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Today In Undersea Warfare History: 
1943: USS Halibut (SS-232) :  The coast of Japan was Halibut's hunting ground on her 6th war patrol, now in the hands of Ignatius J. "Pete" Galantin since August 11.

USS Snapper (SS-185) : Although both the 5th and 6th war patrols were also unproductive, during the 7th, conducted in the vicinity of Guam, Marianas Island, Snapper sank her initial victim of the war.

1971: USS Trumpetfish (SS-425) crossed the equator.


Announcement: The November general election is less than 90 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

Navy to repair sub that caught fire in Maine

Associated Press, Aug. 17

PORTLAND, Maine — The U.S. Navy intends to repair a nuclear-powered attack submarine that was severely damaged by a fire while in dry dock and then return it to the fleet, Navy officials Friday.

While engineering assessments are ongoing, the Navy has decided to repair the USS Miami and is committed to doing so, Navy spokeswoman Lt. Courtney Hillson told The Associated Press.

"Our goal is to return the Miami to the fleet because this makes sense operationally and fiscally," Hillson said.

There had been lingering questions over whether it would make financial sense to repair the 22-year-old submarine, which is based in Groton, Conn. Early estimates put the damage at $400 million.

A former shipyard worker from Portsmouth, N.H., is charged with setting the fire on May 23 while the sub was in dry dock at the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard in Kittery, Maine, for a 20-month overhaul.

The fire got out of control, and the submarine's steel hull trapped heat, causing superheated smoke and a stubborn fire that took more than 100 firefighters about 12 hours to extinguish.

The fire caused heavy damage to forward compartments including living quarters, a command and control center and the torpedo room but did not reach the back of the submarine, where the nuclear propulsion components are located. Two crew members, three shipyard firefighters and two civilian firefighters were hurt.

The Navy previously requested the reallocation of $220 million for unfunded ship repairs for the current fiscal year, with the understanding that some of it would go to the USS Miami. Additional money would be required to complete the repairs to the Los Angeles-class submarine, officials said.

A Navy official said more information is expected next week.

Sen. Susan Collins, R-Maine and a member of the Senate Defense Appropriations Committee, said the committee has approved $150 million to begin repairs and she vowed to continue efforts to secure funds to complete the project.

"It will mean so much to the workforce to be able to fix the ship in Kittery," she said in a statement.

The Navy will provide a briefing for congressional staff on the Miami, said U.S. Rep. Joe Courtney, a Democrat whose eastern Connecticut district includes the Naval Submarine Base in Groton. Electric Boat, which built the Miami and is based in Groton, likely will be involved along with the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard in making the necessary repairs, Courtney said.

"This is not a normal repair and maintenance job," he said. "This is major body work."

Sen. Olympia Snowe, R-Maine, said she'll work with other lawmakers and stakeholders to ensure that shipyard workers have "the resources they require to rapidly return the USS Miami to sea."

Last month, the Navy announced its intent to enter into an agreement with Electric Boat for advanced planning for potential repairs that would be performed at Portsmouth Naval Shipyard.

Some observers had questioned whether the extreme heat damaged the structural integrity of the hull, which must withstand extreme pressure when the sub travels deep underwater.

The Navy said it's confident that the sub can be made seaworthy.

"We will make repairs, which require time, and we will coordinate with engineers and technical experts," Hillson, the Navy spokeswoman, said from the Pentagon. "However, we will do so without putting sailors at risk. The safety of our personnel will continue to be our priority."

The Naval Criminal Investigative Service said shipyard worker Casey James Fury confessed to setting the fire.

Fury, 24, told the NCIS that he set the fire because he was feeling anxiety and wanted to go home but his medical leave had been used up.

Fury, who faces charges that carry a maximum penalty of life in prison, has been ordered held without bail pending trial in U.S. District Court.
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New Sub Gives Electric Boat A Mission For The Future

With Ohio-class replacement in progress, Poitras seen as right leader at right time

The Day, Aug. 19

GROTON -- The fate of Electric Boat depends on the design and construction of a new class of ballistic-missile submarines, EB's new president says.

