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DWG:  Good morning everybody.  Our guest this morning is Lieutenant General John 
E. Wissler.  He’s the Commanding General of III Marine Expeditionary Force and also 
the Commander of Marine Forces Japan.  Sir, thank you for making the time to meet 
with us on your trip to Washington, D.C.  As usual, we have 60 minutes, we’re on the 
record, and we’ll just get right to it. 
 
Sir, still going on in Korea are some large-scale exercises right now that your forces were 
participating in and doing some rather substantial amphibious training operations.  
After a decade in Afghanistan is this something that you need more of in the future?  
And speaking of what’s been going on over the past month or so, is this something that 
pays immediate dividends for the Marine Corps? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  There are big exercises still going on in Korea.  They’ve been 
planned for over a year so it’s not a reactive anything to anything.  The one that we just 
recently completed was Exercise Ssang Yong 14, which translates to Twin Dragons or 
Double Dragons, however you want to look at it.  That exercise actually had a number of 
really important reasons behind why we wanted to do it.  The first of which was we took 
two United States Marine Expeditionary Units; one Republic of Korea Marine 
Expeditionary Unit; and brought them together and created a combined Marine 
Expeditionary Brigade.  In addition to the amphibious ships and amphibious 
capabilities of both the ROK and the United States, over 20 ships involved, we also had a 
company of Australian infantry that participated.  The Australians, as you may know, 
are also one of the major countries in Asia that are trying to develop an amphibious 
capability. 
 
So for us it was a chance to take our newest overarching concept, Expeditionary Force 
21, which some of you may have seen or read, it just was published here in the past 
week.  In Expeditionary Force 21 we talk about the Marine Expeditionary Brigade and 



how we can create Marine Expeditionary Brigade capability.  So this was one of those 
ways by taking Marine Expeditionary Units, joining one coming from CENTCOM, 
literally sailed in and joined the other one, my MEU if you will, the 31st Marine 
Expeditionary Unit; and then a Republic of Korea Marine Expeditionary Unit, sort of 
met on the fly, changed the command and control structure.  The commander of one of 
the MEUs became the commander of one of the ground combat elements.  The 
commander of the other MEU owned all the aviation.  A logistics combat element from 
Okinawa took charge of all of the logistics, operated off of a TAKE, a United States naval 
ship, the USS Sacagawea, one of our maritime prepositioned ships.  
 
So we took the maritime prepositioning, we took the gray hull amphibs, we took our 
partners’ amphibs, we brought it all together, one Navy/Marine Corps team combined, 
U.S. and Republic of Korea.  Then executed. 
 
So for us it was a chance to take this Expeditionary Force 21 concept, place it into action, 
find out the challenges, how we would really do it for real. 
 
We talked through how we would created this Combined Marine Expeditionary Brigade, 
so this was a chance to do it.  With the number of countries in the Asia Pacific that are 
developing amphibious capability, our Japanese partners, we’re very engaged with them 
in their development of amphibious capability; the Australians; the New Zealanders; in 
addition to our Republic of Korea, our South Korean and our Thai partners who already 
have amphibious capability.  We’re just trying to build that combined amphibious 
capability for exercises across a range of military operations. 
 
DWG:  How are your skills right now?  Do you need more of it? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  Our skills were very good, much better than I think we thought they 
would be, but they were that way because we put a lot of hard work and effort up front. 
 
We began work on this exercise in terms of the academics, if you will, last January 
where we brought our ROK counterparts to Okinawa and we began a series of planning 
challenges to work through kind of the very difficult nitty-gritty things like serial 
assignment tables and helicopter assignment tables and doing all the planning and 
getting with our Navy counterparts.  For anybody who’s never been on an amphibious 
ship, you actually sink the ship a little bit when you launch amphibious craft out of it.  
They call that setting condition one alpha, so the timing to do that and to be able to take 
the things out of the ship through the well deck and simultaneously do flight deck 
operations, then to get all that to come to a timing where you land on the beach with a 
prescribed time with all the prescribed capabilities and supporting fires.  That takes a lot 
of academic intellectual work.  But the best part was there was a lot of energy.  Energy 
and enthusiasm from our Marines and others.  Are we as good as we want to be?  No.  
We need to continue to do this sort of larger scale amphibious operations and we’ll 
continue to do that over the course of this next year. 
 
DWG:  Hi, General.  Thanks for being here. 
 



A couple of weeks ago at an Armed Services Committee hearing Admiral Locklear said 
that the Navy and Marines currently don’t have enough maritime lift assets to 
successfully conduct amphibious operation in an [inaudible] environment in the Pacific.  
So my first question is, in general do you agree with that assessment?  And secondly, as 
you know, the Japanese are very concerned about this recent belligerence regarding 
contested maritime areas including the Senkaku Islands.  The administration keeps 
reiterating that the Senkakus fall under Article 5 of the [inaudible] Defense Treaty. 
 
If the Chinese occupy the Senkakus, does the III MEF have the capabilities to retake 
those if ordered by the National Command Authority? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  Let me answer your first question.  The way I took Admiral 
Locklear’s statement, and I did read his testimony, I didn’t hear it.  So sometimes you 
lose a little bit when you read a summary.  But what I took from Admiral Locklear’s 
statement is that we did not have sufficient amphibious capability to execute 
amphibious operations the way we wanted to execute them in support of actions in the 
Asia Pacific.  And so what I took from that was there will be a multiple, a need for 
multiple amphibious forces in the Pacific.  Can we execute a single responsibility?  
Absolutely.  If the Marine Corps is challenged anywhere in the world to execute 
combined forcible entry operations, we have the capability to do it.  Will we be able to do 
it in multiple places simultaneously or on a scale that would allow us the rapid kind of 
buildup that we would want?  No.  I agree with Admiral Locklear, we need more 
amphibious ships. 
 
