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DWG:  Welcome everyone.  Welcome Admiral Tidd.  Thank you so much for being our honored guest today.

Admiral, I began my morning as I often do by perusing the New York Times, and I found one piece of writing about Latin America and that was it.  It was a column about the upcoming elections in Brazil and Mexico and the concern the paper had that international observers are not being invited and that there should be more attention paid to elections in South America, in Latin America.  And given what’s happened in Venezuela and Bolivia and some other countries, this is something the United States and the world should be paying more attention to.  Which is all fine and good, but the paper was full of other news about other parts of the world.

So Indo-Pacific Command -- that’s the first time I’ve said that.  It doesn’t quite roll off the tongue yet.  And European Command don’t really have any difficulty in drawing the media’s attention to their issues.  Putin and China and Kim Jung-un do that for them.  But there’s not much written about the very large part of the world within which you have responsibility for everything that moves that’s American and military.

So I thought I might just start by asking you to tell us what are the front-burner issues for Southern Command?  What are some of the things you worry about and perhaps we’re not paying enough attention to?  It seems to me certainly the New York Times this morning is paying little or no attention, and perhaps it should be.

Admiral Tidd:  Straightforward, I think it’s a classic case where because it is an area where there is no state-on-state conflict, conventional conflict, it does tend to get lost in a bit of the attention that is paid in other parts of the world.

So I think what I would observe is, this is an important part of the world and it’s important for two reasons.  What keeps me up at night, what I focus on, what I believe to be the true risk to security in the region are transnational, transregional threat networks, non-nation state threats.  And it’s these threat networks and their ability to move across borders, move across regions, and undermine sovereignty and security on a fairly large scale across the area.  But it is an area that falls in that gray zone.  It’s not a classic, conventional military threat, nor is it exclusively a law enforcement problem or a diplomacy problem or an intelligence community problem.  It really is all of those combined.  So that is the number one priority at U.S. Southern Command is we focus, and we particularly pay attention to how these threat networks affect security, and obviously the impact that has on prosperity in the region.
We also look globally.  So I with my partners at U.S. European Command and Indo-Pacific Command and other commands, Central Command, the nation has identified a number of global security challenges, concerns, areas that we pay close attention to, and a number of states that have global perspectives, global ambitions, and are acting in a global way.  That has been identified in our National Security Strategy.  Russia, China, Iran are three principal ones.

What I would point out is that just as they are nations that we need to pay close attention to their actions, we can’t just pay attention to what they’re doing in Europe or in the South China Sea.  If they’re global concerns we need to pay attention to what they’re doing on a global basis, and that means we have a responsibility to be watchful for and to see how are they interacting in our region.  
So that’s been probably the second most important area of our responsibility, and make sure that we don’t lose sight of the fact that right here, far closer to home, there is competition going on.  It’s competition for influence, and the single most important thing that we can do is compete ourselves and make sure that we are the best possible partner.
DWG:  Are we?

Admiral Tidd:  That’s my responsibility, is to do everything that we can to ensure that we remain the partner that nations with like interests -- of which most of the region consists of -- continue to want to work with the United States.  And they do.

Where we come together, where we work together most closely is cooperation on humanitarian assistance, disaster response types of activities.  I think everyone’s familiar with 2010, the Haiti earthquake and the response there.  More recently, two years ago, Hurricane Matthew, in helping to provide critical support in Haiti again.  Most recently, this past year, our headquarters’ responsibility focused on the Caribbean south of Puerto Rico, so we were most heavily engaged supporting activities in St. Martin and Dominique.  But we have a responsibility to do that pretty much year-round.

During hurricane season, of course, for that reason, during hurricane season we’re provided with a Marine Special Purpose, Marine Air/Ground Task Force.  That task force is centered in Honduras at our facility at Soto Cano.  They just arrived in theater for the start of hurricane season.  And fairly unique this year, in addition to the Marines and heavy lift helicopters, for the first time the deputy commander of that Special Purpose Task Force is a Colombian colonel who is supporting our efforts there.

Other humanitarian assistance, we just completed last night a medical evaluation of six badly burned Guatemalan children who were burned in the Fuego volcano.  The organization Shriners, volunteered to assist and so we assisted with the evacuation using an Air Force aircraft to move them from Guatemala to Galveston, Texas to the Shriner’s facility there.
So those are the kinds of things that go on day in and day out within our region that we helped to build bridges with partners across the region.

DWG:  Since the Marines came up, I’m going to turn to you next.

DWG:  You mentioned the Special Forces MAGT.  Do you get them only during the hurricane season?

Admiral Tidd:  Six months out of the year. 

DWG:  It’s a Reserve unit.  About 300 personnel.  Last time they came they had HEC-3s for heavy lifting.  Is that the same component they have --

Admiral Tidd:  This year, same component.  Largely sourced out of the Reserve component, with engineered heavy, which optimized and task organized to be able to do disaster response, but also to engage in exercises and other activities with nations around the region, but to be available and on-call to respond to an actual disaster.

DWG:  Do they do anything in the advise and assist mission?