"I would say it is the future of EB," Kevin J. Poitras said in an interview last week.

Usually EB's Virginia-class submarine program is in the spotlight, whether it's because Navy officials are praising it for being on time and under budget or members of Congress are trying to keep it on track despite the fiscal climate.

But inside EB's New London offices, most designers and engineers are focused on creating the ballistic-missile submarine that will replace the Ohio-class. It's the first new design of a ballistic-missile submarine in 40 years.

"The Ohio-class replacement is the next really big opportunity for EB," Loren B. Thompson, chief operating officer at the Lexington Institute, a nonprofit think tank, said last week. "Virginia-class construction will continue, but in terms of the design team and the engineers, the future is all about designing a replacement for the Ohio class."

About two-thirds of the company's business today is building Virginia-class attack submarines. But when EB starts manufacturing the class of 12 ballistic-missile submarines, building each one, by sheer weight, will be akin to building three attack submarines.

"It's three times the weight and almost three times the ship to build. That's a significant effort for us," said Poitras, who has led EB since May.

He predicted the company eventually will need several thousand more employees to do it.

The Pentagon has recommended delaying the start of construction on the ballistic-missile sub from 2019 to 2021. When construction begins, and EB is at the same time building two Virginia-class submarines a year with Newport News Shipbuilding in Virginia, the shipyard could need as many as 16,000 people in Groton and at its Quonset Point manufacturing facility, Poitras said. EB currently employs about 11,400 people.

The shipyard most likely wouldn't have bought New London property from Pfizer two years ago if the Navy didn't want a new ballistic-missile submarine, and would need only about half of the 4,500 designers and engineers it employs, Poitras said.

"There's no question EB is growing right now and will grow because of the Ohio replacement program," U.S. Rep. Joe Courtney, D-2nd District, said. "And Kevin is the maestro of the program."

'Time Went By Fast'

Given Poitras' experience with the Ohio-class replacement program, it came as little surprise to many at EB and in the Navy that he was chosen to succeed John P. Casey when Casey left New London to become executive vice president of General Dynamics' Marine Systems group.

Poitras was then senior vice president of engineering, design and business development at EB. He oversaw design and engineering projects, including the Ohio-class replacement.

"This is a time when you want an engineer running the place rather than a manufacturing guru," Thompson said, "because the Ohio replacement is going to be about development for the next decade, rather than about production."

Poitras, 61, has worked at EB for nearly 40 years. He grew up north of Boston in Haverhill, Mass., and graduated from the Maine Maritime Academy. He said he wanted to go to sea as a merchant mariner but there weren't many ships to work on because of the Vietnam War. After driving by Electric Boat one day, he decided to apply.

"I said, 'I'll stay here a couple of years and when shipping straightens out, I'll go out,'" Poitras said. "Time went by fast."

He worked on ship overhaul and repair projects as an engineer, went into the yard when EB started building Los Angeles-class submarines, and continued to move up in the engineering and operations departments. The ballistic-missile submarine will be the fourth new ship design (including an aircraft carrier) he has helped advance to production.

The work on the new sub is regenerating critical design skills at EB and in the industrial base.

The Virginia-class design was 43 percent complete at the start of construction, Poitras said. Today, designers and engineers aim to complete 70 percent of the ballistic-missile sub's design by the start of construction to lower the lead ship's cost, which is currently estimated at $11.7 billion, including design.

After the first, the rest of the class is estimated to cost $6 billion per boat, which the Navy wants to reduce to $5 billion, according to the Congressional Budget Office. The Navy estimates that building the 12 submarines will cost $78 billion.

'Bullish' On EB's Future

For now, Poitras said his main priority is completing the transition from one Virginia-class submarine to two annually, while continuing to improve them.

"I don't want to take my eye off the ball, so to speak," he said.

The Congressional Budget Office has suggested that the Navy could buy three attack submarines annually for many of the years between 2014 and 2023 to prevent a shortfall in the fleet. Poitras said meeting such a request would be "within the capabilities here, certainly," since EB and Newport News each would build half of the additional submarine.

