-fifth the cost of a new aircraft carrier, the cost of a few fighter planes over time ... The amount we're really talking about here would hardly supplant any other priority in the department," Carson said.

"It's harder than ever before to maintain a lasting technological superiority over our adversaries. But the thing that has always made us great, and will continue to make us great, is our people ... That will be our lasting competitive advantage," Carson said.

The fast-tracked reform effort is controversial in some corners of the Pentagon, making it unclear whether the detailed proposals will take effect and have a lasting impact. The report, circulated internally on Aug. 3, is facing some pushback, especially among the military services, according to several defense officials.

A top concern among critics is the feasibility of adding programs that will cost billions of taxpayer dollars at a time when the department continues to face the unforgiving, if arbitrary, budget caps known as sequestration. And the effort to continue scaling back troops' pay and benefits remains official Defense Department policy.

Some of the most far-reaching proposals in the reform package would require action from Congress; others could become reality with a stroke of Carter's pen. And others would require support from the individual services as part of the annual military budget drill.

Defense officials caution that the draft copy still can change and that Carter will ultimately decide which proposals to approve. A final version is likely to emerge this fall.

Here's a rundown of some key proposals outlined in the draft copy of the Force of the Future report obtained by Military Times.

New Pay Tables

The Pentagon should ask Congress for authority to fundamentally change the military pay system by creating new basic pay tables for high-demand career fields and allowing commanders to dole out merit-based cash bonuses to individual troops.

The aim is to address one of Carter's top concerns – that today's one-size-fits-all personnel system is incapable of competing for the best people in cybersecurity and other high-tech fields where the private sector offers far more lucrative compensation packages.

The specific proposal would create a pilot program allowing the individual services to "amend" the pay tables for five occupational specialties that face particularly intense competition from the private sector.

Moreover, the services should have authority to use some of their existing budgets for special pays and incentive pays to reward individual troops in other career fields for good performance. Current practice is to award such bonuses to entire career fields regardless of individual performance.

Repeal 'Up Or Out'

The Pentagon should ask Congress to suspend the federal law that limits the number of times an officer can be passed over for promotion before being forced to leave service. The aim is to make promotions based on experience and performance rather than time in grade. That means some officers would move up the ranks more quickly, while others may remain at the same paygrade for many years.

Removing those up-or-out caps could encourage officers to pursue nontraditional assignments or develop technical expertise without fear that their career progression will suffer.

Current rules generally give officers only a small window of time to earn promotion and force them to compete against their peers as defined by their "year-group," or time of commissioning. That's why today's officers often hew to a very narrow career path to ensure they complete all tasks and assignments deemed desirable by a promotion board. Those who postpone such traditional requirements in the allotted time can be passed over for promotion and forced to separate.

Removing those time-in-grade caps would also allow officers to have longer careers.

Flexible 'Joint' Requirements

Officers should spend far less time earning their "Joint Officer Qualified" designation, a key to promotion under the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act.

Current rules force many officers to spend several years in a job specifically tagged as a "joint billet." The policy stems from post-Vietnam era concerns that the individual services fostered a parochial culture that diminished the ability of the services to work together effectively.

But after almost 30 years, the new Pentagon report says it's time to change those rules.

The Pentagon should ask Congress to change the federal law dictating joint requirements by expanding the definition of "joint" and removing minimum assignment tour lengths for such positions. That could lead to replacing the current Joint Duty Assignment List that enumerates thousands of specific jobs fulfilling the requirement and replace it with a system that allows officers to accrue points through a more flexible process in which various military missions technically can be approved as "joint."

Even without congressional approval, the defense secretary could give the services new authority to waive the Joint Officer Qualified requirements for general or flag officers whose "promotion is based primarily on scientific or technical qualifications and for which appropriate joint assignments do not really exist," the report says.

Career Intermissions

The military should encourage closer ties with the civilian business community by creating 50 billets for both officers and senior noncommissioned officers to pursue tours with private-sector companies.

A "tour with industry," or TWI, would be available to those in paygrades E-7 up through O-6. Such tours likely would focus on military career fields with prominent private-sector counterparts, such as logistics, program management or cybersecurity.

