CO’s Conference 11 March 2004


As I’m sure you are well aware, I’m delighted to be here, talking to real sailors, listening to your stories and remembering my own.  I’m up here today as a Three Star Admiral, but I will tell you in a heart-beat that the highlight of my Coast Guard career was Command of the DALLAS.  Confederate Navy Admiral Raphael Semmes, an absolutely superb seaman and Commanding Officer of the infamous raider ALABAMA, summed it up when he said that as he looked back over his career in both the U.S. Navy and the Confederate Navy, he could only really remember his tours at sea, the tours ashore all blended together.  And so it is for me.  Don’t get me wrong, being an Admiral is great, but it’s the time spent on the bridge of my ship that I miss, and that I will always remember.


Today I’m here to talk to you about balance – how we must maintain a balance with the cutter fleet, and how you must maintain a balance on your cutter.  This is not an easy time.  The Coast Guard is in transition, and while the future looks bright, right now we are having a tough time as we try to fulfill our nation’s post 9/11 expectations with a shrinking fleet of cutters built before many of their crews were born.  This mis-match of resources to mission creates a tremendous burden, and most of this burden falls squarely on your shoulders.  I’ve read your concerns, and I’ve got to tell you, I had just about every one of them when I was sitting in your chair…..but the situation has gotten worse.  The ships are older now, they break down more frequently, and worst of all, there are fewer ships today than we had just a few years ago.  

But the missions have grown, not only do we have the traditional missions of fisheries, drugs and migrants, but homeland security missions now require cutter days, and if we add in any major event, such as political upheaval in Haiti, or an unexpected spike in migration from DOMREP, well, managing the fleet and still meeting mission becomes excruciatingly painful.  

Maintaining a balance at the Area level is a real challenge.  This week we are working with D1 that has valid concerns about a complete lack of cutters on the fishing grounds, D8 just had a dramatic homeland security case, and D7, who has one migration surge underway in DOMREP and potential for significant migration in Haiti, and then we add in JIATF South and their very valid concern the druggies will take advantage of our lack of attention to their activities.  We have many more missions than we can possibly meet.

As I mentioned earlier, our cutter fleet is not getting any bigger, and the ships we have left are not as reliable as they once were.  All of these factors add up to a cutter schedule that is, shall we say, “flexible” to be polite, and it means your OPTEMPO has increased beyond what we would like.  The Area Aof staff has worked very hard to minimize the impacts and changes to you.  They have put forth tremendous effort to accommodate your concerns and give you the best part of what is obviously a tough situation while responding to a very challenging set of circumstances.

Maintaining the balance is without a doubt the most important part of your job.  While I must balance many competing requirements for my very limited resources, you must balance your mission, the needs of your crew and the condition of your ship.  In maintaining your balance, the mission must always come first.  With the limited size of our fleet and the increasing number of missions that require your attention, you may rest assured there are no “throw-away” missions.  Every mission that you are given is important to our nation – believe me, if the mission wasn’t important, we would have gotten rid of it long before giving it to you.

This leaves balancing the needs of your crew with the condition of your ship.  And I will tell you this, your ship must be ready for operations when operations are on your schedule.  I expect you to be ready to answer all bells, from armed helo ops to OTH Rhib ops to massive migrant interdiction ops.  When you are scheduled for maintenance, I expect you will make the most of the time, using every tool at your disposal to make sure your ship is ready for all operations when the maintenance period is over.   I understand there will be problems that pop up on 40 year old ships, but I expect you to work hard to minimize them.  You may have noticed Cuban migrants continue to come, DOMREP migrants are way, way up, and Haiti may still come apart on us.  Semper Paratus has never meant more in the cutter fleet than it does today.

I’ve talked about the mission, which must be done, and the condition of your ship, which must be maintained.  The final part of the balance you must maintain is your crew.  You must meet their needs and manage their expectations, and perhaps managing the expectations of the crew is the more important.  They are all adults, well most of them anyway, and if you lay it all out, they will understand.  They are holding the line until the new cutters start arriving, they are doing critical work for our nation, protecting our homeland and keeping our nation safe and secure.  It’s not easy, and it’s often not fun, but it is a job that must be done.  Your attitude and that of your officers will be the key to your success.  It’s easy to identify problems, what we need is solutions.  This is where your leadership skills come in to play, you determine the attitude of your Command.  

But there is plenty of good news too.  The last two weeks have shown the tremendous strength of the LANT Cutter Fleet.  The press is talking about the Coast Guard “Berlin Wall” around Haiti, and I’m convinced that the presence of our cutters around that troubled island has gone a long way to prevent a mass migration, and prevented hundreds if not thousands of deaths.  In fact, we have picked up no migrants since 27 Feb.  Just two weeks ago we were trying to figure out how to repatriate Haitians when there was no government to repatriate them to – and as always the Cutters rose to the occasion and fulfilled the President’s personal tasking.  I know you weren’t personally down there this time, but collectively you were, and let me tell you the LANT Cutter fleet made the entire Coast Guard proud.   Events like this show your high value to the nation, your actions make the case for Deepwater.

Speaking of Deepwater, the case to accelerate Deepwater is getting stronger and stronger, so help may not be as far off as it once was.  At this point, I can’t say for sure what is going to happen, but there is an increasing realization in Congress that we need more ships and we need them soon.

As far as the tools we do have, you all are using them magnificently!  Our drug seizures are up this year, and this after a near record year last year.  Those HITRON helo’s and the fast RHIBs really make a difference – you are hitting the druggies where it hurts!! 

As far as migrants go, this Calender year you have been busy.  We’ve interdicted 214 Cubans and 2234 DomReps.  And then there is Haiti, your fellow Captains responded superbly when we had to launch the fleet:  some shifting TACON, others getting underway from maintenance periods and several overcoming main engine casualties and generator failures.  They’ve interdicted 990 Haitians, and were ready for ten times that number.  We are drawing down our presence off Haiti now, and the current threat of mass migration seems to be easing.   But it’s not over yet, and while I hope I’m wrong, you may still get the chance for Haitian ops on a massive scale.  Be ready.

In the world of homeland security, you all continue to do a great job.  During those periods when we have to go to MARSEC 2, you have done well in difficult circumstances, like being pulled from TACT or buttoning up an engine to get underway.  None of this has been easy, and you all have performed superbly.

As I said before, there is hope on the horizon.  One of the challenges we’ve faced at Area is a new requirement to send more major cutter work to the yard than we had originally planned.  To make the most of this opportunity, several cutters are getting significant upgrades, things that will make your lives better.  This creates a scheduling challenge, but we want to make sure the ships get the most work that we can possibly arrange.  For those cutters that are going, make the most of this chance, it may not come again.  We continue to work the comms issues, and we are doing everything we can to improve your connectivity.

I want you to know that we understand your concerns, that I understand your concerns, and we are doing everything we can to provide you the tools you need to do your jobs.

And finally, I’d like to recognize GALLATIN for winning the galley of the year for a large mess afloat, BEAR for winning the public affairs award and LEGARE for winning the LANT Gunnery Award, all jobs very well done.  And now before I entertain your questions, I’d just like to say that you have the best job in the world.  It’s not an easy job, but I’d trade places with you in a second if they’d let me.  Enjoy your time in Command, savor every moment – this time in your lives is very special, and you will never forget it.

Thank you.

