
Rear  Adm.  Wettlaufer:
Shortage  of  Ships,  Mariners
an  Ongoing  Problem  for
Military Sealift Command

Rear Adm. Michael A. Wettlaufer, commander of Military Sealift
Command, answers questions from the audience after speaking
about the needs of the organization at the Navy League hosted
Special  Topic  Breakfast,  Oct.  18,  sponsored  by  General
Dynamics. NAVY LEAGUE OF THE UNITED STATES / James Peterson
ARLINGTON, VA — Military Sealift Command (MSC) continues to
face a shortage of both ships and sailors, and it will take a
“collective effort” from government and industry to turn the
tide, Rear Adm. Michael Wettlaufer, commander of MSC, said
here during an event hosted by the Navy League of the United
States.

Rear  Adm.  Wettlaufer  noted  that  after  the  number  of  U.S.
mariners reached their peak during World War II at 262,000,
their population has plummeted to a fraction of that today —
about 33,000 between 2018-2021. With recruitment and retention
a  problem  across  all  of  the  services,  MSC  faces  no  easy
solutions.

Specifically, the top challenges currently facing MSC in this
area are an atrophied maritime industry, a reduced U.S. flag
commercial fleet and a shortage of ocean-going mariners, he
said.

To help the issue of a lack of vessels, Wettlaufer said MSC
will seek to incentivize commercial participation.

“We’ve got to incentivize U.S. flagged shipping,” he said,
noting that the number of U.S. flagged ships at their disposal
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had declined from 282 at the start of this century to 178
today. “On the production side, it’s great; we’re building
ships. But we certainly need more.”

On the recruitment side, it is a multi-pronged problem. A lack
of  U.S.  flagged  ships  causes  a  decrease  in  the  mariner
population naturally, but there are other issues that the
command needs to address, Wettlaufer said.

“This ecosystem is under stress [and] this needs our nation’s
focus,” Wettlaufer said. “Why does [this decline in mariner
population] happen? Have people changed, or are we ignoring
the problem? I think we’re ignoring the problem. I think we’re
ignoring the engagement opportunity.”

To help fix this issue, MSC will seek to get mariners to sea
through  a  vigorous  recruiting  campaign,  incentives  and
training.  He  also  said  MSC  will  be  more  aggressive  in
preventing  sexual  assault.  Regardless,  it  will  take  a
“collective effort” between government and industry to deal
with this ongoing issue, the rear admiral said.