Many of those billets would be awarded to the best candidates, regardless of service affiliation. An additional active-duty service obligation of at least 1.5 years would be required for each year assigned to a TWI, a measure that would prevent officers from deciding to separate and immediately go work for that company as a civilian.

In a move designed in part to help retain female service members, the Pentagon recommends lifting the cap on the services' Career Intermission Programs.

Currently existing as service-level pilot programs, these intermissions amount to sabbatical-style leaves of absence that are in many cases used as a form of family leave.

Technical Career Tracks

The reform plan recognizes that not every service member aspires to command positions; some prefer to hone their skills and practice them in the operational force for many years.

To accommodate those service members, the Pentagon's reform effort calls for the creation of a technical career track. That would allow individuals to remain in their occupational specialty but no longer assume key developmental positions or compete for command. Instead, those troops would spend more time in the operational force or sharing their expertise as instructors at advanced training programs.

This would be less common in combat arms careers but may be widely used for pilots, lawyers, intelligence specialists, cyber warriors or others whose skills grow, rather than atrophy, with age.

These technical track troops would have promotions and pay raises determined through an alternative system. In effect, the report says, the current up-or-out system would be replaced by a "perform-or-out" system.

More Civilian Schooling

More officers should attend civilian graduate schools, according to the draft proposal.

The goal here is to diversify the officer corps' education and provide the force with more nontraditional expertise in subjects such as technology, business management, public policy and foreign policy.

That would require a policy change to more broadly recognize civilian graduate degrees as fulfilling the "joint professional military education" requirements prioritized by promotion boards.

The draft report suggests a new benchmark that at least 30 percent of the graduate degrees earned by officers each year should be from a civilian institution. The report pencils in $64 million annually to cover increased tuition costs.

This proposal also suggests that the services offer to send more enlisted troops to receive undergraduate degrees if those service <FZ,1,0,51>members make additional commitments to return to the enlisted force to take on leadership positions as senior noncommissioned officers.

Fewer Moves

Several recommendations in the report would give service members and their families more geographic stability. Today's troops move about once every two and a half years, on average, and some top personnel officials believe that should be more like once every four years.

To that end, the report says, the services should develop options that grant troops their first choice of duty station in exchange for an extended service commitment, according to the report.

The duration of important leadership posts and management positions could extend to reduce turnover and encourage more long-term planning. Fewer joint billet requirements could reduce the need for frequent moves. And allowing highly-skilled troops to opt out of the command-preparation track would reduce their need to leave the operational force.

Culture Changes

A key recommendation calls on the Pentagon to attempt a sweeping reevaluation of its own culture and try to shed the constraints of traditional bureaucracy. On a practical level, this would mean more telecommuting, desk "hoteling" and fewer cubicles.

"Increasingly, research shows that employees thrive in a variety of office settings designed to maximize creativity and collaboration, either by creating quiet spaces or open-floor plan meeting places," according to the draft report.

More broadly, the Pentagon should create an internal social network inspired by LinkedIn. Budgets would be adjusted to offer "micro-grants" for local offices or low-level commands to develop new ideas or support new training programs.

The Defense Department headquarters would encourage more "small temporary groups or distributed networks to assemble for high-intensity, short-duration, cross-disciplinary projects to solve a problem collaboratively (e.g., 'hackathon' model), competitively ('innovation contests'), or virtually (e.g., crowdsourcing)," according to the report.

Those efforts would be coordinated by a newly created "Defense Innovation Network" staffed to support the military components.

Broader Diversity

The report recommends new ways to improve diversity – not just in terms of gender and race but also professional diversity.

To reduce professional homogeneity, the Defense Department should set a forcewide goal that at least 25 percent of the members sitting on command selection and promotion boards should be from outside the specific competitive category under selection. In other words, officers would be evaluated in part by other officers from outside their immediate branch or career field.

The services also should conduct a series of mock promotion boards that are race- and gender-blind. Stripping all photos, names and pronouns from promotion packets and then analyzing the outcome will help the services identify any subtle biases that might exist in the current system.

