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AUSN LOOKS AT NOMINATION FOR VA SECRETARY 
AUSN's Legislation and Veterans Services Assistant, Mr. Michael Little, explains the Association's 

current standing on the President's Nomination of Mr. Robert McDonald to become the next Secretary 

of Veterans Affairs. 

 

 

FURTHER READING: 
It is important that whoever becomes the next Secretary needs to be a part of the negotiations of the 

House and Senate Veterans' Affairs Conference Committee Meetings so they can be up to speed on what 

has to be done in order to correct the systemic problems they are about to face, that plagues our nations 

facilities that are designed to treat our Nation’s Hero’s for war related injuries, with the best care 

available. The next Secretary should also meet regularly with all the VSO’s in the Central Office at least 

quarterly, to find out what our members are reporting, and to show they are willing to work with us, and 

give our members a chance to be heard, as well as be more vocal to the media about progress, concerns, 

and scandals that the VA might be facing. When a problem comes to the attention of the general public 

the first person we should be hearing from is the Secretary of the VA, assuring us that control of the 

situation is in the hands of the Secretary and further information will come from the Secretary’s office. 
  

http://www.ausn.org/Advocacy/LegislativeWatch/tabid/270/Default.aspx


With everything that has been happening a lot of you have been asking why AUSN hasn't pushed for 

instant passage of bills in the House or Senate. To answer the question, it’s important to remember the 

changes that need to come to the VA are not quick resolutions, and if rushed could kill the very 

existence of the very place many of us have fought so hard to protect.   While the VA has a bad 

reputation in some places, it is also important to remember that it also has a good reputation in many 

other areas, and not everyone is upset with the care they receive or the time it takes to receive it. So we 

have to sort out what are actual systemic problems, and what normal grumbling complaints are, and 

eliminate what can be lived with. That being said, these changes cannot come over night, they will have 

to come over time, and will need to be worked out as a team, between Congress, the VSO’s and the 

Department Heads of the VA, in order to guarantee that we correct the issues at hand and not just 

making them as we have done in the past. 

For more details, see AUSN’s Capitol Hill Blog on VA Secretary Nomination. 

 

AUSN TAKES A LOOK AT OCO REQUEST OF ADMINISTRATION 

On Thursday, 26 June 2014, the White House submitted its long-awaited Overseas Contingency 

Operations (OCO) request to Congress, to be considered for Fiscal Year 2015 (FY15).  The House-

passed its FY15 Defense Appropriations Bill, H.R. 4870, earlier this month which contains $570.4 

billion in funding for the Pentagon and defense-related programs, which includes a $491 

billion appropriation for "base" funding and an original placeholder amount of $79.4 billion for OCO. 

The Administration, with its recent OCO request, has since recommended that the $79.4 billion be 

amended and reduced to $58.6 billion.  With most of the Defense measures, both Appropriations and 

Authorization, bills already passing the House, the remaining action must be taken in the Senate.  AUSN 

will be part of this conversation as it develops in the following months. 

 

FURTHER READING:  
In support of Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) and related missions, the Administration hopes that 

the provided funding for Department of Defense (DOD) will enhance several key efforts, including: the 

operations and force protection in Afghanistan; the continued support for the Afghan National Security 

Forces (ANSF) and coalition partners; the continued counterterrorism efforts in Afghanistan; the return 

of thousands of pieces of equipment from Afghanistan to home stations; the repair or replacement of 

combat-damaged equipment; intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance and other support missions; 

and costs borne in the greater Middle East region that support and enable forces in Afghanistan, as well 

as other critical missions. The Administration’s OCO proposal outlines the continued transitions, as the 

U.S. concludes combat operations in Afghanistan, and notes that the DOD will continue to incur 

significant costs related to the transportation of personnel, supplies, and equipment back to their home 

stations. Funding needed to sustain the ANSF will be expected, by the White House, to be continued to 

ensure that Afghan forces can provide sufficient security. 
  
Although, the President’s OCO request outlines the overseas strategies the Administration is seeking to 

adopt or enhance, Congress may have several points of contention when debating some additions to the 

already House-passed Defense Appropriations bill, for example, the $500 million request for ‘Crisis 

Response’ funding. After a long delay in the OCO request, many are asking if the Administration 

bungled the funding proposal, submitting the document just before Congress is about to enter the 4th of 

July recess. The ‘Crisis Response’ request is drawing some attention as the President’s OCO proposal 

does not directly address the recently volatile situations in Iraq. The White House states that the current 

situation in Iraq, “is one example that underscores the importance of reserving funds that can be 

allocated quickly based on unforeseen needs.” The issue arises however, with the amount of flexibility 

http://www.ausn.org/Advocacy/CapitolHillBlog/tabid/2335/articleType/ArticleView/articleId/48603/AUSNs-Position-On-The-Secretary-of-VA-Nomination.aspx


that such a fund would grant the President in overseas operations. The proposal has several lawmakers 

already in opposition to the account’s creation, as they believe that the President should seek 

Congressional authority for any actions taken by the U.S. in Iraq.  

