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Top Navy Officials Say Submarines Still Critical To U.S. Defense
Suggestion That Need Has Declined Is Disputed At Navy Strategy Forum
By Robert A. Hamilton

Newport, R.I. — Some key defense analysts at a naval conference suggested the need Wednesday for attack submarines has declined since the end of the Cold War, but the two officials who have the most influence over the Navy's force structure backed the undersea fleet. 

Adm. Vern Clark, chief of naval operations, voiced unusually strong support for submarines, which he called among the key ships for preparing a battle space, and Navy Secretary Gordon England called the next-generation Virginia-class submarine “vitally important” to future warfighting plans. 

Clark told the audience at the Current Strategy Forum at the Naval War College that if the United States is preparing to go to war, it can put submarines off the enemy's shores and no one will know they are there. 

“Then let your mind run wild with the kinds of things they might be doing there,” Clark said, adding that he could not go further without divulging classified information. “That's what the future is all about.” 

Earlier in the day, Lawrence Korb, a former assistant secretary of defense who is now a senior fellow with a Washington, D.C., think tank, said the war against terrorism is going to require different weapons systems. 

“The Virginia-class submarine — is that something you're going to need in the struggle against Islamic jihadists?” he asked. 

Michele Flournoy of the Center for Strategic and International Studies also said the big, expensive ships of the Cold War are going to require more maintenance as they age, which is going to mean the Navy will not have as much money to replace them. The older ships are going to be worked harder, causing them to wear out faster. 

“The Department of Defense is going to have to make some very, very hard decisions about priorities,” Flournoy said. 

But Clark said the United States has a submarine force that is unmatched and that will be valuable in the foreseeable future. In fact, he said, there are ongoing studies to determine new uses for submarines. 

“I'm looking for even more return on our investment in this segment of our Navy,” Clark said. 

Clark dismissed a suggestion that the Navy consider operating smaller, less costly, diesel-electric submarines, which he said lack the speed and endurance needed for the kind of fast-moving, flexible Navy he envisions. 

“I'm not even thinking about non-nuclear submarines,” Clark said. “I'm a speed freak. I'm less interested in something that goes slow.” 

Clark also praised the SSGN program, which will convert four older ballistic missile submarines to carry up to 154 conventional missiles, large numbers of Special Forces and have a lot of room left in the huge missile tubes to carry a variety of other gear. 

“The volume in an SSGN is going to transform the way we think,” Clark said. “That volume is critical to what we want to do, what we need to do, in the 21st century.” 

But Clark and England both avoided specifying how many attack submarines the Navy will operate in the future, a looming question given a Navy study that has said the number could drop from the current 54 to as low as 37. Both said the size and shape of the Navy is still under discussion. 

“It's a thoughtful question, and I think it's going to take a long time to answer it,” England said. “People talk about the number of ships we have — the fact is we wouldn't trade the number of ships we have today for any number of ships in a Navy of the past.” 

Clark, who used the Current Strategy Forum two years ago to unveil his Seapower 21 plan, a vision for the Navy, used this year's discussion to announce that the old Carrier Battle Groups and Amphibious Ready groups will be a thing of the past within a month. 

Instead, the Navy will be structured around Carrier Strike Groups, which are smaller and can be deployed more quickly, and Expeditionary Strike Groups, still built around large-deck amphibious ships but with more offensive firepower than in the past. 

He said after the Navy deployed most of its fleet for the Iraq war last year, throwing maintenance, training and other schedules into disarray, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld told him, “Don't put this thing back together the way it was.” 

Clark joked that he put a “pizza task force” to work on the problem. He locked a group of experts in a room and slipped pizza under the door until they worked out a solution — a whole new strategy to deploy ships. Four years ago, the Navy could deploy four carrier battle groups at any one time, with two others following within 90 days; today, it can deploy about eight at any one time. 

The concept is being tested this summer in an exercise, “Summer Pulse 2004,” in which seven carrier strike groups will be sent to five different combat theaters. 

“It's about speed of response,” Clark said. “It's about options for the president.”
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