Admiral Tidd:  They work training with local partners in Central America.  Working in Belize, they work with El Salvador, they’ve worked in years past in Guatemala and Honduras and Colombia.  So the idea is we make sure that they’re got a full schedule, but they’re able to then aggregate and respond if an actual disaster occurs.

DWG:  Is it a single rotation by one unit or replacing --

Admiral Tidd:  Different units, different composition.  They are formed, trained and then deployed as a unit.

DWG:  Reservists normally go on active duty for two-week periods.  Do these guys do that?  Or do they have a longer --

Admiral Tidd:  They’re on a longer activation.  It’s a six-month deployment, so when you count in their activation time, training time, deployment, and then deactivation time.

DWG:  In your posture statement earlier this year, you basically pointed out that you have a lot of challenges, a lot of responsibilities, and they don’t give you any toys to play with.  You don’t have much in the way of resources, particularly naval assets.  You praised the Coast Guard for their contribution and you had some high marks for the LCS, which is not necessarily always favored up here.  

What roles do you see for the LCS in your theater?

Admiral Tidd:  I think as we see the platform that is doing the bulk of the heavy lifting of the maritime patrol activities that are taking place, are Coast Guard medium endurance cutters.  Those cutters are reaching the end of their service lives, and obviously the recapitalization of that program is extremely important.

When I look at U.S. Navy ships that are best suited to operate -- you know, we don’t need a billion-dollar Aegis cruiser for the types of missions we have.  I think the capabilities that the littoral combat ship brings are ideally suited for the types of activities that we have.

DWG:  How often do you get an LCS? 

Admiral Tidd:  Not yet.

DWG:  You haven’t gotten one yet?

Admiral Tidd:  That’s right.

DWG:  Admiral, what kind of technological means are you looking at right now?  ISR certainly might come to mind to me anyway, and how can the defense industry kind of give you, fill the gap?

Admiral Tidd:  Honestly, we don’t turn down any opportunities, so we’re always looking for the capabilities that will allow us to understand the region, understand what’s going on, what’s happening out there.

So reconnaissance capabilities obviously are important.  Typically, we partner very closely with, in some cases government owned/contractor operators, contractor owned/contractor operated types of aircraft.  Some R&D programs that are out there.  Our  bumper sticker is if you’ve got something new, try it here first.  We’re interested, and we can provide meaningful feedback on a mission.  We’ve had I think some good luck at bringing down some developmental programs that perhaps aren’t quite yet ready for deployment to a higher risk theater, and are able to test it out and provide that meaningful feedback.  So we’re very interested in all those types of things.

But then building that picture, and then how do you fuse it, how do you make sense of it, and how do you exchange that information as broadly as possible with our partners in countries throughout the region.

DWG:  Would you say that you have a lot of funding to be able to bring the kind of new technology -- 
Admiral Tidd:  I would say that we’ve had success in making our case on the Hill and that Congress recognizes that in some instances relatively small amounts of money will go a long way in SOUTHCOM in order to achieve some meaningful results.  But nobody ever has as much as they’d like.

DWG:  Tom?

DWG:  Admiral, you mentioned in response to the first question about Russia, China and Iran.  Can you give any examples of areas that you’ve seen those countries expand their influence into [inaudible]?

Admiral Tidd:  The competition for the influence is what we see with Russia.  Russia is, as we have seen globally, has restated their interest to be a global nation and so are acting in a global way and they’re reestablished periodic presence in terms of intelligence collection platforms, bomber patrols, other sorts of things that periodically will come and pass through the region.  But we also see very, very aggressive efforts to sell military hardware in the region.  And oftentimes those types of deals come without the sort of typical strings attached in terms of end use and how the systems are used.

They’ve reestablished relationships with sort of longstanding traditional partners in the region.  Nicaragua, Venezuela, Cuba in particular, and countries none of whom are particular well noted for their human rights or respect for traditional standards, rule of law, those sorts of things. 
So it’s an area of concern.  Venezuela has been protected from, in some instances, from the international community’s efforts to hold the illegal regime responsible for human rights abuses in that country.  So we think that’s a problem.  It’s a problem in the theater.

In the case of China, it’s much more aggressive economic competition that’s taking place.  China’s been very explicit about extending its notion of One Belt One Road into Latin America, and specifically into Panama, and so we watch that, and we watch that to see just what that might mean, and as we’ve watched how that’s transpired in other parts of the world, we think it’s important that they at least pay attention to what they’re doing, and that we be present and be willing to be the best possible partner that we can be working with nations.

DWG:  You mentioned Russia and Venezuela.  Can you give us an assessment of exactly what Russia’s doing in Venezuela and how you see the situation now in that country?

Admiral Tidd:  I think Russia’s protecting its investments, but it’s doing nothing to help the plight of the Venezuelan people and do anything about the humanitarian disaster that’s occurring on a daily basis in that country.

DWG:  And the security situation in Venezuela?

Admiral Tidd:  I think the regime has basically, they stole and election and now they are basically eliminating any respect for human rights within that country.

