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Good evening, and Michelle, thank you very much for that kind and mercifully short introduction.


I really appreciate the opportunity to offer some perspective regarding strategic thinking and share with you my top priorities in dealing with the challenges; many of which Michelle laid out.  Also the opportunities in this dynamic new era.


In considering what I might say to you tonight I remembered a Peanuts comic strip where Linus says to the gloomy Charlie Brown, “I guess it’s wrong to always be worrying about tomorrow.  Maybe we should only think about today.”


Charlie says nothing, but when Linus presses him he responds, “No, that’s really giving up.  I’m still hoping yesterday will get better.”  [Laughter].  


Well the only way yesterday can get better is for tomorrow to get worse.  One way to let that happen is to fail to shape the future based on the strategic realities of today and the lessons of yesterday.


Let me tell you a little bit about my yesterday.  


I spent two days this week at Fort Riley, Fort Leavenworth, and Fort Sill.  The common theme during my visits was that the Army was stretched.  The desire to take care, the troops’ desire to take care of their families was also prominent in the questions they raised routinely.  But there were other concerns, too.  Where are we going with regard to combat and combat deployments?  How long will they last?


Morale was good, and I can report to you that they are truly an incredible force.  Dedicated, proud, and the number that came up to me and wanted me to know that they loved what they were doing was truly inspiring.  


Frankly, easing the strain on our troops is a high priority for me but I don’t see us returning to a peacetime rotation any time soon.


I think General Casey hit the nail on the head when he testified to Congress recently that we’re looking at a future of persistent conflicts.  I would add persistent engagements along with persistent conflicts.


We’re in a generational war and we need to take a long view and think strategically about how we manage our risks globally to mitigate the effects of conflict and deter wherever we can.  And in the area of deterrence, I believe we have an awful lot to do.  


I’m concerned that we left strategic deterrence on the table years ago when the Berlin Wall came down and that the work of deterrence right now is every bit as vital as it was then, and in fact probably more challenging.


I believe we as leaders must do a good job of strategic thinking and strategic planning.  I’m concerned that we focus too much on the here and now -- and it’s very difficult to not do that -- and it is incumbent upon the leadership to get above that and look at things through a long lens.


The conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan weigh heavily on the minds of the American people, as they do on mine, but we must not be myopic in our view.  There’s more to the Middle East than those two countries and there’s more to the world than the Middle East.


Regional instability in the Middle East, or any other region of the world for that matter, has a global impact.  That is why I set as my top priority developing a military strategy tied to our vital national interests in the Middle East that certainly includes Iraq and Afghanistan, but looks beyond them as well.


It’s tied to a larger global view and one that is sustainable over time.  Achieving a stable and prosperous Middle East is more than just a military effort.  Security is necessary but it is not sufficient.  We must integrate our capabilities with all instruments of national power and that starts with a better and stronger interagency and the relationships therein.


In fact developing a strategy to face the challenges of the broader Middle East presents us with a great opportunity to go beyond the interagency and build new relationships and strengthen our enduring ones with international partners, non-governmental and inter-governmental organizations as well as the private sector.


That level of participation is vital to gaining the widest breadth of ideas and the broadest range of possible outcomes and alternative futures.


This is nothing new.  Thinking back to the evolution of the Cold War strategy of containment, strategic thinkers and planners in the late ‘40s and ‘50s faced a world beset by change, much as we do today.  


Americans and Soviets had gone from being allies to adversaries.  The United States had established itself as the dominant Western power and the world was divided in two camps -- one defined by freedom and democracy, and the other by the yoke of communist ideology.  


This new world had its share of instability as well.  The ongoing conflict on the Korean Peninsula, the spread of communism in Eastern Europe, and the looming threat of the Soviets pouring into Western Europe. 


It was time to take a hard look at how the United States could best contain and counter the growing threat of communism.  


That required strategic thought anchored in candid, substantive, thoughtful and continuous debate and inclusive of America’s national security and foreign policy teams as well as international partners.


In this current conflict against radical jihadists, in this long war, the need for debate and persistent intellectual rigor in the development of strategy are as real today as they were during the Cold War.  


We are part of a new world order and as the recently departed Admiral William J. Crowe once said, “It’s long on new and it’s short on order.”


This new era demands we ask hard questions, seek new answers, engage in new debates, explore new military strategic thinking, develop alternative options, come up with new solutions to longstanding problems, and dream up innovative ideas to address these challenges.


It also requires us to cast a wide net and be inclusive of far more than the United States military in developing a strategy to balance the demands of an uncertain future.  We are part of an interdependent global system.  


That system has many stakeholders and we need to work with them as we think about things like global order, stability, and economic prosperity.  


But we will be hard-pressed to help the global community safeguard that global system, and by extension, our own well-being without the people and the tools to do the job.