This week I happened to sit in on the opening of the Sea-Air-Space Expo and to have the 
first panel, our Commandant, General Amos; the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral 
Greenert; Admiral Papp from the Coast Guard, and the Administrator of the Maritime 
Administration.  In that setting Admiral Greenert said we need 50 amphibious ships.  
That’s what Admiral Locklear was getting about. 
 
Now we don’t have a sufficient budget to buy 50 amphibious ships, everybody 
understands that.  But if you put all of the combatant commander requirements 
together.   
 
As an example, in the Pacific right now we need to have, to meet Admiral Locklear’s 
requirements, we would need two full time amphibious ready groups.  That would be six 
amphibious ships afloat all the time.  Admiral Greenert has committed to sending a 
second amphibious ready group to the Pacific in 2017.  But in order to maintain six 
amphibious ships afloat all the time, you would need probably 24 amphibious ships on a 
one-to-four rotation in order to do the proper maintenance that needs to be done to be 
able to keep those ships afloat all the time. 
 
We currently have 28 amphibious ships in the entire inventory today, growing to 29 
when Americas comes on-line and so forth.  But my point is -- But he also said the Navy 
and Marine Corps have agreed that we can meet the majority of the requirements if we 
had 38 amphibious ships, but in the current fiscal environment we’re fiscally 
constrained to 33.  So you can see that large requirements, but everybody understands 



the fiscal constraints that we’re operating under.  So the answer to his question is yes.  If 
we were directed to take the Senkakus, could we?  Yes.  But that’s a decision that’s not 
made at my level obviously.  That’s a national level decision.  To tell you how it would 
take place or would it take place or any of that would be pure speculation. 
 
I don’t know if you’ve seen the Senkakus.  They’re not real big. [Laughter].  I think 
sometimes people get the idea that the Senkakus looks like the island of Okinawa or any 
of the other major islands.  It’s a very very small collection of small islands.  You 
wouldn’t even necessarily have to put somebody on that island until you had eliminated 
the threat, so to speak.  That’s where the integration of our full capabilities as a 
Navy/Marine Corps team would be of value. 
 
DWG:  [Inaudible], how is 3rd MEF working with the Army?  And have you received any 
tasking from Admiral Locklear to do so? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  As I think you know, Pacific Pathways is a separate undertaking by 
Admiral Brooks and U.S. Army Pacific to get -- General Brooks, I’m sorry -- to get the 
soldiers involved in the large area that is the Pacific.  They’re doing it by a whole series 
of different means of different kinds of platforms and strategic lift and all those sorts of 
things.  But there’s been no direction for us to work with General Brooks, other than 
obviously it’s a coordinated effort and wherever he goes in terms of exercises of theater 
security cooperation events or exercises, that that’s all coordinated through Pacific 
Command. 
 
General Brooks and I have had discussions about the opportunities and where we are 
and what we’re doing and what he’s doing.  So in that sense it’s certainly at the staff level 
between Marine Forces Pacific and U.S. Army forces Pacific.  They’ve had ongoing 
discussions. 
 
General Brooks in addition to being U.S. Army Pacific also wears the hat in a functional 
component role for Admiral Locklear as the Theater Joint Force Land Component 
Commander.  His deputy is Lieutenant General Robling, the Commander of Marine 
Forces Pacific.  So they’re very tightly coordinated in how they will execute Pacific 
Pathways and how they will do it.  
 
The challenge, going back to the last question is, there isn’t sufficient amphibious ships 
to do all the things that need to be done.  It would be easiest if those 50 amphibious 
ships were available, and that the Army rather than using some contract sealift or other 
national maritime service sealift and strategic lift could use an amphibious ship.  But 
there just isn’t sufficient amphibious shipping to do all the things we already need to do 
with our amphibious shipping.  So that’s, I think, the challenge. 
 
I think the first of the Pacific Pathways is, at least the last time I saw, scheduled to 
execute sometime late in this fiscal year.  I think one this fiscal year and then three next 
fiscal year, three opportunities.  So we’ll see what happens and where they go. 
 



DWG:  General, at your presentation at Carnegie last night, you [focused] MEF.  Your 
troops are all over the Western Pacific for exercises, security cooperation, that sort of 
thing.  You’re flying in with your own air assets, rotary wing, fixed wing things, and 
falling in basically on other people’s airfields and facilities.  The Camp Bastion attack, 
you sometimes rely on other people’s security, perimeter defense, might not always be a 
good thing. 
 
How do you handle this security and force protection thing when you’re sending your 
people in to all these different locations? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  Force protection is always one of the major concerns any time we 
deploy.  We do a good analysis of the threat wherever we are deployed and we always 
bring sufficient force protection capability as part of that exercising team to take care of 
ourselves.  So depending on the level of the threat will drive what we bring in terms of 
our own organic force protection or where we will work with host nation capabilities.  
And the commander on the ground understands that his principle responsibility is the 
safety of his Marines and their capability and so if he feels uncomfortable -- Obviously 
we don’t just plop in anywhere.  We’ll go and do a site survey, we’ll make sure people 
have been on the ground to make sure that we understand what the capabilities are of 
the host nation, what the threat is, and then we’ll make a determination on how we 
protect ourselves. 
 