DWG:  Johnny --
DWG:  On Venezuela and Cuba.  Under Diaz-Canel, do you see a strengthening of relations with the Maduro government, a las Chavez Castro or --

Admiral Tidd:  I think it was illustrative.  I think Maduro was one of the first to visit Diaz-Canel, and I think there’s, they don’t have very many friends in the neighborhood and so they tend to co-op together.  But I think this is more of an ideological partnership as opposed to, you know, the days where Venezuela is going to be able to fund some large aspects of the Cuban economy, provide oil and those sorts of things.  I think those days are probably in the past.

DWG:  Do you see under Diaz-Canel’s leadership a liberalization of human rights --
Admiral Tidd:  I think we’re going to have to watch carefully.  I think it’s way too soon to tell.  And particularly as long as Castro continues to maintain a hold on all of the true lovers of power in Cuba, I think it’s going to take some more time and we’ll have to watch it closely.

DWG:  A second question on the LCS.  More specifically, Mattis said a few months ago that they’re thinking of deciding whether to send the [Delsius] down to the AOR.  Where does that stand right now?

Admiral Tidd:  Right on.  I’ll take it in a heartbeat.  Nothing yet.  We’re still waiting as they work their way through options.
DWG:  Fox News, Jennifer.

DWG:  Are you seeing any signs that North Korea is operating in your AOR any sort of sanctions, invasion?  There were some ships I remember that were sort of introspective down there.

Admiral Tidd:  A few years back, yeah.

DWG:  So any activity on that front?

And when you hear about the Russian spy ship that goes down and [inaudible], is that something you worry about?  Or is that pretty benign and you aren’t concerned about that?

Admiral Tidd:  What it typically does when it comes into the SOUTHCOM region is port visits, liberty call, those sorts of things.  But it is I think a physical manifestation of interest on the part of Russia in this part of the world, and to reassert a presence again.

On North Korea, I would say we are watchful in seeing just exactly what’s been going on.  We know there have been instances of North Korean diplomats expelled from countries in the region for activities inconsistent with diplomatic activity.  So obviously we just think it’s worth paying attention to and being mindful.

In the past, we really didn’t watch, we weren’t looking for that kind of thing, so now we’re opening our aperture to make sure that we’ve got a better sense of what’s going on.

DWG:  Since it falls under your watch, is the wall is built on the southern border, how would that change your life?  Would it be better?  What impacts would it have, not have on you?

Admiral Tidd:  I’ll kind of defer that one to my partners up in Northern Command.  We focus on Mexico’s southern border and we work closely with our Central American partners on security across all of Central America, understanding of movements of people and populations across that area.

DWG:  But those might be changed by a wall, might they not?

Admiral Tidd:  It remains to be seen, I think, and we’ll watch that one pretty closely.

DWG:  Going back to Panama and China, I’m just curious, in that China owns major port facilities on both sides, and given that there’s a lot more traffic going through, is that a growing concern of yours?  And if so, are you watchful of that?  Do you put more patrols there?  How do you sort of handle that?

Admiral Tidd:  I think we need to be mindful.  There’s a reason why China has moved in there.  We need to watch their actions in other parts of the world, and we particularly watch their -- 
DWG:  But [inaudible] Darwin, for example?

Admiral Tidd:  I’m thinking of Djibouti as well.  And how quickly they ramped that up and established a fairly major presence in a part of the world that’s important.

So China’s playing the long game, a strategic game.  Obviously, they have interests in extending their influence, their activities.  As I said before, it remains mainly economic competition, but we have seen that other actions can follow economic opportunity.

DWG:  Do you think if something were to happen because of what they have there they could stop the flow of the U.S. warship materiel through the canal?

Admiral Tidd:  We have a longstanding treaty with Panama that guarantees the free flow of all traffic, without regard to the origin, through the canal.  And so I think the importance of continuing to abide by that treaty will be critical.  But I think it’s just something that we have a responsibility.  We can’t just blithely ignore or take for granted that free flow of traffic through the Panama Canal will happen on its own as if by magic.  We have to be willing to work, and so we do, very closely, with regional partners including with Panama to ensure that there are no threats to the canal.

DWG:  Dmitry?

DWG:  Sir, I wanted to ask you about Venezuela as well.
President Trump said last year that a military option is on the table while discussing the situation in Venezuela.  This message was then reinforced by Vice President Pence.  Is it still on the table?  Is it something you’re actively developing as well as the rest of the DoD?

Admiral Tidd:  The biggest concern about Venezuela is the enormous outflow of desperate Venezuelans who don’t have food, don’t have medicine, don’t have the means to support themselves.  And the impact that that’s having on all of the neighboring countries.  We’ve seen something probably at least a million Venezuelans in Colombia right now.  We’ve seen tens of thousands in Peru.  We’ve seen tens of thousands down in Brazil.  And it’s having an enormous impact on those countries’ ability to care for them.  The countries are doing everything that they can to do that.  

We’re even seeing big impacts on smaller Caribbean nations where large numbers of desperate Venezuelans fleeing the humanitarian conditions in the country in Trinidad and Tobago, in [Courisau] and even as far up as Barbados.  So not large numbers, but large enough to have an impact on those countries’ abilities.

