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It's not every day that a snake eater (Special Forces operator)
rises to the top of TRANSCOM, the U.S. military’s transportation
command. But Gen. Norton Schwartz has done just that.

b

snake eater
to box kicker

interview with Gen. Norton Schwartz

TALK WITH GEN. NORTON SCHWARTZ, THE DEFENSE DEPARTMENT’S SENIOR LOGIS-
tician, about the challenges of moving freight around the globe on a moment’s notice, and FedEx’s
marketing slogan (“when it absolutely, positively has to get there overnight”) might pop into your
head. But it’s really not an apt comparison. Imagine calling a private sector carrier and asking it to
deliver a 38,000-pound MRAP (mine-resistant, ambush-protected) vehicle to Northern
Afghanistan via second-day air. You'd likely be turned down flat. Yet the organization Gen. Schwartz
heads up, the U.S. Transportation Command, or TRANSCOM, carries off feats like that every day.

As commander of TRANSCOM, which is headquartered at Scott Air Force Base outside of St.
Louis, Gen. Schwartz leads the organization within the Department of Defense that is responsible
for moving people and things worldwide by air, land, and sea. Though many people aren’t aware
of it, TRANSCOM does more than just support deployed forces in wartime; it also has a role in
peacetime delivering supplies and equipment for humanitarian and other operations.

Heading up TRANSCOM is not Gen. Schwartz’s only role. The four-star general also leads a col-
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laborative effort to improve and integrate the DOD’s end-
to-end supply chain in partnership with agencies and com-
mands across the department. He is also a “combatant com-
mander,” one of the most senior officers in America’s com-
batant force, and reports directly to the secretary of defense.

Gen. Schwartz graduated from the U.S. Air Force
Academy in 1973 and is an alumnus of the National War
College. His assignments have been varied, ranging from
special operations to logistics. Translated into military
slang, he’s been both a snake eater—a term for Special
Forces operators, whose wilderness survival training is said
to include capturing, cooking, and eating snakes—and a
box kicker, someone assigned to logistics.

His major awards and decorations include the Defense
Distinguished Service Medal (with oak leaf cluster),
Distinguished Service Medal, Defense Superior Service
Medal (with oak leaf cluster), Legion of Merit (with two
oak leaf clusters), Defense Meritorious Service Medal,
Meritorious Service Medal (with two oak leaf clusters), Air
Force Commendation Medal (with oak leaf cluster), and
the Army Commendation Medal.

To put that in terms that most of us will understand, Gen.
Schwartz is a warrior, a fact that is tough to reconcile with the
soft-spoken, almost professorial man who recently met with
DC VErocrry Editor at Large Steve Geary. Geary caught up
with Gen. Schwartz in southern Florida, home of three com-
batant commands, to talk about his career, his vision for
TRANSCOM, and some of the challenges TRANSCOM faces.

Looking at your background, I notice you were
Q trained in special operations, yet you are now a logis-
tician. How did you go from snake eater to box kicker?
Largely fortune. I think over time, I grew some rea-
sonably sound operational skills. Cross-services [expe-
rience], particularly in the special operations, came to me
early on and certainly through the years. I ultimately led at
the various levels of supervision in our Air Force units and
commands at various levels. I had the opportunity to serve
in increasingly senior positions in the Washington national
security environment as well.

So I have grown, and it is a great tribute, I think, to our
armed forces that the son of a typewriter salesman from a
small town in South Jersey can grow up to be one of the
nine combatant commanders in the U.S. Armed Forces. It
could only happen in America and only with some hard
work, some good fortune, some people who invested in you
over time, and a lot of teammates who helped me. And it
was just fun to do for the last 35 years.

Q There are two fundamental roles in the department.

You have what are known as force providers within the
Department of Defense, which is largely the services: the
Army, the Navy, the Marine Corps, and the Air Force. They

One of your roles at U.S. TRANSCOM is that of com-
batant commander. Can you tell us what that means?
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Editor’s note: Shortly after this interview was complet-
ed, Defense Secretary Robert Gates announced a shake-
up in the top ranks of the Air Force. As part of that
reshuffling, the White House nominated Gen. Schwartz
as the next Air Force chief of staff. Senate confirmation
hearings were pending as this issue went to press. If his
appointment is confirmed, it will be the first time a pilot
without bomber or fighter experience has held the posi-
tion; Gen. Schwartz's experience is in transport and spe-
cial operations.

provide forces.

