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DWG:  Good morning, everyone.  Thank you so much for coming.  We have a very good turnout, so good that we had to move to a larger room, so Mr. Secretary, you may need to speak up a little because of the air conditioning and the cavernous nature of the room.  We can put it all down to your drawing power.  It seems to be considerable.  A lot of people interested in the Army.

As usual, we’ll go straight into questions and answers.  I will ask the first question, and then I have a list of people who would like to ask questions, and you can make nodding signs at me as the thing progresses and get on the list.  A lot of people already are.

Mr. Secretary, why don’t I launch in by asking you about troop strength and recruiting issues.  The Army, I know, plans to take advantage of the budget boost to work on end strength and get it up to a better, to a higher level.  But is this not kind of a tough time to do that?  You have a robust economy, low unemployment, there’s an obesity problem among recruits, there’s, polling notes a lower inclination to serve among young Americans.  Then there were the administration steps to reduce the immigrant recruiting program. 

So are you going to need to lower your standards?  Are you going to need to perhaps issue, are you issuing more waivers than you have in the past for previous drug use or other issues that may in the past have caused someone to be not taken in?

Dr. Esper:  Thanks.  That’s a good question.  A lot of questions in there, too.

Let me just say, first of all, the Army is not lowering standards, we have raised standards, and I can talk you through how we have raised standards in the past few months.  It’s everything from limiting the number of Cat 4 accessions from the DoD higher end of four percent through the Army now end of two percent.  It is putting more stringent requirements on the issuance of waivers and making sure that we truly take into account the holistic person to ensure that persons who receive waivers are what we call a high-quality recruit as well.
Let’s step back a little bit.  You’ve talked about the end strength.  I believe, as does the Chief, which is why it’s captured here in the Army Vision from June, that we need to grow the Army at least to 500,000 with associated growth in the Guard and Reserve.  So what we plan on doing is a modest increase year over year over year to grow that end strength.  To do things like filling out the current units, growing additional capability, and doing a number of other things.  But it is a challenging environment, because we have a great economy, and I would not ask for one more Soldier for a lesser economy to do that.

What that means is we have to do a better job at recruiting.  We instituted a number of initiatives this summer.  For example, allowing Soldiers to go home for a period of weeks to their home towns to assist with recruiters, doing outreach, because we have a much bigger problem out there, and that is the increasing isolation of our military from the broader population it serves.  So we need to get Soldiers out there to talk about their Army experience.
And then Training and Doctrine Command, and U.S. Army Recruiting Command are coming back to myself and the Chief sometime in the next month or so with a holistic plan to overhaul recruiting, whether it’s putting more recruiters on the streets, which we actually began in the spring but we won’t see the effects until ’19,  We’re looking at everything from cleaning up our storefronts, to moving our recruiting locations.  How do we better leverage resources like the Golden Knights, the Army Band, things like that.  How do we better utilize myself, the Under Secretary, to go out there and tell the Army story?

So yes, it’s a recruiting environment.  That doesn’t mean we should not pursue what we need to be a more lethal and ready force in the future.  It means we’ve just got to be a whole lot smarter and put more resources towards the recruiting challenge.  And it’s a challenge, by the way, that all the services face right now.
DWG:  With my follow-up, I’d just like to drill in on MAVNI, the Military Accessions, Vital National Interest part of this.

Yesterday Secretary Mattis said that the hold on taking in some recruits through that program has to do with national security concerns, quote/unquote.  Tell us what those national security concerns are, if you could.  And I’m interested also, I think we would be interested in knowing, if you can tell us, anything about from which countries the recruits that are being held up are.  Is it places like Afghanistan and Iraq?  Or is it China?

Dr. Esper:  I’ll say this much.  I’ll defer, I want to send you to Jason Brown here, we can get into the details because he’s going to be doing some more background on that at some point here very, very soon.  But Secretary Mattis is exactly right.  The MAVNIs, the issue with the MAVNIs is a national security issue.  It is not, I repeat, not an immigration issue.  In fact the majority, upwards of 80 percent of those MAVNIs who have been screened and allowed into the Army so far, is numbers in about the 80 percent plus.  I’ve sworn in my share of MAVNIs as well.

So it’s not about the immigration, it’s about national security.  This arose, I think as he alliterated yesterday, from an IG report in 2016, before he was ever in office and certainly I was, concerns about background issues, national security issues that I won’t get into here.  But some of it has been out there already in the press. 

So I think we have to exercise due diligence, to make sure we understand who is coming into our ranks and just do that.  The process is never quick enough, certainly for them, and for me as well.  It’s the same process by which we all get security clearances, which is a tediously slow process.  But we’ve got to do due diligence and we’ve got to exercise prudence as we allow these folks, if they want to join the service.

DWG:  Laura?

DWG:  Thanks for being here.  I wanted to ask two questions,

First of all, there has been a proposal to [privatize] the war in Afghanistan.  I wanted to get your thoughts on that and see if that’s really [feasible].  If not, why not?

The other question that I have is what is the Army doing to prepare [inaudible] more advanced electronic warfare in places like Syria, for example?
Dr. Esper:  On the first one, I stick to my Title 10 role of man, train and equip.  That’s something for the Defense Department and others to consider about Erik Prince’s ideas.  I think the Army is, our job is to make sure we are fully capable and ready, supporting the commander in Afghanistan with the forces he needs, and that’s why we provide Brigade Combat Teams as [inaudible] name it, so that’s kind of my position is making sure, my duty, my obligation is to ensure that whatever forces the combatant commander needs, that we can provide them.
On the issue with regard to electronic warfare, you’ve hit one of those areas where I think that we need to rebuild.  It’s one of the reasons why we need to either, from a material solution or a Soldier solution, put back into our formations electronic warfare capabilities.  