New 'People Analytics'

A key pillar of the Force of the Future plan is the creation of vast new Pentagon-level central computer system to track detailed information about military personnel. One piece would be a multi-component personnel tracking system that would make it far easier for troops – and all of their records – to transfer between the active and reserve force or serve in nontraditional assignments elsewhere in the Defense Department.

Another part of the data modernization effort would be creation of a new Office of People Analytics to help consolidate and standardize the data currently scattered across a stove-piped, service-level record-keeping system that has changed very little since the 1980s.

Combined with new testing and evaluation methods, the OPA would provide information to help leaders answer important questions such as: Are the best and brightest troops staying in the military or leaving? What are the most effective retention tools? How effective are training programs? What qualities or skills are a predictor of success in a military career?

Refining Recruiting

The personnel reform proposals would fundamentally change both how the military finds new entrants and the incentives directed toward street-level recruiters.

The services should launch pilot programs that offer cash rewards for recruiters based exclusively on the number of their recruits who successfully complete the first two years of service. In the same vein, recruiters should receive no credit for recruits who fail to complete initial training.

One option that will be on the table is the creation of an "enterprise recruiting system" that would coordinate all of the military services and the civilian sector, allowing those components to share information and pass along recruits among one another.

The recruiting process also should include a new battery of tests to provide a more complete picture of individual recruits, their existing skills and strengths.

Those tests would go beyond the current Armed Forces Vocation Aptitude Battery, or ASVAB, largely considered a measure of academic-style intelligence, or "cognitive" abilities.

The report says new tests should include "non-cognitive" traits that are more subtle but also contribute to future success, such as motivation, discipline, social skills and resilience, according to the recommendations.

Providing recruiters more special pays and incentives will cost money. But the report suggests that would be offset by savings derived from better recruits who don't wash out at the same rate. A 1 percent reduction in first-term attrition would save the Defense Department close to $100 million annually, the report says.

'Historic' Changes

Many defense experts express some doubt about the reforms and Carter's ability to get Congress to support them.

While this Congress has backed other reform efforts – for example, significant changes to the military retirement system – this particular effort comes in the lame-duck phase of the Obama administration and lawmakers will soon be anxious about next year's elections, making votes on controversial issues unlikely.

The "Force of the Future" proposals are far more ambitious than any others in recent memory, noted said Richard Kohn, who teaches military history at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

"It's really its historic," Kohn said in an interview after reviewing the draft copy of the report obtained by Military Times.

"It's been almost 25 years since the end of the Cold War and this is the first real attempt by the Defense Department to compete in the labor force for the recruiting, retention and development of people" whom the military needs, he said.

Staff writer Karen Jowers contributed to this story.
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Fourth Navy MUOS Communications Satellite To Complete Global Coverage

Stew Magnuson, National Defense, Aug 28
Barring foul weather caused by Hurricane Erika in the Caribbean, the fourth Mobile User Objective System satellite is scheduled to launch Aug. 31 from Cape Canaveral Air Force Station in Florida, providing full global coverage for what it is being touted as a “cell phone tower in the sky” for U.S. forces.

U.S. armed forces, civilian agencies and allies will have access to smartphone like features on the secure narrowband system, with higher data rates and beyond-line-of-sight connectivity as long as they can link to the system, although rollouts of terminals and the software waveforms that are needed to connect to the spacecraft have been plagued by delays.

“This greatly extends the coverage for our warfighters on the ground,” Col. James Ross, Army tactical radios program manager, said on a conference call with reporters Aug. 28. The system is referred to as “cell towers in space” for its ability to deliver the kinds of communications consumers expect on Earth. Officials said the voice clarity is actually better than a typical cell phone.

The Navy’s MUOS-4 spacecraft, if successfully placed in orbit, will provide global coverage, although the system will not be considered fully operational until a fifth on-orbit spare is launched, all ground station work is complete and the wideband code division multiple access is working properly.

