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DWG:  General Neller, thank you so much for being our guest today at Defense Writers Group.  We’re really honored to have you here.  We look forward to hearing what you have to say.  It’s on the record, but there is no broadcast, no streaming, so there are some rules, but not too many.
You’re counter-programming the AUSA, but a lot of people seem to have decided that the Marines are interesting this morning, even though the Army was there to provide counter-programming across town.  A lot of people probably have to go there after this, I’m guessing.

Sir, I’d like to just start, if I may, by asking you kind of about this time in your service as the commandant.  You’ve had, as I understand it the normal tour of duty is four years or thereabouts, plus or minus.  And you are right at about the end of year three.  So I think people would be interested in hearing with what might be around one year to go what’s on your to do list?  What are your key priorities that you want to try to accomplish or work on in this what could be your last year?
General Neller:  There’s a lot of things.  I’ve got a list.  This isn’t it, but a lot of small things.  But in the macro sense I think the same thing when we started.  People.  Finding really good people that want to be Marines and making them Marines, making them into Marines the right way.  The readiness of the force, the increased lethality of the force, the modernization of the force.  Integration with our allied partners and our joint partners, but particularly in Navy and Special Ops.  Then technology.  How are we going to leverage technology?

Those are at the beginning and they still remain our main lines of effort.  And all the individual tasks all the way down to what kind of boots we wear, and what our uniform is made of, and the body armor and rifles and airplanes and vehicles, command and control, all lead to that.

We have a document called Expeditionary Force 21 that we revised and renamed it the Marine Operational Concept, and that came out early in 2016.  The problem that we were trying to resolve or fix was we believe that we were not organized, trained and equipped to contest a peer adversary in the year 2025.  That was before the National Defense Strategy, that was before anything else came out.  So whether we’re right or not remains to be seen, but clearly we are in an era of increasing great power competition.  We’re not looking for a fight, but at the same time I think we have to be ready.  The operational environment we operate in has changed, so we have to be ready for that.
DWG:  Are there last items to tick off?  Specific things.  You’ve given a sort of broad high-level picture.  Are there specific things you want to try to accomplish before you hand this job over?

General Neller:  Nothing happens as fast as you want it to.  So I think addressing command and control, and a survivable, resilient command and control, and being able to operate within cyberspace and the electromagnetic spectrum, those domains and the overall readiness of the force itself.  

I think aviation has been the most problematic area.  Although, aside from the loss of the F-35 the other day, the last fiscal year -- in FY17 we had a horrible year.  Our aviation readiness was horrible.  We lost a lot of Marines, most in a C-130.  But we had a lot of Class A’s this last year.  Much, much, much less.  And I would attribute that to the fact that we’re flying a lot more than we were.  But we’re still struggling to get to the readiness level that we want.  Now Secretary Mattis has raised the bar, up to 80 percent.  So roger that.

DWG:  Jeff?

DWG:  Thank you, General.  In the book Red Storm Rising, a Marine Task Force retakes Iceland.  It sounds a lot like the scenario for Trident Juncture.  Is the Marine Corps sending a message to the Russians that should they stray into our [inaudible] territory the Marines can retake that territory?

General Neller:  I don’t know.  Trident Juncture’s been an exercise scheduled for many, many years.  Even before I assumed this office Trident Juncture was planned as a major exercise.  There’s going to be a landing in Norway.  The event in Iceland is a rehearsal.  We do have to rehearse.  Hopefully weather permitting we’ll be able to do that.  I’m not going to speculate on what anybody perceives or doesn’t perceive by our exercise.

DWG:  As a quick follow-up, so far 27 women have joined the Infantry.  Is there any resistance from Infantry units to accept women?

General Neller:  The units I talk to that have, I mean there’s two parts to remember now.  When the policy changed there were two things.  Assignment of women to previously restricted units, and assignment of women to previously restricted MOSes.  The number in the latter, as you state, is small.

I’ve talked to some of them.  I’ve talked to their commanders.  You’re a Marine.  Do your job.  If you’re good at what you do, we’re a merit-based organizations.  So the numbers are small.  We expected they’d be small.  I haven’t heard of any issues with the acceptance of any Marine.
DWG:  Sean Nailor.

DWG:  As the armed forces reorient, refocus on high-end conflict and nation state conflict, is the Marine Corps taking any steps to ensure that the sort of lessons in low intensity conflict, counterinsurgency that have been sort of learned at great cost in blood and treasure over the last 17 years remains internalized in the Corps so that in five or ten years if the President orders you to conduct that sort of an operation again, that the learning curve wouldn’t be as steep as it was 10-15 years ago?