 

For more details, see AUSN’s Capitol Hill Blog on OCO Request for FY15. 

 

AUSN REVIEWS INTERIM REPORT OF MCRMC 

On 3 July 2014, the Military Compensation and Retirement Modernization Commission (MCRMC) 

released their Interim Report detailing their review of the current compensation and benefits programs 

for members of the Armed Forces. This interim report provides the foundation for the Commission’s 

recommendations for modernization of the military compensation and benefits system, which is due to 

the President and Congress on 1 February 2015. AUSN, through our Vice-Chairman of the Board, 

MCPON Jim Herdt, USN (Ret), has testified and spoken before the Commission numerous times and 

welcomed their staff to our headquarters. We will be following developments as this Interim Report 

leads to the Commission’s final report and continue to be a part of ongoing conversation’s with the 

Commissioners. 

 
FURTHER READING: 
The Commission undertook a review of existing compensation programs to provide a full understanding 

of the scope, quantity, and funding of current military compensation programs. Three compensation 

categories were focused on, including payment and retirement, health benefits, and quality of life 

benefits. They argued that today’s Force is very different from the one for which many pay and benefit 

programs were developed, and called for a change in compensation programs that are no longer 

structured in a cost effective manner for today’s military. 
  
Through its review, the Commission found several trends in the Force’s composition with potential 

implications for the design of the compensation system, particularly with the backdrop of an 

unprecedented 13 years of war. These trends include the following: 1.) A sustained increase in the 

overall education of servicemembers, which establishes a more professional and technologically fluent 

force; 2.) A steady rise in the number of women in the Armed Forces; 3.) An increase in the number of 

servicemembers who are married and/or have dependents; and 4.) A marked rise in the operational use 

of Reserve and National Guard servicemembers.  With these trends, it is necessary to improve retention 

and cost effectiveness as well as provide more flexibility within existing programs through 

modernization. 
  
In addition to these trends, the Commission reviewed the fiscal difficulties which are expected to place 

downward pressure on the budgets of the Armed Services, including their compensation budgets. In 

addition, according to long-run forecasts of the Congressional Budget Office (CBO), demographic 

changes, rising health-care costs, and national net interest payments will cause mandatory as well as 

interest payments to increase, causing it to be more difficult for the Federal Government to maintain the 

discretionary budget of the uniformed services. Lower defense spending is associated with reductions in 

the military, and additional burdens will be placed on remaining servicemembers, causing adjustments 

in compensation and benefits as well as the quality of career experiences. The Commission believes that 

a broader discussion of Federal spending levels is necessary to ensure the viability of the military in the 

years to come. 
 
For more details, see AUSN’s Capitol Hill Blog on MCRMC Report. 

 

http://www.ausn.org/Advocacy/CapitolHillBlog/tabid/2335/articleType/ArticleView/articleId/48616/AUSN-Takes-a-Look-at-Presidents-Overseas-Contingency-Operations-OCO-Request-for-Fiscal-Year-2015-FY15.aspx
http://www.ausn.org/Advocacy/CapitolHillBlog/tabid/2335/articleType/ArticleView/articleId/49430/AUSN-Reviews-Interim-Report-of-the-Military-Compensation-and-Retirement-Modernization-Commission-MCRMC.aspx


HOUSE VETERANS AFFAIRS COMMITTEE HEARING ON VA 

WHISTLEBLOWERS/ACCOUNTABILITY  

On 8 July 2014, the House Veterans’ Affairs Committee (HVAC) held a hearing regarding the VA 

Whistleblowers and the retaliation faced upon exposing wrongdoings in the VA as well as focusing on 

issues of inadequate service within the VA system. The testifying witnesses on the first panel were Dr. 

Joes Mathews, Former Chief of Psychiatry, St. Louis VA Health Care System, Dr. Christian Head, 

Associate Director—Chief of Staff—Legal and Quality Assurance, Greater Los Angeles VA Health Care 

System, Dr. Kathrine Mitchell, Medical Director, Iraq and Afghanistan Post-Deployment Center, 

Phoenix VA Health Care System, and Mr. Scott Davis, Program Specialist, VA National Health 

Eligibility Center. The witnesses on the second panel were the Honorable Carolyn Lerner, Special 

Counsel, Office of Special Counsel accompanied by Mr. Eric Bachman, Deputy Special Counsel for 

Litigation and Legal Affairs, Office of Special Counsel, and Dr. James Tuchschmidt, Acting Principal 

Deputy Under Secretary for Health, Department of Veterans Affairs accompanied by Dr. Edward 

Huycke, Deputy Medical Inspector of National Assessment, Office of the Medical Inspector, Department 

of Veterans Affairs. HVAC Chairman, Representative Jeff Miller (R-FL-01) began by emphasizing the 

national scandal regarding the data manipulation of appointment scheduling within the VA, and argued 

that it has existed for years and that the focus of the department was not on Veterans, but rather, the 

interest of the senior managers. He argued for the importance of Whistleblowers, stating that they 

provided a reality check on what was actually happening at the department at a great risk to themselves. 