The Navy is having difficulties delivering the waveform also known as WCDMA, which is intended to work with MUOS. The MUOS spacecraft have a payload that allows them to communicate with radios compatible with the legacy UHF-Follow-On satellites, which accounts for the 10 percent of capacity being used.

Of more immediate concern is Hurricane Erika, which is on course to make landfall in Florida the day prior to launch. Officials are keeping an eye on the storm and preparing for any delays.

Navy Capt. Joe Kan, MUOS program manager, said while it is true the spacecraft are not using their full capacity because of a lack of terminals, they needed to be launched so there was no degradation in service as the legacy UFO satellites age. Early users of the system include the Coast Guard, which has sent communications from its icebreaker, Healy, as far as 83 degrees north, and Special Operations Command.

The system is designed to be used by everyone from troops on the ground with backpackable radio systems to ships, submarines and jet fighters. It has been successfully tested on C-17 aircraft, noted Iris Bombelyn, vice president of narrowband communications at the spacecraft’s manufacturer Lockheed Martin. The company is in the early stages of testing the on-orbit spare, she added.

A third hiccup in the system’s rollout has been a court case centering around an environmental lawsuit opposing the placement of the ground control station in Italy. Kan said the other ground stations can take up the slack while the Navy awaits the decision by an Italian court.

Kan said there are already ongoing high-level discussions with the joint staff, U.S. Strategic Command and others about the follow-on narrowband system. “No final decision has been made yet, but we certainly are proceeding and are on track to start the pre-acquisition activities as early as 2017, once those decisions are made.”

“There is a lot of interest in getting the pre-acquisition activities going," he added. Expanding MUOS to a sixth satellite to increase capacity is also on the table, he said. It is engaging with a “number of different countries” to look at the possibility of funding partnerships, he said. Canada, Australia, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom have all been part of the talks, he said.
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SLEP Participants Experience "Navy Day"

U.S. Fleet Forces Public Affairs, Navy News Service, Aug 28

NORFOLK, VA. – Twenty-three executive-level professionals from a broad spectrum of career fields and expertise visited local Navy commands as part of Senior Leader Engagement Program (SLEP), the week-long engagement hosted by the Secretary of Defense.

Designed to acquaint participants with the strength and readiness of the United States Armed Forces, participants toured multiple commands including Naval Special Warfare East Close Quarter Combat (CQC) Training Range on Fort Story, Virginia.

Designed for local SEALs to conduct live-fire training for basic to advanced CQC qualification skill levels in both urban and maritime environments, the SLEP participants were impressed with the three-story facility which includes 16 reconfigurable rooms with movable walls, making different sized spaces for training.

Next on the tour included one of the Navy's premier Joint Deployment and Maritime Operations Center located at U.S. Fleet Forces Command, where the group was briefed on naval operations before heading down to the waterfront to visit naval assets up close.

The group visited three U.S. Navy warships, starting with the USS Wasp (LHD 1) which provided an exciting opportunity for the group to see the first amphibious ship that will deploy with the F-35B Lighting II Joint Strike Fighters. The ship most recently completed the first shipboard phase of operational testing.

USS Gonzalez (DDG 66) hosted the group and provided them with the opportunity to meet and talk with the crew, "to gain a better understanding of who we are, what our mission is and the professionals onboard not only this ship, but the Navy," said Cmdr. Les Sopol, executive officer of Gonzalez.

"SLEP members were introduced and briefed by two Ensigns who had checked onboard the ship only two weeks ago and were immediately put in charge of a rapid innovation program to incorporate the RQ-20A Puma AE, a battery-powered, hand-launched Small Unmanned Aircraft System," said Sopol.

Sopol continued, "the SLEP members were awed by the amount of responsibility these two young officers were given. Twelve civilian contractors working on the system reported to these recent U.S. Naval Academy graduates."

The group also visited USS Newport News (SSN 750) to experience the submarine community, viewed naval aircraft and met with naval aviators and naval flight officers.

"The SLEP program gives the opportunity for the Navy to educate participants on the challenges and sacrifices faced by service members and their families," said Capt. Jack Hanzlik, Public Affairs Officer for U.S. Fleet Forces Command.