The company faces a lull in its workload from October through January, but Poitras expects to hire about 250 people for the trades in Groton for 2013. He said it has been a few years since there were that many openings in the trades.

Courtney said when it comes to the future of EB, he's "bullish."

"The Virginia-class program is a keeper. It's going to be two subs a year for the rest of this decade and, I think, beyond," he said. "Then you've got what I think is the next big thing in the Navy, the Ohio replacement program, and EB is going to be right in the center of it."

Sequestration - automatic spending cuts scheduled for Jan. 1 unless Congress acts - is a potential wrench in the plans.

Poitras said EB may not be as vulnerable as others because of the contracts it has in place, and he is not preparing any layoff notices. But, he said, he is constantly watching the situation since one Virginia-class submarine could be canceled if the cuts are made.

Despite the uncertainties about the federal budget, Poitras said, support for submarine programs within the Department of Defense and Congress is at a high point. He seemed optimistic, not only because of the projects on the horizon but also because of the people working on them.

"Part of the fabric of the company is the people," he said. "There are a lot of people like me that came here, liked the people, liked the work. It's very rewarding. It gives you the opportunity to move around if you want to. You get up in the morning and you want to go work. You enjoy what you do and you enjoy the people you work with. I think you'll find that a lot around here."
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Public Learns About Navy's Proposed Submarine Range

Kitsap, Washington, Aug. 17

SILVERDALE — Citizens studied displays and quizzed experts during a public hearing on the Navy's proposed Hood Canal electromagnetic measurement ranging system. It's a relatively simple project, but, as the name suggests, an abstract concept, and people dropped by Silverdale Community Center Thursday evening to learn about it.

The range, near Naval Base Kitsap-Bangor, would measure the magnetic signature of the area's submarines.

During operations, submarines cross the Earth's natural magnetic fields between the North and South poles, and build up magnetic signatures that can be detected by planes and ships. The signatures indicate a sub's susceptibility to threats, and must be reset occasionally at a magnetic silencing facility by exposing the boat to high electrical currents.

"To try to minimize that effect, we will change the magnetic property of the steel," said David Lin, the Navy's magnetic silencing facility program manager.

Thirteen Kitsap-based submarines now must travel to Pearl Harbor or San Diego to measure their magnetic signatures. Ironically, Bangor's magnetic silencing facility closed in January and subs also have to go to Hawaii for that service. Silencing isn't needed often, and they won't go just for that reason.

Conversely, the Navy wants to measure their magnetic signatures often. Submarines would travel over the sensors every trip in and out of Bangor "to see if anything needs to be done to reduce that signature and make it more stealthy," said Chris Pollard of Submarine Force Pacific.

Pollard, as the command's magnetic silencing adviser, took responsibility for the Bangor range proposal.

"This is the one homeport that doesn't have a range, and that is a deficiency," he said. "There's a mission requirement to take these measurements. We haven't been meeting those requirements."

The range would be just north of the base in Hood Canal Military Operating Area North. A couple that owns waterfront property near there worried about erosion. They said subs already erode the beach, and now they'll be swerving closer to go over sensors about a half mile from shore.

Good point. Write it on a comment sheet, they were asked.

They also worried about a 15 foot by 15 foot platform, standing 20-some feet high, about a quarter mile out. They don't want to look at it all the time.

Please write a comment, they were asked.

The platform would sit on five pilings, but they could probably be installed in one day.

Others asked about interruption of fishing and boating, and electronic interference.

There'll be no interference, electronic or recreational. The 400-foot-wide array of 21 sensors would only operate during the few minutes it takes a submarine to cross over it, and even then it would just be reading, not emitting. It and cables would be buried four feet deep. There would be no restrictions for boaters, crabbers, fishers or geoduckers. If they see a submarine coming, they just get out of the way, as they do now.

Three months of in-water work would be performed outside of fishing season, Lin said. Geoducks were recently harvested there and won't be again for five years. (Project construction would take place July 15, 2014 to Oct. 1, 2014.) The range is in 70 feet of water so the subs can be read while traveling on the surface. There is little to no eelgrass at that depth, Lin said.