A lot of time, a lot of effort and attention was paid this past year to Colombia signing a peace treaty ended to end a 50-year civil war.  And a lot of resources that were going to go into reintegration of former FARC members into society.  But unfortunately, an awful lot of resources have had to go into taking care of Venezuelans who have fled the economic devastation in Venezuela.  So that’s the challenge, and I think that’s why the entire region is coming together via the OAS in ways that we’ve really never seen before, and I think it’s going to be a regional solution to the problem, because Venezuela poses just an enormous problem for the entire region.

DWG:  How would military intervention help in this --

Admiral Tidd:  I think right now let’s talk about taking care of the Venezuelan people and helping the neighboring countries deal with that.

DWG:  All right.  And the other thing, off the top of your head do you know how many, in how many Latin American and Caribbean countries the United States military has its presence?
Admiral Tidd:  I would say the majority.

DWG:  Jeff Seldon?

DWG:  Sir, thank you very much.

I wanted to get a little bit back to Russia and what they’re doing in South America.  You mentioned some of the platforms, some of the ships they run by there, but are you seeing any of the types of measures that they’re used in Europe and in the U.S. during the past presidential election in terms of other measures that they’re using to influence the populations to perhaps move towards a more Russia-friendly approach or to cause more problems for the U.S.?  

And I also have a question after that about some of the transnational crime and [inaudible].

Admiral Tidd:  As our European partners saw in some of their recent elections, they had very serious concerns about attempts to influence the outcome of those elections.  So our partners throughout the region who have elections, very important elections, both recently and in the future, all are very concerned, and have been interested in sharing best practices and ideas on how they can protect their electoral system from that kind of interference.

DWG:  Have they seen any signs that it’s been happening?

Admiral Tidd:  I would say they have concerns.  They have very serious concerns.

DWG:  And with transnational crime, when Chief of Staff [Kelly] first came in at Homeland Security, he talked about his concerns that terrorist organizations in Africa, in the Middle East, were linking up with crime networks, and he talked about how eventually these criminal networks could actually dump terrorists at the U.S. southern border.  What types of links and activities have you been seeing?  You mentioned Iran.  There’s been lots of reports that Hezbollah has been in Africa and South America.  But what have you been seeing?  Have you been seeing any activity by al-Qaida, any by ISIS?  Any attempts, even if they’re not sending people there, to recruit virtually?

Admiral Tidd:  Start first, Hezbollah.  Those of you who have been reporting on the region for a while know Hezbollah’s been there for a long, long time.  In fact some of the most significant documented instances of terrorist attacks in South America were carried out by Hezbollah and Hezbollah affiliates.  So we’ve know that they have been there for a while.  

Now most of their activity is criminal activity generating revenue to support their terrorist activities in other parts of the world.  That they are kind of the funding stream.  That kind of gives a lie to this what had been kind of conventional wisdom that criminals and terrorists would never mix and that those networks were always separate and would stay apart.

What we’ve seen is in fact there is a blurring of the lines and has been a blurring of the lines for some time.

On the topic of I guess the broad group of extremist networks that, on the Sunni side, the biggest concern I think that nations of the region have recognized is how easy it is for radicalization to occur via the internet, via individuals within their country who perhaps wanted to go engage in the Jihad with ISIS and either tried to, made it there, you know, we’ve seen a number of countries, a number of individual foreign fighters that came out of the Caribbean.

The big concern is will they come back?  But then those, of even more concern, are individuals who wanted to go but couldn’t, or were subsequently instructed via the ISIS mouthpieces to stay at home and conduct your Jihad at home.  So we’ve seen instances of self-radicalized individuals who have been interested in carrying out attacks.

What we have tried to do is work closely with partners throughout the region to share information, share a better understanding of how this radicalization occurs, and then understand how we can work together collaboratively in order to highlight the causes of radicalization and how they can deal with it within their own countries.

DWG:  Jim?

DWG:  Thanks for doing this.

I spent a lot of time in Central America in the mid to late ‘80s. 
It was a failed area at that point.  It was truly failed.
Last week President Santos went to Brussels, and Colombia became a partner of NATO.

Now in 1988 I never would have thought, couldn’t imagine that was possible.  It’s gone from a failed state to a place that seems to be exporting security.

I’m just curious, what are the lessons that we take from that?  And is that something that we can apply to other failed states?

Admiral Tidd:  I think it’s indicative that a sustained relationship, working closely with partner nations who share common interests, share common goals, that if we stick together over the long haul, that we can have very successful outcomes.  You’re right.  And Colombia themselves, political and military leaders, will recognize that two decades ago they were on the brink of being a failed state and today they are a modern, thriving, capable partner.  That’s not to say that they don’t have security challenges.  Those security challenges are still there, but they understand the challenges, and they’re taking the steps to continue to deal with them.  And in fact, Colombia is now becoming a net exporter of security and working closely advising and assisting Central American partners, helping them as they deal with their internal security challenges.
Their aspirations to be a NATO partner I think speak for themselves.  They’re a very capable country.