He called for an end to the retaliatory tactics used by the VA and for Whistleblower protection. 
 
FURTHER READING (Full AUSN Transcripts & After Action Reports (AARs) available upon request): 
Dr. Mathews began by stating that his goals with the VA were to create the best care possible with the 

resources provided. He claimed that the metrics within the VA did not reflect what he experienced and 

that he had experienced many complaints of Veterans unable to receive care in a reasonable time. He 

discovered that 60 percent of Veterans were not returning for follow-up visits as a result of the lack in 

timely care. Dr. Mathews added that Veterans did not have adequate time to explain their problems to 

physicians, and he described the VA as a hurried conveyor belt system, with the goal being to hurry 

through the process and checking boxes for an evaluation. Dr. Head discussed the problems of 

retaliations within the VA administration across the country, describing his own encounters after 

testifying against other VA employees. He added that the VA has the potential to be one of the finest 

institutions in the world, and called for the elimination of the retaliation culture within the VA. Dr. 

Mitchell opened by addressing her experiences with VA retaliation for reporting health and safety 

concerns of the patients in the VA. After reporting these incidents, she described how she was placed on 

leave and investigated for misconduct for providing limited amounts of patient information to the Office 

of the Inspector General (OIG) regarding suicide trends and the facility’s inappropriate response to 

them. She also elaborated on problems faced within the Emergency Department at the Phoenix VA, 

describing how they were routinely understaffed and how serious symptoms such as strokes, heart 

attacks, and blood infections were missed by overwhelmed nurses. She called for the VA to embrace its 

core values and for administrators that place their own gain above Veterans to be punished. 
  
Mr. Davis began by stating that VA leadership has failed to respond to the concern raised by 

Whistleblowers about patient care, and elaborated on how management at all levels has ignored these 

claims and retaliated against employees for exposing the truth. He described several of the problems 

faced by the VA as a result of ignoring Whistleblowers such as the mismanagement of critical Veteran 

health programs, wasting millions of dollars on an Affordable Care Act mail campaign, the purging and 

deletion of over 10,000 Veteran records at the Health Eligibility Center, and a backlog of 600,000 

pending health applications, with nearly 40,000 unprocessed applications primarily from returning 



servicemembers from Iraq and Afghanistan. Ms. Lerner testified that many employees at the Office of 

Special Counsel have been working diligently on all VA cases. She described the function of the 

counsel, stating that they provide a safe channel for employees to disclose government wrongdoing. The 

office protects those who come forward from retaliation and conducts investigations into instances of 

retaliation against Whistleblowers. She claimed that, regarding VA Whistleblower disclosures, that the 

VA ignores or minimizes problems disclosed by employees, leading to serious issues within the system. 

Dr. Tuchschmidt stated that the VA failed America and Veterans as patients have waited too long for the 

care they have earned. He expressed that he was very disheartened that staff felt they could not fix 

problems within the organization and he described the VA as a broken system. He apologized to the 

employees of the VA who have been silenced and called for the problems in the VA to be fixed in order 

for it to become the organization it should be. 
  
Representative Miller further questioned Mr. Davis regarding his testimony of over 600,000 pending 

applications for Veterans to the VA, as well as the possible purging of over 10,000 veteran health 

records at the Health Eligibility Center. Mr. Davis further elaborated that the number of pending 

applications reflects Veterans who have turned in an application to the VA and for whatever reason the 

applications have not been taken to a final destination. He added that instead of hiring 40 people to 

address the Affordable Care Act, more should have been hired to address this backlog. He also claimed 

that data reveals that Veteran applications submitted in person are processed with a higher urgency than 

those submitted online, despite systems put into place to manage online applications. HVAC Ranking 

Member, Representative Mike Michaud (D-ME-02) asked for recommendations on what to do to help 

protect Whistleblowers and what could be done to strengthen the Whistleblower Protection Act. All 

witnesses claimed that greater repercussions for retaliation needed to be enforced. Additionally, Dr. 