There is no estimated price.

Comments at this initial stage of the environmental review process will be considered in the preparation of the draft environmental assessment. To be considered, comments must be received by Aug. 30. They can be submitted at the public meeting, via an online form at www.emmrea.com, or mailed to Wes Miksa, environmental planner, NAVFAC Northwest, 1101 Tautog Circle, Room 203, Silverdale, WA 98315.
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Wish of a Lifetime helps dreams come true for seniors

Thetowntalk.com, Aug. 18

Then Dan Edwards crossed the gangplank and walked the 150 feet to a husky manhole that opened into the bowels of the USS Maryland, a U.S. Navy Ohio-class ballistic missile submarine.

"Then it got real," Edwards said.

The 84-year-old retired naval lieutenant sat on the edge of the circular opening and lowered his now-frail body down into the ship -- just the way he used to six decades ago.

As he descended four levels of steep stairs into the bowels of the submarine, he plunged deep into his memories. To be on a modern-day submarine is a wish he carried with him long since he retired from his post-military career as a surgeon and moved with his wife into an assisted-living community in Nashville.

In July, with the help of a partnership between Brookdale and Wish of a Lifetime, Edwards realized that dream, traveling to King's Bay Naval Base in Georgia and boarding the USS Maryland.

"It was a real thrill," Edwards said.

Wish of a Lifetime is just one of a growing number of national organizations working to fulfill the dreams of aging seniors -- and Edwards is one of several local seniors who have had wishes granted.

Like a Make-a-Wish for older adults, these organizations bring focus to an issue that many families with aging loved ones face: When older members get ill or slow down in life, what meaningful memories and wishes can be fulfilled before they die?

"We don't know what tomorrow will bring," says Nashville resident Pamela Raider, whose 87-year-old father, Eddie Atzenhofer, also had a dream fulfilled by Wish of a Lifetime. "No one should take for granted that an aging loved one will be able to wait any amount of time to realize a dream.

"Our dreams give us hope, and as we get older, sometimes hope and memories are what get us through every day."

Fun memories

At FiftyForward Madison Station, a local senior center, memories make for fun games and good times.

On a recent weekday afternoon, about a dozen seniors gathered for "reminiscence group." Seated around a conference table, the silver-haired assembly participated in a trivia game of memories, answering questions like: "What we called dad's trousers?" and "A popular 1940s doll?"

For each correct answer, 79-year-old mediator Larry McDougal playfully tossed pennies across a table to his peers to keep score.

"The bad thing is we have to give the pennies back," one senior joked as she tallied her haul.

The game is about remembering times past, but so often for this age group that correlates to dreams for the future.

"You're never too old to get a wish," said Larry's wife, Nancy. "And most of the time you are wishing for something you have done and would like to redo."

For 83-year-old Martha Hayes, those memories are rooted in the waves of Panama City. Years ago, she used to travel there with her family. Her husband would scallop in the bay and cook fish for dinner.

It's been 10 years since Hayes has last been to Panama. And although it may be too soon after her husband's death to relive those recollections, she would like to return "one day, when it feels right," she said. "I would like to take my whole family and get together again -- for memories' sake."

Other wishes surface around the table at FiftyForward. Herbert Haddock, a 64-year-old who is big in personality but short in stature, always wished he could be taller than his 5-foot-2-inch frame. Estella Nichols, 78, would like to go to Oklahoma to see her four grandchildren. Larry McDougal would like to take a hot air balloon ride in a place where there are "no houses, no roads, and all open country -- the way it used to be."

"I want to see the world from a different perspective," he said.

And his wife, well, she longs to replace the garnet ring she received from her mother on her 16th birthday. The ring -- her birthstone -- was stolen years ago, and she never got over it.

"I wore that ring every day," she said.

People feel valued

In some situations, to voice these desires may seem silly. After all, Larry McDougal's grandmother always said, "If wishes were horses, beggars would ride."