Participants are nominated for the competitive program by the armed forces branch secretaries and include leaders from business, community and academia.

For most of the years since 1948, the secretary has invited American business, community and academic leaders to the Pentagon, and to directly observe and engage with members of all five of the armed services at facilities in the United States and sometimes internationally.

The program began as the Joint Civilian Orientation Conference and now is called the Secretary of Defense Senior Leader Engagement Program, or SLEP.
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International Undersea Warfare News
PLA's Nuclear Subs Still Unable To Strike US Homeland: Kanwa (China)

Staff, Want China Times, Aug 31

China's 12 nuclear-powered submarines are still unable to launch a direct attack against the US homeland, reports the Kanwa Defense Review, a Chinese-language military magazine based in Canada.

An estimated three of the PLA Navy's Type 094 Jin-class ballistic missile submarines and two Type 093 Shang-class attack submarines are currently stationed at Sanya, the base of the PLA's South Sea Fleet in the southern island province of Hainan. The base is the most proximate location for deployment to the South China Sea, where Beijing disputes vast swaths of maritime territory with competing neighbors. 

None of the three Type 094 submarines have carried ballistic missiles on board since the beginning of this year, the report said.

Unlike the Russian Navy, China is very unlikely to launch an attack against the US from North Pole waters. An attack would be more likely be launched from the Pacific against the US territory of Guam or the states of Hawaii and Alaska. A Chinese missile strike could reach as far as Australia if launched from South China Sea waters. A similar attack targeting the west coast of the US would still, however, be exceedingly difficult, the report said.

To strike Los Angeles, the Jin-class submarine would have to fire a JL-2 missile from the Second Island Chain, extending from Honshu to New Guinea. The notoriously loud Type 094 sub venturing into this area would be easily detected by the US Navy's P-8A patrol aircraft, the report said. However, the submarine still poses a highly dangerous threat to Russia since Moscow is only 7,200 kilometers away from Hainan.
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Xi's Military Parade Fans Unease In Region Already Wary of China

David Tweed, Bloomberg News, Aug 30

As Xi Jinping presides over thousands of goose-stepping troops marching down Beijing’s Changan Avenue – or “Eternal Peace Street” – on Thursday, the Chinese president will also proclaim his commitment to the world’s peaceful development.

It’s a message China’s neighbors may find hard to swallow as it flexes its military muscle from the East China Sea to the Indian Ocean. The parade marking the 70th anniversary of World War II’s end – or “Victory of the Chinese People’s Resistance Against Japanese Aggression and the World Anti-Fascist War" – will put on display much of what has frayed nerves throughout the region.

The first-of-its-kind victory celebration will show the world the military might Xi has put at the center of his Chinese Dream for national rejuvenation. The pageant will feature 12,000 soldiers, almost 200 of China’s latest aircraft and mobile ballistic missile launchers capable of delivering nuclear warheads to the continental U.S.

“There is a fairly crude signal to the international community that China is a modern power not to be trifled with,” said Rory Medcalf, head of the National Security College at the Australian National University in Canberra. “But this doesn’t sit well with the anxiety that already exists in the region.”

The parade offers Xi the first chance since taking power in 2012 to publicly present himself as China’s commander-in-chief. It’ll also give him a chance to distract attention from a slowing economy, a stock-market rout and the warehouse explosions in nearby Tianjin that killed at least 150 earlier this month.

Staying Home

Xi heads a fighting force that boasts the world’s second-largest defense budget after more than doubling spending over the past decade. That expansion – especially China’s focus on developing its navy – has alarmed neighbors and fueled the region’s biggest military buildup in decades.

The Philippines and Vietnam – spooked by China’s island-reclamation program in the disputed South China Sea – are both increasing defense spending. India plans to spend at least $61 billion expanding its navy, eyeing Chinese submarine patrols in the Indian Ocean. Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe last month passed security bills that would let the constitutionally pacifist country come to the military aid of the U.S. or other countries.