General Neller:  Just because the pendulum has swung back toward, more toward peer adversaries, because we didn’t have any for 17 years.  We haven’t focused on that.  That doesn’t mean that we’re going to forget or forego the requirement to deal with counterinsurgents or stability ops.  In a Marine unit I think that’s train and support the development of partner nations and allies, I think that’s part of the sticker price.  WE want to be able to operate across the range of military operations, from HADR to non-combatant evacuation, embassy reinforcement, to support, develop and [inaudible] counterinsurgency, stability ops, or fight at the high end.  The problem is how much time are you going to allocate to each of those things?
So one of the organizational changes we made, or are making, in what we call Force 2025 is the current -- we’ve added Marine Corps Security Cooperation Group.  That’s there to go to partner nations and to train our advisor teams wherever they have gone in different places.  We’re going to expand the size of that organization, doubling it.  Going to call it the Marine Advisor Group.  That will be kind of a repository of these lessons learned about advising foreign militaries.  And in our educational system we’ll continue to do things that we need to do as far as maintain our lessons learned on stability ops, counterinsurgency.

And then the VEO fight and all the things that are pertaining to that are going to remain.  Probably those are going to be the more likely day-to-day things, but we have to move ourself training wise towards a higher end because although the likelihood is less, the consequences are greater.  
So to answer your question, yes.  We are, we’re not going to just forget everything that we learned.

DWG:  Mallorie from Inside the Navy.  Then Rick Burgess, Sea Power.

DWG:  Thank you, sir.  The Army Secretary said this week that the Army is reducing, consolidating $25 billion over the FYDP.  How much money has the Marine Corps been asked to reduce to consolidate?  And where is that money coming from?

General Neller:  What I think Secretary Esper said, I’ve heard and Chief Milley, is they went through their budget line by line and they made an internal decision to stop doing or cancel or change programs that they already had that saved them $25 billion.  So it wasn’t, nobody gave them a number.  I’ll defer to them, but I’ve heard General Milley talk about this a couple of times.
I think all of us, and Department of Navy, Secretary of the Navy’s directed the same thing.  What are the things that we can do or not do or do differently which will allow us to realize savings?

So for us, an example of that would be canceling certain programs that we didn’t think were going to get us to the capability that we needed.  Reducing how many vehicles we have.  Taking legacy gear that we’ve somehow kept our hands on and getting rid of it.

But as of right now there is no target out there from the Department of Defense to say you have to save this much money.  I’m not saying that couldn’t happen, but right now there isn’t one.

DWG:  Would you consider the [AAD] survivability upgrade one of those programs?

General Neller:  Yes.

DWG:  You’ve talked about helping the Navy establish certain controls using some Marine Corps equipment on board the Navy ships.  Are you thinking about doing anything [inaudible] like the Navy [inaudible]? 
General Neller:  Yes.  There’s a lot of work going on in that particular area.  There’s also some other policies or treaties that affect that land basing and those things.  In short, we’re following very closely with the Army and what they’re doing as far as increasing long-range precision fire.  Whether they come from ship to surface or surface to ship or surface to surface, it doesn’t matter.  The ability to extend your range with precision is an important capability in the future fight.  So we’re involved in a lot of effort.  Sometimes just mirroring, following the Army; and others in the Navy that are doing programs that are going to extend the range.  But in the Marine Corps concept, the expeditionary advanced base operations, you know, one of our historical missions has been the seizure and securing of advanced naval bases in support of the prosecution of a naval campaign.  And if you’re going to defend that base today, you have to have the ability to defend it, which means you have to have long-range precision strike and you’ve got to have some way to defend against air threats.  So those are capabilities that we need to increase, so we’re obviously interested in those things.
DWG:  Mary Walsh, CBS.

DWG:  I’m curious why you have Marines based in Norway.  What’s your mission there?  You’ve increased the number there.  So could you talk about Norway and [inaudible]?

General Neller:  Over the years, it goes back to the Cold War.  We’ve had a longstanding relationship with the Norwegians and we’ve had pretty substantial amounts of prepositioned equipment that was there as part of the Cold War war plan.  And then when the Cold War ended, because it was advantageous for us to keep the gear there because it was well maintained, it was secure, we could go there and train because we’re supposed to be the every clime and place folks, right?  So you’ve got to go somewhere to train in cold weather, and if you’ve got a gear set there, it’s an election to go there and just use the gear.  And we’ve used that gear.  We used that gear in Iraq, we’re using it in Afghanistan, we’ve moved it back and forth and we’ve maintained our relationship with the Norwegian military.

So as things evolved post Benghazi we put a Special Purpose MAGTF in Moron, Spain.  We already had Marines doing what was called the Black Sea Rotational Force in Romania.  And things in the world made us consider putting Marines back in Norway because we wanted to get back in the cold weather business.  That was the primary reason.  We needed to get back in the cold weather business.  For a lot of reasons.
So we put 300 Marines up there.  Then now we had this force, it was sited in four different locations and was becoming logistically difficult, and so we decided that we would consolidate a force that was located in four locations to three locations, which allowed us to, the Norwegians agreed to let us come and have a rotational presence there.  There was another unit coming into Romania.  So we moved.