But having these conversations with older loved ones is significant, said Adrienne Newman, associate executive director of FiftyForward, an organization aimed at providing services and activities for aging adults.

"Quality of life is so important, no matter what age you are," Newman said. "If you are able to do something a little extraordinary, it gives people a real lift. They feel important, they feel valued, and we all want that."

And what caregivers and family members hear most often, Newman said, is not necessarily about big trips and lofty dreams. Many times, it is simply an opportunity to sit down and reminisce, to talk about what's important and give aging loved ones undivided time.

It wasn't until Raider accompanied her father on his Wish of a Lifetime from Nashville to the WWII Memorial in Washington, D.C., that she realized the significance he had in the war. From 1944 to 1946, Atzenhofer cared for the sick, wounded and burned as a hospital nurse and aide in the Navy.

Although his struggle with Parkinson's many years later made last October's wish fulfillment journey difficult, Atzenhofer's spirit kept him strong.

"Just because a person standing in front of you may have appearance of an old person in a frail body, behind that body is a lifetime of achievements and accomplishments, and that should be honored and celebrated every day," Raider said.

And opening the door to sharing those milestones often allows an aging loved one to "think about what's happening next," Newman said. A conversation about wishes can lead to other important planning conversations focused on funeral preparation, the distribution of belongings and future living and care arrangements.

And that can be significant, particularly as disease progresses.

Taking center stage

A victim to Alzheimer's, Maria Malone struggles to remember familiar faces and names, but she can still sit at the piano and play a repertoire she learned more than six decades ago at the conservatory in Brazil.

The 84-year-old spent her childhood days practicing the piano at her local church because her family of nine could not afford a piano. She was offered a scholarship at a Brazilian conservatory and became classically trained, but, after moving to the United States after graduation, she pushed off her dream of becoming a concert pianist.

Instead, she married the love of her life and worked to help support her family, which eventually included two daughters and a son.

"She grew up thinking she was going to be a concert pianist," daughter Rebecca Malone Melo said. "Then life happened."

Between a 35-year career in the foreign language department at The University of Tennessee at Martin and raising a family, she had limited free time to spend perfecting piano. She aged, moved into an assisted-living facility, and dealt with the disease that seized her mind.

It seemed her stage aspirations were long past. But then, Malone received a Wish of a Lifetime. Last October, she performed for her family and friends at Vanderbilt University's Turner Music Hall. Her hands, emerging from the sleeves of her elegant navy blue dress, swept across the keys. Her feet, fitted inside shiny black heels, pressed the pedals with perfect familiarity.

"I got to see my mom fulfill a dream that she always had that she gave up to raise us," Melo said. "To have a stranger give that to her is just amazing. If I could have, I would have, but I couldn't.

"It just meant so much. She doesn't remember it, but we will."

Back to Top
Albacore Crew Members Reunite At Navy History Day

Crew members share stories of legendary sub

Portsmouth, New Hampshire Herald, Aug. 19

PORTSMOUTH — Butch Jordan said the USS Albacore was the springboard of his 25-year career in the U.S. Navy.

Jordan, of Gale's Ferry, Conn., served on Albacore from 1966 to 1968 when the 205-foot submarine went up and down the Eastern Seaboard on research and development missions. "It was my first love," he said.

Jordan, who retired from the Navy as a lieutenant commander, was one of several crew members on hand Saturday at Navy History Day at Albacore Park. The event was held to commemorate the 200th anniversary of the USS Constitution's capture of the HMS Guerriere during the War of 1812. Jordan said he first heard about the Albacore when he was in submarine school in 1964. "The tear-drop design became the prototype for every submarine built afterwards," he said.

A member of Friends of the Albacore, Jordan proudly showed off the sub's features, many of which he said are truly antiques by today's standards. "Submarines now don't even have periscopes," he said. "They use cameras. Everything is computerized."

He showed the tight sleeping berths that had an average crew of 55 members lined up like sardines along the walls.

"I was on the top, and this valve kept dripping on me," he said, pointing to his old sleeping quarters. "I'd have to remember to sleep with my feet on that end, not my head."