Geopolitical rivalries have played out on Xi’s guest list. Abe and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who both have territorial disputes with China, will skip the event. Taiwan, which China regards as a rogue province, has asked its veterans to turn down the invitation to attend.

Showing Strength

Russian President Vladimir Putin, who hosted Xi at his own WWII victory parade in May, will be the only state leader representing China’s wartime allies, with U.S. President Barack Obama, British Prime Minister David Cameron and French President Francois Hollande staying home.

South Korean President Park Geun Hye, a key American ally, will attend, as she works to draw China further away from North Korea and also arrange a potential three-way summit with Abe.

For Xi, perceptions about the parade abroad are less important than what the event tells Chinese citizens about the strength of their country – and its leader.

“It’s a way to further consolidate power,” Hu Xingdou, a professor of political economy at the Beijing Institute of Technology. “Internally, it’s meant to showcase solidarity and strength under his leadership. Externally, Xi wants to use the parade as a statement on China’s rising political profile on the global stage.”

Disciplining Generals

The “I’m-in-control” message won’t be wasted on the generals of the People’s Liberation Army and the 2.3 million personnel they command. Xi’s anti-corruption campaign has ensnared dozens of past and present top brass, including Guo Boxiong, the PLA’s former top uniformed officer.

While Mao Zedong oversaw several military parades, Chinese leaders have in recent years restricted such events to 10-year anniversaries of the country’s founding in 1949. Xi’s predecessor, Hu Jintao, hosted the last one in 2009.

The WWII anniversary, which was announced after a diplomatic flare up with Japan over control of uninhabited East China Sea islands, gave Xi an occasion to hold his own parade four years early. The Communist Party has long chafed at what it sees as a lack of appreciation for China’s, as well as its own, contribution to defeating the Japanese.

Like when hosting the Beijing Olympics in 2008, the Communist Party has gone to great lengths to ensure the parade goes perfectly. Authorities restarted stock support to prevent a market rout from distracting from the event, according to people familiar with the matter. They’ve ordered factories to close to clear Beijing’s notorious air pollution.

Sleeping Lion

Such a display of strength may help Xi fan national pride as the economy – a key source of party’s support – shows signs of weakness, said Willy Lam, an adjunct professor at the Chinese University of Hong Kong.

“He has been stoking the flames of nationalism since day one,” said Lam, author of “Chinese Politics in the Era of Xi Jinping.” “For every general secretary, you need a military parade to really demonstrate you are the supremo, the supreme leader.”

Xi’s challenge will be asserting his power while reassuring the world of his commitment to China’s peaceful rise. While in Paris in last year, he quoted Napoleon’s remark that China was a sleeping lion that would one day wake and shake the world.

“The lion has woken up,” Xi said. “But it is peaceful, pleasant and civilized.”
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Thousands of Jobs Created As Britain's Nuclear Submarine Base Gets

£500MILLION Upgrade
Staff, The Mirror, Aug 31

Britain’s nuclear submarine base is to have a £500million upgrade creating thousands of jobs.

New ship lifts, sea walls and jetties will be built at Faslane in Scotland, where the Vanguard boats carrying the UK’s Trident missiles are based.

The 10-year project has angered the Scottish Nationalists, who want Trident to be scrapped. The Government has not yet decided on how to replace the four ageing Vanguards.

Faslane currently hosts 6,700 military and civilian staff and contractors, and ministers believe today's announcement will create thousands more jobs.

Faslane would be the base for the new submarines.

Chancellor George Osborne said: “A strong and secure country is vital to our prosperity and 

national security.”

But the SNP’s defence spokesman Brendan O’Hara said: “George Osborne is essentially pre-empting a vote and actual decision on the renewal of Trident.”

It comes as engineers reveal how Navy ships could look in decades to come.

Dreadnought 2050 design includes a new-style operations room allowing commanders to focus on areas thousands of miles away.

Engineers believe the warship could be manned by a crew of around 50 - down from 200 on modern vessels.

The Navy's fleet robotics officer Commander Steve Prest said: "We welcome a project that allows some of Britain's best and brightest young engineers to come up with ideas on what a warship might look like or be equipped with in 2050.