DWG:  So not strategic.

General Neller:  Well, I just see the SACEUR, General Scaparrotti, I mean he’s interested, and with all the stuff going on with European security enhancements and all that, but those Marines are going to train all over the AOR.  They’ll be located there in a rotational presence, but they’re going to train there, they’ll train with the Norwegians, we’ll take advantage of their expertise.  At [inaudible], Marines go up there every year and train, and they’re really good at cold weather so we’re taking advantage of their expertise.  But those Marines, just like when they were in Romania, they all went up in the Baltics, they’ll go to Sweden, they’ll train in Finland, they’ll go all the way down into Bosnia, Montenegro.  They’ll train all over NATO.  

So it’s a place and the Norwegians have been very supportive of our presence and they’ve provided a lot of the logistical capability that we need to go there.  So we didn’t have to put a lot of money into it.  

So we’re committed to do this for the near term, and we’ll see how it goes.  But the number one reason was to get ground units like they are in Trident Juncture going up there to get into that environment.  Because we haven’t been there.  We haven’t been there.  It’s different.

You’ve seen Marine units go to Alaska.  You’ll probably see more Marine units go to Alaska.  To operate in the high hot area around the Equator is one thing, but to north of the Arctic Circle, if you’ve never been there in the winter, it’s a whole other game and you have to practice.  You can’t just show up or you get hurt.

DWG:  Jen, Aviation Week?

DWG:  I wanted to follow up on what you were saying earlier about Secretary Mattis’ requirement to get to 80 percent readiness for tactical aviation.  How will you get there, given the challenges that you discussed earlier?  And how long do you think it would take you?

General Neller:  They told us we’ve got a year.  So okay.  I know where we are right now.  He said here’s where I want to be in a year.  The good news is we’ve got a budget.  We didn’t go to a CR.  We’ve got a number of programs going on to reset, like the HCH-53s and to strike F-18s, for example.  We take advantage of the parts we can get off them and reduce the number of airplanes.  I said today, we have too many airplanes.  We’re got to get rid of airplanes.  At some point when you get new you’ve got to get rid of the old ones.  You can’t just keep them.  Now you’ve got a squadron that’s designed to maintain 12 airplanes and they’ve got to maintain 16.
It’s not going to be a single thing.  So we’ve got to do our part.  We’ve got to do a better job of managing our flight hour program.  We can fly, you can’t just keep flying.  You’ve got to fly to get your training level, but if your readiness goes down you’ve got to manage those two things together.  So we’ve got to have our training levels because we want our air crews to fly.  We’ve got to reset certain airplanes.  We’ve got to be able to get new aircraft.  

And the vendors have got to provide, the quality’s got to go up.  And the parts environment has got to improve.  There’s been a lot written here recently about the parts base for all the DoD and whether there will be one or two people that do a certain thing.  We need to have more depth.  We’re counting on the fact that we’ve got, we had consistent funding and there hasn’t been  -- so if you’re a vendor out there, you can commit to the fact since last April we’ve been under a continuous budget stream.  So if you are concerned about hiring people or committing to provide this part, then you should have a certain level of certainty that you at least are good for the foreseeable future.  So those parts have to go up.  They should start to increase.  
Then our own ability to make our own parts.  I’m an Infantry officer, I’m a history major.  I’m not an engineer.  But I believe this [inaudible] manufacturing, all the stuff that we’re doing, all the services are doing, our ability to make our own stuff is going to have an impact, and I think as it goes over time it’s going to have more of an impact as we work through some of the [inaudible].  I mean at the end of the day if a vendor is making an item and they’re printing it using a 3D printer or something, I can buy that printer.  I can make that part.  Right?  I mean I’ll have to pay them.  It will be like music.  It will be like if I play the music I’ve got to pay the author of the music.  So if I print the part, I’ve got to pay them.  And the stuff we’re doing now is pretty rudimentary but it’s getting more sophisticated.

We’ve taken possession of two metal printers.  We’re going to buy more.  And I think this has the opportunity to increase the parts availability which should cause our readiness to go up.

So on all these different levels, consistent funding, the vendors have the ability to improve their quality, they’ve got a large order, we do the reset of certain airplanes, get the new airplanes, we strike the old airplanes, we get better part support, we make our own parts, you know, we’ll drive as hard as we can to get to the goal that the Secretary has set for us.

DWG:  Mike from Jayne’s, and then Dan.

DWG:  The first question, I wanted to ask you about the [BAB]’s expeditionary advanced bases in operations, and how do you see that playing against the adversary, the near peer competitor or peer competitor, especially [inaudible]?  How do you see that playing out?  And how does that differ, by the way, from the kind of MOD that the Army is [inaudible]?

