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Lawmakers to USCG: What Missions Requirements Can Be Cut?

By JOHN C. MARCARIO, Associate Editor 

ARLINGTON, Va. — Some members of Congress are hinting that the Coast Guard should curb some of its mission requirements, but the service’s vice commandant said it would be impossible, at this time, to identify any that could be cut. 

“I am not prepared to offer you, today, candidates for reduction,” Vice Adm. John Currier said Dec. 11 during a hearing of the House Transportation and Infrastructure subcommittee on Coast Guard and maritime transportation. 

The service has struggled to meet its mission requirements over the past decade. In fiscal 2012, it failed to meet less than half its mission performance measures and, since fiscal 2005, the total number of flight hours for aircraft and underway hours for cutters has declined by more than 14 percent.

Currier said one of the main reasons for the Coast Guard’s inability to meet its own performance goals is because legacy cutters remain in the fleet. Rep. Tom Rice, R-S.C., noted that other factors have compounded the problem, including the service receiving insufficient funds. 

During a five-year period, from fiscal 2009 to 2013, the service received an average of $1.2 billion to $1.4 billion annually for acquisition projects, Currier said. Those numbers could drop dramatically in fiscal 2014, as the Coast Guard is poised to receive its requested amount of $909 million for acquisition projects. That drop in funding will alter construction schedules and production lines. 

“Careful consideration will be required if we are to sustain a Coast Guard capable of delivering the mission performance that the American taxpayer has come to expect and the necessary capability to serve national interests in the decades ahead,” Currier said. 

Lawmakers peppered the vice commandant with question about potentially cutting back requirements amid a shrinking budget environment. Adm. Robert Papp, commandant, has said in past speaking engagements that in order for the service to fulfill all its mission requirements, the service would need an acquisition budget of around $2 billion. 

Rice said that’s not a realistic number as Washington tries to lower deficit spending through cuts mandated by the 2011 Budget Control Act and sequestration, which went into effect March 1. 

Some of the Coast Guard’s shortfalls in mission requirements may be due to the service spending nearly $700 million per National Security Cutter (NSC) in the fleet, said Rep. Duncan Hunter, R-Calif., subcommittee chairman. 

“You’re not going to have enough for anything else. … You probably overspent by $250 million to $300 million on them,” he said. 

The service has three NSCs in the fleet, with one slated to be delivered to the Coast Guard in September 2014 and three more in various stages of production. The fifth NSC, James, is scheduled for delivery in 2015. The sixth NSC, Munro, is scheduled for delivery in 2016. A contract option for long-lead materials for NSC seven, Kimball, was exercised June 14. The Huntington Ingalls Industries-built ships are replacing the Hamilton-class cutters in the fleet. The service wants to a fleet of NSCs, but getting funding has been a struggle for the seventh and eighth, the latter of which is under contract. 

Hunter repeatedly asked Currier what missions could be cut, going as far as saying he could assign committee members to come up with requirements to cut, but it would not be the same as getting input from the service on it. 

Currier remained consistent, saying the service would not come to Congress with missions that need to be scaled back, but would have private conversations with members to give input on specific questions they may have about missions. 

The Coast Guard’s main gaps in mission requirements lie in the offshore area, and that’s why service leaders are focusing on building a fleet of ships — highlighted by the NSC, Fast Response Cutter and Offshore Patrol Cutter — that can handle those missions. 

Since 9/11, the Coast Guard has moved from the Department of Transportation to the Department of Homeland Security. The service’s mission set, along with its budget, spiked up, but as its budget begins shrinking, Hunter had a simple message for Currier: “When people keep asking for more and more for the Coast Guard, you have to start saying no.” 

Rep. John Garamendi, D-Calif., said it may be time to start readjusting the programs of record for the service and looking at the requirements it can do under future funding. 