Again, in our vision I think EW is outlined as a capability we need, and I think we’ve learned from the conflicts in Ukraine and others around the world.  I haven’t been following Syria that closely.  But EW is something that we need to rebuild.  It will be with us in future conflicts against near peer adversaries.  The Russians clearly have the capability, and we need to be prepared for that.  We are experimenting with technologies now to do that.  My own Rapid Capabilities Office is involved in some of that work.  Army Futures Command will certainly be involved in that work.  And again, it’s a capability that we need to build out for the future force.

DWG:  Do you think the Army may have fallen behind in this area?  And what do you need to do, what can we do to --
Dr. Esper:  I can’t cite the history as well as I should be able to, but during my days in the service in the ‘80s and ‘90s we had robust electronic warfare capabilities.  I think those are capabilities that we shed during the days of Afghanistan and Iraq because we needed a different force mix on the field of battle.  So now as we pivot back in accordance with the National Defense Strategy that says we’ve entered an era of great power competition, clearly that is one capability of many that we need to either build or rebuild.  In the case of EW, rebuild.  In the case of capabilities like Cyber, build.
DWG:  Ellen.
DWG:  Two questions.  The first one is under the military [inaudible] in the NDAA [inaudible], it calls for military medical research to be consolidated under the Defense Health Agency.  Most of the military medical research is done within the Army.  Have you had any discussions with DHA about keeping this within the Army under [inaudible]?  Or is [inaudible]?

Dr. Esper:  I have not had that discussion with DHA.  The Under Secretary’s been my point of contact with DHA.  We have talked about it amongst Army leaders.  Our first responsibility is to ensure that the readiness of the force on the field of battle, in medical terms, and then of course in training.  My concern with that provision is that it might not enable us to do what we need to do with regard to readiness on the battlefield and in training.

So my preference would be to keep that, the medical research, because I want to be thinking about what do I need on the future battlefield?  It’s a readiness issue for me.  And so that’s kind of my approach to it.  So we have to work through that issue.  I think it was a surprise to us that it found its way into the NDAA.  I think that’s one of the issues on the table we need to work through and maybe it demands a follow-up discussion with Congress.

DWG:  [Inaudible].Concerning lead in Fort Benning housing,  I know that when military families rent these houses they sign waivers that there’s lead and there’s asbestos[inaudible].  [Do y’all do] anything to ensure that families understand what that means?  That they need to keep an eye out for stripping paint and paint over it?  Or is just getting the waiver signed [inaudible]?
Dr. Esper:  Let me just say first, this is a troubling situation of great concern to me and other Army leaders.  The safety of our Soldiers and their families is paramount.  So our immediate task right now is to address the problem at hand.

When we first learned of this the Army formed a Crisis Action Team.  They were meeting on a rapid, frequent basis, coming up with ideas.  Our immediate actin plans now are to get the word out to everybody.  If, as you rightly noted, if you have chipping or peeling paint in your home, immediately notify the garrison.  We will get somebody out there that day, as soon as possible, and we will address the issue on hand.  And then there are longer-term plans we need to develop as well with regard to how we will mitigate that.

As you know, it affects roughly 40,000 homes, some of which are owned by the Army; some of which are leased by the Army.  The majority of which are owned by our RCI partners, but they are all our Army families and we intend to take care of them the best we can, particularly the children.  The biggest concern is the ingestion of lead paint chips by children.
The Army’s also going above and beyond, I think.  One of our immediate steps is to look not just at paint within the homes, but we want to look -- in those that are pre-1978.  But look at, for example, water at the tap in all homes, to make sure we don’t have an issue with lead pipes.  And we want to look also at runoff, we call it, the drip line in the soil to make sure exterior paint may not be contributing to the problem.  So that’s the immediate action plan among a few other things.

You ask the right question.  We do require the families to acknowledge and understand and apprise them if any of this comes up, to immediately notify somebody.  My understanding is that’s true for anybody, civilians, that if you buy or rent a home anywhere in the United States, you’re obligated to do that same thing.
At some point we’ll go back and look at procedures and try and understand what happened and why some of these homes got to the point they did.  Maybe it’s, I’m sure part of it is going to be an awareness education thing for families going forward, if we even allow families to live in these, you know, families with small kids to live in these homes going forward.  We’ll see.

But we’ll get to that point.  Right now we’ve placed the immediate priority on taking care of the families, the kids.  Understanding the problem and getting our arms around it quickly.

That’s a long answer, but --

DWG:  Matthew Cox, Military.com.

DWG:  Good morning.  I’d like to switch to the [ACFT].  Could you talk about, there’s been a lot of talk about [inaudible] policies [inaudible].
Dr. Esper:  I’m sorry.  I can’t hear you.

DWG:  The Army’s spent a lot of time talking about how they’re going to  look at different policies, how they’re going to handle personnel, different things that go into it.  And one of the things I was wondering about is what is the Army, if the Army decides what it’s going to do with Soldiers that fail[inaudible].  Are they going to be the same thing[inaudible] now with the APFT or [inaudible] action plan or remedial?  There are Soldiers right now that can’t [inaudible].  And also, how concerned are you that you might lose Soldiers?  They’re going to decide well, I’m just going to get out.  I’m not going to go and try [inaudible].

Dr. Esper:  Let’s go back to the purpose of changing the ACFT.  What we found over 40 years or so that the APFT that’s been in effect, and I grew up in the Army with the APFT and retired in the Army with the APFT, and I personally never thought it was a good indicator of combat physical fitness, nor did many of my colleagues.  The testing has proved that out.  I think what TRADOC would tell you is the APFT got you maybe 30-40 percent relevance of what you demand in combat based off of years of study.  The ACFT is upwards of 80 percent.  
So the purpose of the ACFT first and foremost, is to make sure our Soldiers are ready for the rigors of combat.  