I would say we have close partnerships with many very capable countries across the region.  What’s not well understood, well recognized, is just how capable some of these countries are.  And I’ve said in the past, there are a number of them.  I’ve always got to be careful, because if I don’t mention every single one I’ll end up inadvertently insulting just some terrific partnerships.  But when we talk about countries like Colombia, like Peru, like Chile, Argentina, Brazil.  These are countries that I would stack up there with many of our very best partners in NATO.  So that’s kind of the caliber of seriousness, of capability.  These are very proud, capable militaries that have taken on broader security responsibility roles.
Exercise leadership.  Uruguay, for instance, on a per capita basis has the largest presence of peacekeeping troops.  And I would observe, these are the countries that provide the discipline backbone of U.S. peacekeeping operations that we’ve all recognized as a critical element of the success of those efforts.  Long sustained leadership by Brazil in UN missions in Haiti, in UNIFIL in Lebanon.  So that’s kind of the level of commitment that’s out there.  And they are countries that, with which we have longstanding, in some cases five-decade long relationships of working together, and I think we need to continue to highlight those.
Illustrative of the strategic importance of our relationship with Colombia, I have on my headquarters staff, one of my directors is a Colombian brigadier general, and that’s kind of the level of commitment that we have.

I mentioned previously, a Colombian colonel is the deputy in the Marine Special Purpose MAGTF.  We have a Chilean general as a deputy at my Army component headquarters in San Antonio.

So, and this year the world’s largest military exercise, Rim of the Pacific, that will be taking place centered in Hawaii and Southern California in the next month, the maritime component commander for that multinational exercise is a Chilean rear admiral.
People don’t recognize, you know, these are countries that have game.  They’re serious.  They’re capable.  All we have to do is just continue to work together.  And they want to work with us.  We share common interests, we have common goals.  We find it very easy to work together.  They study at our War Colleges, our service schools, and this is a relationship that doesn’t take much.  Small investments in terms of contact in order to gain, I think, very significant partnerships around the world.

DWG:  To follow on that, these contacts, these military to military contact that you are essentially in charge of [and mentoring], does that lead the effort of the United States down there?  Or how does that fit into the whole of government approach?
Admiral Tidd:  I think it provides incredibly useful connective tissue in relationships.

Look, diplomatic and political relationships will wax and wane all the time.  There’s nothing new there.  That will be a constant.  But these military to military relationships oftentimes, not always, but oftentimes can serve as that critical connective tissue that allows us to sustain a focus on security challenges.  And to pay attention to the important things and ensure that we are able to work together when it’s important that we work together.

DWG:  Nancy, Wall Street Journal.

DWG:  Hi, Admiral.  There was a report [inaudible] to create a facility [inaudible] Guantanamo for [inaudible].  And I’m just [inaudible] in terms of a time line for that, how much it will cost, where you are in terms of planning.

Admiral Tidd:  I can’t give you a whole lot, but I think as we recognize, the current population of detainees there is aging, and so like any aging population any place in the world, we’ve been in close consultation with folks who have experience in these matters at Bureau of Prisons to understand just exactly what’s required.  

This year we opened a refurbished facility.  We closed Camp 5.  We took one of the wings of that building and turned it into a medical facility to be able to deal with detainee medical issues and with the specific notion in mind that it needed to be able to handle a population for however long we are directed to continue to run detention operations, that it be able to deal with an aging population.
DWG:  [Inaudible] you’re requesting, [inaudible] that would go towards that time, going to --

Admiral Tidd:  For this next year, that was in the budget request was for a new high-value detention facility that would be specifically geared to deal with an aging population.

DWG:  Okay.  At Guantanamo.

Admiral Tidd:  That’s for the separate high value detainee facility.

DWG:  On Honduras we saw about 80 percent of those who were part of that convoy in Mexico were from Honduras, and I was wondering if you could give us your insights in terms of why so many people have fled Honduras since the December elections.  What [inaudible]?

Admiral Tidd:  I can’t.  I guess I would defer to State Department.  I think they’ve got better insights into that.

DWG:  Okay.  The U.S. had 1700 staff at Guantanamo, if I recall correctly, [2000] detainees.  Now that you’re at 1800, do you know how many more detainees you can take at Guantanamo?
Admiral Tidd:  We’ve highlighted that the numbers that we could, without increasing the staff, and it fundamentally comes down to the size of the guard force and the size of the force that’s required for the facilities as well as moving people back and forth to the Military Commissions process.  So that’s kind of what drives that size. 

I think we’ve said we could take up to a couple score more to increase those numbers if directed to do so, but at this point, we’ve not yet been directed to take more on.

DWG:  Foreign Policy Magazine.

DWG:  Thank you for being here, Admiral.  My question is about the upcoming Colombia elections, sort of following up on your talk about Colombia.

Admiral Tidd:  Second round.

DWG:  The runoff.

Some statements have been made about how the new peace deal with [Juarez] is one that is uneven, but both the candidates are saying that [inaudible] victims of their actions.  Is there some fear, especially in the context of how like the plan to expand government presence in rural areas hasn’t fully been completed, that there could be some kind of relapse in these, or is SOUTHCOM sort of fearing some kind of future instability in Colombia after the elections?
Admiral Tidd:  I think we should give the Colombian government credit for taking the very very difficult steps that are necessary to try to end a 50-year civil war, and nobody should be under any illusions, no one should ever have been under any illusions that it was going to be easy or that everyone would be happy with the outcome.

