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Smaller work force is to the Navy's advantage
OPINION

By Vice Adm. Gerry Hoewing
The Navy's work force is getting smaller. The FY-05 president's budget called for reducing active Navy personnel by 7,900 and Reserve personnel by another 2,500, and we can expect even more reductions over the next few years. By the end of FY-O5, the total active duty and reserve force would drop to 449,300.


The proposed reductions seem at odds with conventional wisdom today, which says we are a nation at war and such nations do not cut the numbers of people in uniform. Some might question why we are doing this.


To which I reply, "Why wouldn't we?"


Manpower readiness has never been better. Retention remains at record highs, attrition at record lows and we've reduced manning gaps at sea to fewer than 1,000. This is, by far, the most skilled, talented force we've ever known. By their own ability and through force structure changes, improved manning practices, increased use of technology and a total force approach, we simply no longer have the same requirement for manpower that we did even just a few years ago.

We are being presented with a rare - if not historic - opportunity to refine manpower requirements at sea and ashore, to shape the force more efficiently, and create a fleet more capable than the one we have today. We must take full advantage of it.

War is no reason to be inefficient.

Defense Secretary Donald Rums​feld said it best himself: "Today the Navy is reducing force levels. Yet because of the way it is arrang​ing itself, it will have more combat power available than it did when it had more people."

That is the key point. These reduc​tions are not being sought in a vac​uum. They are requirements-driven and enterprise-wide. We are looking carefully at the tasks our people accomplish across the board and then figuring out what

it takes - and who it takes - to best accom​plish those tasks.

If it doesn't contrib​ute to combat readiness and if it doesn't need to be done by a sailor or one of our talented civilians, we don't need to be doing it. The non-productive work must go before the person​nel numbers can be significantly reduced.

We're also looking hard at the capabilities we need now and in the future. Is the force properly balanced to do this work? Do we need more of one skill set and less of another? Are there places in the world where the demand for a given skill is rising or falling?

A broad new range of incentive and skill conversion programs are helping us encourage talented sailors to serve where we need them most, while at the same time reducing the numbers in areas where the don't. The most promi​nent of these, called "Perform to Serve," has already resulted in the conversion of more than 2,400 sailors from overmanned skill sets to less crowded ones.

Let me be clear: This reduction is not about putting more work on the backs of fewer sailors. This is about manning our Navy appropriately - with the right blend of skills and talent and experi​ence. There are many outcomes of the analytic, deliberate approach we are taking. Money saved to invest elsewhere in the Navy is certainly one of them. A leaner, more efficient manning construct is another. But the real outcome - the principal goal - is improving manpower's contribution to combat readiness.

There is an old Navy maxim that says, "good sailors with poor ships are better than poor sailors with good ships." Given our Navy's outstanding performance in Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom, it is fair to say we are in the enviable position of having both good sailors and good ships.

From this position of strength, we now have the ability to better shape the work force for our future - to ensure we have the right person in the right job with the right training every time, and to rid ourselves of work that does not make us better warfighters.
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