Bold Alligator war game preps US allies for new threats

(BBC News 8 FEB 12)

Joan Soley

A mythical nation is under attack by a belligerent neighbour. The US and its allies are deployed to save Amber from the invading forces of Garnet. For the teams coming off the amphibious assault ship the USS Kearsarge, the mission was to push the intruding forces out. In reality they arrived on the beaches and grounds of Camp LeJeune, a sprawling Marine Corps base in North Carolina. Searching the waterways nearby for Garnet-affiliated "pirates" were US Navy Riverine units, based on small boats often visually associated with the Vietnam War. 

The scenario was part of Bold Alligator, an 11-nation training exercise involving upwards of 19,000 troops.

The US military is beginning the process of changing its force structure to meet new threats 

While the scenario may have been a fiction, the reality for all involved is a shifting military focus, as the US and other participating nations are increasingly watchful of coastal areas of the Middle East - in particular Iran - and countries like China and North Korea in the Pacific.

The Bold Alligator exercise involves scenarios of mine warfare, fighting in shallow water and fending off attacks from smaller boats; methods known to be familiar to the Iranian Navy. 

Capt Dorian Jones, commander of the USS Kearsarge, was quick to point out other uses for the training, such as responding to the Haiti earthquake two years ago."Amphibious operations encompass a number of different operations - humanitarian assistance, disaster relief. Amphibious forces are flexible and capable, and they flex to a variety of missions." 'Back to basics' 

Bold Alligator has been under way since the beginning of February, played out across Virginia and North Carolina in what US military officials say is the largest amphibious-focused training mission in over a decade.

The outline of the exercise is not far removed from the depiction in films like Saving Private Ryan, or even from the reality of the World War II Normandy beach landings.

Bold Alligator has taken months of planning and is a joint-forces operation between the US Navy and Marine Corps. Participating in the exercise are 25 ships, including the aircraft carrier USS Enterprise and the lead assault ship USS Wasp. Troops include sailors and Marines from several "partnership" countries such as the UK, Canada, France, Australia and the Netherlands. 

According to Adm John Harvey, commander of US Fleet Forces, the purpose of Bold Alligator is "to get back to basics" in terms of the ship-to-shore method of fighting that the recent missions in Iraq and Afghanistan rarely required. 

Speaking in Washington as Bold Alligator was getting under way, he said: "It was really instructive to me when we opened this thing up to our coalition partners, they jumped on it.

"I've got a French big-deck under way out there now, with a lot of French Marines embarked who are taking this exercise with great seriousness.

"Gen Heljik's [a US Marine Corps commander] got a couple hundred Dutch Marines who came over here for this.

"We have 11 nations playing and playing hard, like the Canadian minesweepers, and they're making these decisions to participate at a time when their fiscally-constrained environment is far, far more significant than ours."

The US military focus is shifting to coastal areas of the Middle East 

From the amphibious assault ship USS Kearsarge, Marines from the US, UK and Canada were grouped together and then sent out in LCAC landing crafts and V-22 Osprey - a helicopter-plane hybrid - as one part of the 12-day exercise.

Before flying off on 6 February, the would-be D-Day of the war games, Maj Chris Samuel of the British Royal Marines said: "This is essentially restoring our amphibious credentials and it's a unique opportunity really, to participate in a multinational exercise with our closest allies.

"This is what we're good at," he added.

Navy-Marines' amphib mission has reptilian name

(Virginia Pilot 8 FEB 12)

Kate Wiltrout

For months, Navy and Marine Corps brass have talked up a massive training exercise with a funny name - Bold Alligator - and a serious objective: revitalizing amphibious warfare.

More than a year of preparation went into the two-week exercise that began Jan. 31, involving 20,000 sailors and Marines, 15 U.S. warships and nine allied nations.

Those figures mattered little to the 120 Marines and sailors who left the amphibious transport dock New York aboard two hovercraft on Monday night.