General Neller:   If you have to go somewhere, and geographically agnostic.  And you want to control certain pieces of terrain.  Geography matters, and there are certain places in the world where we’re, our economy is based on the ability to move across the sea.  That’s how you move stuff [inaudible].  So pick a place.  Panama Canal, Strait of Malacca, Suez, Strait of Gibraltar.
So if you want to ensure the movement of commerce, you know, you may have to, if necessary, you have to be able to control that space.  So you can control it from the sea, you can control it from the air, but that’s expensive.  You need to have some ground capability to have you do that.

If there were a requirement to go a long distance, at some point you’ve got to have some place where airplanes get fuel or ships get fuel or they get rearmed.

So that’s what I think that does, and whether the Army is involved in it. I mean we’ve talked to the Army about Multi-Domain Battle and different things, so I think we’re in sync on how we see the fight more or less.  But the advantage that the Marine Corps has is that we’re a naval force and since we come from the sea we have strategic mobility on the sea, and we can go to wherever you want us to go.  But we have to have the ability when we get there to both survive and then to do what the mission is that we have to do.
It’s going to be joint.  In the area that you referred to, I mean that’s a big place.  There’s plenty of room out there, probably more room than we can cover. 
I think, again, we’ve got to be able to move and we’ve got to be able to be realistic.  But most importantly, we’ve got to be able to see the battlefield, we’ve got to be able to do command and control wherever it is we go.  Those are the two things that I think are most concerning to me, that we’re going to be able to do that.
DWG:  To follow up, I was wondering how the F-35 is working out, since initial operations out there.  And especially in terms of the whole intelligence gathering and that kind of fusion up there.  Is that working as you planned?  Better than you planned?  Or are you seeing some new lessons learned?  New ConOps?
General Neller:  I’m not going to talk about any operational stuff.  The aircraft is in the CENTCOM AOR and that’s been in the paper.  They did some missions.  Most importantly to me as I watch it is the readiness has been really good.

DWG:  So it’s been able to fly --

General Neller:  The readiness has been really good.  Surprisingly good.  So to the point where I’m corresponding with the CO out there like hey, how are you doing?

DWG:  And what does he day?

General Neller:  He’s, first of all he’s an aviator and they did some things that gave them certain advantages as far as maintainers they brought and parts they brought.  It didn’t just happen.  They worked really hard to come up with a plan to maintain their support of the aircraft, and the aircraft they have are some of the more newer versions.  So we’ll see as these airplanes continue to get fielded if we’re able to develop that level of readiness within the newer -- you know, these things have come out in blocks.  Now we’re getting to a large block so we’ll see if the vendor can continue, hopefully they’ll be able to continue to do that and we’ll see this, help us get to this 80 percent.

DWG:  A follow-up before my real question.  How much are you spending trying to maintain the F-35 [inaudible]?  Just throwing money at it to --

General Neller:  I don’t have, I don’t know the answer to that.  I don’t know how many  hours per flight hour they’re spending.  All I know is every day I get a report and they’ve got this many airplanes and he tells me this many are able to fly.
DWG:  My question is going to be, how’s it going recruiting women to join the Marines and to go into combat?  Jobs that have been closed before.  What are your expectations?  Are you meeting them?  

General Neller:  We don’t go out to recruit anybody to go into combat arms.  We say here are the occ fields we have.  If you do this, you have to be qualified.  So we’ve provided bonuses and certain things for people to go in the Infantry, but they’ve got to be able to meet the standard.  We’re targeting performance.

What are my expectations?  I talk to a lot of women Marines about this, and most of the Marines I talk to, you know, they’ve served in a ground combat element or they’ve seen a ground combat element, and they understand the demands of that so they’re proud to be Marines and proud to do what they do as a Marine. 

I didn’t think there would be a lot, and the numbers we’ve gotten so far are small.  But they’ve met the standards, they’re qualified, they’re out there performing and doing their job.

DWG:  Sean of Military Times, and then Dmitry.

DWG:  So the first phase of the Sea Dragon has recommended plussing up the [inaudible] by eight.  I was wondering why that was ultimately rejected.

General Neller:  We rejected it, actually in the LMTO there is a place for more snipers.  But my concern is I’d rather have eight really good, highly qualified snipers than try to just fill the number in.  So our ability to get people through that training curriculum has always been a challenge because it’s demanding and it’s very difficult.  So right now I say hey look, let’s just get the ones that we need to get them really highly trained and really well qualified.  We give them a new rifle and make sure.  So quality versus quantity was kind of the decision criteria for me.

It doesn’t mean that we don’t need precision weapons.  And that’s why we’re going to provide a precision weapon down to every rifle squad because you need to be able to shoot at long range with precision.

DWG:  Dmitry?