DWG:  For your own protection you’d send extra people? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  Right.  We would send a number of people who are not directly 
involved in any given operation.  As an example, we recently executed a major combined 
command post exercise on the Korean Peninsula where we integrated the staffs from the 
ROK Marine Corps and U.S. Marine Corps in about a two week long training.  Because 
of the level of classification at which we ran the exercise, we had security for our 
headquarters, if you will, that was set up under tentage in the field.  So we brought along 
sufficient Marines who could provide that security from the outset. 
 
DWG:  Is there ever a problem with the host nation worried about you guys taking over 
some of what would be their responsibilities? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  There’s always a dialogue that has to take place between you and 
the host nation and you just have to work through any sort of misperception or any 
concerns.  But to date, since I’ve been in command, we haven’t had any situation where 
we’ve been unable to execute our security responsibilities and do it in line with our host 
nation partners.  Because at the end of the day they are our host nation partners, so we 
have to be very aware that it’s their country.  It’s a sovereign country, and we are there 
simply to train with them and to hopefully make both of our militaries better by that 
combined training that we execute. 
 
DWG:  Yes, sir.  It’s always interesting here in Washington how the people in 
Washington say the folks at the tip of the spear know what’s going on and we’re not 
going to second guess them.  Unless of course the folks at the tip of the spear say 



something interesting.  The Intel Chief of 2nd Fleet a couple of months ago said China is 
readying for a sharp short war to take the Senkakus.  Everybody in Washington said well 
he may be at the tip of the spear but he doesn’t know what he’s talking about. 
 
What’s your sense?  You’ve been out there for a while.  I know you can’t anticipate what 
China’s going to do, but what have you seen since you’ve been there that might offer you 
clues? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  To be honest, I don’t watch what China’s doing.  I watch what all of 
our partners are doing and I’m out there trying to build better capability with all of our 
partners in the Asia Pacific.   
 
I’ll give you an example.  Recently we were in Exercise Cobra Gold, the largest 
multinational exercise in the Asia Pacific in I don’t know how long.  A long time.  One of 
my engineer platoons was out doing a humanitarian civic action project, partnered with 
engineers from China, from the Chinese military.  So I think there are a number of 
nations who are all doing different things in what they think is the best interest of their 
sovereign outcomes, but I haven’t seen anything that has caused me great concern.  
We’ve all seen, our national reaction was we did not recognize the ADIS when it was -- 
So I saw what you saw there. 
 
The issue with the Senkakus is a longstanding issue and I think there’s been restraint 
shown on both sides, but that doesn’t mean that that couldn’t boil over through some 
miscalculation at the lowest levels which would then challenge the senior levels of 
leadership to make appropriate decisions. 
 
Admiral Locklear’s come out and said that he would like to see more mil-to-mil training 
between us and the Chinese.  Secretary Hagel said the very same thing in his recent visit 
to China.  But he was also very specific in the fact that we would respond to any one of 
our five standing security alliances in the Pacific should the Chinese do anything that 
threatened those countries and therefore our responsibilities in the security alliance. 
 
So I think everybody’s keeping a close eye on what’s going on.  I think everybody is 
trying to ensure at every level that there isn’t that kind of a miscalculation by anyone.  
But I don’t see anything at my level, and you’ve got to understand, my foxhole is pretty 
far down the chain.  I don’t see anything at my level that causes me any more concern 
than we’re already taking, what I would call ensuring that we keep our eye on what’s 
going on in the theater to make sure that we don’t, we’re not surprised. 
 
DWG:  Given your attention is not on China, on the allies, how mellow are the allies 
toward what China is doing? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  I think they have a significant focus on what China’s doing and they 
want to make sure that there isn’t any sort of, as I said, similar miscalculation through 
either inaction or action.  So therefore I think you see what is a pretty constant 
action/reaction between our partners and the things that China does in the region. 
 



I don’t see that as leading to conflict immediately, but I don’t think anyone saw any of 
the actions across history that have led to major conflicts until they actually occurred.  
So I think that’s why we’re just keeping a very focused, very engaged and hopefully 
informed outlook on what’s taking place in the region.  And probably most importantly, 
we are staying engaged in the region.  By being forward present, by being in the theater, 
or us training with our Korean partners, with our Japanese partners, with our Thai 
partners, with our Australian partners, with our Korean partners, our five major treaty 
obligations.  And then the other 16 countries.  As I said yesterday, Marines from III 
Marine Expeditionary Force will have been in 21 of the 36 countries in the Asia Pacific 
region.  Being forward present has allowed us to stay engaged, to watch, to see, to talk to 
our partners about how concerned they are and to be there with them.  It allows us to 
respond in a matter of hours and not days.  So by being there to respond in hours and 
not days, we think we save lives.  Either by preventing any sort of conflict escalation, but 
also simply by our response to the tragic response to the typhoon in the Philippines last 
November.  By being able to respond in hours and not days, we were able to save lives.  
There’s no doubt in my mind. 
 
DWG:  There’s been a lot of discussion on Capitol Hill about close air support. I’m sure 
you’re privy to the A-10 debate that’s been going on.  You’re in a very unique position in 
that you own, organically, your assets. 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  You betcha. 
 