Secondly, and part and parcel of that, is to improve physical fitness for injury prevention.  We lose Soldiers in training because they’re getting injured in PT or getting injured in the field.  And that drives our non-deployable problem.

So there are a couple of purposes, but one of which is to make sure more Soldiers are deployable for combat.
So back to your question.  We do have to sort through all the policies that come with a physical fitness test.  I will tell you, though, in principle, at the end of the day if you can’t pass the Army Combat Fitness Test, then there’s probably not a spot for you in the Army.  That doesn’t mean you’ll get immediately kicked out.  That means there will be a remedial, there will likely be -- I don’t want to prejudge what the command will come, but there will likely be a remedial physical fitness program and all those things.  But at the end of the day, we need Soldiers who are deployable, who are lethal and ready.  If you aren’t physically fit for combat, then we’re not only, we’re doing you an injustice, but we’re doing your colleagues and peers an injustice as well.
So that’s our obligation.  We’ve got to sort through all those policies, what it means, how long does remedial training take.  There’s a lot of concern about profiles.  If you have a profile.  We have to sort through all those things.  But again, the Army is an organization based on standards, and we play away games, and you’ve got to be able to deploy, and that’s what this is about.

DWG:  Meghan Meyers, Army Times.

DWG:  Talking about accessions again.  In July you put out new guidance, in July you put out new guidance [inaudible].  We reported that they’re also issuing very precise guidance about how to handle self-mutilation waivers[inaudible] [waivers].  Are there any [inaudible] coming up to issue more specific guidance of more or[inaudible] other hot topics we heard, like marijuana use, [inaudible] mental health, therapy or [inaudible]?
Dr. Esper:  The July memo, as I recall, addressed marijuana use at the, when they come into the MEPS Station, for example.  I will deal with the issues as they come up, as I recognize them as issues, obviously one of this, I think I felt insufficient guidance to the field with regard to what constitutes self-mutilizations, self-mutilation.  As you know or may have heard, anecdotally it’s everything from excessive nail biting to what we would understand as real cases of self-mutilation.

So as issues arise I will not be reluctant to alter the guidance to make sure that the field has clear guidance with regard to what we expect and as all things, quality over quantity.

DWG:  Now that waivers have moved back up to HQDA[inaudible], is there any [inaudible] opinion or your progressive ideas about how you handle these[inaudible]?

Dr. Esper:  Those come up to M&RA, G1.  I think they, I’m confident they thoroughly understand my view, the Chief’s view on waivers.  And the whole person concept importantly that we try to embody in that change.

So if you come up with a waiver, if you have something that requires, we want to see that you bring other things to the table to make you really worth considering to consider that waiver.  So for example, in those cases where it comes up for waiver approval, and it’s a higher level of review to the M&RA G1, you also have to be a high-quality candidate.  So we wrote that in as well.  Again, to promote quality over quantity.
DWG:  Dmitry, TASS.

DWG:  Good morning, Mr. Secretary.  I wanted to switch gears and ask you about something other than retention[inaudible] and recruiting.  In what [inaudible] peace building between Russia and the United States, and doctrine[inaudible] such as new National Defense Strategy adopted here recently?  What is the current thinking on U.S. Army numbers and posture in Europe?  Are you going to just keep pushing it up, up, up?  

Dr. Esper:  I think with regard to the stationing of forces forward, whether it’s the European theater, Pacific or wherever, again, that is driven by the combatant commanders’ needs, as validated by OSD and the Joint Staff.  So my role as the Title 10 provider is to provide those forces if they are a validated requirement, if you will.  Our aim is to assure our allies and to deter bad behavior in any theater.

DWG:  General Milley [inaudible], but he confirmed that the thinking is to raise U.S. Army levels in Europe.  So is that what’s going to happen?

Dr. Esper:  Again, General Milley can speak more broadly to this because he wears two hats.  He wears the Joint Chiefs hat as well.  So he’s more involved in discussions with the combatant commanders.  Again, my role as the Title 10 provider is to provide those forces, asked of by the combatant commanders and validated by, you know, the Secretary of Defense through the Joint Staff and OSD.

DWG:  Ashlee from Inside the Army.

DWG:  I have a question about the Next Generation Combat Vehicle.  You have directed an [acceleration] from [22 to 26] I believe.  The first question is, was there a formal course of action[inaudible] memo [inaudible]?  And then secondly, the Army is asking [inaudible] contractors to produce their own prototype [inaudible].  [Inaudible].  Without there being a formal program of record or any clear [inaudible] we have so far, how are you justifying that?  And [inaudible]?  And then what is sort of the [undercutting] technology that’s making[inaudible] next generation?
Dr. Esper:  I think on your first question, since my early days I’ve been saying that we need to move the fielding of future next generation equipment left, and that’s why if you read the vision, the Vision of 2028 says that these next generation vehicles, for example, I want to begin fielding by 2028.  So that’s always been there.

Leading up to the publication of the Vision and then when the Chief and I released it on June 6th.  But I continue to press them to move even left of that to the degree we can.  That’s going to depend on funding and depend on technology and things like that.

On your second question, we are trying to take a fundamentally different approach to acquisition where we do, of course we have Futures Command now that will guide a good deal of this, and the CFTs are reporting up underneath them.  But the aim is to reduce that requirements process from what used to be five to seven years, to a year to 18 months or so.  And one way you do that is through prototyping.
I think one of the best examples is what’s happening on JMR with our aircraft.  We have a couple of prototypes out there right now.  I think industry’s put in $4 for every $1 that we put in.  And their willingness to do that, and I just met recently with one of them in Texas, their willingness to do that I think is in large part due to the fact that we have clear priorities.  So we have six modernization priorities beginning with long range precision fires all the way through Soldier lethality.  And we’re committed to not changing them.