DWG:  I wanted to ask you if based on your knowledge and experience as a senior military leader, do you think that we are [inaudible] for a long-term period, a steady deterioration of ties between the U.S. and Russia?  Or alternatively do you see any glimmers of hope, so to say?  For instance based on mutual interests between U.S. and Russia in the fight against terrorism or something like that.
General Neller:  We have some very policy -- I’m responsible for training and equipping and recruiting Marines and providing training forces to combatant commanders to do their mission.  I don’t think anybody wants to go to war.  Anybody who’s been to war or serving doesn’t want to go to war.  And I do think based on places where we have common interests, I think we can find common ground.  I think addressing violent extremism and terrorism is certainly one of those areas.  Another one is the humanitarian assistance, disaster relief.  Another one is sea search and rescue, recovery of people.  So I think those things are always common events between nations.

But at the same time, I’ll leave the politics out of the military.  At the mil-to-mil level I think we need to continue to engage and talk to each other and ensure that we’re transparent with each other, we know what the other are doing so we don’t have any miscalculations.

DWG:  Do you have any direct mil-to-mil contacts with your Russian counterparts?

General Neller:  Do I?  I do not.

DWG: 
You do not.  [Inaudible]?

General Neller:  That’s up to the Secretary of Defense and the Chairman.  I know the Chairman has a direct line with his counterpart in both those countries, but I mean I think it would be interesting, but I don’t think it’s critical.

We work with Western Marine Corps all across.  I know that both Russia and China have a Naval Infantry capability.  And I’m sure they’re, I pay attention to what they do.  I’m hoping they’re paying attention to what we’re doing.

DWG:  Nany Yusef with Wall Street Journal, and then we’ll got Matthew Weinhart, Defense Daily.

DWG:  I wanted to ask you about exercises on the Korean Peninsula.  Secretary of State Pompeo [inaudible] visit in Pyongyang and the suggestion was that this process would be for a long period of time.  I’m curious from your perspective, are you planning for military exercises to not be resumed any time soon?  And if so, what adjustments are you making?

General Neller:  There’s two types of things that we do.  There’s the big, the semi-annual exercise that’s done on the Peninsula that involves all the higher staffs and then [inaudible] the exercise.  And then there’s the just basic small unit level battalion, squadron stuff that we do on the Korean Peninsula because they’ve got good ranges and it’s an opportunity to go there and train with the ROKs because they’re very capable and it’s a good experience for us.
Plus we get to go see the ground.  Korea, the geography of Korea is tough.  It’s hot in the summer.  The hills are steep.  It’s cold in the winter.  It’s a really good place to go train.

DWG:  [Inaudible] Norway?

General Neller:  We do hard stuff.  Your military does hard stuff.  They have to do hard stuff.  We’re never going to be able to replicate how hard the real fight is, so we’ve got to go to do hard stuff.  So if we lose the opportunity to go places where it’s, the geography and the climate make it hard, then okay, where are we going to go?  Where are we going to go?  So we’ll have to go find someplace else.  The advantage of Korea, if you’re stationed in Okinawa is you can get there fairly quickly, fairly cheaply.  They’ve got the place.  You just show up and it’s kind of a turnkey operation.  If you go somewhere else, I mean we’ve got forces that are in the Philippines right now and we’re training with the Filipinos.  We’re not going to build a base there.  We just want to -- we need places to go to train because we’ve got to maintain our readiness.

Obviously if the President and the decision says hey, we’re not going to do these exercises, then we’ll have to adjust.  But right now we have the ability to go back to these smaller unit level things and we’ll continue to do that until we’re told otherwise.

DWG:  At what point do you have to sort of make that decision to adjust?  How much time can you continue to use smaller units, exercises, before you guys can start planning long-term changes?
General Neller:  Well obviously the sooner the better.  But there’s other places to go and we can adjust.  You can train just about anywhere, but some places are better than others, and Korea for battalion, squadron level stuff, blocking and tackling, it’s just a really good place.

There are other places we could go, and we can adjust in fairly short order.  But we’ll do whatever we have to do to support the policy direction of the government.

DWG:  Matt?

DWG:  I was wondering what’s the level of interest in exploring a potential replacement for the DB-206?  Are you, all terrain support vehicles [inaudible]?

General Neller:  There’s a lot of interest, but you have to give me the money to buy it.  The Royal Marines have an armored version of that vehicle called the Warrior.  We’ve got Marines, when they come and train with us in Norway they allow us to use those.  I’ve talked to the Army about this.  I think we both have a requirement, but right now it’s not gotten to the point where we’ve put it in and tried to get it budgeted for.

DWG:  And the new Amphibious Combat Vehicle, I was wondering how important is that for being able to do what you want to do in the future?  What do you see that vehicle offering that you said that’s what we need to go after?