Then you have those folks [the combatant commanders]
who have responsibility to employ the force, to use those
resources to perform and accomplish missions, which are
assigned by the president and secretary of defense. There
are nine four-star officers who are responsible for employ-
ing the force and who, in a number of instances, have geo-
graphic responsibility ... for example, in Europe or the
Pacific or the Central Asia area, as is the case for Central
Command. And you have four officers like me, who have
functional responsibility. I am responsible for transporta-
tion and distribution in the Department of Defense.

As for our chain of command, if you will, my senior is the
secretary of defense. I work for him and the president, and
I serve at their pleasure. My role as one of the functional
combatant commanders is to make sure that the others, and
most especially the geographic commanders, have all that
they need to accomplish the missions that the president and

secretary of defense assign.
Q Let me indicate that I am, in a sense, the senior logis-
tician, but the truth is, this is a distributed enterprise.
It is not a fair description to say that I “own” the defense
logistics enterprise. Nor do I want to give readers the
impression that I am sort of the “king of logistics” because
that’s not the case. It is a distributed enterprise. The key
thing about this is really collaboration and orchestration.
That is the fundamental role.

This position is probably less about the mechanics of
logistics than it is about, again, having an enterprise and
making sure that this larger system functions as efficiently
and effectively as possible—again, to make sure that the
geographic combatant commanders I mentioned earlier

can get it done.

Q It’s a matter of looking at this at the enterprise level,
not the functional level. For example, if I were just a

transporter, my role would be to drive down transportation

costs for the department in any and every way I could.

However, by doing that, I might actually cause increased

Would it be fair to say that you are, in effect, the head
logistician for the Department of Defense?

How do you make sure that the larger system func-
tions as efficiently as possible?
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costs for the department, although my books might look
good at the [functional] level ... because transportation
interfaces with inventory.

There are times when you want to have minimum inven-
tory and use premium modes of transportation to deliver to
the warfighter on time, as expected. Take, for example, very
expensive circuit cards. You don’t want to have dozens or
hundreds of these in your warehouse. It makes sense for you
to use premium air transportation to make that delivery.

On the other hand, what you don’t want to do is use pre-
mium air transportation to fly concrete or things that are
very large and typically cheap. That is not a smart use of
DOD dollars. If you don’t look at this at the
enterprise level and instead you try to make
sure that your functional books look good,
that is not the supply chain view.

So my role is not to own this whole enter-
prise—I don’t believe that is wise and I don’t
think it is manageable—but rather to orches-
trate the activities of those who do have that
responsibility. We’re not looking to assert
dominion but rather to orchestrate this in a
way that delivers the needed capability at the

least cost at the enterprise level.
As the military moves to a nimbler, leaner operating

Q approach, it would seem that theater distribution
will be evolving. I was wondering if you could comment
on that.

I think it is true. Part of that is, again, recognizing that

the role that we had as the quarterback sort of goes
across theater boundaries and it goes across organizational
boundaries. In the old construct, the way we used to do
things back when you had a fixed theater and fixed lines of
communication and so on—sort of the European battle-
field, the Cold War—people in the theater didn’t think that
anybody back in the rear had any role in trying to help them
get their job done and certainly nobody back in St. Louis,
Mo., had any role in moving stuff from Kuwait to Baghdad.
This was the theater’s responsibility.

What’s needed today, by contrast, is to have someone who
can take this global view and can move assets, organize
activity in a way that can provide the right results.

There is a level of integration with the other combatant
commanders that did not exist before. There were bound-
aries before. There are seams now and those seams are clos-
ing by the day, so we are becoming a much more integrated
team. The deal is that the [warfighter] doesn’t need to
spend a millisecond a day worrying about his backside. He’s
got plenty of targets at 12 o’clock to worry about. Let him
leave that worry about his backside to us. That is certainly
the role we try to play.

I think the other aspect of this is that as we have become
more expeditionary, making this work, having the com-
mand and control, having the in-transit visibility, having
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the inventory in sight, and so on is largely a matter of infor-
mation technology. Just like the big companies, we are
investing in information technology that allows us to do
this business better, that makes it possible for the sergeant
at the end of the supply chain to have confidence that what
is coming is really going to get there quickly.