The vessels exited the ship's well deck shortly after sunset as the New York steamed off Virginia Beach. The mission of these Marines from the 24th Marine Expeditionary Unit: raid an inland terrorist training camp, separate enemies from noncombatants, gather intelligence, blow up bombmaking equipment and high-tail it back to the New York, hopefully in time for midnight rations served aboard ship.

About 30 minutes later, under a smudgy winter moon, the hovercraft approached a deserted beach at Joint Expeditionary Base Fort Story. As shipping traffic moved in the channel nearby and headlights streamed across the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel, a telltale hum filled the air: the roar of the hovercrafts' engines, which propel them atop the water and onto the sand.

The Marines unloaded the equipment they'd brought for the job: Humvees, armored vehicles and 7-ton trucks they'd drive to a makeshift training village two miles away.

Gunnery Sgt. Issac Sweeton, who works with the Special Operations Training Group at Camp Lejeune, N.C., led a group of observers from the beach to the training village, where 17 fighters and 25 villagers waited to be found.

"I think the unknown is probably the trickiest piece," Sweeton said of the raid.

Operating on information gathered by a 10-man reconnaissance team that swam ashore on Saturday, about 50 Marines made their way to the village - 10 buildings, including a mosque, behind a plywood fence in a deserted wooded area of the base.

About 90 minutes after coming ashore, the raiding Marines silently approached the village on foot. Their shadowy figures breached a gate, a hail of bullets and screams piercing the quiet night.

Moments later, the thud of rotors: two helicopters, a Huey and a Cobra, circling low.

The Marines went from building to building, searching for human targets and bombmaking materials. Role players who'd been "killed" in the raid lay where they fell; a green glow-stick signified that their bodies had been checked and cleared of explosives.

Two Marines took fictional gunshots and had to be evacuated on stretchers. And following the rules of engagement in both Iraq and Afghanistan, the village mosque - its crescent moon silhouetted against the sky - was guarded but untouched, and noncombatants were allowed to remain inside.

"Overall, it was a pretty good raid," said Sweeton, who has 16 years in the Marines and three deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan under his belt. His one complaint: the Marines were on the objective a little longer than he would have liked.

"The idea of a raid is to come in, do what you need to do and leave," he said.

The Fort Story raid was one of three major offensives in Bold Alligator, billed as the largest Navy-Marine Corps amphibious exercise in a decade.

Earlier Monday, a few thousand Marines came ashore from Norfolk-based ships at Camp Lejeune. Tuesday featured a sea-based assault, with Marines aboard the Gunston Hall and Iwo Jima flying MV-22 Ospreys and CH-53 Sea Stallions to Fort Pickett, 150 miles inland.

The exercise is overseen by the Navy's Fleet Forces Command and Marine Forces Command, both based in Norfolk.

While no one expects a return to amphibious assaults on the scale of Normandy or Iwo Jima during World War II, military brass cite the humanitarian response to the Haiti earthquake two years ago and Marine airstrikes in Libya last year as examples of important amphibious capabilities.

"The Navy/Marine Corps team can't be a cute catchphrase we throw around to make ourselves feel good," Adm. John Harvey, the head of Fleet Forces Command, said in a briefing last week. "It's not just a slogan. Ships can't operate ashore, and Marines can't walk on water."

On Navy Warships, the Web Slows to a Crawl

(Wired Magazine 8 FEB 12) 

Spencer Ackerman

ABOARD THE U.S.S. WASP — This 40,000-ton assault ship can launch deadly sea and air attacks against enemies ashore and afloat. Just don’t expect it to load a website in under three minutes.

The big-deck ship is a formidable floating base for sailors and Marines — who had better prefer to stay in limited contact with the outside world in their off-hours. The communications infrastructure onboard is a reminder that the Wasp began its service to the Navy in 1989: the flight control station has a big, black telephone with a big, black spiral cord attached. Marines temporarily stationed to the Wasp for this week’s giant Navy-Marine war game, known as Bold Alligator, sigh when they need to get online and say that the best way to get in touch with their comrades aboard is to walk the narrow metal halls until they physically find them.