DWG:  This is what I want to tap into a little bit with you because you have an extra 
piece here in understanding how these assets are used. 
 
Why is it better for the Marine Corps, for example to have organic close air support 
assets versus being tied to an ATO?  And just to explain what’s the benefits of having 
those assets? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  Sure.  First of all, we are tied to the ATO.  When we exercise in any 
sort of a joint force we provide sorties to the joint force commander, the joint force 
aviation commander, air component commander.  So we are integrally tied into joint 
aviation. 
 
Why it’s important for Marines to have their own organic aviation is, aviation for the 
Marine Corps provides long range fires.  Over time we have, because we need to be light, 
mobile and lethal and to come from the sea, you can imagine bringing large artillery 
capability from the sea is a challenge.  So we use our aviation, if you will, as sort of our 
long range artillery. 
 
Additionally we have a capability which is proving very very valuable in the Asia Pacific 
theater which is short takeoff and vertical landing aviation which will be even greater 
improved in 2017 when we field the first of our JSF squadrons to the Pacific.  Fifth 
generation capability, an airplane that absolutely is going to change, it will change the 
face of the way we employ aviation, the way the V-22 has changed, absolutely changed, 
assault support to ground component. 



 
What that STOVAL capability gives us in Asia, and you’ve heard a lot of this discussion 
about anti-access, area denial, about the ability to reach out with long range missile type 
weapons and take down known airfields.  We can operate our aviation from anywhere.  
We routinely rehearse that. 
 
We just took, as an example in the Ssang Yong exercise, we took our AV8 Harriers and 
put them on a one mile long chunk of ground on the Korean Peninsula and operated -- 
You can’t target everywhere.  So to defeat anti-access and area denial, to protect your 
ability to generate aviation capability, we’ve looked at this distributed STOVAL 
operations concept which will only be expanded when we field the JSF.  But through the 
combination of taking our C-130s, our mobile Marine wing support squadron 
capabilities, it was mentioned earlier about our ability to build and airfield.  On Okinawa 
there’s an island called Iashima, and annually our Marine wing support squadron goes 
out and takes that airfield up and pubs that airfield back down and then we train on that 
airfield all year long. 
 
So that’s why we retain our own aviation.  It’s not because we don’t trust anybody.  It’s 
not because we don’t play in the joint aviation campaign.  We do.  In terms of the sorties 
that would initially take place in any sort of a campaign anywhere in the Asia Pacific, our 
aviation assets are tied directly into the joint force aviation commander’s plan to use 
that aviation early on. 
 
DWG:  Do you have a higher priority?  Say for example you’ve got Marines -- One of the 
concerns that’s raised sometimes is that in the field you may not call an F-35 if you’ve 
got Marines threatened by a squad or something like that.  The F-35 may not be the 
asset you want to call, and therefore you may not get the kind of support.  I’m 
wondering, do the Marines specifically have the ability to sort of override the ATO and 
simply say I need to get my Marine asset here now. 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  The ATO gives you access to aviation capability.  My experience -- I 
spent 34 months in Iraq from the very beginning to the very end.  I was, the first guys 
that went across the berm, I was the Deputy Commanding General when the Marines 
came out of Iraq in 2010.  Then I spent two times in between.  So I have a pretty good 
sense of the joint air.  Over the course of that 34 months not me personally, but units 
that I was with in contact with the enemy, I’ve called everybody’s platform to deal with 
the enemy.  And I really don’t care if it’s a Marine on the other end or not.  I care that it’s 
a guy who can put a bomb on target, and it’s whether it was an AC-130 or whether it was 
an F-16 or whether it was a Navy F-18 coming off of a carrier, whether it was one of our 
own F-18s or AV8s, or attack helicopters.  I don’t care. 
 
What you do want to do is you want to put the right target on the right enemy.  But the 
flexibility of the joint force air plan allows you to do that.  It allows you to call the right 
type of weapon system to the right type of target. 
 
I’ve never been in a situation where I said to my air officer, okay, give me a Marine 
Corps jet. 



 
The way the airplane is normally laid out, they try and let Marines talk to Marines and 
Special Ops guys talk to AC-130 guys, but it doesn’t always work out that way. 
 
DWG:  What’s your view of the debate that’s going on on the Hill about the A-10s? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  First of all, I haven’t been following that, so I think the A-10’s a 
great platform, but I also know, having unfortunately a part of my history I’m trying to 
forget, being the Marine Corps’ money guy for three years, from 2010 to 2013.  I know 
the challenges that the Air Force is facing in these constrained budget times and they’ve 
made very hard decisions about what they have to do to maximize their warfighting 
capability and their ability to respond when they need to respond.  In their best 
judgment, the A-10 was not part of the final outcome of what was going to give them the 
best utilization, to use our commandant’s words, to give the best Air Force to the nation 
that their fiscal constraints would allow.  I’m confident that’s what General Welsh is 
doing.  I saw my counterpart wearing a light blue uniform struggle with those very same 
things for three years as we went through everything through what was the Budget 
Control Act.  I left prior to the Budget Balancing Act being enacted.  
 
Is the A-10 a good platform?  Sure.  Does it fit in the big plan for the Air Force?  I would 
leave that to Air Force leadership to determine, and given the constraints and challenges 
they have and knowing the professionalism of our Air Force today, I’m confident they 
made the right decision. 
 
DWG:  I wanted to turn back to the issue of your amphibious ships.  General Paxton 
has spoken a few times recently about his concerns about low operational availability of 
amphibs generally, but he’s also cited the issue of the typhoon response, having to go in 
with V-22s rather than on the ships because they were in maintenance. 
 
