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Today In Undersea Warfare History: 

1943: USS Harder (SS-257):  Harder encountered a convoy. After running ahead to improve her firing position, she sank the cargo ship Yoko Maru with a spread of 3 torpedoes

On This Day In The Navy:

2001: American Flight 77 hijacked by terrorists struck the Pentagon. Casualties included 33 Sailors, 6 Department of the Navy civilians, and 3 Navy civilian contractors reported missing, Arlington, VA. Two commercial airliners also struck the World Trade Center in New York City, NY, destroying both towers.


Announcement: The November general election is less than 60 days away. To register, request a ballot, and vote absentee go to www.FVAP.gov to complete your Federal Post Card Application (FPCA). It takes less than 10 minutes to complete using the online registration and absentee ballot assistant. Help spread the word!
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U.S. Undersea Warfare News
Judge: Navy can build submarine training range near Georgia waters used by endangered whales

Washington Post, Sept. 10

SAVANNAH, Ga. — The Navy can build a $100 million offshore range for submarine warfare training, despite environmentalists’ fears that war games would threaten endangered right whales, a federal judge ruled.

U.S. District Judge Lisa Godbey Wood ruled the Navy took a “hard look” before concluding risks to the rare whales would be minimal at the proposed training site 50 miles off the coast of south Georgia and north Florida. Environmentalists sued to block the project in 2010, saying it’s too close to the waters where right whales give birth to their calves each winter.

The groups that sued said Monday they’re weighing an appeal. Experts say only about 400 right whales remain, and each death brings the species a significant step closer to extinction.

“They are critically endangered and I think deserve a weight beyond other species,” said Sharon Young, marine issues director for the Humane Society of the United States, one of the groups that sued the Navy. “We certainly would never argue to undermine our national defense, but it’s also reasonable to ask the military not to jeopardize a species that is just barely hanging on.”

The proposed training range would consist of 300 sensors connected by a web of cables on the ocean floor in an area covering about 500 square miles. The Navy, which has bases nearby in both states, would use the site to train with a mix of submarines, surface ships and aircraft.

The Navy plans to begin construction as soon as 2014 and begin training on the site in 2018, said Jene Nissen, the range’s program director and a retired Navy commander. He said further environmental studies the Navy conducted since the lawsuit was filed only reinforced its conclusion that right whales won’t be at risk.

“We understand that’s the right whale’s critical habitat,” Nissen said. “We looked at the type of affects that training could have on right whales, and we are confident it will be very minimal.”

The Southern Environmental Law Center, which sued on behalf of a dozen conservation groups, argued construction of the training site and the war games themselves would put right whales at risk of collisions with ships, entanglement in cables from parachutes attached to Navy buoys and potential harm from sonar.

The Navy agreed to suspend construction at the site from November to April, when right whales migrate to the warm southern Atlantic waters to give birth. Before suing, conservationists had also asked the Navy to halt training at the site during those months and to comply with offshore speed limits the government imposes on private and commercial ships. The Navy refused, saying the precautions would interfere with its ability to train effectively and maintain readiness.

The judge wrote that the Navy considered those measures and “rationally rejected them.”

In her ruling Thursday, Wood also cited case law that says judges should give “great deference to the professional judgment of military authorities” on issues dealing with training, readiness and national security.

Young of the Humane Society said she believes stricter precautions would have been imposed for a civilian project, such as offshore wind turbines.

The Navy’s lawyers also said ships from nearby Naval Station Mayport in Florida and Naval Submarine Base Kings Bay in Georgia routinely post lookouts to watch for whales during calving season. No collisions between Navy ships and whales have been reported since those precautions were implemented 15 years ago.

Environmentalists argue even trained spotters have trouble seeing right whales swimming just below the ocean’s surface. Their fears of whales swimming near the training site were bolstered in March 2010, when biologists recorded a right whale giving birth about 10 miles from the proposed range.

In its environmental impact study on the project, the Navy consulted with the National Marine Fisheries Service and concluded the risks of ship strikes would be minimal based on computer models showing few right whales venture as far offshore as the training site. The Navy said parachutes being dropped into the water had weights that would quickly drag them to the bottom. And while some environmentalists argue that sonar can disrupt whale feeding patterns, and in extreme cases cause whales to beach themselves, the Navy noted that scientists don’t fully understand how sonar affects whales.
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President George H.W. Bush assists Thresher memorial project

Seacoastonline, Sept. 10

KITTERY, Maine — A privately funded effort to honor those lost aboard the nuclear submarine USS Thresher almost 50 years ago has been endorsed by decorated World War II Navy pilot and former President George H.W. Bush.