So I like to joke and say we’ve gone a year now and not changed our priorities, which is good.  And as far as I’m in this job, the Chief and I and the senior leadership agreed we won’t change those priorities.  So they know the priorities aren’t going to change. 

We will be shifting around money to make sure that there is money there in the out years, near years, for research and development, and then for the out years for production. 

So yes, we are asking them to come to the table with prototypes.  Some we fund and some we don’t fund.  And that way we can get a better idea of what’s possible in the near term, and I think in all these cases what we’re saying is we want to get, in the case of NGC something better than the Bradley, but that we can grow over time.  That has enough size, weight, architecture, power, et cetera, so that over time we can grow through the 2030s, through the 2040s like we’ve done with the Bradley and the Abrams the past 30-40 years.

Does that answer your question?

DWG:  Yes.

DWG:  Tony?

DWG:  [SFAB].  Where is the next one going to?  Is Africa a possibility?

Dr. Esper:  There have been no plans where we might deploy SFAB two once it’s fully stood up and ready. 

DWG:  That hasn’t [inaudible].

Dr. Esper:  No, not to the best of my knowledge. 

DWG:  Okay, system.  The [PIM] program, the Howitzer has had issues.  [You guys did] move it into forward production.  If you can talk theoretically about requirements and moving things to the left.  This is supposedly a mature program that’s had a lot of welding issues.  What does BAE need to prove, demonstrate, before you approve full rate production?
Dr. Esper:  First and foremost, a principal underlying or new approach to acquisition is to hold industry accountable for what we expect of them.  So our quality control folks were at the BAE facility and discovered that there was insufficient welding happening on the vehicles, the chassis, if you will, and so we quickly met with the BAE leadership to address that, to get it back into the system and get it fixed. I think we have that under control now.  They have it under control.

But I think there’s a deeper recognition, too, that there are management issues there.  So those discussions are ongoing. I’m planning a trip to their facility in York the coming weeks, and to look at that in particular and understand what BAE is doing with that particular issue, what they may be doing across, how they’re making sure that we have good quality control across all of the programs, and then what are they doing on the management side to make sure that we don’t, that this doesn’t come up again.
DWG:  AMPV is a key program for Europe.

Dr. Esper:  Yeah, for the Army.  

DWG:  Are you concerned that their production problems with the [PIM] are spilling over to the AMPV, could delay the brigade schedules to Europe?

Dr. Esper:  I think that’s why I want to go up and spend time on the ground and visit them and spend time with leadership and find out what’s going on to make sure that, you know, there are a number of programs that happen at that facility in York, and BAE has a number of programs for the Army.  And they’ve been a good partner, but again, we’re going to hold them to account for what we expect and what we’re paying for.  And I always get the best information when I go out and travel and meet with people.  That’s why I do a lot of it, and that’s why I plan to go up to York in the coming weeks.  

DWG:  [Dan] from Jane’s[inaudible]?

DWG:  Thank you, sir.  Regarding the Space Force, do you yet have a sense, or when will you get a sense of what elements of your service might move over there [inaudible]?  If it’s Space and Missile Defense Command, or the operational units that sort of report up to them?

Dr. Esper:  Let me say up front, the Army supports the Space Force.  We are heavily reliant on space for everything from communications to position, navigation and timing.  So we’re of course very interested in how this evolves.  But I don’t have personally that level of fidelity yet.  My point person is the Under Secretary who’s been engaged in these meetings here.  This happened recently, I’ve been on the road a good deal.  But we will stay very involved in it.  Space is very important to the Army.  And we’ll continue to support Secretary Mattis moving forward.
DWG:  Is there a point in time where you’re expecting to have them come to you and say this unit, that unit, is coming with us?

Dr. Esper:  Maybe. I don’t know.  It just depends on how it shakes out, whether it’s a unit or types of people who have a certain background in aerospace engineering, or maybe in space operations.  We have our own SMDC that does a lot of space stuff.  So we’ll see how it kind of sorts itself out.  I think the big, the large organizational questions and all that needs to happen first, and the DepSecDef is the point man for DoD on that issue.
DWG:  Ashlee from Shepherd Media.

DWG:  I wanted to follow up on two questions that have been asked.  One is, talking about Next Generation Combat Vehicle and Future Vertical Lift.  [The original number] [inaudible] to free up funds, to ensure that you have money [inaudible].  Could you give us sort of a status update of that?  And how are you going to pay for some of these large ticket items with sequestration possibly coming back?
Dr. Esper:  Because, you finished with what would be the start of my answer.  We had great support from Congress in the ’18 bill.  ’17 kind of stopped the bleeding, a good increase there. ’18 was a really good increase.  And ’19 looks very good as well.  But as I go around the hill in both public meetings, hearings, and private meetings, you know, people said we don’t know what’s out there for ’20,  And so what I’ve often said is I’m going to control as much of my destiny, the Army’s destiny, as I can.  What that means is really freeing up money.  And I’ve said from day one, one of my three priorities has been readiness, modernization and reform.  And reform to free up time, money and manpower.  And I’ve been very clear to say that we’re going to put the CFT priorities first, at the top of that list.  We’re going to rank order everything.  And we’ll start pulling things off the bottom of the list to help fund what’s on the top of that list.  Not because it’s not important, but because it’s of lower priority relevant to what we need to ensure the readiness and lethality of the force. 

We have done something unique.  The Chief and I spent 40-50 hours going through the equipping budget and we will do that again in a few months as we look at ’21, but we’re also going to put the same level of scrutiny to every other budget in the Army.  We have these coming up through the training, installations, the manpower to make sure we, again, can find money to do what we need in other areas.  It’s not just equipment solutions, but we wanted to find money to have an extended Basic Training.  So now we’ve moved Infantry Basic Training to 22 weeks.  I like to say it may well be the longest and toughest Infantry Basic Training in the world.  But we thought it necessary to do that.  And we want to expand Basic Training to other MOSes as well.