"We want to attract the best new talent to sea to operate, maintain and develop systems with this level of ambition."
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Vietnam Pushes Modernization As China Challenge Grows

Wendell Minnick, Defense News, Aug 30

TAIPEI – Vietnam’s efforts to modernize its armed forces face numerous political, historical and financial barriers. Many are of Vietnam’s own making – its go-slow policy on human rights issues and democratization, and the Communist Party's reluctance to share power, even though it has embraced foreign investment and capitalism.

Still, growing problems with China are forcing Hanoi to ask hard questions about its future military needs. Since the collapse of the U.S.-backed South Vietnamese government in April 1975, Hanoi has relied on Russian/Soviet-built equipment and support for a wide array of anti-ship missiles, fighter aircraft, tanks and more recently, six Russian Kilo-class submarines.

“Vietnam has a huge military, but most of it is still outfitted with weaponry from the 1970s and 1980s, especially the Army,” said Richard Bitzinger, a senior fellow and coordinator of the Military Transformations Program at the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, Singapore. Vietnam’s armed forces must now invest steadily in acquisitions for the next decade or two “if it wants to fully recapitalize its military,” he said.

During the 1978 Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia and China’s 1979 punitive incursion into northern Vietnam, these weapons were adequate for Vietnam’s needs. But with the fall of the Soviet Union, affordable Russian weapons declined as did the quality, while China’s military modernization effort, particularly naval, strengthened.

The wake-up call came with China’s increased presence in the South China Sea and its recent efforts to build artificial islands for military grade airfields and naval port facilities. China exacerbated Vietnam’s fears by placing a massive oil drilling exploratory platform within Vietnam's exclusive economic zone in May 2014. Now known as the “Haiyang Shiyou 981 standoff,” the incident caused widespread violence in Vietnam as citizens attacked Chinese-owned factories.

Agitation was further heightened when Vietnamese television stations played a 1988 video of the “Johnson South Reef Skirmish” in the Spratly Islands between the Chinese and Vietnamese navies. The gruesome video shows Chinese naval personnel machine-gunning 66 unarmed Vietnamese standing around a Vietnamese flag on the reef in knee-deep water. After the battle, China quickly occupied the reef and built shelters.

The U.S. defense industry has been anxious to enter the market, but arms export restrictions are still in place due to human rights allegations and the one-party Communist system. South Vietnamese exile groups lobby the U.S. Congress to continue these bans until there are improvements. However, the U.S. ban on exporting lethal weapons to Vietnam will likely be overturned, said Tony Beitinger, vice president, Market Intelligence, AMI International Naval Analysts & Advisors.

Vietnam is coming to the end of a five-year planning cycle. Early next year, priorities for the next five years (2016-2020) will be announced when the Vietnam Communist Party convenes its 12th National Party Congress, said Carl Thayer, fellow, Australian Defence Force Academy.

The Obama administration has relaxed International Trafficking in Arms Regulations (ITAR) on the sale of lethal weapons to Vietnam on a case-by-case basis, but most of the emphasis has been on maritime security and weapons of a defensive nature suitable for Vietnam’s Coast Guard. The U.S. government has announced it will provide $18 million for Vietnam Coast Guard patrol boats.

The Pentagon also announced $425 million for its Pacific Partnership program. The funding will cover equipment, supplies, training and small-scale construction.

“These are very modest initiatives. Funding for the Pacific Partnership program will be made in five installments: $50 million for FY 2016; $75 million for FY 2017; and $100 million for FY 2018, 2019 and 2020. These funds will be spread out among five countries: Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam,” Thayer said.

In June, U.S. Defense Secretary Ash Carter and Vietnamese Minister of National Defense Gen. Phùng Quang Thanh signed a U.S.-Vietnam Joint Vision Statement on Defense Relations. This document included 12 areas of defense cooperation, including expanded defense trade and cooperation in the production of new technologies and equipment, “where possible under current law and policy restrictions,” Thayer said.

Also that month it was reported that Vietnam was looking beyond Russia to purchase maritime patrol aircraft, unarmed drones and jet fighters, and has been in contact with Lockheed Martin and Boeing.

