
AviationWeek.com/dti� JAnuAry�2009�DEFEnSE�TECHnOLOGy�InTErnATIOnAL���101

d
e
f
e
n

s
e
 2

0
0
9

Obama packs administration 
with ex-Clinton officials

JOhn M. dOyle•WashingtOn

a s a presidential candidate, Barack Obama pledged to get 
U.S. combat troops out of Iraq, take a hard look at the 
defense contracting process and spend more money on 

ground forces and advanced technology like unmanned aircraft. 
As president-elect, it looks more like business as usual: 

no change in the defense secretary’s office, a transition team 
heavy with Clinton retreads and a national security advisor 
from the military who has not been out of uniform long enough 
to be claimed by either party. 

The most important development since the election is the 
announcement that Defense Secretary Robert Gates will re-
main in his post. Gates has been an unabashed change agent 
in the Pentagon, sacking Air Force leaders in June 2008 and 
sharply criticizing “next war-itis”—the failure to focus on the 
battles at hand against terrorism and nonstate agents in Iraq, 
Afghanistan and elsewhere. 

Obama’s selection as national security adviser, USMC Gen. 
(ret.) James Jones, like Gates, is considered nonpartisan, having 
served as the Bush administration’s special envoy for Middle 
East security. He’s also opposed deadlines for withdrawal from 
Iraq, and as NATO commander, headed the difficult job of shor-
ing up support in Europe for a joint war in Afghanistan. 

Other jobs remained to be filled in early December, including 
that of Deputy Defense Secretary Gordon England, and Obama 
had not found posts for others mentioned as candidates to head 
the Pentagon. These included Clinton’s Navy Secretary Richard 
Danzig, who also served as a deputy assistant defense secretary 
under Jimmy Carter. Other names mentioned for the top defense 
post included: former deputy defense secretary John Hamre, 
now head of the Center for Strategic and International Stud-
ies; Sen. Jack Reid (D-R.I.), a former Army Ranger and Obama 
adviser who accompanied the candidate on his trip to Iraq dur-
ing the campaign; and retiring Sen. Chuck Hagel (R-Neb.), a 
Vietnam vet and Iraq war critic.

For an idea of where Obama’s defense and national security 
policy is headed, look back to the administration of President 
Bill Clinton, where many of Obama’s key advisers come from. 
Other than Danzig, Clinton-era advisors include Tony Lake, 
who was national security adviser Tony Lake; Madeleine Al-
bright, secretary of state; William Perry, defense secretary, 
and Whit Peters, Air Force secretary. 

Not everyone with Obama’s ear is a Clinton retread, how-
ever. There’s retired Gen. Merrill “Tony” McPeak, who was Air 
Force chief of staff from 1990-94. Former Senate Armed Ser-
vices Committee chairman Sam Nunn (D-Ga.)—mentioned as 
a possible Obama running mate—joined the transition team 
as an informal, unpaid adviser. Another counselor, Brent 
Scowcroft—national security adviser to Presidents Ford and 
George H.W. Bush, and a long-time friend of Gates—has also 
been mentioned as an adviser. 

Obama’s transition team picked two other Clinton-era Pen-

tagon veterans to run the so-called agency review team for 
national security: John P. White, now chair of the Middle East 
Initiative at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, and Mi-
chele A. Flournoy, president and cofounder of the Center for a 
New American Security, a Washington think tank. White, who 
sits on the board of L-3 Communications, is a Perry protege who 
served as deputy defense secretary from 1995-97 in the Clinton 
administration. Flournoy, a former research professor at the 
National Defense University, was principal deputy assistant sec-
retary for strategy and threat reduction, and deputy assistant 
secretary for strategy in the Clinton administration.

Another Perry-associated name is Paul Kaminski, who has 
been an Obama adviser. Kaminski was a key figure in the de-
velopment of stealth technology—in the early 1980s, he led the 
Red Team, which assessed stealth vulnerabilities. 

Obama’s campaign policy statements on defense called for 
strengthening ground forces, building up special operations, 
human intelligence and counterinsurgency capabilities. He 
also pledged investment in advanced technology like un-
manned aerial vehicles (UAVs) and electronic warfare capa-
bilities. The team spoke of the need to replace aging ships. 
The troubled Littoral Combat Ship got a vote of confidence, 
but its manufacturing process did not. Obama said he would 
“prioritize” fixing the Navy’s acquisition process.