So I have to go throughout the budget to find that money to do that because I’m not sure that we will have money in ’20 and beyond, and that’s what we’re trying to do.

DWG:  I wanted to follow up on the [SFAB].  The first [SFAB] has been in the field for quite a while, you’re training up the second one.  Can you talk briefly about what lessons learned?
Dr. Esper:  Sure.

DWG:  When you’re possibly changing training for the second one, and maybe some of the logistical challenges that you [inaudible].

Dr. Esper:  I traveled over to Afghanistan this summer and I spent a lot of time with the SFABs.  I visited them in Tac East and Tac South and in Kabul.  I met with the leadership in each location.  And I will tell you this overall, and I had a chance to talk with General Nicholson and the commanders.  First of all, very satisfied with the performance of the SFABs.  They were doing exactly what they were expected to do and performing well.  What I was actually surprised by, that we got as much right as we did in terms of the equipping, and training, et cetera.
That said, there are lessons learned, and I’m trying to think back to what some of the lessons -- it’s been a few months now. 

For example, I think what the teams told me is we probably need to have, they probably need to next time deploy forward in that environment.  More knowledge of the employment and use of mortars, for example.  We send people over there with artillery backgrounds, but mortars are much more commonly used by the Afghans.  So the ability to advise on the employment of mortars is one thing.

Probably one of the highest payoff areas they talked about was in the logistics world.  The Afghan logistics and maintenance base is not as robust as it should be to support their operations.  So we have logistics teams out there now.

But I think another lesson learned is we need probably more teams to go and assist the Afghans when it comes to the logistics side.

So there are a number of things like that.  Nothing was a show-stopper, but I think they were good lessons learned in the context of Afghanistan working with the Afghans.  Again, in a different scenario with a different force for supporting it, it may be different.  But those are the things that I recall jumped out from my trip there and the days I spent with them.

DWG:  Travis from The Examiner.

DWG:  Thanks for doing this, Mr. Secretary.  

John McCain held up your nomination last year over Pentagon transparency.  I was wondering, did he reach out to you during that time?  And what did he say to you?

Dr. Esper:  First of all, we should all mourn the loss of Senator McCain.  He is a real American hero and a true patriot and somebody that I was privileged to know for a number of years.  From my time on the Hill, I got to know him through the members I worked for who were very close to him, whether it was Chuck Hagel or Fred Thompson.  And I had a chance to travel with John McCain.  So I’ve known him for nearly 20 years.  I supported him on his campaign in ’08.  So we’ve lost a great voice out there.

Sorry, I forgot your --

DWG:  He held up your nomination last year.  Obviously you guys had a relationship.  I’m just wondering during that time when he was holding it up, did he reach out to you?  And can you talk about what he told you in discussions?

Dr. Esper:  I eventually met with Senator McCain as well, and we had a long discussion.  Of course we’ve known each other for years.  I can’t recall the specifics, and there’s probably some of it that I wouldn’t convey anyways.  But he was very supportive of me going there, being the Secretary of the Army.  That obviously proved the case.  And of course there’s always guidance that he likes to convey, I think some of which you’ve heard recently.  The standup of Army Futures Command.  He shared with me, and it’s nothing new, because I’ve heard him for years talk about the Army’s failures when it comes to acquisition and the need to take a bold, different approach to acquisition.  I was fully supportive of that as obviously I am based on where we are.  So those are one of the things that jumps out at me is how do you do things differently to get acquisition where it needs to be?

His care was always for the Soldiers, the service members, and of course our ability to support our diplomatic efforts, and if diplomacy fails, to fight and win on the battlefield.  So he was very clear-eyed in terms of what his expectations were of the U.S. military.
DWG:  He was a very fierce critic sometimes of Pentagon programs, as you mentioned.  Were you ever on the receiving end of that?  What was that like?

Dr. Esper:  I’m trying to think back during the hearings.  Not that I can recall.  But of course I worked with his team in the past on the Boeing tanker back in, when I was working with the majority leader.  So again, I’ve been on all sides of this issue going back some time.  

So again, I understand where he is.  He’s been very consistent.  He was very consistent over the years with regard to acquisition matters, and spot-on in terms of -- the bottom line is this.  And he knew it, we all knew it. The military needs to field items more quickly, and items that are capable that enable our Soldiers to fight and win; our Sailors to fight and win; our Air Force to fight and win; and our Marines.  That’s the bottom line.  And we just can’t, budgets, resources are too constrained these days to waste money and certainly we can’t waste time.

DWG:  Sidney from Breaking Defense.

DWG:  Hi, Mr. Secretary.  I’ve been told on that question, [inaudible] the commander.  Let me ask, what are the key things that [inaudible]?  How have you been involved, hands-on with CFT [inaudible]?  How will you stay involved and [inaudible] more of a structure to that?  And long term, how do you make sure [inaudible], so if the next Secretary is not so hands-on, it won’t die?

Dr. Esper:  Those are good questions.  

I think by nature and by lessons learned, I’m a very hands-on person.  Whether it’s reviewing 800 programs or towards the future modernization of the Army.  So Secretary of Defense Gates made improvements in modernization because he picked some programs and he stayed on top of them pretty aggressively.  I think we talked at the AFC Press Conference, the Chief did, about MRAP.
That is the same approach the Chief of Staff and I have taken with regard to the CFTs and will with Army Futures Command.  So every week that I am in DC, I’m getting, the Chief and I are getting a CFT brief-up.  We just did it yesterday on Air and Missile Defense.  I think the week before that it was, maybe Future Vertical Lift.  So every week we’re kind of getting an update from a different CFT.  So we’re circulating through them every six weeks or so and making sure we understand what they’re doing, where they’re going, urging them to push left or don’t have too many requirements or sharpen their thinking and all that, and we will continue to stay engaged like that on these issues.
Leadership engagement is important to understand where it’s going, to show the importance of what it is to the Army, and to continue to press forward because again, fielding this next generation of equipment will mean the difference between our success or not on future battlefields.