He pointed out the depth gauge and recalled how the numbers went crazy as the sub headed into a hurricane in 1967.

Norm Bower of Kingston served aboard Albacore from 1959 to 1969. He said the sub was in commission from 1953 to l972 before it was retired to the Philadelphia Shipyard.

Philanthropist Joseph Sawtelle brought the submarine back to Portsmouth in 1982 to have as a centerpiece for a museum he wanted to build.

"That was something, bringing (the submarine) over to this park," said Bower, who retired as a senior chief in the Navy. "They had to dismantle a train trestle and cut a hole in Market Street."

Fellow crew member Jack Hunter of Middletown, R.I., said he was aboard Albacore from 1966 to 1968. "We made two trips down to Florida to do some operations with sonar," he said. Hunter said they stayed aboard for 12 hours at a time and used a fly-around body, or FAB, to measure sound outside the sub.

"It was a mini-plane that would use a hydrophone to detect noise coming from the sub," he said. "By this, it could be determined how close we could get to another sub without them hearing us."

Albacore could be submerged for 12 hours before its battery had to be recharged.

Navy History Day included a talk by Rod Watterson, who wrote "32 in '44: Building the Portsmouth Submarine Fleet in World War II," and a talk by local historian J. Dennis Robinson about his book, "America's Privateer: Lynx and the War of 2012."

The Paul Jones House was also open for visitors.

Watterson told the audience that in the 1930s the Portsmouth Navy Yard built fewer than two submarines a year. Yet in 1944, it produced 32 submarines, and over the course of World War II it produced 37 percent of all U.S. submarines. "Portsmouth perfected the technique for building submarines in dry docks," he said. "As soon as one was water-tight, it was launched to build another one."

On Jan. 23, 1944, three completed subs were launched simultaneously from the shipyard's three dry docks.

"At the beginning of World War II, 2 million man hours went into building a sub," Watterson said. "By the end of the war, it was 665,000 man hours. The cost was reduced by one-third."

Many families visited the USS Albacore yesterday. Brett and Melissa Myers of Danville, Va., brought their sons Bryce, 3, and Ashton, 7, into the sub and the youngsters had fun climbing through Albacore.

Brett Myers is a biomedical technician at the Navy Health Clinic, and the family just moved to the shipyard for a four-year assignment with the U.S. Navy.
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Olympia visits Yokosuka during Western Pacific deployment

Navy News, Aug. 20

By Lt. Lara Bollinger, Submarine Group 7 Public Affairs

FLEET ACTIVITIES YOKOSUKA, Japan - Los Angeles class fast attack submarine. USS Olympia (SSN 717) arrived at Fleet Activities Yokosuka Aug. 20 for a visit as part of her deployment to the Western Pacific. With a crew of approximately 140, Olympia will conduct a multitude of missions and showcase the latest capabilities of the U.S. submarine force. "Olympia's crew is enthusiastic and ready to conduct deployed operations,"said Cmdr. Michael Boone, Olympia's commanding officer.  "Our Sailors are excited to enjoy the unique culture and hospitality of the Japanese people, and are especially pleased to have an opportunity to climb to the summit of Mt. Fuji.an experience I was able to enjoy more than seventeen years ago on my first visit to Japan."

Measuring more than 370 feet long and weighing more than 9600 tons when submerged, Olympia is one of the stealthiest submarines in the world.  This submarine is capable of supporting a multitude of missions, including anti-submarine warfare, anti-surface ship warfare, strike, naval special warfare involving special operations forces, intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance, irregular warfare and mine warfare.

"The Sailors aboard this fine submarine have worked hard to take on the task of embarking on this six-month deployment," said Machinist Mate Master Chief Richard J. Salisbury, chief of the boat. "Japan is a magnificent country to visit, full of unique traditions and so much history.  The crew is excited and eager to visit all the local popular cultural sites.  We are so grateful for this opportunity to explore Japan and strengthen the military ties between our countries." For many of the crew members, this is their first time visiting Japan.