The Kittery-based Thresher Memorial Project Group is erecting a 129-foot flagpole in the town's Memorial Circle next year to commemorate the 129 Navy sailors and civilians who died when Thresher sank in the worst submarine disaster in United States history.

"This is a wonderful tribute, and this Navy man and former Commander-in-Chief salutes you and your fellow Group Members for your commitment to ensure that those who served and those who gave their all are never forgotten," Bush stated in a letter dated Aug. 31.

Bush, who lives in Kennebunkport and Houston, Texas, also enclosed what he described as a "tiny donation" of $500. "It comes with my gratitude to you and my respectful best wishes," the former president added.

The Thresher (SSN 593), built at Portsmouth Naval Shipyard and commissioned here in 1961, was the first of its class and the most advanced seagoing vessel of its era. Designed to hunt and destroy Soviet submarines at the height of the Cold War, Thresher was capable of diving deeper, quieter and deadlier than its counterparts.

The fast-attack submarine was lost April 10, 1963, during deep-dive trials more than 200 miles off the New England coast. The Navy ultimately concluded a piping failure caused the Thresher's nuclear reactor to shut down; once the vessel lost power, it sank toward the ocean's bottom before imploding from the sea's crushing water pressure.

Today, Thresher lies in thousands of fragments below 8,300 feet of water.

The submarine was homeported at the shipyard at the time of its disaster, having just completed a major overhaul. Thirteen Portsmouth Naval Shipyard workers and area residents were among those who perished with the Navy crewmen aboard Thresher.

The memorial group had solicited Bush's support earlier this summer.

Bush was at one time the Navy's youngest pilot during World War II, flying 58 combat missions. In 1944, his plane was shot down during a bombing run over the Pacific, and it was in fact another Portsmouth Naval Shipyard-built submarine, USS Finback (SSN 230), that fished the future president out of the water.

Although his plane was on fire, the young pilot completed his assignment and dropped his bombs on target. Two of Bush's crewmates were killed during the mission. Bush was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross and three Air Medals, among other decorations, during his Navy service.

As a result of Bush's private donation toward the Thresher memorial, the former president has been designated a Circle of Honor contributor by the group.

In addition to the flagpole, the memorial group is hoping to raise enough funds for additional ornamentation in and around the traffic circle. A dedication ceremony will be held April 7, 2013, at the circle in recognition of the disaster's 50th anniversary. In addition, an annual remembrance service for surviving family members will be hosted by Thresher Base, the local chapter of U.S. Submarine Veterans Inc., at the shipyard next April 6.

D. Allan Kerr is a member of the Thresher Memorial Project Group. He may be contacted at the_culling@hotmail.com.

Seacoast Sunday is running a monthly series of articles profiling some of the men who died in the April 1963 tragedy.
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Navy Admiral Makes Case For Longer Duties At Sea

Kitsap Sun, Sept. 10

BANGOR — The Navy shrank from 390,000 Sailors to 320,000 during the past decade while demand for its ships and submarines ballooned. More Sailors are needed at sea, requiring a rebalancing, the Navy's chief of personnel said during an all-hands call Monday at Naval Base Kitsap-Bangor.

"Adjusting gaps at sea is my primary focus," Vice Adm. Scott Van Buskirk told about 500 Sailors at Bangor Theater.

The USS John C. Stennis is a good — but exaggerated — example. The Bremerton-based aircraft carrier returned from a seven-month deployment to the Middle East on March 2 and wasn't scheduled for another until January. But with tensions remaining high in that region, Defense Secretary Leon Panetta ordered the ship back out to sea for eight more months. The directive came July 16; the Stennis departed Aug. 27; there was little time to round out a crew.

Sea duty incentive programs were already in place, and helped, but the turnaround was too quick. The Navy changed its policy July 12 to enable it to send Sailors with critical skills to sea before their shore duty was completed. They'd receive a lump sum based on the number of months of shore duty lost. Sailors on land the longest would go first, and they had to have been there at least two years. Two hundred seventy-one Sailors took this route to the Stennis.

The policy is meant to be temporary, but that depends on world situations.

"We use a variety of long-term and voluntary initiatives to support our seagoing force," Van Buskirk said in announcing the policy. "Now, while these actions begin to take traction, we've determined that we need to take additional measures to reduce these gaps at sea."

