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24 PERSONALITY  ROBERT J. PAPP

“I saw continuing 
to work as an 

opportunity to 
contribute and, in 

some way, make 
changes.” 

Admiral Papp on why he changed 
his mind about retirement
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AFTER THE 9/11 ATTACKS, ADMIRAL ROBERT J. PAPP DECIDED AGAINST HIS 

UPCOMING RETIREMENT, CHOOSING INSTEAD TO CONTINUE HIS WORK FOR 

THE US COAST GUARD. BY DESMOND NG

 After an illustrious 25-year career with 
the US Coast Guard, Admiral Robert J. Papp 
was planning his retirement in 1999. But 
everything changed with the devastating 
September 11 attacks on the US. He then 
decided that he had more to give to his 
country. 

Recalls the 60-year-old: “I realised, at 
the point when the US was attacked, that 
we were vulnerable and that we, perhaps, 
weren’t as safe as we thought we were. I 
saw continuing to work as an opportunity 
to contribute and, in some way, make 
changes.” 

Admiral Papp decided to put his 
retirement on hold. “Part of my reason for 
doing the job that I’ve done for many years 
was to try and make sure that my country 
was free and secure, so my children would 
have a better country to grow up in.”

Today, as commandant of the US Coast 
Guard, Admiral Papp assumes a crucial role 
and is responsible for all world-wide US 
Coast Guard activities.

He became the 24th commandant 
of the US Coast Guard on May 25, 2010, 
and leads the largest component of 
the Department of Homeland Security, 
overseeing 42,000 active-duty military and 
8,000 civilian full-time employees, 8,200 
reserve military part-time employees and 
31,000 civilian auxiliary volunteers.

Back to the waters
Admiral Papp visited Singapore under the 
Maritime and Port Authority of Singapore’s 
(MPA) Distinguished Visitors Programme 

SOLDIERING ON
(DVP) last year. To him, the highlight of 
his trip to Singapore was getting into the 
waters and witnessing the vibrancy of 
the port. 

“Even though I am the commandant 
of the Coast Guard, I don’t get to spend 
much time out on the waters anymore. 
As I was a sailor throughout most of my 
career, it’s always good to get back on to 
the waters and see the sailors and ports. 
I’ve read so much about Singapore over 
the years. There is a sense of energy at the 
Port of Singapore. There’s also a sense of 
prosperity and it’s forward-looking. I am 
very excited about what I’ve learnt here in 
Singapore.”

Admiral Papp’s passion for all things 
maritime becomes clear as I talk to him.  

Raised in the state of Connecticut, he 
was exposed to the Coast Guard Academy 
in the area, the general dynamics of the 
marine industry, as well as electric boats 
and submarines.

“Even as a young boy, I was excited by 
the thought of going to sea and being a sea 
captain. I thought that was very romantic 
and exciting. So I focused my sights on the 
Coast Guard Academy very early in my 
school years. I was probably around 10 
when I had thoughts about that.”

His fi rst assignment, which spanned two 
years, was on a ship to Alaska, which gave 
him the chance to sail anywhere from the 
Arctic Circle all the way to Hawaii. 

“So I got a chance to see the Bering Sea, 
the Arctic Ocean and the North Pacifi c, 
and it was everything I thought it would 

be. I was awed by the beauty, strength and 
power of the sea. More than anything else, 
having to deal with the unpredictability of 
the sea provided me the entire challenge 
of the experience. It was also rewarding 
working with people and the crew, and 
coming together as a team to carry out the 
ship’s mission,” he adds.

Biggest challenge
One of Admiral Papp’s fi rst and biggest 
challenges as commandant was managing 
the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 2010 – the 
largest spill in US history and second largest 
in the world. 

He explains: “In this particular case, 
technology had moved a little bit beyond 
us. We were unfamiliar with the technology 
that was being used for deep-sea oil 
exploration. We had an uncontrollable leak 
that required new technology to plug.”

It took three months to plug the leak.
“I am very proud of the way my people 

responded to the spill and clean-up. Also, 
working with the industry to come up with 
solutions has taught me a lot.”

Admiral Papp, who is married with three 
daughters and has two granddaughters, 
revealed that he doesn’t have much leisure 
time to himself due to the nature of his job. 
And if he does, he takes long walks with 
his wife, visits his daughters and even fi nds 
time to cook. 

“I fi nd cooking very relaxing. Besides, 
my wife doesn’t like to cook, but I do like to 
eat. So I’ve learnt to become a pretty good 
cook,” he says with a laugh.
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