Mitchell added that sham peer reviews needed to be included in the prohibited personnel actions because 

they are done to sabotage the credibility of a physician. Mr. Davis added that new legislation may not be 

necessary, and instead called for more VA accountability and structural changes. Representative Doug 

Lamborn (R-CO-05) questioned if the lack of response to safety issues addressed by Whistleblowers had 

impacted the health and life of Veterans within the Phoenix VA. Dr. Mitchell responded that it had, 

stating that anything that impairs the efficiency or delivery of care threatens the lives of patients. She 

explained one example in the ER where two patients died because of a delay of care, and stated that 

because these patients could never receive care on the weekend and were forced to wait they died.  

 

HOUSE VETERANS AFFAIRS COMMITTEE HEARING ON VA MENTAL HEALTHCARE 

ACCESS 

On 10 July 2014, the House Veterans’ Affairs (HVAC) held a hearing on Access to Mental Health Care, 

with a specific focus on suicide and suicide prevention. HVAC Chairman, Representative Jeff Miller (R-

FL-01) called the meeting to order at and gave brief opening remarks regarding the ongoing 

investigations and oversight hearings on the Department of Veteran Affairs (VA) healthcare system. He 

believed that the hearing and specific accounts from those affected would bring to light the VA’s 

corruption and systemic issues. The Chairman spoke on one specific instance, where a VHA staff 

member had said to a Veteran, that if a Veteran was to threaten the consideration of suicide, then a 6 

month appointment wait time could be moved up by 3 months. He followed with several statistics on 

Veteran suicide, approximating that 22 veterans commit suicide each day, which had shown an increase 

of 40 percent in men under the age of 30. HVAC Ranking Member, Representative Michael Michaud (D-

ME02) then gave his opening remarks. He opened by recapping discussions and debates recently had 

about how to ensure accountability and fix the issues within the VA. The Ranking Member believed that 

there needed to be a focus on mental health, and thanked the Chairman for hosting the hearing on the 

specific issue. He thanked the first panel for their willingness and strength in recounting their 



experiences with the VA regarding mental health treatments. He stated that these difficult hearings are 

necessary to ensure that VA failures aren’t repeated again. Ranking Member argued that if a Veteran is 

experiencing depression or showing warning signs of suicide, then that should be considered an 

immediate medical issue.  

 

FURTHER READING (Full AUSN Transcripts & After Action Reports (AARs) available upon request): 
Chairman Miller then introduced the first panel of witnesses, which included: Howard and Jean Somers, 

Parents of Daniel Somers, Deceased. Te Somers Family thanked the Committee for the opportunity to 

share their son’s story. They stated for the record that on 10 June 2013, their son took his own life, after 

suffering from PTSD and Gulf War syndrome. After serving, he had actively sought out VA assistance 

and was delayed care that the family argued might have been lifesaving. Their son, Daniel, had left a 

letter before he had died, which the family used to publish a 17 page report about systemic issues at the 

VA, in order to hold them accountable. Daniel was turned away from the VA and denied therapy. VA 

staff acted uncaring and adversarial during the time in which he sought treatment. The family then stated 

that a desperate need for compatible computer systems across departments was of the utmost 

importance, and added that they believed that the VA should be revamped to change their health care 

model to be a public-private partnership. 
  
Chairman Miller then opened the floor for questions and comments. Ranking Member Michaud began a 

discussion regarding HIPAA, and how it has been a barrier to Veterans seeking assistance at the VA. 

The Somers family agreed that HIPAA regulations were in fact a barrier to care. Since their son had 

been married, they were excluded from updates and reports by VA officials. The Somers family and 

Ranking Member Michaud agreed that amendments to HIPAA are needed and should be considered by 

Congress. “What HIPPA says and how it is applied are vastly different,” the Somers family argued. 

Representative Jon Runyan (R-NJ-03) followed later with questions regarding the contact made by VA 

staff in the first month after the Veterans had been diagnosed as an emergency situation. The Somers 

family did not believe there was any contact after, stating that the VA did not know his address, to send 

the medical records to, after his death. Ms. Portwine responded with a personal example where she was 

contacted immediately after her son had incurred a brain injury after a tank he had been in was hit by an 

RPG. However, after he was diagnosed with PTSD, and no one had notified her. 
  