DWG:  How do you institutionalize that, the process that doesn’t depend on your personality or [inaudible]?

Dr. Esper:  I think what you do is, what you want is a process to become a habit.  It’s something you do every day, like getting up and brushing your teeth.  So I think what will happen is, what I hope will happen is the expectation will be that the CFTs and Army Futures Command will always have a place on my schedule, the Chief’s schedule, to become a routine, a practice that we’ve done and always done.  So that becomes the expectation.  Not just for AFC and the CFTs, but really for future Service Secretaries and for future Chiefs of Staff, et cetera.

DWG:  Scott, from Federal News Radio.

DWG:  I want to bring you back to personnel.  There is a non-deployable strategy that Secretary Mattis put out at the beginning of the year trying to push people out that were not applicable for a year or more.  How has that been going?  Have you pushed many people out?  How is it affecting your rates of trying to grow?
Dr. Esper:  We have to finalize our policy with regard to the Army’s non-deployment approach.  We share the view that if you’re non-deployable then you’re really not, in most cases, of not much utility because we play away games.  Again, you have to be able to deploy to go fight the war.  And if I can’t deploy somebody over here, that means I’m deploying somebody over there twice as often.

At one point in time we had a non-deployability rate of around 15 percent.  So do the math.  Out of a million-thirty Army, that’s 150,000 people.  That rate now is down to nine percent or so.  We’ve reduced it that far down and we’re going further through a number of initiatives.

We do think that policy will enable us to, again, send the right signal to the force that you know, you need to get healthy or you need to, if your records aren’t completed, you know, your medical checks -- you need to get those done because there’s a series of things that makes one non-deployable.  So I think the message has been sent that that’s our expectation.  If you’re non-deployable back to 12 months then we are going to begin separating you.  
I mean there’s always kind of exceptions to the rule, if you will, but that’s -- I mean exceptions like Wounded Warriors are a special category, and obviously somebody who just had a baby.  But for the most part, that’s the message.

DWG:  So you haven’t finished up that yet.

Dr. Esper:  No, we have until October.

DWG:  And secondly, I wanted to ask you about the NDAA. You’ve got promotion board changes, a lot of personnel changes in that.  How do you plan on implementing that [inaudible] kind of giving the services a lot of leeway, how [they will meet it].

Dr. Esper:  I think it’s great, given that flexibility, that authority.  Again, go back to the Army Vision, you’ll see in there that I think we need a new personnel system, and one that is based on talent.  Talent management.  So I spent about an hour and a half yesterday, maybe longer, with our talent management task force.  This is one of the issues that came up, is how do we quickly implement some of the changes that were given to us under DOTMA/ROTMA, the changes to DOTMA/ROTMA.  So what can we do in the near term while we try and figure out the near term, sorry, the longer-term end state that we want to achieve?  And the task force is working on that right now.  We just had that discussion yesterday. 

DWG:  John Harper from National Defense --

DWG:  You noted that funding will be shifted around that to prioritize your top six priorities.  Can you say which programs or capability areas will see a funding cut in 2020 and beyond to free up that money?
Dr. Esper:  I will at the right time, John, but right now that, it’s got to work its way through the OSD process, and OSD has to approve and chop on all that.  And of course then it goes to OMB.  So that process needs to work itself out.  Until it’s approved and it becomes the President’s budget and it’s released is when I’d be able to talk to it.

DWG:  And Air and Missile Defense is one of the top six priorities.  Are there any specific programs or capabilities that you’re looking to shift to the left and field more quickly than had been previously planned?
Dr. Esper:  We’re pretty aggressive in terms of deploying IMSHORAD, the Interim Mobile SHORAD capability.  Just like EW we talked about earlier, we need to restore to our maneuver formations an air defense capability.  So the Mobile SHORAD will give us that capability.  It’s traditional effectors, guns and missiles on a Stryker chassis.  So that vehicle will be able to keep up with heavy formations.  That’s one of the things we want to move left.

In terms of capabilities, I think what’s most exciting and where the Army’s making a good deal of progress is on directed energy. I think that’s the future, for the most part, because of the volume of shots, the volume and speed of shots it gives you, the cost savings, everything against a range of air platforms.  So that’s what we’re putting a lot of our investment, as are the services.  We’re working together on directed energy.  It’s one of the few things we’re clearly together on.

DWG:  When do you expect to be able to field either a 50-kilowatt laser or a 100-kilowatt laser?
Dr. Esper:  I told you we had discussion about Air and Missile Defense, at CFT the other day.  We talked about this and I’m pushing them hard to let’s start, we have some things now, I want to get them out, testing as soon as possible.  Within a few years I want to get something out there.

Initial fielding, all that is something else.  But in terms of prototyping, seeing what it can do, I want to get out sooner rather than later.

Lasers are unique, though.  You have a particular challenge.  And that is the, depending on the power behind the beam, it travels for a great distance so you have safety concerns you have to work through as well.

But like everything else, I’m pushing folks to move left, let’s get it out to the field, let the Soldiers experiment with it, see how they best use it.  I think the users, getting it in the hands of the operators, and it’s again, one of the approaches we’re trying to take, is they will help shape how we think about the employment of lasers in terms of actually firing them, but also how do we integrate them as part of our formations against everything from small drones to cruise missiles to fast movers.  Getting it out to places like NTC would be great to try and think through that.

DWG:  Jeff Seldon, Voice of America.