But looks can be deceiving. The ship’s communications gear feels like a throwback to a pre-wired era, and it runs up against some serious bandwidth limits. But it’s also got advantages on civilian communications infrastructure: Iridium satellite hookups mean that the Wasp can sail around the globe and never encounter a dead zone.

The Wasp presents a microcosm of the strengths and the limitations of communications infrastructure aboard Navy ships. And to understand both, those serving aboard her say, it’s best to remember first what a ship is and isn’t.

The Wasp’s top communications officer, Chief Warrant Officer 3 Angela W. Elder, points out that her ship is a self-contained organism. Its on-board generators have to power everything from the communications gear to the propulsion systems to the navigation systems to the fluorescent lights. “It’s one system, and everything connects into it,” Elder says.

When we civilians on dry land make a cellphone call or send a text, we don’t have to worry about draining our car batteries. Navy ships don’t have that luxury.

That helps highlight the differences with the other military services. The Army has prioritized developing its data networks in the hope of rapidly getting tactical information down to low-ranking soldiers, possibly through smartphones in the future. The Air Force hearts bandwidth, in order to stream video captured by its family of surveillance tools, from drones to giant blimps to manned spy planes. All that is less feasible aboard a ship commissioned in the Reagan era.

Then there are the security restrictions. For most of Sunday, the Wasp switched off its internet access for hours as part of the Bold Alligator exercise, to simulate the precautions the ship would take in a real amphibious assault. “Sometimes we don’t want information to leave the ship,” Elder says, “so we’ll take down information that’s not vital to what’s going on. That impacts our NIPR net,” an unclassified military network.

If the unclassified web feels like a non-priority aboard, that’s because for the most part, it is. With limited bandwidth for voice, text and data — Elder won’t disclose specific connection speeds — the ship must prioritize the communications channels that sailors and Marines need to do their jobs. “This [ship] is designed to support the warfighter,” says Marine Maj. Robert Evans, the communications chief for Expeditionary Strike Group 2, which is headquartered on the Wasp for Bold Alligator. “Facebook, Twitter — that’s not taken into account.”

During the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, the U.S. military extended enormous effort and treasure to allow troops could email at home. Even at the lonliest, tech-starved outposts, there was access to the unclassified internet. At sea, it’s a very different story.

There are exceptions, though. The Wasp rations access to the broader civilian web through judicious disbursement of logins. But Marines and sailors can relax or eat through their downtime by playing Call of Duty in the ship’s library computer lab.

Communications upgrades are a long time in coming, usually occurring during the six to nine months the Wasp spends in the shipyard between deployments. Patches are more typical than comprehensive upgrades. The last one aboard this ship occurred 18 months ago — and the Wasp has better bandwidth than many other ships, Elder and Evans say.

But don’t think for a second that the Wasp — which Evans calls a “giant floating tactical electromagnet” — is out of touch. The Navy needs very, very badly to stay in touch with the approximately hundred ships it always has deployed around the world. The satellite connections aboard the Wasp make sure that the ship is always communicating with the chain of command, absent a major power failure. “No dead zones. Ever,” says Evans.

Still, both Evans and Elder concede that bandwidth limitations are a challenge — especially as newer intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance gear comes online to give the fleet more persistent pictures of what’s over the horizon. The Navy’s Fire Scout drone is already used in Latin America to help spot drug-mule ships; more sea-based drones are on their way. “The ship is not equipped to receive full-motion video on demand,” Evans says. “I would think, eventually, that would need to change.”

But it’s not as if extracurricular web browsing is impossible. Login, click on Internet Explorer, and prepare to wait. “You may not hit the website you need on the first, second, third try,” Evans says, “but it’ll get done.”

Is Bold Alligator Eyeing Tehran?

(Israel National News 8 FEB 12)

Gavriel Queenann

Diplomatic sources say Iran is accelerating uranium enrichment as the United States and eight other countries stage a major amphibious exercise against a fictional nation that looks suspiciously like Iran, Gulf News reported.

Tehran's push to accelerate nuclear work at the Fordow underground facility near the central city of Qom underlines the failure of Western-led sanction to deter Iran from its push for nuclear weapons.