The Chairman closed the first panel, and introduced the second panel, which was combined to include 

the original second and third panels. The second panel included: Maureen McCarthy M.D., Deputy 

Chief Patient Care Services Officer, Veterans Health Administration, U.S. Department of Veterans 

Affairs, Accompanied by: David Carroll Ph.D., National Mental Health Program Director for Program 

Integration, Veterans Health Administration, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, Alex Nicholson, 

Legislative Director, Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America, Lt. Gen. Martin R. Steele (USMC, 

Ret.), Associate Vice President for Veterans Research, Executive Director of Military Partnerships, Co-

Chair of the Veterans Reintegration Steering Committee, University of South Florida, Warren Goldstein, 

Assistant Director for TBI and PTSD Programs, National Veteran Affairs and Rehabilitation 

Commission, The American Legion, and Jonathan Sherin M.D., Ph.D., Chief Executive Officer, 

Executive Vice President for Military Communities, Volunteers of America. Opening remarks were 

made by Deputy McCarthy and Dr. Carroll. “One death by suicide is one too many,” Deputy McCarthy 

began. She clarified that the VA must make sure that the doors are open, and calls for help are 

compassionately answered. Deputy McCarthy stated that the VA had several trainings for suicide 

prevention, assistance, recognition and treatment options. The VA has also added 2,400 mental health 

professional and increased help line services provided. She concluded that the VA is committed to 

assisting mental health care. 



  
Ranking Member Michaud pressed questions that remained from the previous panel on the barriers to 

VHA and VBA exchange of information due to HIPPA. Deputy McCarthy clarified that a separation 

existed to defend the Veteran, as the Veteran’s property. The Ranking Member then asked if the VA had 

any way to measure success of mental health programs after spending on mental health had increased to 

nearly $7 billion. Dr. Carroll responded that there was no single measure that would define the increase 

as a successful venture, but stated that the VA obviously had a lot more to do to address the needs of 

mental health patients. 

 

SENATE ARMED SERVICES COMMITTEE CONFIRMATION HEARING ON CMC & 

NORTHCOM CDR 
On 10 July 2014 the Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC) held a confirmation hearing to review 

the nominations of Admiral William E. Gortney, USN, for reappointment to the grade of admiral and to 

be Commander United States Northern Command (NORCOM), and Commander, North American 

Aerospace Defense command, General John F. Campbell, USA, for reappointment to the grade of 

general and to be Commander, International Security Assistance Force, and Commander, United States 

Force, Afghanistan, and finally Lieutenant General Joseph L Votel, USA, to be General and 

Commander, United States Special Operations Command. The confirmation hearing began with 

opening remarks from SASC Chairman, Senator Carl Levin (D-MI), SASC Ranking Member James 

Inhofe (R-OK), Admiral Gortney, General Campbell, and Lieutenant General Votel. The Chairman first 

thanked the families of the three nominees, mentioning how grateful he is for the dedication and 

sacrifices which military families make. He also pointed out that the three positions which these military 

leaders are to be confirmed for are having some of the most demanding responsibilities in the military. 

With Afghanistan currently facing an election standoff as it attempts to move closer and closer to a 

democratic system, and with the U.S.’s plans of making our presence there strictly that of an embassy by 

2016, General Campbell has had his work cut out for him. Furthermore, the Chairman mentioned the 

increasing roll which the Afghanistan National Security Forces (ANSF) will be playing as the U.S. 

continues to withdraw troops from the area. Ranking Member Inhofe also mentioned the voter fraud, 

citing how while there had been 17,000 votes cast in the general election, over 100,000 were cast during 

the run off, and there was a ratio of 3:1 for the amount of people in rural areas who voted over urban, 

which is unheard of. Ranking Member Inhofe also spoke of increasing danger in Iraq and Syria as safe 

havens and breeding grounds for terrorists, as well as a growing concern toward North Korea and their 

nuclear weapon acquisition.  

                 

FURTHER READING (Full AUSN Transcripts & After Action Reports (AARs) available upon request): 
ADM Gortney began his remarks by saying that there is no greater responsibility than to defend our 

nation, and NORCOM is the nation’s last line of defense. He also spoke of the essentiality of 

cooperation and coalitions, promising to build coalitions, work with other agencies, Homeland Security, 

state governors, and any other officials necessary to ensure that the line of defense is as strong as 

possible. General Campbell served in Afghanistan for 13 years and stated that he is honored to have the 

opportunity to lead the forces and operations still taking place there. He is committed to completing the 

mission, and spoke highly of the growing capability of the ANSF. He made it very clear that he has 

great faith in the forces, as well as in the coalition of nations working together in Afghanistan, and 

promised to work closely with the UN if nominated. Finally, LTG Votel spoke briefly in his opening 

remarks, stating that he is committed to addressing the needs and requirements of Special Operations 

soldiers and their missions. 
                 
While the Conferees were asked many questions by the Senators on the committee, there were several 



key topics that the members brought up including the MI17, Cyber Threats, election fraud in 

Afghanistan, boarder control and downsizing troops. Each member had 7 minutes to speak, ask 

questions and have them answered by the nominees. In his opening questions Chairman Levin asked 

ADM Gortney about this thoughts on the Ground-Based Midcourse Defense (GMD) system, to which 

the Admiral responded that it is of top priority, and improving its capability needs to happen before we 

look into building future technology. Regarding the training levels of the ANSF, General Campbell said 

that they are now moving away from tactical to core level training which is highly significant, and that if 

confirmed he will support the President's decision of the pace and numbers of the drawdown, but if he 

sees any reason to recommend changes then he will give his absolutely best military advice.  
 