“It is unlikely that Vietnam would want to or be able to purchase jet fighter aircraft from the United States. But it is likely that U.S. defense firms could assist Vietnam with maritime patrol aircraft, unarmed drones and naval patrol craft,” Thayer said.

Lockheed Martin has publicly promoted the possible sale of its Sea Hercules maritime patrol aircraft and Boeing has indicated that it has capabilities in “intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance platforms that may meet Vietnam’s modernization needs.” For example, Boeing could sell its maritime surveillance technology to Vietnam for installation on a business aircraft converted for maritime reconnaissance, Thayer said.

There are several niche areas of potential defense trade for the U.S., including coastal radar, satellite communications, maritime logistics, maintenance and electronics. More problematic areas of defense trade include air defense systems for naval ships and anti-submarine warfare technology, Thayer said.

Beitinger said Vietnamese acquisition of platforms with complex weapons and sensors from Western sources will be challenging in terms of integration and establishing training and logistic support.

“Implementation of Western systems into the Vietnamese Navy will allow for great interoperability with regional navies from Japan, Australia, South Korea, the Philippines and the U.S.,” he said.

Thayer said Vietnam’s desire to purchase four 1,600-ton Sigma-class corvettes from the Dutch Damen Group, with two corvettes to be produced in Vietnam, has fallen through over finance arrangements. This development probably does not open doors for the U.S. defense industry because the armament Vietnam requires would not be provided under current legislation.

While many Asia-Pacific nations are investing in a wide range of larger surface ships and submarines, the need for small, fast and capable craft remains greater than ever, said Amy McDonald, naval analyst at AMI International Naval Analysts & Advisors.

“The growth in maritime security challenges – from piracy to fisheries enforcement, to countering illegal smuggling and trafficking at sea – requires more and better maritime presence.”

McDonald said this expanding role for smaller ships and vessels to fill these gaps is evidenced in Vietnam’s current and planned acquisitions – small fast attack craft, offshore patrol vessels, frigates and submarines – all of which are around 100 meters.

“While the top five Asia-Pacific spenders [India, South Korea, Japan, China and Australia] account for almost 75 percent of total forecasted investment in the region through 2034, Vietnam represents over 22 percent of projected fast attack craft spend,” McDonald said. “AMI anticipates investment in smaller surface ships and craft will remain steady as Vietnam continues exclusive economic zone patrols in the South China Sea.”

Beyond the U.S., Vietnam has signed a wide number of memoranda of understanding (MoU) and defense cooperation agreements (DCA) with foreign states. These agreements reveal that Vietnam is seeking assistance, services and equipment in six major areas: the storage, maintenance and upgrading of existing military equipment; modernization of platforms and equipment for the Army, Navy and Air Force; modernization of Vietnam’s defense industry; maritime logistics capacity in the South China Sea; mitigating the effects of natural disasters, notably flooding and storm damage, and search and rescue at sea; and training for future involvement in United Nations-endorsed peacekeeping operations, Thayer said.

Vietnam’s arms purchase contracts invariably include provisions for technology transfer as well as training and services. For example, Vietnam has approached Russia and India for assistance in co-producing the BrahMos anti-ship cruise missile.

Vietnam also has supported a Malaysian proposal to promote defense industry cooperation among ASEAN members. Vietnam and Indonesia have discussed co-producing fixed-wing transports, maritime surveillance aircraft and multirole helicopters. Vietnam and the Philippines have discussed cooperation in the manufacture of various types of unspecified military equipment. Vietnam has also approached Singapore for assistance in the safe storage of ordnance and munitions.

Vietnam’s defense industry is capable of constructing small naval patrol craft. In 2011, for example, the Hong Ha defense shipbuilding company successfully launched a 54-meter 400-ton fast patrol boat (Project TT400TP), based on a Russian-design, and a 72-meter troop transport vessel. Vietnam has a history of local production of Russian-designed ships going back to the 1990s with the HQ-381 BPS 500-ton class guided missile patrol boat.

Back to Top