I just wonder from your perspective whether there are any unique challenges your ships 
have being homeported abroad, being in a particular environment at the rate you’re 
running the MEF, and then also if there’s anything you guys are trying new to kind of 
mitigate the [inaudible] or see if you can get more availability out of them. 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  First of all, they’re not my ships.  I wish they were.  Sort of.  No, 
they belong to 7th Fleet and  Vice Admiral Thomas.  And Vice Admiral Thomas in 
conjunction with his Task Force Commander who owns the amphibious ships, Rear 
Admiral Denny Wetherall, are doing absolutely the best they can do to give us 
maintenance available ships. 
 
We have run those ships really, really hard.  They are an aging fleet.  So they’re just our 
natural challenges. 
 
To sort of clarify a point that the Assistant Commandant made, though.  We didn’t 
deploy the V-22s because we didn’t have amphibious ships.  We deployed the V-22s 
because we could get them on scene to begin immediately.  We self-deployed those 
aircraft with KC-130s.  Our KC-130s actually started delivering relief supplies that very 



first day, and on the second day we started using our V-22s.  We would have done that 
whether we had 50 amphibious ships. 
 
What we couldn’t do is we didn’t have the Amphibious Ready Group readily available.  
All the amphibious ships, all for of the forward deployed naval force amphibious ships 
were in maintenance when the typhoon struck.  It was an unfortunate bit of timing, but 
it was what it was.  And we needed those ships in maintenance in order to make the 
spring patrol that they were going to make. 
 
So you can’t simply put a ship at sea and sail it forever without meeting maintenance 
requirements.  I don’t think we have any greater maintenance challenges in the Pacific 
than they face in other places.  There is some discussion about increasing the number of 
ships in the forward deployed naval force, and I mentioned that earlier.  Where they will 
be homeported, that’s all a decision that will be made at OpNav and by the Chief of 
Naval Operations.  But fortunately will be made in partnership with our Commandant 
and the Marine Corps.  What I’ve seen is the partnership between General Amos and 
Admiral Greenert is exceptional.  That has translated down through the force.  So Vice 
Admiral Thomas and I, we talk about amphib availability all the time.  And he doesn’t 
talk about amphib availability with any less zeal than he talks about carrier availability 
or cruiser availability or his aviation asset availability.  So we’re all very focused on 
making sure that we have the right numbers of platforms.  Is it a concern?  It absolutely 
is a concern.  And here’s an example.  Because of amphibious ship availability, we have 
about .6 what we would call presence in the Asia Pacific with our forward deployed 
naval force.  So that means only 60 percent of the time do I have a full up three ship 
Amphibious Ready Group ready to go and do the bidding of the National Command 
Authority in the Pacific.  We want a 1.0 presence.  We want whenever that bell rings we 
have those three ships ready to go. 
 
Now what most people don’t realize is within 12 days of the decision to go to Operation 
Damayan we had those amphibious ships where they needed to be.  Pulled out of 
maintenance, sailed to Okinawa, specifically loaded for humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief.  Not a traditional Marine Expeditionary Unit load to which the ships were 
very familiar.  A totally completely different load, heavy on water and the ability to move 
sustainment and medical capability.  Completely different load. Then sailed down and 
inaction.  Then the real value was, as we started to withdraw our capability, those 
amphibious ships sat in overwatch in the event that we found an area that we hadn’t 
uncovered, something that we needed to response.  So they still retained that great 
capability to respond.  Even though they’d been in maintenance.  That’s a pretty short 
period of time to get the crews and the people and the ship and everything functionally 
back. 
 
So is it a concern?  Absolutely.  Will it grow as a greater concern?  You bet.  If the money 
situation continues to go the way it looks like it will go in FY16 and beyond maintenance 
will be an even bigger issue because maintenance costs money. 
 



DWG:  It’s been over a year since the Secretary of Defense ordered the services to open 
up combat jobs to women.  Given your extensive combat experience I just wanted to get 
your take on it.  Are there any jobs you’re worried that women can’t do? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  There’s no job I’m worried that a woman can’t do.  I spent 34 
months in Iraq.  I would like to dispel one kind of common misnomer and that is women 
have already been in combat.  They’ve been serving tremendously in the Marine Corps.  
The best combat commander I had in the beginning of the war in 2003 was a female 
Marine captain who just recently, by the way, was selected for lieutenant colonel below 
the zone -- ahead of all her contemporaries.  Selected below the zone for promotion to 
lieutenant colonel.  So women have been in combat.  What they haven’t been is in the 31 
excluded military occupational specialties.  The reason that the Commandant has not 
simply lifted the restrictions there is for one purpose.  He’s taking a very measured, 
deliberate and responsible approach to make sure that if we put women into those 
military occupational specialties they can succeed, and succeed in the long term.  And to 
be like this captain who worked for me, who can get selected to lieutenant colonel ahead 
of all her contemporaries, and ahead of some who were in the zone for promotion, if you 
will. 
 
How’s he going about that?  He’s going through a very measured and deliberate process 
to ensure that not only can the individuals meet the standards that we have established 
for those occupational specialties, but as importantly, that the collective tasks for the 
units to which they will be assigned will be able to be executed.  He has four lines of 
operations that he’s executing.  Some of them you’ve already seen.  We’ve taken women 
and run them, our enlisted female women we’ve run through the infantryman portion of 
initial infantry training.  We’ve had I think to date 45 successful completions.  But that’s 
at about a 30 percent successful completion rate for our females, whereas we run about 
a 99 percent successful completion rate for our males.  This is post boot camp, infantry 
training prior. 
 