During questioning, both Senator Jack Reed (D-RI) and Senator Mark Udall’s (D-CO) questions focused 

upon what is also seen as one of the most central threats to our nation: cyber threats. ADM Gortney 

stated that for NORCOM this threat could destroy our infrastructure, banking systems, and other critical 

systems. We need to be ready to respond to such attacks, which will require ADM Gortney to work with 

Homeland Security and other agencies if appointed. Sen. Reed, along with Senator Angus King (I-ME) 

later on, also brought up a key issue that affects the Navy, recognizing that while the US Coast Guard 

has an arctic icebreaker, the U.S. Navy does not. This is in contrast to Russia, as the Admiral stated later 

on, who has 5-7 icebreakers. Senator Tim Kaine (D-VA) emphasized the looming political situation in 

Afghanistan, stating that he is “more afraid of corruption than terrorism in Afghanistan.” While ANSF 

was able to help protect the polling sites during the elections, which the nominees confirmed, the 

political corruption in the nation raises questions as to if a similar situation will occur in Afghanistan as 

it has in Iraq, a worry which the nominees also held and stated they were committing to solving if 

confirmed. The overall sentiment was that we must be careful as we withdraw from Afghanistan, for 

while an embassy presence approach has been effective in other places in the world as General Votel 

stated, cooperation and precision is essential. General Votel also answered many questions concerning 

the suicide rate among Special Operations soldiers, and he stated his upmost commitment to the issue. 

The most reiterate sentiments from the nominees was that if confirmed they were looking forward to 

working with the committee and any other interested entity on tackling the respective issues in their 

jurisdiction, only after having the opportunity to get their feet on the ground and fully understand the 

situation at hand. While very informed on the problems that they may face, all three nominees said that 

they were unable to provide any concrete answers or solutions to many of the questions being asked of 

them because they need to experience the conditions and situations for themselves first to make the 

judgment call. As some of the top leaders in our nation’s military, this kind of prudent and vigilant 

approach is essential to tackling the imminent issues which our military faces. 

 

 

HOUSE ARMED SERVICES, SEAPOWER SUBCOMMITTEE HEARING ON CRUISER 

MODERNIZATION 

On 10 July 2014, the House Armed Services Committee (HASC, Subcommittee on Seapower & 

Projection Forces held a hearing concerning the Cruiser and Destroyer Modernization and Large 

Surface Combatant Force Structure Assessment. The witnesses in attendance were RADM Lawrence E. 

Creevy, Deputy Commander for Surface Warfare, Naval Sea Systems Command (NAVSEA 21), RADM 

Thomas S. Rowden, Director of Surface Warfare (N96), and the Honorable Sean Stackley, Assistant 

Secretary of the Navy. The largest concern throughout the hearing was voiced by HVAC- Seapower 

Chairman, Representative J. Randy Forbes (R-VA-04), as he continuously asked Mr. Stackley if the 

money which the Navy is requesting in their assessment corresponds with the pattern of funding which 

the Navy has received over the past 20 years, or if it surpasses that budget. He continued saying that 

today we have 22 Cruisers (CG’s), and the assessment being discussed stated that 11 of those Cruisers 



would be slowly decommissioned in order to modernize them. On the other hand, Chairman Forbes was 

concerned, that the 11 cruisers which the Navy is planning on recapitalizing, instead of being laid up in 

order to modernize and be put back into commission, will just be left there. This concern is routed in the 

Navy’s attempt in the past year to decommission 7 of their Cruisers, which Congress prevented from 

happening by telling the Navy that that was an unacceptable action. Later on in the hearing Chairman 

Forbes asked Mr. Stackley if the temporary decommissioning of these 11 ships is due to the budget or 

because of what the Navy truly needs. He stated that, “The only reason the cruisers are still floating, is 

because of Congress.” 

 

FURTHER READING (Full AUSN Transcripts & After Action Reports (AARs) available upon request): 
HVAC- Seapower Subcommittee Chairman Forbes emphasized that Congress is not attempting to 

prevent the Navy from modernizing its fleets; quite the opposite in fact. Congress is simply asking for 

the Navy to provide a realistic and clear request as to what they need in order that the U.S. is able to 

remain a super power in the defense world. Ranking Member, Representative Mike McIntyre (D-NC-7) 

then asked the difference between a cruiser and destroyer, and Mr. Stackley said that the Navy’s 

destroyers need to continue to be upgraded, and price should not be a precursor to decommissioning. 