General Neller:  We need a new amphibian.  The AV is old, and we had a program to increase the survivability of it because it’s a flat-bottom vehicle.  The new ACV is a much more survivable vehicle ashore.  It’s got a lot of capabilities.  Trafficability, even though it’s a wheeled vehicle I think it’s going to do a really good job ashore, I think it will be adequate from ship to shore.  We’re always worried about the speed with which we can get the force from the ship to the shore.  
So how important it is, it’s very important.  We’ve got to get, we want to replace old with new, and so the speed in which the manufacturer can manufacture those and the money we can put against it, obviously as fast as we can go with the resources we have is what we want to do.  I’m excited.  I think it’s going to be a great, it is a great, it’s going to be a great vehicle.

DWG:  Gina Harkins, Military.com.

DWG:  I’m wondering where the plan stands to take a look at the size of the Marine Corps squad and possibly going down to 12.  

General Neller:  Where does it stand?  I made the decision like five months ago that’s what we’re going to do.
DWG:  So when do [joint] operators start moving into those spots?

General Neller:  The plan is probably with force structure and changes and moving people around I think it’s not for another year or so.  On my to do list is how do we start to take and implement these types of billets in the training pipeline faster.  That’s what I’m being told institutionally.  I want to see if I can condense the space to get those two individuals, but particularly the squad systems operator, get them training and get them in the squad.

Remember, the decision was made to make the squad 15.  And we’ve had recent discussions where maybe for forward forces that deploy out on RVs, you know, maybe they will get 15 Marines in a squadron.  But to me the game changer was adding the two other billets and that’s what we need to implement, but right now it’s not going to happen until at the earliest ’20.

DWG:  And the decision to plus up the size for the [inaudible] why would they [inaudible]?

General Neller:  I’m sorry?

DWG:  To have 15 with an RVU, why would --
General Neller:  Because they’re forward deployed and there are a lot of things that we needed as far as manning of organization.  We had, when we wrote the Marine Operational Concept we also had a concurrent effort to look at the Marine Corps and reorganize the Marine Corps.  And so there were a lot of decisions.  At that time we didn’t know what the end strength of the Marine Corps was going to be.  We thought at one time, you know, we were at 182.  The end strength of the Marine Corps ebbs and flows based on how much money you’ve got to pay for Marines.  

For example, when 9/11 started were at 175,500.  When we were fighting both in Iraq and Afghanistan we grew to 202,000.  Then we came back down.  Then there were discussions, like we didn’t know.  We were in the middle of sequestration.  You’ve got to remember, 2013, the government shut down, we got sequestration, how are we going to pay for this?  So it kind of leveled out.  Now we’re at, we’ve got the funding to have 186,000 Marines.  Will that be there in five years?  I don’t know.

So we have all sorts of force organizational constructs saying okay, if we’re this big it’s going to look like this.  If we’re this big we’re going to look like this.  If it’s this big we could look like this.  But we still, we have to maintain, we have to increase these capabilities that we needed that we didn’t think we had to fight a future fight, and that’s command and control, long range precision strike, air defense, information operations, more intel, unmanned aircraft, better increased engineering capability.  So we made some decisions that were not easy.  

I don’t think anybody, even me.  I’ve studied Infantry organizations my entire life and the Marine Corps at 13, I believe it’s worth taking a look at, I think we had the largest squad in modern military.  We take it to 15, that’s difficult for one person I think to command and control.  That’s why we added those two other people, to help that squad leader whose workload is increasing, particularly if he’s flying a UAV, terrain permitting, or he’s got tablets and he’s got information, he’s got the ability to command and control and deliver fires that he never had before.  
That to me is the difference and I want to get that implemented to see how it works.  And if it doesn’t, we’ll adjust.

DWG:  Carlo Munoz, Washington Times.

DWG:  I wanted to go back to your point about training with partner forces, specifically the Philippines.  It seems that there’s been an increase in Marine Corps funding for operations [inaudible].  I’m curious, will those funds go more towards sort of the Balikatan type exercises, the large-scale exercises?  Or will they be more focused on the small to medium type exercise that you were discussing earlier?  Particularly in mind of what happened in [Morali] [two] years ago.

General Neller:  I’m not familiar with that particular, you said Pacific -- I can find out.  I think the bottom line, it depends on what the Philippines want to do.  I mean when we go engage with a foreign military and an allied partner, we sit down and say hey, what do you want to do at the exercise?  Here’s what we’d like to do.  What would you like to do?  It’s got to be a win/win, because the end state, you’ve got to come out of there within, everybody’s got to have improved training readiness and everybody’s got to have increased interoperability.  So I think our involvement with the Philippines military and the fight in [Morali].  I think we’ve got a longstanding relationship with those, with the Philippine Army and Marine Corps, all of them.  I see my Philippine counterpart every year.  We want to help them but we also want to be able to go there and train like I did as a young officer.  And they have to do what their government allows them to do.