I guess the fact that both sides are dissatisfied with the outcome indicates that it may have been about the best possible deal.

I would leave to the historians to decide did they get the best possible deal that they could have?  But I think the critical point and what we’re focusing on, frankly, is continuing to work closely with our Colombian partners in the military and in the national police that are responsible with extending governance into part of the country that, parts of the country that had been controlled by FARC.  And so the efforts that are required for them to do that.

I think it’s tough.  It’s going to be resisted.  And we’ve seen that dissident elements, splinter elements out of FARC that were not willing to lay down their weapons, or frankly, that probably were never particularly ideologically motivated and were in it for the money, have not come over.

So the government’s going to have to extend sovereignty into those parts of the country that they’ve been out of for some time, and our job is to continue to work closely with them.  But I think they’re doing a pretty commendable job at what will be a tough set of circumstances for the future.

DWG:  Air Force Magazine?
DWG:  I wanted to follow up on your bumper sticker.  Can you kind of elaborate on some of the programs that were tested, specifically in the [inaudible]?

Admiral Tidd:  Actually, what we try and do is partner particularly with the development programs with the labs that may have some new ideas, some new things.  Some of them things like foliage penetration radar systems, those sorts of capabilities.  And the ability to take large amounts of data and analyze it, reduce it to be able to make sense out of what we’re seeing.

We partner with folks that are working, trying to apply some of this artificial intelligence, machine algorithms to see is there something there?  Again, if you understand you need apertures and then you need the back-end processing and dissemination of the information that you receive and it takes both, how can we automate some of that back into be able to as efficiently as possible make sense of the information that we’re able to gather. And then be able to develop in ways that we can share with our partners relatively easily.

I would say it’s very much a work in progress, but what we’re trying to do is how do you accomplish the goals, the kind of large, manpower intensive processes that were created to deal with conflicts in other theaters?  How do you achieve the same goals, but much more efficiently?
So sometimes, because that’s of interest to the other theaters as well, we can be kind of a test platform for you know, bread board types of capabilities, try some things out on a smaller scale but with a still meaningful mission, and then feed that back into the development [inaudible], and if it’s familiar that are of interest to them.

DWG:  Are these technologies or assets, are they seeing [inaudible] in SOUTHCOM?  Or is it sporadically?

Admiral Tidd:  There’s a continuous sort of a flow of new things, new ideas that are coming in.  And some of it, frankly, are things where the back end analytical support actually occurs back here in the United States.  So the information is fed back.  So our component commands, my Army component in San Antonio, my Air Force component in Tucson, our Navy component in Mayport, our Special Operations component in Homestead, are able to kind of focus on how do you see a small footprint forward, and then back end support and feeding.  Again, those are concepts that are I think of great interest to our larger security enterprise, DoD, intelligence community, diplomatic community and law enforcement community.

Other things that we’re doing is how do we, I think we’ve done some very useful work in partnering with the interagency at kind of a tactical/operational level to a great degree.  We have, in order to focus, kind of shift away from a focus on a specific illicit commodity and focus on the threat network itself, what we’ve done is we’ve pulled together a directorate within the SOUTHCOM headquarters that takes those parts of our J2 intelligence organization, those parts of our J3 operations organization, those parts of our federal law enforcement liaison officers.  Take all of them, put them together, and create a network-focused, we call it the network engagement team, but a directorate level, flag officer led directorate that is the center of gravity within the headquarters on focusing on threat networks.
We’ve taken advantage of that to partner with the Joint Terrorism Task Force Miami, FBI’s JTTF Miami that has the same area.  So putting a number of operators and analysts inside of JTTF Miami so we can understand what problem sets are they working on?  What can we do to help them work on there?  We partner with DHS, Homeland Security investigations.  We partnered with DEA Special Operations Division.  Those sorts of folks.  Again, not to get into their mission space or to compete with them, but to figure out how can we help by doing those sorts of tasks and providing the sorts of back-end support so that they can focus their efforts on those things that they are uniquely equipped and have the authorities to be able to do, and we can provide logistic support and analytical support and those sorts of things so that we achieve efficiencies by cooperating on a much deeper level.  Those are the kinds of things where we see I think there’s opportunity.
DWG:  Federal News Radio.  Scott?

DWG:  Back to the hurricanes, considering last year how bad everything was, is there anything new [inaudible]?

Admiral Tidd:  We learned that you have to be able to simultaneously command and control response efforts while you are hunkering down from hurricanes yourself.  So when Maria came through that was a real problem for those of us in our headquarters in South Florida.  So at the same time that we were taking care of our families and doing all the sorts of things that everybody else in the area were doing, we had to command and control that joint task force that was engaged in helping our partners in the Caribbean.

We learned some things.  Trying to do two things at once, just to make sure that you’ve got as robust a capability as possible to be able to shift people to an alternate headquarters to work out of, and make sure you’ve got all the tools and communications and other things, that you need to be able to do that effectively.

This is, what we have tried to do is improve our abilities to respond rapidly, and rapid response is kind of our third real line of effort that we focus on.  So we understand that critical first 72 hours of being able to function during that chaotic period is something that we have to be better at, and so we’re working on it.
DWG:  Was your response to the regional report that 4600 people died in Puerto Rico?  Does your information jive with that?