Danzig told reporters before the election that both the 
Army’s Future Combat Systems (FCS) and missile defense 
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Defense Secretary Robert Gates will continue 
to focus attention on unconventional threats. 
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needed to be looked at carefully. Financial 
analysts expect the F-22 Raptor stealth fighter 
will also be scrutinized because Obama wants 
to move away from “Cold War-era” thinking on 
weapon systems. 

The president-elect has said he favors mis-
sile defense but not “unproven” aspects such as 
the ground-based midcourse missile the Bush 
administration wants in Poland, much to the 
dismay of Russia. But Russia’s latest threats to 
place Iskander missiles within striking distance 
of Poland could force Obama to retain the pro-
gram, to keep from appearing soft on defense.

Obama advisers have acknowledged there will 
be no peace dividend from a drawdown of troops 
in Iraq because money will be needed for send-
ing forces to Afghanistan, replacing war-worn 
equipment and funding an increase of the Army 
and Marine Corps by 92,000 troops. While some 
liberals in Congress like House Banking Chair-
man Barney Frank (D-Mass.) have suggested 
cutting the defense budget by 25% to pay for 
healthcare and infrastructure, Danzig says he 
doesn’t see defense spending declining “in the 
first years of an Obama administration.”

Another challenge will be focusing on near-term issues and 
affordability while dealing with long-term planning. 

The new administration will either have to abandon the idea 
of a Next Generation Bomber (NGB) for USAF, or make a case 
for it. During 2009, the Pentagon has to decide whether to bet 
the entire future of the fighter force on JSF, or restructure 
the program.

Military space programs have drifted and slipped beyond be-
lief. The question of whether it is healthy for the Army to conduct 
FCS as a monolithic program has to be settled. Navy shipbuilding 
is wobbling between two strategic poles:  the Congress-favored 
DDG-1000 is designed to support Marines ashore, while the CG-X 
is intended to protect against antiship ballistic missiles in a China 
scenario. And the bill to maintain the Marines as a sea-based 
force equipped for a “forced entry” assault on a defended coast 
is reaching astronomical proportions. 

Congress will be focusing on a number of high-profile proj-

ects that have been pitched into this ad-
ministration’s lap because crucial decisions 
were deferred. The refueling tanker issue is 
one—USAF is going to have to run another 
competition, with the same competitors for 
the same requirement. The CSAR-X (combat 
search and rescue) helicopter is still in limbo. 
One way or another, the fate of the F-22 will 
be decided, as will the future of the Navy’s 
shipbuilding strategy. 

Some programs will lose congressional sup-
porters as Republicans retire. Three senior 
Republicans are leaving the House Armed 
Services Committee, including the ranking 
member, Rep. Duncan Hunter (R-Calif.), a 
“buy America” advocate and Iraq hawk. Also 
retiring are Reps. Jim Saxton (R-N.J.), senior 
Republican on the Air and Land Forces Sub-
committee who pushed for a replacement to 
the Air Force’s aging KC-135 refueling tanker 
fleet, and Terry Everett (R-Ala.), ranking 
member on the Strategic Forces Subcom-
mittee, an advocate of missile defense and 
military space programs such as the trans-
formational communications satellite.

Rep. Thelma Drake (R-Va.), a shipbuilding advocate, lost 
her reelection bid. One Democrat leaving the committee is 
Rep. Mark Udall (D-Colo.), who was elected to the Senate. 
Udall’s seat is one of six picked up by Democrats. Sen. Robert 
Byrd (D-W.Va.), at 90 the oldest sitting senator and a vehe-
ment critic of Bush’s war-spending tactics, is stepping aside 
as chairman of the Senate Appropriations Committee. Sen. 
Daniel Inouye (D-Hawaii), a World War II Medal of Honor 
winner, replaces him. 

Among the Senate Republicans retiring is Sen. John Warner 
of Virginia, former chairman of the Senate Armed Services 
Committee, an advocate of the Rolls Royce-General Electric al-
ternate engine for the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter. As a supporter 
of the Iraq war, Warner made headlines, and shook up the Bush 
administration, when he said during an Armed Services Com-
mittee hearing after visiting the war zone in the violent pre-
surge phase, that things there were “drifting sideways.” n

Former Marine Gen. 
James L. Jones, shown 
with Afghan Defense 
Minister Gen. Abdul 
Rahim Wardak, will be 
national security advisor. 
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Urban combat is the future 
of warfare, a vision that 

won’t change with the 
Obama administration. 