DWG:  Sir, thank you very much for doing this.

You mentioned a little bit earlier an increasing isolation of the Army from the public [inaudible].  I was wondering if you could explain a little bit how that’s playing out and how that’s impacting the Army’s operations and missions.  Is it just recruiting?  Or do you see other issues there?

Dr. Esper:  I think the American people are very supportive of the military.  It’s fantastic.  It’s just extraordinary.  So that’s not the issue.  I think the issue is over a period of years, as either we’ve seen bases leave communities because of a BRAC round or we’ve seen the greatest generation, regrettably, die off. Young people these days just simply don’t have as much contact with persons who serve as they may have in my generation.  That seems to be the biggest influencer of young people, if you read any report, are family and friends who speak about military service and what it means for them and what not.
As I go around the Army, and I just was talking to somebody the other day about this.  I had two recent experiences.  I was at Fort Knox visiting the cadets going through summer training, and I had lunch, an MRE lunch with about a dozen of them.  I asked them, went around the table and asked them why they joined.  Then I asked, because it’s becoming more and more apparent to me, how many of you come from a military family?  And I think nearly all of them raised their hand.

Just a few short weeks ago I was at Fort Polk at JRTC and I had the same conversation with Soldiers, I think they were from the Illinois National Guard, and I asked the same question.  Why did you all serve?  And it was all because they wanted to serve their country.  And then I said how many of you have family members who are in the military?  I think nearly all raised their hand.

So what you’re seeing is, it’s much more, family and friends are the influencers, and it’s becoming much more of a family business.  On the Army Staff alone, you look at any number of the senior Army leaders, I think they all have at least one son or daughter, if not more, who are Army officers or serving.
So that’s my concern, you have one percent of the population defending 99 percent.  So to me that’s the elite one percent out there, and I just have great admiration and respect for the Soldiers who do that.

But again, we find ourselves in these big bases -- Fort Bragg and Fort Hood and Fort Bliss -- and our best connection to the Army is the National Guard and Reserve, which is out there in every state and community, and that’s a fantastic connection.

But again, my concern is isolation from the broader community we serve, and that’s a discussion on the Hill as well.  Congress recognizes that.

DWG:  I was wondering, are you part of the one percent?  Or were you from a military family?

Dr. Esper:  No, I wasn’t.  I was not part of the one percent.  I had an uncle who served in the Air Force who was an AP reporter, eventually became an AP reporter.  And I had a couple of other uncles that served.  But no, neither of my parents were in the military.  Like for many folks, it was a calling.  

DWG:  It seems like you’re describing a cultural divide by those who are willing to join the Army, or even the armed services in general, and those who aren’t.  Do you worry about the impact that can have and whether or not that’s something that could be exploitable by some of the countries’ adversaries such as Russia?  A disinformation campaign being able to play on some of those divides?  Have you seen any evidence just in general that Soldiers in particular are being targeted by disinformation campaigns?
Dr. Esper:  My principle concern goes back to the first question Dave asked, and that’s the challenges of recruiting in this environment  It does become a challenge, not just the economy, but when you have fewer and fewer young people who know somebody who served, that becomes a challenge because they have less, it’s an unknown to them.  But you find those who do know somebody, it becomes a much more comfortable consideration or open  consideration to consider enlisting or going the route of ROTC or West Point.  That’s my concern, right there.  I think all the services see that.

DWG:  Wes Morgan, Politico.

DWG:  Hi, sir.  Often when you speak publicly you talk about how, compare the current moment in the Army Futures Command to a 1973 moment that led to the Big 5.  One thing that kind of stands out from that, the Army in 1973 gathered a lot of lessons from the Yom Kippur War.  It seems kind of analogous to, you mentioned earlier the Ukraine as an example for how we’re learning about Russian electronic warfare.

Can you talk a little bit more about the real-world example you framed?  What the Army thinks about itself?

Dr. Esper:  Sure.  If I recall my history correctly, we actually sent people to study Yom Kippur in that time frame, and we sent people to study Ukraine.  We brought back lessons.  I think probably one of the most remarkable lessons is the Russian use of drones to find enemy forces and then use them to direct indirect fires onto a Ukrainian formation with great effect.  We also learned about Russian use of Electronic Warfare, was brought up earlier.
We take those lessons, we think about it from what we call the whole DOTMLPF type of consideration, so how do we adapt our doctrine to deal with those types of capabilities, our organizational structure, our training.  So those are scenarios that you would see at NTC, at least when I’ve gone out there you’ll see those scenarios.  And then what are the material solutions, for example?  How do we deal with offensive and defensive EW in a future fight?
So we take all those lessons.  And not just Ukraine, but anywhere that potential future adversaries are, we want to learn.

DWG:  Can you talk a little nit more about how the Army actually gathers those lessons and how they make their way to NTC or other training centers [inaudible]?

Dr. Esper:  There are obviously a number of streams of information, both classified and unclassified.  But let’s just say for the open stuff.  Many times, and I may get this wrong, but I think our folks at Fort Leavenworth, certainly Training and Doctrine Command, is charged with capturing those lessons learned.  We have a Center for Army Lessons Learned who brings those back and it proliferates into the force.

We also learn lessons when we fight against ourselves, whether it’s Blue FOR versus OpFOR at NTC or JRTC.  How do we see our own Soldiers utilizing capabilities?  We have to think about those as well.
DWG:  Matt from Defense Daily.