So this exercise that they’re doing there now, it’s called Kamandag.  I think it’s probably a little more high-end than what it was a year ago.  But again, that’s up to their government to say what they’ll allow us to do and the things that they want to get out of the exercise, and that’s the same with everybody else.

DWG:  Interactions with your Philippines counterparts, has your demand signal been more focused on counterterrorism type exercises or drills given, again, what’s going on with --

General Neller:  I think the [Morali] experience was a significant event for the Philippine military.  They had a number of lessons learned there that we paid attention to.  I think it goes into this, kind of like the Mosul fight, and you’re fighting in a very dense urban area, and how do you do that and avoid civilian casualties, be precise, protect your own force?  How do you see where the enemy is when the enemy is not the civilian population, but the enemy’s hiding in the civilian population?

The Filipinos, they should give themselves, they did a good job.  They adjusted, they learned, they adapted, and hopefully we helped them achieve success.  Now they’ve got to go through the whole thing that they’re trying to deal with down there as they have for years, and in and out of places.  We’re there to help them achieve the end state that they want.
DWG:  Tony?

DWG:  Tony Capaccio, Bloomberg.  One quick F-35 and then I had a question that tied together with the industrial base vendors and aircraft.

The F-35 mission, was that preplanned or was that a response to an emergency CAS?

General Neller:  I don’t have any idea.  I don’t know.  They got tasked, I’m assuming.  They told me they were on the ATO and they were going to go fly.  They just didn’t decide let’s go to Afghanistan.  But, so they were there and the COCOM and CFAC said hey, you guys, we want you to go fly here.  The way it works there is because of the nature of the fight they showed up, they checked in, there was a mission, and they did the mission, then they went back.

DWG:  Okay.  Industrial base question.  Last week, last Thursday night the Pentagon released the Industrial Base Report, and the world was fixated on China with report and then Kavanaugh the next day.  Buried in there is a case study of a Marine, a supplier for specialized alloys that went bankrupt a couple of years ago and they said that this could endanger the Marine Corps’ heavy lift platform if in fact a second qualified source isn’t found.  What’s your take on that?  Is this an actionable item that you’re going to look into?

General Neller:  We are looking into it.  But I think it’s kind of symptomatic of what I was talking about.  If there’s a single point of failure somewhere in the supply chain or in anything.  If there’s only one place that makes this widget whatever it is --

DWG:  A housing.

General Neller:  Whatever it is.  A fuel line or a housing.  Then you’ve got a problem.  If the quality’s not good, if they go bankrupt or whatever it is, or somebody can surreptitiously enter the supply chain.  So it’s a big deal.  I’m hoping that with the budget we have, where we have 12 months to spend the money, that the vendors out there will see opportunity and as they increase the number of aircraft that we’ll be able to buy, the demand signal’s going to go up so people that could do this type of work, whatever it is, that they can get more involved in that.

DWG:  This is the CH-53K. 

General Neller:  The K is, that’s, we are in the process of replacing every model type series airplane we have.  So we’re close to the end on MV-22.  We’re done with the Hueys and we’re getting close on Cobras.  F-35’s at the beginning.  And the 53K is, I think we own, I think there’s seven of these airplanes so we’re testing.  We’ve got one down in New River.  So it’s, we need that airplane and we need it soon.  In the mean time we’ve got the legacy fleet and we’ve got to keep them flying because we need the capability.
DWG:  This parts issue, my understanding, it applies to the K, is that accurate?

General Neller:  That’s my understanding. 

DWG:  Which is kind of significant because --

General Neller:  It is.  It is.  We need the airplane.

DWG:  Sir, you mentioned several times that it’s been a pretty good year for the defense budget.  Nearly half [inaudible], you got a big plus-up and for a change you got the money on time.  But [inaudible] last two years with the Budget Control Act, if there’s not a deal come fiscal 2020 there’s about a [$70] billion cut from where you are right now, not even including whether you want to adjust for inflation.

How concerned are you about this coming fiscal year and those price tags?

General Neller:  I think everybody’s concerned.  That said, Secretary Mattis was asked the same question.  He said well, there seems to be significant bipartisan support for defense.  But it’s a lot of money and there’s other things out there.

So I don’t take anything for granted.  And whether the nation and the Congress is going to support continual levels of funding like this, that would be great.  I’ll quote Secretary Mattis, how much are you willing to pay for survival of your nation?
But at the same time, I don’t expect that, the best thing I could see is keeping this level of funding.  That I think is probably where everybody is mentally.  I don’t see another $50 billion plus-up.  I just don’t.   I don’t see it.  We’re not planning on that.  I think that’s why Secretary Mattis and all the Service Secretaries said hey look, we’ve got to show a receipt for this money.  We’ve got to show what we did with this money.  And we’ve got to prove to the Congress and the American people that we spent this money well, that we didn’t go out there and [inaudible] with this stuff.  Readiness went from A to B, flight hours went from A to B, training levels went from A to B, ground vehicle readiness went from A to B, our overall lethality went from A to B.  We’ve got to be able to explain that.  Whether the money goes up or not.
DWG:  As a follow-up, if sequestration happens, what do you have to trade off, stop doing?  What’s the risk?