What we haven’t done is the machine gun part of that training, the mortar part of that.  
So there are other specialties in the infantry besides simply being in infantry.  He’s 
collecting the data.  All volunteers.  All people who want to try this who then go on to 
other occupational specialties and support our Marine Corps.  
 
For the officer side of the house, the rite of passage to become an infantry officer is the 
Infantry Officer’s Course.  It hasn’t changed.  We haven’t done anything different.  We’ve 
had 15 women who’ve attempted, volunteered to get through.  None so far have done it.  
He’s looking at why that is. 
 
He’s also got another line of operation where we’re going to create an experimental 
ground combat element.  Basically a unit which will be 25 percent female with women in 
infantry skills and those other closed MOSes -- armor, artillery.  So he will take that 
unit, all volunteers, and then they will execute what we would call a pre-deployment 
training cycle, monitoring the ability of the females to execute the tasks, to collective 
meet the unit tasks, but most importantly, to make sure that the physical demands of 
those military occupational specialties don’t end the careers of those females.  The one 



female officer at IOC who made it through the first two weeks had to drop from the 
program because she suffered some stress fractures and other things due to the 
excessive combat load that every Marine is required to wear in combat these days.  On 
average, 85 to 110 pounds of combat equipment.  And the physiology of taking, of the 
beating that takes on the body is a thing our Commandant wants to look at.  And for this 
reason.  Our female Marines are doing exceptional things in the Marine Corps and he 
doesn’t want to have an assignment to an MOS be the reason that that female Marine 
can’t serve as long as she wants to serve in our Marine Corps.  Whether it’s as a 
logistician, whether it’s as an engineer.  I grew up as an engineer.  Whether it’s as a 
combat engineer.  Whatever and however she can serve, our Commandant wants to 
make sure we maximize their potential.  That’s why he’s going through this very 
deliberate approach to make sure that we don’t inadvertently put our female Marines -- 
officer and enlisted -- in a position where we as an institution break them. 
 
DWG:  Some people have said that’s almost a little bit like changing, kind of moving the 
goal post.  Okay, all right, you’ve passed this hike, you can do 12 miles with your 70 
pound sack, but hold on, that’s the first level.  We want to see how you do over time.  Do 
you see that as moving the goal post? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  No, because I don’t think -- We do that with our male Marines.  Our 
male Marines who go through the initial training, that’s not the hardest thing they’re 
ever going to do.  So then they get to their unit and their units go through these levels of 
training.  And if they physically can’t meet the requirements, then they leave the Marine 
Corps.  It’s unfortunate. 
 
But the difference is the failure rate, if you will, is very small for our male Marines due to 
a physiology.  What we’ve seen so far is that it’s significantly greater for our female 
Marines.  And we already have a challenge in retaining our female Marines throughout a 
career.  So our Commandant doesn’t want to take an already challenging problem and 
make it even more challenging by the assignment of military occupational specialties. 
 
I would tell you this.  If we run through all of these tests and everything says that the 
risk is worthwhile, General Amos will open those military occupational specialties.  He’s 
already accelerated the assignment of women to closed units.  We’ve already done as 
much as we can institutionally to get them in places they’ve never been before but it’s 
this measured approach to making sure that the collective tasks, individual tasks, and 
the wear and tear on the individuals is all taken into consideration before he opens up. 
 
We’ve increased, over the course of the last year at his direction, we’ve increased the 
percentage of female Marines in our Marine Corps, and his intent is to increase that 
percentage even more.  Not only women, but other minorities.  So that our Marine 
Corps 20 years from now will look like America.  That’s the purpose of this very 
measured -- It’s not to move the goal post.  It’s in a sense to make sure the risk is worth 
the decision to put people and give them that opportunity. 
 
DWG:  Can I follow up on that? 
 



General, do you think [inaudible] criticism of the fact that women are segregated before 
they’ve gone into these closed MOS schools.  The fact that they are [inaudible] as women 
in basic training.  Does it set them up at a disadvantage for then when they are put into a 
training cadre that includes men as well?  As I’ve seen some arguments say, kind of ups 
the competitiveness they haven’t seen before? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  I don’t know if you’ve ever been to the 4th Recruit Training 
Battalion down at Paris Island.  If you haven’t, you should go.  If you don’t think that’s a 
competitive environment you’re crazy. 
 
I’m here to tell you that the leadership at boot camp is absolutely transparent no matter 
if you’re in the 4th Recruit Training Battalion which is where our women are trained, or 
in the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Battalion either at Paris Island or at San Diego.  The quality of the 
drill instructors, the level of performance that those Marines are required to maintain, 
the absolute pressure that’s place on them is identical, whether you’re in 1st Battalion or 
4th Battalion or any battalion in between. 
 