That is why my second priority is to reset, reconstitute and revitalize our forces, especially the soldiers and Marines comprising our ground forces who have been pushed very hard over the last several years.


We’re coming up on our sixth year of war and the Army and Marine Corps have indeed been stretched.  The Army’s on a 15 month deployment, 12 month home rotation cycle; and the Marines are on a seven month deployment and a seven month home rotation cycle; and many of them have done two, three and four deployments.  That’s tough.


As some of you may have read, I received some healthy feedback on my recent trip both to Iraq and Afghanistan as well as this week at Forts Riley, Leavenworth and Sill.


During the trip to Iraq and Afghanistan one of the things that struck me the most was the morale of our soldiers on the ground.  It’s good.  But they’re tired and, in particular, one of the groups I spoke with had been there 14 months.  They were ready to come home and their families were ready to have them come home.


The troops and their families all sacrifice much to support the pace of operations but their resilience does have limits and we need to be mindful of that.


Are the ground forces broken?  Absolutely not.  Are they breakable?  They are.


I will do everything I can to prevent them from breaking.  There have been steps taken including increasing the Army’s end strength by over 60,000 soldiers and the Marine Corps by nearly 30,000 marines so we can preserve our ability to respond to other crises and contingencies around the world well into the future.


I know the increase in end strength won’t relieve the pressure on our ground forces right away, but over time it will certainly help.


In this era of persistent engagement and conflict I don’t see our global responsibilities diminishing any time soon.  In fact given the potential for regional instability throughout the world, I see our military’s missions expanding, not contracting.


We need the resources to remain capable of defending our national interests globally.  Compared to defense expenditures during World War II, the Korean War, the Vietnam War, the Reagan buildup, even the Gulf War in ’91, our defense budget as a percentage of GNP is at its lowest and projected to decline.


Maintaining a balanced force, optimized for fulfilling increasing global responsibilities with a declining budget just doesn’t make a lot of sense to me.  I believe four percent is the floor.  It may even be higher.  


I was asked twice this week, interestingly enough, about the possibility of a peace dividend.  I just think we need to be very careful about that as we move forward in a world that’s going to be very dangerous, very uncertain, very unpredictable for the foreseeable future.


Our forces need the resources to remain balanced and capable of engaging in operations ranging from civic and humanitarian assistance to theater security cooperation, to combat operations.  We need to make sure our troops are healthy, well equipped, well trained and ready to answer our nation’s call.  As well as continue to treasure and nurture the incredible support of our families in the world in which we live.


To fail to do so will violate the trust the American people have in their military and erode the trust the global community has in the United States which will no doubt translate into regional and global instability.


That takes me to the third and last priority I’ll share with you tonight.  We need to properly balance global risk to help us maintain a position of leadership and preserve our freedom of action to counter the threat of transnational terrorism and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and associated technologies, to contend with regional instability, to deter aggressive action by potentially hostile state actors, to help manage the growing competition for natural resources, to help mitigate the effects of natural disasters and pandemics, and to take advantage of all the opportunities for international cooperation and progress our globalized world has to offer.


So tonight I invite you to consider some tough questions and help your military help me rigorously analyze the major strategic challenges we face as we develop a dynamic intelligence strategy of cooperation for the 21st Century.


How can a violent extremist movement that increasingly targets the integrated nature of our largely globalized world be effectively eliminated in both the short and the long term?  


How can the development of weapons of mass destruction by or the transfer of associated technologies to aggressive regimes and radical extremists like al-Qaida be prevented?  


How can regional instability stemming from accelerating global integration, intense national and religious movements, and the spread of technology throughout the world be mitigated and localized?  


How can the United States military remain sufficiently capable to deter aggressive actions by nations like Iran, North Korea, and others who seek to expand their military capability?  


How can countries like China and Russia be effectively engaged to ensure that their growing regional influence translates to cooperative participation in the global economic system?


How will global industrialization, world population expansion, and migration affect the consumption rates, the distribution, and the long-term availability of vital resources such as water and energy?


How will competition for those resources affect global stability? 


What role will the military play in managing these risks?


How can the local, regional and potentially global affects of another tsunami like the one that hit in the Indian Ocean basin almost three years ago; or another earthquake like the one that devastated parts of Pakistan in 2005; or another Katrina; or even the California wildfires that dominate the news today be mitigated?


What impact will a massive natural disaster or a global pandemic have throughout the world?  


How can militaries work together to alleviate the shock to the global system?


How can we do all that is required of us and still remain good stewards of our nation’s resources?


Those are all tough questions with no easy answers.  I’m eager to engage your diverse intellectual resources in thoughtful debate and welcome your contributions in identifying potential answers to these and other critical questions.


Thank you for your time, and I’d be happy to listen to your thoughts and answer some of your questions.  Thank you.


[Applause.]