The Fodrow acceleration is commensurate with a major US military amphibious landing drill dubbed "Bold Alligator" along the Atlantic coast off Virginia and North Carolina, according to AFP
In December 2011, the International Atomic Energy Agency reported Tehran had conducted - and continues to conduct - nuclear technology of a military nature.

Last month, Iran confirmed it had begun refining uranium to a fissile concentration of 20 percent at Fordow, having moved its highest-grade enrichment deep inside a mountain fearing military strikes by Israel or the United States.

The high fissile concentration being produced at Fordow far exceeds the more than 3.5 percent level usually required to power nuclear energy plants. Tehran says it will use 20 percent-enriched uranium to convert into fuel for a research reactor making for medical treatments, but Western officials say Iran does not have the technical capability to do so.

In addition, they say, Fordow’s capacity is too small to produce the fuel needed for nuclear power plants, but ideal for yielding smaller amounts of high-enriched product typical of a nuclear weapons program.

The move to accelerate enrichment at Fodrow comes just days after US President Barack Obama implemented a new round of sanctions targeting Iran's central banks and allowing Iranian assets in the US to be frozen.

Nuclear bombs require uranium enriched to 90 percent, but reaching 20 percent purity simplifies the process and shortens the time needed for a nuclear weapons “break-out”.

Western experts estimate Iran could assemble a nuclear weapon from six months to one year.

The Bold Alligator drill includes 20,000 U.S. forces, plus hundreds of British, Dutch and French troops – as well as liaison officers from Italy, Spain, New Zealand and Australia.

The drill includes a beach landing and air assault supported by 25 warships, and is intended to  “to revitalize, refine, and strengthen fundamental amphibious capabilities and reinforce the Navy and Marine Corps role as ‘fighters from the sea.’”

U.S. Marines have spent a decade out of their native element in the deserts of Iraq and mountains of Afghanistan, but with the Pentagon's restructuring and forward-focus on Asia, the Marines are returning to their roots.

Admiral John Harvey, head of U.S. Fleet Forces Command, described Bold Alligator as “the largest amphibious exercise conducted by the fleet in the last 10 years.”

Bold Alligator began on Monday with its "D-Day" near Camp Lejune and is expected to last ten days.

The exercise scenario takes place in a fictional region known as “Treasure Coast,” with a country called Garnet, a theocracy, invading its neighbor to the north, Amberland, which calls for international help to repel the attack.

While commanders say the scenario is not based on any particular country, observers note it includes the threat of mines, anti-ship missiles and small boats in coastal waters.

Military analysts say such a scenario and foe bears a striking resemblance to Iran and its naval forces, as well as its likely strategy should Tehran move to close the strategically vital Strait of Hormuz.

When asked by reporters last week, Harvey acknowledged that the exercise scenario was “certainly informed by recent history” and that it was “applicable” to the Strait of Hormuz, as well as other areas.

Analysts believe the drill is intended to reinforce President Barack Obama's assertion that "all options," including a military strike, "remain on the table," vis-a-vis Iran's nuclear program.

Airstrikes targeting Iran's enrichment facilities, they say, could be accompanied by a short-term ground operation aimed at securing the Iran's coastal Bushehr nuclear plant and naval bases.

An attempt by Iran to close the Strait of Hormuz is widely believed to be one possible trigger for a US strike on Iran's nuclear facilities.

Bold Alligator a lesson for Marines in cramped quarters

(Marine Times 8 FEB 12)
Dan Lamothe 

When it comes to a large-scale amphibious operation like Bold Alligator, it isn’t just the movement to shore that can provide learning lessons.

The thousands of personnel who deployed off the coast of North Carolina for the exercise also got a first-hand lesson in life at sea. That may not be new to most of the sailors and some of the Marines on board, but for thousands more, it certainly was.

Point in case: the photograph above shows how tight the passageways aboard the amphibious assault ship Wasp are. It takes a mindful eye to avoid collisions, spills and other hassles while maneuvering the vessel, and many service members underway weren’t aware of that until they arrived.