Representative Mike Conaway (R-TX-11) asked the important question of how quickly can we pull the 

manpower and have the ships running in a situation of the 11 cruisers being spoken of being laid up for 

modernization, and suddenly we need those ships. Both Admirals and Mr. Stackley stated that it would 

take 18 months to 2 years to complete the training and have the man power necessary to field the ships. 

RADM Rowden explained that the 35 senior sailors on the ships would be retained in the event that 

those ships would need to be returned to the sea. This timeline and system seemed to cause concern 

among the members. Mr. Stackley stated, after a great deal of questioning that the funding requirements 

estimated in the assessment for 2020-2040 are more than the Navy has been given in the past. 

Representative Joe Courtney (D-CT-02) later addressed this issue as well, stating that the report 

announced the Navy would need $13.5 billion alone to modernize the cruisers. Mr. Stackley recognized 

that a budget request like this hasn’t been made since 1980, but that it is necessary for completing the 

Navy’s missions. 

 

Representative Rob Whitman’s (R-VA-01) comments backed that of Representative Conaway’s, for he 

asked how the Navy expects to maintain the same forward presence in the world with fewer assets. Mr. 

Stackley said that right now there is a higher operation tempo in the world, but that is nothing to what 

will happen in the next ten years. The ships must be up to par and functional in order to continue that 

forward presence. In response to a question then asked by Representative Jim Langevin (D-RI-02) 

concerning the testing that is planned to happen on the USS Ponce, RADM Rowden said that they 

would “need to wait to see the results of the testing. The testing is essential in order to understand 

exactly what we will have to do” in terms of recapitalization. Those tests will help to ensure that the 

destroyers can rapidly integrate back into operational status if need be.  

 

In his second round of questioning, the Chairman also tried to clear up the question of how many ships 

the Navy needs today in order to not overstretch its operational tempo. The Chairman’s frustration was 

rooted in the fact that the Navy seemed to be able to predict how many ships it would need in a decade 

from now, but not in the next 12 hours. The assessment submitted to Congress stated that the Navy 

needed 306 ships in the next 10 years that are able to be deployed. Chairman Forbes cited that if we 

continue to decrease the number of ships in the fleet then we will quickly cease to be a super power. The 

Chairman asked if, “the 306 ships you’re talking about are ones that will be capable of being used” or 

just exist in general? Mr. Stackley stated that “some will be in surge status, some will be in ports, others 

will be getting ready to be on deployment.” The end point is that the Navy needs more ships. Today we 



have 289, and the operational tempo is being seriously stretched. RADM Rowden stated that it all comes 

down to the numerous variables that need to be considered. After a great deal of frustration on the 

Chairman’s part, Mr. Stackley finally said that today we need 300 ships, and that “all of the 

modernization and things are not by preference, but rather by necessity due to the budget.” There needs 

to be a balance found between the budget and necessity. Chairman Forbes responded that his fear is that 

this phased-modernization plan is actually a phased-euthanasia plan for these cruisers. The hearing 

concluded with RADM Creevy stating that the biggest challenge is uncertainty, and once given a 

mission he will have the discipline and ability to do what he has to lock it down and execute the plan. 

 

AUSN ON THE HILL 
In addition to monitoring Congressional hearings and analyzing the Overseas Contingency Operation 

(OCO) request and the Military Compensation and Retirement Modernization Commission (MCRMC) 

Interim Report, AUSN was actively engaged on Capitol Hill. This week, AUSN met with Senator Thad 

Cochran (R-MS), Ranking Member of the Senate Appropriations Committee, Subcommittee on Defense 

(SAC-D), as well as his staff. In addition, AUSN sent a letter of concern to House Leadership as well as 

the House Appropriations Committee (HAC) Chairman and Ranking Member regarding the 10-12% 

funding cuts from Fiscal Year 2015 (FY15) appropriations for Naval Reactors and affiliated programs in 

the House Energy and Water Development, and Related Agencies Appropriations bill for FY15. This 

bill was being debated on the House floor and expected to pass by week’s end. 
 

PRIORITY BILLS INTRODUCED THIS WEEK 

H.R. 5015, Helping Employ and Recruit our Excellent Service members (HEROES) Act. 

Introduced by Representative Karen Bass (D-CA-37), the bill would allow state and local law 

enforcement agencies to use existing Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS) Grants to hire 

veterans for non-sworn law enforcement positions. 
 
In the advocacy section of the website, you can click on Bills of Interest to get daily revisions on 

Congressional action for all AUSN priority bills. We STRONGLY encourage you all to visit our 

Advocacy page, especially the Capitol Hill Blog which receives almost daily submissions when 

Congress is in session to see what AUSN is doing for you on Capitol Hill.  
 