Admiral Tidd:  Again, we were not in Puerto Rico.  That is U.S. Northern Command.  But I would defer to the federal government.  I mean, and particularly, I’ve read the reporting on where those numbers came from, and it was an analytical effort, so I’ll leave it to them.  We were focused on the, further down in the Caribbean. 

DWG:  Carol?

DWG:  I wanted to get your thoughts on Nicaragua, where I think about over 100 protesters have been killed in anti-government protests over the last six weeks or so.  Ongoing unrest.  Get your thoughts on it domestically, but also what if any impact it’s having on the regional security.

Admiral Tidd:  I would say, again, I would defer, Department of State I think has had a couple of good things with them, that they’ve commented on.  We have I would say military to military contacts with the Nicaragua military and they have been relatively low key and small, prior to these demonstrations occurring.  So we’ll just continue to watch.  But I think everybody, all of the neighbors view with some concern because it is the, it surprised, I think, the Nicaraguan government, just how locally the opposition came out to, I think it was a miscalculation on the part of the government when they went to tinker around with the social security system, and it was indicative, probably, of a degree of fragility that the government didn’t expect.
DWG:  It’s interesting that you note that military to military contacts continue.  There’s always the concern, well, some people might hope for a coup in Nicaragua, but there’s always the concern about what the military will do when things become unstable.  Do you have any sense that there could be any activity?

Admiral Tidd:  My sense is that the military is taking a very, very low-key posture and that at least our understanding, and again, this is from diplomatic reporting coming out of the embassy, is that the repressive activities have been conducted by the combination of some police forces and some thugs supporting the administration, the regime.  Not the military.

DWG:  Jack?

DWG:  Thanks, Admiral.  You mentioned sort of the threat you see from Iran.  [Inaudible] Hezbollah and [inaudible].  I’m wondering if you can sort of more broadly sketch out the scope of the threat you see and [inaudible], anything [inaudible]?
Admiral Tidd:  I think as a responsible member of our security establishment, it’s incumbent on us to not be surprised, so not to assume that if Iran chooses to act and to act through proxies, we can’t assume that that would only occur in one part of the world.  I think it’s our responsibility to look every place where they have presence of these proxies, and pay attention to what they’re up to so that we’re not surprised.

I’m not predicting that they are going to respond in our area, but I think it is incumbent upon us at SOUTHCOM to pay attention to the part of the region of the world that we’re responsible for looking at and make sure that we’ve got a sense of understanding of what they might be up to.

Again, up to this point, Hezbollah ahs been engaged in criminal activities that supports terrorist activities in the Middle East, but we can’t assume that it would be confined exclusively to that.

DWG:  When you say criminal activity are you talking money laundering, --  

Admiral Tidd:  You can Google Hezbollah criminal activity and you’ll find everything that --

DWG:  -- particularly in this political moment when [inaudible] a deal.

Admiral Tidd:  We’re watching.  We are mindful of the fact that there’s a degree of tension, so we just want to make sure that we’re not caught short.

DWG:  Aviation Week.

DWG:  You mentioned earlier that Russia is selling military hardware into South America.  Can you be a little more specific about what you’re seeing?  And is there anything that concerns you?

Admiral Tidd:  I think the country that has probably benefited most from Russian military sales has been Venezuela.  And a significant number of high tech systems that clearly are not warranted by the security threats in the area.  High performance jet aircraft and those sorts of things, that you’ve got to wonder for a country that can’t feed its people or provide decent medical care, why do they need high performance jets?  They face no existential threat from any of their neighbors.  So it’s a bit of a mystery.

We’ve seen the provision of tanks, refurbished T70 tanks provided to Nicaragua recently.  Not exactly what you think of as a country or geography that has a great need for armored forces.  Certainly not any of the neighbors pose a threat of that nature.  So those sorts of things.  But then air defense systems, and we see a lot of that going in.  Again, Nicaragua and primarily Venezuela on air defense systems.

DWG:  And to follow up on this idea of SOUTHCOM being a test bed for ALI and machine learning.  Are you helping on this effort to expand multi-domain command and control?  Is that one of the areas?
Admiral Tidd:  I would say we’re interested in it, and as the Army and the Air Force are beginning to work on those, I’m in conversations with General Milly and General Goldfein and have said hey, tell me more and is there anything that you’re looking specifically to test outside of the labs, outside of the training centers here in the United States?  And when you’re ready to take it on the road a little bit, we’d be very interested in hearing more about it.

But honest, they are still trying to get it from the conceptual to the actual hardware and then work their way through it.  But those are the kinds of things that we’d be very interested in hearing more about and perhaps helping with.

DWG:  And is this effort to work with interagency, with the DBA and [inaudible], is that part of that effort or is that kind of a separate --

Admiral Tidd:  It’s separate.  It’s focused on recognizing the non-traditional array of gray zone challenges that we face, requires a much more effective partnership.