There’s also the matter of berthing. Like many ships, the 41,000-ton Wasp has bunks that are packed tightly together in stacks between three and five high. There is less than three feet between the stacks, and not enough room to roll over in a bunk without rapping your knees on the bunk above. And that’s to say nothing of the bathrooms, one of which flooded while we were there.

None of this was news to the folks planning Bold Alligator, but it was to many of the rank-and-file personnel on board. I listened with amusement over the weekend as two staff sergeants had an animated debate over whether it was more comfortable to be sleeping on a cot in Afghanistan, or on a bunk on the Wasp. One Marine advocated the merits of having more space in large tent, while the other noted that at least they weren’t sleeping somewhere with a dirt floor.

There’s also the logistical headaches. On Monday, we hopped a CH-53 helicopter with several other members of the media and a few Marines expecting to reach the amphibious assault ship Iwo Jima for additional news coverage. Following original plans, the helo made its way back to the shore in North Carolina at the air stations in New River and Cherry Point to pick up more supplies.

When it returned to sea, however, the pilot ran into unexpected complications. He had anticipated landing on the amphibious assault ship Kearsarge, but the flight deck was full, we were told. We moved on to the Iwo Jima, only to discover that its flight deck had been “fouled,” meaning something on its surface prevented landings. We returned to the Wasp at dusk, after more than two hours of flying in a circle.

Those are the breaks, to a large extent. They’re similar to transportation headaches I’ve seen in Afghanistan, in that schedules can shift rapidly and affect personnel on the ground.

For folks who expected everything to go smoothly, however, it simply wasn’t going to happen.

P-8A makes debut in Bold Alligator exercise

(Navy Times 7 FEB 12)

Christopher P. Cavas
Top of Form

Bottom of Form

Swooping low over the aircraft carrier Enterprise, the Navy’s newest jet looks every bit a war craft, with little to belie its commercial airliner lineage or current test missions.

The P-8A Poseidon maritime multi-mission aircraft apparently made its first appearance in an operational, fleet exercise Feb. 3 when it began flying sorties in support of Exercise Bold Alligator, the largest amphibious exercise in a decade, now taking place along the coasts of Virginia and North Carolina.

The P-8A flew 20 missions in support of the Enterprise and its strike group, and another 14 sorties operating with the amphibious strike group and Marine expeditionary forces, according to U.S. Fleet Forces Command in Norfolk, Va.

That’s a departure from the extensive P-8A flight test programs being flown by Air Test and Evaluation Squadrons 1 and 20 (VX-1 and VX-20) from Naval Air Station Patuxent River, Md.

Sporting a spiffy sinking submarine logo on its tail, the VX-1 P-8A photographed from the Enterprise is known as “T-6,” the last of six test and evaluation aircraft delivered to the Navy by Boeing. It was accepted by the Navy and arrived at Pax River on Jan. 17, said LaToya Graddy, a spokesperson for Naval Air Systems Command.

The aircraft also will be used in upcoming operational test exercises set to begin this summer, she added.

The P-8 is under development by the Navy to replace the venerable, turbo-prop P-3 Orion.

MARSOC, Intel Teams Spotlighted In 'Bold Alligator'

(AOL DEFENSE 7 FEB 12)

Carlo Munoz

ABOARD THE USS WASP: Ship to shore operations were not the only thing the Navy and Marine Corps looked to sharpen during the biggest amphibious exercise in over a decade.

Bold Alligator 2012 featured a significant role for special operations, intelligence and civil affairs units, Col. Scott Aiken, chief of staff for the 2nd Marine Expeditionary Brigade, said this week. The exercise replicated a sea-to-shore assault spearheaded by U.S. and coalition forces against enemy troops from a fictional country. This year, American and allied forces from the 2nd MEB and the 2nd Expeditionary Strike Group will push back enemy troops from the country of "Garnet", who invaded the neighboring country of "Amberland" yesterday.