So I don’t think there’s any credence to the fat that they feel any increased pressure.  I 
would offer, and I unfortunately don’t remember right now, but I believe one of our 
sister services is actually looking right now at going to gender segregated initial training 
and the whole purpose of that gender segregated initial training is it provides an 
environment where they can focus on becoming Marines.  And they become Marines.  
When they receive their eagle, globe and anchor; when they complete the very same 
crucible which is kind of that rite of passage at boot camp where a young American 
earns the title of United States Marine, is handed at a ceremony after 54 grueling hours, 
the exact same thing for our men and our women, is handed that eagle, globe and 
anchor, when they’re for the first time in their life called Marines, there’s no difference 
in the pressure, the things they’ve had to undergo, the achievements that they’ve had to 
do.  They’ve fired the same weapons on the same ranges.  They’ve qualified with the 
weapons.  They’ve qualified in the swimming pool.  They’ve qualified on the hikes.  
They’ve done all of the same things.  It just allows us to focus better, we feel, to get them 
to that point where they can stand on their own two feet and execute the responsibilities 
of a United States Marine. 
 
What you may not know is they all then, all then go to Marine Combat Training with 
their male counterparts.  Their next level where they learn the infantry skills.  You’ve 
heard the term “every Marine a rifleman”.  It’s where they learn their infantry skills.  Not 
quite in the detail that if they were going to go to an infantry unit.  That is separate.  But 
every young combat engineer, supply, a warehouseman, a radioman, male or female, 
goes to Marine Combat Training either at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina or at Camp 
Pendleton.  After that training they then leave and go to their military occupational 
specialty school where they learn the specifics of what they will do, whether it’s aviation 
mechanic, a supply warehouseman, an engineer, truck driver.  Then they report to their 
first unit. 
 
So I don’t see any validity that it’s an intensity issue that changes when they get to that 
first level of training.  They become Marines, they all go to Marine Combat Training 



together, male and female integrated, through their MOS schools together, and then out 
to the operating forces. 
 
DWG:  Sir, I’m glad you brought up aviation.  I want to tap into your expertise as a little 
bit of an operations guy in the Pacific and also from your money man hat you used to 
wear. 
 
I’ve read a number of articles recently about Army aviation stepping up their seaborne 
helicopter operations.  Specifically attack helicopter operations over in the Pacific, the 
Persian Gulf a number of exercises.  I believe they’re rewriting their doctrine and 
seaborne Army aviation operations.  A number of people have talked about what a great 
idea this is.  But after a certain point I have to say that’s great, but don’t we already have 
a military service that is organized, trained and equipped to operate attack helicopters 
from the sea? 
 
My question to you is, operations wise, is there a demand that you can’t meet with your 
existing capabilities in this arena?  And at what point does there need to be some roles 
and missions deconfliction between the Army and the Marine Corps?  Why have the 
Army do a mission that the Marine Corps has already done forever? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  Let me make sure I understand your question. You want me to give 
you an idea A, if I think there’s a mission conflict between what the Army’s doing and 
what we’re doing; and secondarily, how would we deconflict that or do we have a 
shortfall, if you will -- 
 
DWG:  A shortfall that requires -- 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  I would offer that we, the Marine Corps, have no shortfall of 
capability of sea-based aviation.  We have a shortfall of the sea base, which we’ve already 
talked about.   
 
I think the Army is experimenting, if you will, with all of this sea-based aviation, 
particularly because of the fact that the Asia Pacific is a, it’s a maritime area.  It’s a 
maritime AOR.  And they understand that you can’t fly everything you need into where 
you need to get it there.  So the ability to come from a seaborne platform is important.  
So they’re looking at what they think is going to be a requirement for those forces and 
they’re making strides in learning how to operate from that environment. 
 
I think there’s a potential unknown hidden cost, if you will, to doing that.  Our 
helicopters are different than their helicopters.  The marinization of an aviation 
platform is a very extensive technical thing, and if you don’t do it, you suffer significant 
challenges.  I just harken back to when the Army put a number of helicopters on a U.S. 
carrier to go down to Haiti back in the mid ‘90s and the impact that had on Army 
aviation.  Significant impacts to helicopters and readiness. 
 
That’s not to say, they had a mission, they met the mission, they went and executed the 
mission, and that’s what we all do. 



 
We don’t have a shortfall.  And should they come to an area where Marines were 
operating, we have all kinds of very simple procedures just like we do in any regular 
combat operation.  Somebody always owns the airspace.  Whether it’s a Marine who 
owns that airspace, whether it’s the Navy that owns that airspace or whether it’s the Air 
Force that owns that airspace.  In amphibious operations, basically it will change.  The 
Air Force will own the airspace at some point, the Navy will then own that airspace, then 
the Marine Corps will own airspace, but in today’s world we only own that airspace up to 
a certain altitude, above which there are still joint air platforms that are flying.  And oh 
by the way if you throw a high marg rocket into the whole process it transcends all that 
airspace.  And while I’m a firm believer in the big sky, little bullet theory, our aviators, 
they like things not too big that are telephone pole size to be flying around while they’re 
up there.   
 
So the control and coordination of that airspace is really the issue. It’s an issue that 
they’ll come to grips with as they develop these concepts. And I’ll tell you, I’ve never 
been on a crowded battlefield.  I’ve never been anywhere where I said shit, there’s too 
many guys here.  I wish some of our capability would go home.  [Laughter].  So if the 
Army has a capability to bring in an amphibious environment, a capability that we need 
as a joint warfighting team, good on them.  I just think there are challenges to it, and I 
say that because I know they know there are challenges to it. 
 