Long-term measures include Sea Duty Incentive Pay and the Voluntary Sea Duty Program. The first offers Sailors in pay grades E-5 through E-9 in jobs undermanned at sea to get a monetary incentive for extending their sea assignment or curtailing shore duty to return to sea duty. It began in 2007 and is adjusted often to meet Navy needs. Sailors get a lump-sum payment based on the length of the sea-duty extension or shore-duty curtailment, ranging from $500 to $1,000 per month.

The Voluntary Sea Duty Program, which was announced in January, allows Sailors and their families to stay in their same duty location or move to a duty station of their choice if they extend at sea or return to sea duty early. They can take advantage of both programs at the same time.

Besides sea vs. shore duty, the Navy's working on balancing manpower among jobs, or rates. Some are crowded, others thin on numbers. Sailors in overmanned rates might not advance and face little potential in the Navy if they don't convert to a different rate. There are too many sharp Sailors being recruited, and 70 percent re-up. The Navy has never had a higher-quality workforce, said Van Buskirk, who set the playing field Monday and then fielded questions for 40 minutes. Sailors asked about rate quotas, retention bonuses, retirement, deployment times and advancement cycles.

"To remain competitive, you have to be assignable, distributable and deployable," Van Buskirk told the Sailors.

The admiral met with senior Sailors later Monday, then was off to Naval Air Station Whidbey Island and Naval Station Everett.
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International Undersea Warfare News
Obama aids Egypt as it tries to buy U-boats

WWNTradio.com, Sept. 10

President Barack Obama’s deputies are negotiating a $1 billion aid package with Egypt’s new Islamist government, even as Egypt’s cash-strapped military revealed that it is trying to buy $1 billion worth of German submarines that could threat Israel’s fast-growing offshore energy projects.

The Germans government has pointedly declined to deny the incendiary revelation about Egypt’s request to buy the two submarines.

Instead, the German government offered vague support for Israel, which is facing renewed threats from Iran’s nuclear program and the Muslim Brotherhood’s rise to power in Egypt.

“There has been no change in the German government’s position towards Israel, in the commitment the German government feels towards Israel’s security,” a spokesman for Germany’s prime minister’s told Der Speigel, a major German newspaper.

State Department spokesman Victoria Nuland did not respond to an inquiry by The Daily Caller.

The submarine purchase will likely be an issue in the U.S. election, because both parties are vying for support from a relatively large concentration of swing-voting Jewish Americans in Florida.

During the Democrats’ convention in Charlotte, for example, several speakers declared that Obama is a strong supporter of Israel’s defense.

“The Democratic platform reflects the president’s unflinching commitment to Israel’s security and future as a Jewish state,” former Rep. David Wexler declared Sept. 4. “To strengthen Israel’s qualitative military advantage, the president has increased security assistance to Israel to record levels — more than any other president,” he claimed.

Those declarations came after party leaders OK’d a platform document that did not recognize Jerusalem as Israel’s capital. Obama reversed the decision, and directed that Jerusalem be cited in the platform document.

Islamist groups, including Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and their supporters in the United States, oppose any recognition of Israel and its capital city.

But the brotherhood’s hostility is constrained by its need to revive Egypt’s stalled economy and to feed its population of over 80 million.

The Islamist government recently won promises of aid from Arab countries, and hopes to complete the $1 billion loan-forgiveness deal with Obama’s deputies by the end of the year.

The U-boat controversy began Sept. 31 when Egypt’s leading newspaper, Al-Ahram, reported that the country’s chief naval officer, Osama al-Gindi, said “We have agreed to a deal with Germany to procure two submarines of the latest 209 Class.”

The Type 209 submarines are among the most advanced non-nuclear submarines available. They’re made in Germany, which has a long history of submarine production. In German, submarines are called U-boats.

The Type 209 submarines can stay underwater for lengthy periods, are sufficiently quiet to elude easy detection and can launch attacks without being identified. They can carry 14 torpedoes, mines or missiles that can sink ships or destroy oil rigs. 

Israel has already bought six of the U-boats to protect its trade routes from future attack by any of the many Muslim-majority states around the Mediterranean Sea.

Three of the U-boats are in Israel already, where they also are being used to protect Israel’s network of offshore drilling rigs that are developing the nation’s newly discovered underwater reservoirs of oil and gas.
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