The special operations element -- the first time they've been used in a major amphibious exercise like this, according to a senior Marine commander -- used during the exercise was a mix of simulated forces and actual boots on the ground, Aiken said. The real-world special operations elements were pulled from units in Marine Corps Special Operations Command and force recon troops from the 24th Marine Expeditionary Unit. Those forces were used for "shaping" operations, or for missions designed to prepare the shoreline and areas inland for the arriving Marine Corps. Those troops also provided intelligence for a planned deep insert air assault against an enemy encampment at Ft. Pickett, VA, Aiken said. That raid will be led by the 24th MEU later this week, Aiken said.

Hejlik stressed the importance of integrating special operations forces into Marine operations during a breakfast in Washington last week. The three-star general said getting those two groups to work closer together was a key goal for Bold Alligator planners. Increasing the ranks within MARSOC is a key part of the Marines post-Afghanistan force structure, especially as the service's total force drops to 181,000 troops. But current budget pressures may hinder that growth, Hejlik said at the time. The Marines "will not get the plus-up we expected" for their special forces cadre in the upcoming fiscal 2013 defense bill, Hejlik said. He did not go into specifics on how low that potential MARSOC troop increase could go. But the three-star general did note his lowered expectations for the Corps' special operations force was tied to the service's pending troop drawdown.

Aside from special operations forces, service planners also inserted Navy and Marine Corps intelligence exploitation and maritime civil affairs teams as part of the exercise. The teams carried out a simulated insertion into Amberland to meet with local leaders prior to the beach assault, Lt. Cmdr George Pastoor, a Dutch naval officer attached to Expeditionary Strike Group 2, explained. Along with coordinating and supporting indigenous forces, the teams also fed key intelligence back to Marine Corps and Navy planners here, Pastoor said. In guidance sent to Bold Alligator planners, U.S. Fleet Forces Command chief Adm. John Harvey directed service strategists to explore possible modifications to maritime intelligence requirements via the exercise.

Libya 

Navy and Marine Corps leaders involved with the huge Bold Alligator amphibious warfare this week will tell you it's all about the lessons learned. And there was no bigger lesson in amphib combat ops in recent years than Operation Unified Protector, also known as Libya.

"Libya [operations] played a huge role" in the planning and execution of the various operational scenarios sailors and Marines will carry out during Bold Alligator, Lt. Cmdr George Pastoor said, referring to the UN-mandated peacekeeping mission that helped oust former Libyan strongman Muammar Qaddafi last March.

Pastoor, a Dutch naval officer, is part of the Navy's Expeditionary Strike Group 2. ESG 2 and their counterparts in Marine Expeditionary Group 2 are spearheading operations during Bold Alligator. During the exercise, U.S. and coalition forces will execute a tactical rescue mission of a downed American pilot later this week as part of the combat drill, Pastoor said. The mission, known as a tactical recovery of aircraft and personnel or TRAP, is one American forces conducted in March when an F-15 crashed behind enemy lines in Libya and a V-22 swooped in and rescued the pilot. Aside from operations, combat planners also used the exercise to help close critical intelligence sharing gaps that plagued American and coalition forces in northern Africa.

Intel sharing and coordination was one of the top problems identified by NATO and American military leaders shortly after operations ended in Libya. Allied pilots complained that the U.S. process to clear targeting imagery for NATO pilots took too long so they did not rely on American intelligence. The situation was further complicated since four-fifths of all intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance used during Operation Unified Protector came from U.S. sources.

A NATO-led review of the Libyan operation is scheduled to wrap up this month, but allied forces participating in Bold Alligator wasted no time in trying to fix those problems. Exercise planners are leaning heavily on the Navy's Combined Enterprise Regional information exchange system -- or CENTRIX -- to stream intel and imagry between U.S. and coalition forces, Pastoor said. The system, he said, will allow access of all intel gathered U.S. forces to partner nation forces. The Navy first developed the system in 2003 and it is already in use by naval forces in Pacific and Central commands. It has been critical in coordinating counterpiracy operations run by the Navy's Fifth Fleet and Combined Task Force 151, the international piracy task force. However, information included in the CENTRIX system will still have to be cleared by U.S. military intelligence, Col. Scott Jensen, head of the 29th Marine Air Group told AOL Defense aboard the USS Kearsarge on Sunday. Coalition partners will not have immediate access to the raw intel gathered by Navy and Marine Corps forces, Jensen said.