We also encourage you and your friends and family to visit the AUSN FACEBOOK PAGE. If you have 

an account, please Login and “Like” us, which will allow you to see our TWITTER feeds and other 

updates from AUSN that shows us monitoring Capitol Hill on your behalf! 

 

NEW LEGISLATIVE ALERTS 
There were no new legislative alerts this week. When these alerts are sent to your email, please click on 

the TAKE ACTION link that is at the top of the alert email to send a letter response to your Members 

of Congress (a few of you have written in that you wish to send letters, but don’t know how). Please 

continue to go to the Legislative Alerts section on the AUSN webpage and/or check your e-mail and 

submit ones you haven’t seen yet to your Congressional delegation. 

 

NEXT WEEK OUTLOOK 
Next week, both the House and Senate will be in session. The Senate is expected to finally start its work 

on the Fiscal Year 2015 (FY15) Defense Appropriations Bill. The Senate Appropriations Committee, 

Subcommittee on Defense (SAC-D) is expected to begin markup of the bill as early as 15 July 2014 with 

the Full Committee to complete its markup on 17 July 2014. In addition, AUSN will be monitoring 

many hearings including a hearing held by the House Veterans’ Affairs Committee (HVAC) on 

http://www.ausn.org/Advocacy/AdvocacyNewsInformation/tabid/2153/articleType/ArticleView/articleId/50903/Letter-to-HAC-Leadership-Concerning-Naval-Reactor-Funding.aspx
http://www.ausn.org/Advocacy/BillsofInterest/tabid/2668/Default.aspx
http://www.ausn.org/Advocacy/tabid/150/Default.aspx
http://www.ausn.org/Advocacy/TheCapitolHillBlog/tabid/2335/Default.aspx
https://www.facebook.com/AUSN1
http://twitter.com/ausntweets
http://www.ausn.org/Advocacy/LegislativeActionCenter/LegislativeAlerts/tabid/2154/Default.aspx


evaluating the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), a hearing by the House Armed Services 

Committee (HASC) on the Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO) request for FY15 by the 

Administration as well as a hearing by HASC- Seapower Subcommittee on Unmanned Carrier-

Launched Airborne Surveillance and Strike (UCLASS) Requirements. AUSN will also be meeting with 

Senator Lindsey Graham (R-SC) and Senator John Cornyn (R-TX) regarding forthcoming mental 

healthcare legislation. Finally, AUSN will be participating in the Quarterly Veteran Service 

Organization (VSO) roundtable as well as its regular meetings of The Military Coalition (TMC). 
  
CALL FOR AUSN NATIONAL LEGISLATIVE RESOLUTIONS FOR 2014 ANNUAL 

MEETING 
2014 National Legislative Resolutions will be considered at AUSN's Annual Business Meeting 19-20 

September 2014 at the United States Navy Memorial in Washington, D.C. Resolutions must be timely, 

concise, and include sufficient background information. Resolutions must be submitted at least 30 days 

in advance of the 2014 Annual Business Meeting in order for proper staffing, review, and formatting as 

needed. Any member may propose a resolution which should address a legislative or policy issue related 

to the missions and goals of our organization. Resolutions are received, reviewed, and processed by the 

Resolutions Committee. 
  
Proposed resolutions should be sent to the AUSN Headquarters, Resolutions Committee Chair, CDR 

Bill Manofsky, USN (Ret.). Submissions can be sent via e-mail to: Anthony.Wallis@ausn.org or by 

U.S. mail to: Attn: National VP of Government Relations and Resolutions Committee Chair, CDR Bill 

Manofsky, USN (Ret.); Association of the United States Navy; 1619 King Street; Alexandria, VA 

22314. 
  
To request a new resolution or amend an existing Resolution, see last year’s 2013 Resolutions, please 

visit the “How to Format Resolutions” section of the website with a downloadable form to fill out and 

send as well. Current NEW Resolutions needed, for example, include the CH-53K “King Stallion,” the 

E-2D “Advanced Hawkeye,” and the MQ-8 “Triton.” Current amendments to an existing Resolution 

needed, for example, include the Military Pay Raise to match Employment Cost Index (ECI) - 

amendment bullet to Resolution 34, and Restoration of Cost-of-Living-Adjustment (COLA) calculations 

for retirees who joined the service prior to 2014 as a result of the Bipartisan Budget Act (BBA) of 2013- 

amendment bullet to Resolution 35. 
  
QUESTIONS/COMMENTS/CONCERNS 
Anthony A. Wallis, Legislative Director 
Phone (o): 703-548-5800, (m): 703-517-9310 
E-mail: Anthony.Wallis@ausn.org 
Legislative Action Center: Contact Congress 
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