I will get to -- We’ve already talked about there aren’t enough amphibious ships for us to 
train to our missions right now, so how you jam a bunch of other guys on that platform 
is going to be an area where we’ll have to sit down and decide what’s the capability, who 
needs to do it, who has a priority, you know.  But that’s easy stuff.  We’ll sort through 
that.  But that’s an area, just because of where we are with amphibious ships.  We’ve got 
Marines who don’t get sufficient amphibious training.  We have a very big challenge for 
my aviation units and I own significant aviation units in Hawaii.  We have a very big 
challenge for those units to get sufficient what we call deck landing qualifications so that 
those guys day and night, good weather and bad, can land on one of those amphibious 
ships.  And it’s not even so much the big decks.  There’s a lot of room, sort of, until you 
put a V-22 in bad weather with a bunch of guys on the deck there.  But it’s those smaller 
amphibious ships.  That smaller deck.  Getting those guys to be in and get the -- So that 
when they’ve got a back end full if you’re in a V-22, 24 combat loaded Marines in the 
back, you’re confident that the two guys up front can do this in night, in bad weather, 
and get you safely either off the ship or back home at the end of the operation.   
 
Those sorts of levels of qualification, going back to General Paxton’s comment, it’s that 
training and that level that we need to maintain.  But like I said, good on them if they 
can come from a platform. 
 
DWG:  Do you think the forward staging base will help with that?  Could you see the 
Army trying to operate off of that as well as the Marine Corps? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  I think the afloat forward staging base, at least as I understand it, is 
identified as a joint platform.  It has significant capabilities for the Marine Corps 



because our maritime prepositioned shipping, those two squadrons -- one in Guam, one 
in Diego Garcia, that can develop or deliver I should say a Marine expeditionary 
brigade’s worth of combat capability, that’s essential to us being able to do that at sea.  
Without a port. 
 
Right now our maritime prepositioning has to come into a port to offload that capability.  
With the mobile landing platform, but the enhanced mobile landing platform which is 
the afloat forward staging base, we’ll be able to do that at sea.  Landing craft air cushion, 
our LCACs, will be able to come up.  They’ll be able to disgorge capability, load at the at-
sea platform, and then go across any beach anywhere in the world. 
 
So it will offer another joint opportunity.  But who needs to train with it?  What’s the 
training availability?  Then I’ll get back to a very simple thing that I brought up before.  
Will it have enough ship steaming days to support the Marine Corps training and Army 
training and be able to do its maintenance?  At the end of the day it is a ship.  It sound 
like a barge but it really isn’t. It’s a ship.  A ship that does some neat sinking and non-
sinking kinds of things.  So once again, it’s going to be availability, it’s going to be 
opportunity, and it’s going to be the need to train.  Who has the requirement to train in 
what environment in what theater? 
 
DWG:  Let me ask, as you know the Japanese government [inaudible] constitution 
[inaudible] to execute the right of collective defense.  So do you think such a move could 
have any implication on your mission or your way of [inaudible]? 
 
Lt. Gen. Wissler:  No, I don’t think it will have any impact on the way we train. 
 
Right now the Japan Self Defense Force has committed Minister Onandera, General 
Iwasaki, the Chief of Staff, and General Iwata, the Chief of Staff of the Japan Self 
Defense Force, have all committed to developing amphibious capability.  A brigade size 
amphibious capability.   And that’s my focus with Japan. 
 
So whether collective self defense happens or not will not change the way I train with 
the Japan Self Defense Force.  Whether it’s air, ground or maritime. 
 
That’s an issue obviously of great importance.  It’s an issue that they will have to resolve 
in their own country for how they use the force and capabilities that they have.  But the 
development of the forces and capabilities is, it will not change how I deal with them.  I 
will tell you why.  A very real world example. 
 
Last November when we responded to the typhoon, as we were preparing to withdraw 
U.S. capability, the Japanese ship Ise arrived on station, a helicopter destroyer capable 
of carrying on its deck a number of helicopters.  It has a hangar deck where you can do 
maintenance but also can carry embarked ground Self Defense Force troops which it 
had on board.  And two other accompanying ships showed up to be a part of the disaster 
relief operation. 
 



Because that ship has the capability to control aviation, the appropriate radars and 
command and control, we were able to hand over the Tacloban Airfield to the Japan Self 
Defense Force so that as we withdrew our capability they took on that responsibility.  As 
Japan develops amphibious capability I see them being a great partner with us 
responding to crises across the entire Asia Pacific region. 
 
70,000 people a year lose their lives in Asia due to natural disasters.   70,000 people a 
year.  We respond on a huge scale to try and mitigate that loss of life.  We, U.S. forces in 
the Asia Pacific.  You’re four times more likely to have a natural disaster in Asia than you 
are in Africa.  Twenty-five times more likely than you are in the U.S. or North America.  
So a high likelihood that something’s going to, in this next year there will be a natural 
disaster.  As Japan develops their amphibious capability which is my partnership 
responsibility with them as the Commanding General of III MEF, we will develop that 
capability to be able to respond. 
 
If there’s a change in how that amphibious capability is to be used we’ll be there to help 
with that capability as well.  So it will not affect the way we train and operate with the 
Japan Self Defense Force. 
 
That partnership is strong.  I would offer the strongest it’s ever been in the history of 
that alliance.  And my partnership and work with the Ground Self Defense Force, 
specifically Lieutenant General Bansho, the Commanding General of Western Army, is 
very very strong.  He is leaning forward and making this development of amphibious 
capability happen in partnership with the Joint Staff and other support that he’s got 
from the headquarters at Ichigai. 
 
DWG:  Thank you very much. 
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