Military representatives from Israel, India, Canada, Denmark, Australia, New Zealand, Turkey, Italy, France and the United Kingdom joined the Dutch to help plan and execute the various operations in the exercise. British Royal Marines, Canadian Marines and French naval commandos hit the shores of Amberland yesterday morning alongside their Marine Corps counterparts. Called the largest amphibious exercise in 10 years, it was designed to replicate a sea-to-shore assault spearheaded by U.S. and coalition forces against enemy forces from the fictional country of "Garnet", who invaded the neighboring country of "Amberland" on Sunday.

Navy Fleet Will Not Grow for 5 Years: CNO

(AOL Defense 7 FEB 12)

Otto Kreisher
ABOARD THE USS WASP: Putting the best face on a potentially grim future, the Navy's top officer is telling his sailors that the active fleet will be about the same size in five years as it is now, despite recently announced plans to retire a bunch of ships early and to not build as many new ones as planned.Adm. Jonathan Greenert, Chief of Naval Operations, told sailors and Marines here that the number of ships in the fleet in 2017 "will be about the same, 285, but it won't be going up as high as we wanted."
The Navy has planned for at least 313 ships in the battle fleet for years, and has counted on rapid procurement of the Littoral Combat Ships (LCS) and serial production of the Arleigh Burke destroyers and Virginia-class attack submarines to help reach that number.

But in his preview of the fiscal year 2013 budget, Defense Secretary Leon Panetta said the Navy will retire seven Ticonderoga-classcruisers and two amphibious ships earlier than planned, would remove two LCS and eight Joint High Speed Vessels from the five-year defense budget plan and delay other ship construction starts.Asked during a brief meeting with reporters how he expected to sustain the current 285-ship fleet with those changes, Greenert acknowledged the obvious that ships retired early are gone, but said ships removed from future construction plans are not an immediate loss.

"We have a lot of ships in the ship construction plan and they will be delivered over time. So the fleet will look about the same in 2017 in actual numbers as today," he said.But the Navy's latest 30-year shipbuilding plan, released before the new budget numbers, predicted the fleet would be at 301 ships by 2017.Greenert, who visited Wasp during the Bold Alligator amphibious exercise off the coast of North Carolina, also was asked about how the Navy and Marine Corps could carry out their renewed emphasis in amphibious operations when the "Gator" fleet will be dropping below the 33 ships considered the minimum requirement.

Looking beyond the current five-year plan, Greenert said he and Gen. James Amos, the Marine Corps commandant, "will look at innovative ways to deploy Marines." He mentioned using the LCS, the new Mobile Landing Platforms and possibly other ship types.

The Marines have been seeking an LCS mission package that would support a small Marine force for some missions, but the Navy has been reluctant to go beyond the currently planned anti-mine, anti-submarine warfare and surface warfare packages, which have been delayed repeatedly during development.

Greenert spent most of his time on Wasp talking with enlisted sailors and Marines and did not meet with four Republican congressmen who also visited the flag ship during Bold Alligator, the biggest and most complex amphibious exercise since before the 9-11 terrorists attacks.

The delegation was led by House Armed Services Chairman Buck McKeon and included Rob Wittman and Scott Rigell, both HASC members from Virginia, and Jack Kingston, a GOP member of the House Appropriations Defense panel.

The pro-defense lawmakers touted the value of a strong Navy – a large part of which is based at Norfolk, in or near Wittman's and Rigell's districts -- and the value of Navy-Marine amphibious capabilities, which would use those Norfolk-based ships. Expect congressional resistance to the Navy's smaller force structure. How much is difficult to predict, given the upcoming elections and the nation's fiscal dilemma.
PAGE  
11