We understand jointness, and this notion of jointness within the military, but from my perspective, modern jointness in this more complex security environment requires a very solid trust base series of relationships with, between the military, between the diplomatic community, the intelligence community, the law enforcement community in areas that previously had been very stovepiped.  So we’re working hard to build those levels of connective tissue so that, I was just up at the Army War College yesterday and I said none of us in the room, none of the uniformed members in the room today could imagine a situation where we would find ourselves operating where we would not be completely side by side joint with our partners from the Army, the Navy, the Air Force, the Marine Corps, the Coast Guard.  We should aspires to an era when it’s equally unimaginable that we would face security challenges where we are not effectively working together across the military, the diplomatic, the intelligence, the law enforcement communities as well.
DWG:  Justin?

DWG:  First of all, you mentioned Russia has sold equipment to some unfriendly countries, Venezuela.

Admiral Tidd:  Right.

DWG:  But are you seeing any interest from friendly countries buying either Russian or Chinese --

Admiral Tidd:  I would say there is, China especially, but also Russia, are competing in that space to offer deals at prices that undercut the type of equipment that we would be interested in providing, and that the countries are interested in purchasing.  But everybody’s got budget challenges, and our South American partners are no stranger to that.  So they’re trying to find the best possible deals that they possibly can.  Our challenge, and it’s never easy to compare apples to apples.  What we observe is if you buy American, which is what they absolutely want to do, not only do you get the kit, you get the spare parts, you get the support and all of that back-end tail that goes along with it.  Whereas often times you buy from another country and you get the stuff but then it’s on your own dime and will cost you extra if you want to maintain it or do the refurbishment or do the upgrades and the updates and things like that.

So it’s one of those, if you’ve only got a little bit of money to spend it may seem like pay me now, pay me later.  We try to observe that we are a better deal in the long run, but it’s a bit of sticker shock on the front end in order to get in and buy it.  So that’s where we’re trying to educate our partners and come up with the best possible arrangements that we can.

DWG:  [Inaudible]?

Admiral Tidd:  I think as Argentina struggles to balance funds available, particularly in some very, very difficult financial circumstances, to recapitalize a military and security force that had been completely neglected for a decade, things like I just, and aircraft sorts of things to be able to maintain sovereignty.  Ships in the case of some other countries.

Peru, it was wheeled vehicles.  They were very, very interested in the U.S. Stryker vehicle and then some I think very unhelpful propaganda that came out of Russia talking about undercutting and underselling the ability of the Stryker to do its job and then they rolled in with some refurbished [ETRs] at a cut-rate price.

It’s competition.  It’s competition that’s going on, and we’ve got to be on the field to play.

DWG:  Two minutes left, we’ll do a lightning round.
DWG:  This is [inaudible] question of [inaudible].  Have you seen more of this?  Or do you need more of this?  What kind of impact does that have?

Admiral Tidd:  Yes, taking advantage of Air Force training and conducting that training in ways that is mutually beneficial.  The B-1 has excellent sensors and instead of running flights over ranges, they come out and fly over water and help us locate.  So what we had to do was put in place the means to communicate between the aircraft and our headquarters at [inaudible] South or our tactical headquarters down there.

So it’s training of opportunity that has a benefit to us.

DWG:  Two more questions, but don’t answer the first one before the second one comes.  Otherwise we’ll run out of time.  Federal News Radio.

DWG:  When it comes to personnel [inaudible].

DWG:  You seemed to bypass one of your major challenges in that are, the drug flow.  What the extent is in passing through the area and what are your resources to match that challenge?

Admiral Tidd:  Personnel, I depend on the services.  The services provide us our people.  I’m a consumer of that.

On the flow, the importance of shifting from an exclusive perspective on commodities to the threat networks recognizes that until we fundamentally solve the demand side of the equation here in the United States, we will interdict and we will optimize interdiction with whatever degree of forces and resources are provided to us, but the challenge is, they will find a way to get it through because it’s lucrative, because the demand is unchecked.  So let’s, I will focus on threat networks and work very, very hard.  We will continue to interdict at record rates, but it still is getting through because the demand is unchecked.

DWG:  Admiral, thank you very much for joining the Defense Writers Group today.  It’s been an interesting and wide-ranging conversation.  I hope you’ll come again.

Admiral Tidd:  I hope you will explain to your readers why they need to care about this region.  It’s not unimportant.  It’s very close to home.

DWG:  Does it make a lot of difference how much coverage there is?  For example, in the region, if there’s more coverage -- sometimes the American media will jump on something and hang onto it for a bit.  Does that make a huge difference in the region or not really in your view?

Admiral Tidd:  When our competitors are so easily able to peddle the story that the United States is an unreliable partner, that we are withdrawing from the region, that we don’t care about the region, I think it’s important that we find opportunities to explain that no, in fact none of that is true.  That we are the most reliable partner, that we have shared interests, that we are there for them whether it’s evacuating badly burned children from Guatemala or responding nearly instantaneously with the very best technological capabilities to help Argentina hunt for a missing submarine or responding to a natural disaster in Haiti.  I mean we will move faster and better and be there for them when the chips are truly down, as opposed to it being a transactional type of a relationship.
DWG:  Thank you very much.

Admiral Tidd:  Thanks.
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