DWG:  I was wondering about the cost of [inaudible] for the operating [inaudible] portfolio?  And then [inaudible] higher lethality and [inaudible] that portfolio to grow? [Audio is inaudible, but question was regarding AFC costs]
Dr. Esper:  The short answer is time will tell.  General Murray has to think through his organization and how he should best organize it and man it to accomplish his mission.  But I will tell you in terms of our planning, we see it on par with the sister major commands.  And that means kind of an operating budget of around $80 to $100 million, give or take.  We said 500 people plus or minus.  We’ll see.  But all those things, we’re like month two right now of, IOC was July.  This is August.  FOC will be next summer.  So he’s got to figure all that out, and we’re still moving, still connecting up boxes, so to speak, and there will be more changes as we come.  Every time I talk about it I try to tell Army Staff, be patient.  We’ll move stuff in or out.  

But that’s kind of roughly, we see it being on par with its sister commands.

DWG:  And then just the size of the portfolio, is there a number [inaudible] around the $30 billion mark?  Also the acquisition reforms that are going to go into this command,  How far along are they in terms of of being set in stone [inaudible]?  

Dr. Esper:  The Futures Command, just consider it as owning the modernization portfolio.  So everything from the S&T side through the procurement side.  And there’s an annual dollar for that.  You all know this as well.  It’s $30, $40 billion, whatever the case may be.
Different parts of the organization, some of which he will have direct control over and some of which he won’t, has to institute its own reforms.  Bruce Jetty, Dr. Jetty, who runs, he’s our ASA(ALT), Senior Acquisition Executive.  He’s instituting changes within acquisition.  But there are other changes in other organizations we need to look at as well, whether it’s contracting or how we do testing, all those things we’re talking about greater efficiency, greater speed, so that we can again deliver much more quickly what our soldiers need when they need it.

DWG:  Mr. Secretary, we’ve done a round.  But I know the group wants to use every minute we can of your time.  We’ve got five more minutes. 

Dr. Esper:  Okay.

DWG:  Anyone who hasn’t asked a question can put their hand up.  Otherwise I’m going to -- Tony, go ahead.

DWG:  On the issue of broader, 91 percent of the country serving 95 percent of the nation.  Is that --

Dr. Esper:  I think I said one percent serving 99.  My numbers may be off.  It’s close enough.

DWG:  That’s an interesting thing to talk about.  Does that mean also that the base for major defense spending increases is pretty  fragile, the support base?  If you’re not a peerless steward of the tax dollar, like the Secretary says, 95 percent of the country’s not engaged with the military.  One overpriced hammer scandal can really screw you over in terms of losing the support of the nation for defense increases.  Is that a potential concern?
Dr. Esper:  I’ll say a few things.  First of all, we get really good support across the Congress.  House and Senate, Democrats and Republicans.  And certainly on defense committees.  So I’m not concerned there.

With these percentages, I would like to say it’s 100 percent of the country benefits from the national security we provide.  That’s for sure as well.

I think whether it’s two percent or three percent of the American people serving or five or ten percent, we always have an obligation to be good stewards of the taxpayers’ dollars.  I mean those are, we’ve got a lot of challenges out there.  The American people have a lot of challenges, and we need to be good stewards of every single dollar.  I certainly want to be, because I want to make good use of every single dollar because I have a lot of demands out there.  I’ve got demands that range from how do I man the force?  How do I house it?  I have health care.  I have to build new weapon systems. I mean the number of people wanting more money doesn’t end.  

So I want to make sure I make good use of every single dollar.  That’s why we’re looking at every single program, every single activity, every single function.  If I can find a million dollars, I would go after a million dollars.

DWG:  Have you found it yet?

Dr. Esper:  Oh, yes, I’ve found a lot of money, and I will continue to find money.
DWG:  One example of something [inaudible]?  A small ball that maybe outside of Washington is a big ball?

Dr. Esper:  No, like I said, we’ve talked about we’re trying to, generally contracting services things like that.  Program trims.  I’ve got to go through the training stuff.  There’s a lot of things we need to, again, look at, and that will all come out in due time.

DWG:  Thanks.

DWG:  John, from National Defense.

DWG:  Hypersonics have been a big focus now, [inaudible] the services.  When do you anticipate that the Army might be able to deal with a grounded type of hypersonic weapon?

Dr. Esper:  That’s a good question.  Once again, I’m pushing them to go as fast as they can.  Move left.  Long range precision fires at the strategic level is the capability we need to ensure clear overmatch in a future conflict.  I think that’s the way we get to it is through hypersonics.  The services have been working together.  We’ve signed a joint agreement, if you will, in terms of how to proceed.  The Secretary of Navy and Secretary of Air Force and I meet constantly on this and other issues where we can work together, and we all recognize that that is a key capability for all of us.

DWG:  Do you have a time line, a target fielding date or anything?

Dr. Esper:  Before 2028 for sure.  Maybe we can track down the latest.  I haven’t been working on it.  But this is one where clearly technology is an issue.  It’s not like there’s one out there right now that I’m aware of, as compared to, you know, there are fighting vehicles out there.  But this is one that’s going to take some technology development and some work. But we’re pushing hard because this has got to get there first. 
DWG:  Last one to Ashlee Shepherd.

DWG:  You talked about lessons learned from Ukraine.  Could you talk a little bit about lessons learned from Syria?  And how the Army needs to keep up in order to fight in [an oppressive] environment?

Dr. Esper:  I’ve got to be honest with you, I’m not as steeped in lessons learned coming out of Syria.  I just haven’t done my homework yet on that.  But I know that we have people looking at that and looking at lessons learned.  So I’d have to get back to you on that at some point.  But I’m more familiar with Ukraine because of, like I said, I’ve looked into it, I’ve studied the, when I’ve gone to NTC I’ve talked t NTC to make sure that we are presenting challenging scenarios that reflect the capabilities or the tactics of potential future adversaries, and that’s where I’ve been focusing on that piece of it.

DWG:  Dr. Esper, thank you very much for coming here today.  And I wanted to say at the top and forgot, to say I’m particularly honored to have a person with a doctorate from George Washington University where I work.
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