"One of the reasons I love the Navy so much is because they give you a chance to see the world," said Yeoman 2nd class Victor Diaz-Incle.  "I've been places many people would only dream of going, and now I get to add Japan to my list of experiences."

Named for the city of Olympia, Washington, this submarine is the second United States ship to bear the namesake. Olympia is home ported in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii.
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International Undersea Warfare News
The Ghost Boats Of South Africa

The Strategy Pages, Aug. 20

One of South Africa's three German built submarines (SAS Queen Modjadji) recently (July 17th) was damaged when it accidentally collided with the ocean floor during a training exercise. The Queen Modjadji was the only one of three new submarines (entering service between 2005-8) that was operational. The other two were laid up for "maintenance." Now the Queen Modjadji is as well, although the recent collision did not damage the pressure hull. But there was a visible dent in the outer hull and some internal damage. 

One of these new Type 209 submarines has been out of service for five years, ostensibly for maintenance. But it turned out that the main reason was that there were not enough qualified sailors available to operate the boat. Further investigation revealed that this was not just a problem with the three new submarines. 

The South African Navy has 18 warships, and they are expensive to operate. In an effort to deal with these high operating expenses, and a shrinking defense budget, ships are being kept in port more often. Thus the navy budget only allows ships to spend only 5-10 percent of their time at sea. The U.S. Navy has its ships at sea about 50 percent of the time. This is the main reason the American fleet is the most effective in the world. Being the largest fleet on the planet helps, but having a qualitative and quantitative edge creates an unbeatable combination. 

In the last seven years, the South African navy received four new MEKO (NATO) type frigates and three Type 209 submarines. These German built boats displace 1,300 tons, are 59 meters (183 feet) long, have eight torpedo tubes and carry 14 torpedoes and a crew of 36. These are world class subs. But the South African Navy needs $1.2 million a year to operate each Type 209 boat. The new frigates are equally expensive. The government has not been providing enough money to cover all those costs. To make matters worse, the expanding oil industry other high tech sectors of the economy have been tempting experienced officers and NCOs to leave the navy, especially the submarine service. Civilian jobs offer experienced sailors two or three times what the navy is paying them. The navy needs about 150 submarine sailors to provide full time crews for these boats. The navy has not been able to obtain enough qualified submarine sailors. As a result, subs don't go to sea much and when they do they are being handled by poorly trained and inexperienced crews. This will become an issue as the recent accident involving the Queen Modjadji proceeds. Another embarrassing aspect of the Queen Modjadji incident was that it was the first South African sub to have a black captain (Commander Handsome Thamsanqa Matsane, who took command four months ago). 

South African politicians believe that having a lot of ships in commission, even if they don't go to sea much, provides the potential for putting a lot of ships out there if the need arises. Left unsaid is the fact that sending a lot inexperienced crews to sea increases the risk of accidents. Ships are complex beasts, and the seas, especially around South Africa, are rough, often extremely rough. This can be a fatal, for inexperienced crews, combination. 

But many nations with large numbers of warships, staffed by inexperienced crews, believe that they will never have to use these ships a lot, in wartime or otherwise. That's a reasonable assumption for South Africa, which is surrounded by nations with even more decrepit armed forces. So the politicians are playing a cynical game, funding relatively large armed forces, which they cannot afford to adequately train, safe in the knowledge that they are unlikely to be found out. 

The South African politicians are also living in the past with regards to the armed forces. Back in 1989, 4.5 percent of GDP was spent on defense, and the armed forces were large and well trained. Now, defense gets 1.2 percent of GDP, and the armed forces have not shrunk 73 percent to adjust for the smaller budget. Unwilling to cut the force in line with the smaller budget, the politicians prefer to run a scam. The sailors complain, but at least they still have jobs. To South African politicians, that's a reasonable outcome. To make matters worse, there is more corruption. A German investigation four years ago revealed that some $40 million in bribes was demanded by South African politicians, and paid, to ensure that a German firm got the contract to build the three subs. No bribery prosecutions of South African politicians resulted from the German investigation (which the German government tried to keep secret). The three German subs cost South Africa nearly one billion dollars. 
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