General Neller:  What’s the risk?  Well, you’ve got a number of choices, depending on what the bill is.  In the Marine Corps, 65 percent of our total budget goes to pay for people.  So the easiest, fastest thing to do would be to reduce the size of the force.  The second thing to do would be, you’ve got four leverages.  You’ve got people, you’ve got operations and maintenance, you’ve got modernization and procurement, and you’ve got facilities.  So facilities is always the first thing, we can wait to rebuild this building.  I mean we’ve got to build down in Camp Lejeune, North Carolina right now, and the Marine Corps Station Air Station at Cherry Point because Florence came in there and pounded that place.  There’re contingency funds out there, but I don’t have, I’m still waiting for the final number.  I don’t have plus or minus a billion dollars to fix all these things.

All the new buildings down there, when the storm came through they did great.  Our headquarters down there is in a hospital, it was the base hospital.  Built right after World War II.  It’s called H-1, Hospital, number one building.  It’s the MEP Headquarters and the division headquarters.  The roof came off.  Again. 
So are you going to fix it?  Again.  Or do you want to build a new one.  When the next storm comes it will be fine.  But this costs this much, this costs this --

So to your point, I mean there’s always contingencies.  Or you can stop flying.  You can stop training.  There’s not a lot of money there.  Flying, you reduce flight hours, you reduce the hours, now I’ve got retention issues.

Sequestration would be the words possible thing that could happen. 
DWG:  General, can I wind things up by just asking you, I’m sure that Secretary Mattis doesn’t show enormous favoritism to the Marine Corps because he’s a Marine Corps general, but how does it affect the way you work if at all, that the Secretary of Defense is a Marine?
General Neller:  I find it interesting that everybody seems to think that because General Kelly’s over at the White House and the Secretary of Defense is a Marine and the Chairman’s a Marine that we get a pass.  I think it goes the other way.  Because they know who we are and what we do, and so I think it makes it more difficult in many ways.  But at the same time, there is a certain understanding of the culture in the organization, but the Marine Corps, I think like all the other services.  

Everybody’s a living, breathing, evolving, adapting organization.  You have to be.  We’re running an operation here.  There’s a business side to this.  And in the business world, the world is changing so quickly, if you’re not adjusting you’re going to get left behind and I think that’s where, we’ve known that and we’re trying to stay up so that we are not contested, so that we don’t have anybody that can, we don’t want a fair fight.  All our fights are away games.  Anybody that might contest us, they get to fight at home.  That makes it a lot easier.  They don’t have to get to the fight.  We have to get to the fight before we even do the fight.

Secretary Mattis in my experience, and I’ve worked for him several times.  He’s operationally, obviously, a very competent guy.  He understands what he wants.  He’s very clear.  He said 80 percent, roger that.  So we’ll see how we do.  I’m sure if we don’t make it we’ll hear about it.  It’s not complicated. 
DWG:  Thank you so much for taking an hour of your morning to join us this morning.

General Neller:  In closing, the one thing that I was remiss in not bringing it up, but nobody asked me about it.  You know, we’ve made recruiting goal every year and if anything we’ve raised our standards.  So we don’t take that for granted either.  But I think there’s something to write about that I think gets passed over.  Everyone wants to talk about machines and supply chain and money and technology and all that.  But at the end of the day, if we don’t get really good young men and women to be in this force, it really won’t matter.  And coming out of the AUSA thing, I mean we all know that today statistically less than 30 percent of the qualified youth of our country, whether they have the desire or propensity to enlist or not, they’re not qualified.  They’re not qualified.  Seventy percent of the youth in the United States are not qualified to serve in your military.  That should scare you.

But you should also be proud, and many of you have gone out and traveled and seen these folks, and it’s pretty impressive.  Sixty-two percent of the Marine Corps is 25 years old or less.  Sixty-two percent.  So imagine, I’m not their dad, but I’m kind of like their dad.  So I’ve got 120,000 25-year-olds or less out there every day doing what they do.  And to their credit, and to the credit of the institution, and I’d say the same thing for, I think if General Goldfein were here or Admiral Richardson were here or General Milley were here, or Admiral Schultz of the Coast Guard.  Hey look, we’re getting good folks but we need help.  So whether they’re people going to school or anybody else or anybody you know, the human talent, the human capital of your military is the critical capability that we have to sustain.  It’s got to be sustained.  All the technology in the world cannot replicate that.
So I’d just end with that, as I get ready to enter my last year of service.

DWG:  Thank you.
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