Think of it this way: You buy your wife a gift off the
Internet on Dec. 21st, a small box. You get a tracking number
and you put that tracking number into the UPS or the FedEx
Web site. You can see that box coming to you. What that
means is, on December 23rd you are not going to buy a back-
up gift just to make sure that you are not embarrassed on
Christmas day.

Supply sergeants are exactly the same. What
will happen here as we take advantage of the
revolution in information technology is that
again, the kids at the end will have confidence
stuff will get there. It means they won’t hoard
quite as much. There will be some hoarding,
but it won’t be the monumental hoarding
we’re used to. They won’t order three or four
times to make sure that one actually gets there.
This is discipline in the system, in the process.

This is the kind of thing that we are bring-
ing. And in a place like Africa, where the lines of communi-
cation are so thin and the infrastructure is very delicate,
multiple orders can be a killer. You can appreciate how the
confidence that stuff I need will get there can change the
game, and it has and it will.

We've spent a lot of time focusing on the military
aspect of it, but TRANSCOM has a tremendous part-
nership with the private sector. One initiative in particular
that is getting a lot of visibility is the Defense
Transportation Coordination Initiative, the program
through which the DOD is outsourcing the management of
all of its domestic freight, but there are others. I was won-
dering if you could talk about the private sector partners.
First off, our commercial capability is our secret
weapon. There are two things that the transportation
command and our team, about 138,000 folks all together,
do extremely well and that is mixing the modes of trans-
portation—air, land, and sea—to best effect. We do that
with our component commands from the Air Force to the
Army and the Navy.

But the other very powerful thing that we do is mix gov-
ernment-owned organic assets for planes and ships, for
example, and their commercial counterparts. The long-
standing relationships that we have had with both the air-
lines and the ocean carriers, through the U.S. Merchant
Marine, are remarkable, frankly.

As an example, for our surface shipping, we use Navy
ships but they are not combatants. As a result, they are
manned by the U.S. Merchant Marine. These ships are very
important to us, both the commercial carriers as well as the

AUGUST 2008 DC VELOCITY 3

Sjapeallqgnoql Z14VMHDS NOLYON "NID




thoughtleaders GEN. NORTON SCHWARTZ

U.S. government-owned shipping. On the airline side it is
very similar.

It is important to the country as we go forward to think
about how we continue to incentivize American companies
to participate with the government and to make available
their resources on short notice for the next time we have to
surge. In the airline industry it is typically 48 hours,
depending on how many aircraft we might need. The first
ones would show up in 48 hours. For the sealift industry it
is not quite as tight a timeline as that, but they make com-
mitments to do that.

What we do is offer them government cargos to move as
an incentive to make that commitment. It is
something that has been long-standing,
50 years in the airline industry, and it is
something that you must preserve
because the U.S. government could
never own all the assets that we need in
a surge. It is very important.

Second, we’ve looked to some of the private sector
players—our commercial counterparts—to see what we
can learn from them. There are fundamental differences. I
mean, in the end, Wal-Mart stores don’t move. Ours do. But
there is a lot to emulate from Best Buy or Wal-Mart or
FedEx or UPS. If we do that reasonably well, then we have
an opportunity because we’re a $10 billion operation. If you
knock 1 percent off of $10 billion, that is real money, seri-
ous money.

In the case that you mentioned, the Defense
Transportation Coordination Initiative, we have taken a
page from the industry playbook. That is, we have contract-
ed with a transportation service coordinator to manage our
domestic freight rather than having installation transporta-
tion officers call a local broker or trucker every time they
need to move a box from, say, Texas to Colorado; make a
deal; move the box; and pay for the move. That’s all fine
except that happens four or five thousand times a day in the
Department of Defense. You have to ask yourself, is that the
best way to run this business, this enterprise?

It’s not, because that truck that moved the box from Texas
to Colorado might not have been full. Had we aggregated
those four or five thousand individual actions in a way that
would lead to full truckloads, optimal routing, and so on,
we'd save money. So the Defense Transportation
Coordination Initiative, which we have already rolled out at
the first sites—Puget Sound, Corpus Christi, and so on—
will do exactly that.

Menlo Worldwide Government Services is the contractor
that will be that single node that will coordinate all the indi-
vidual actions and ... probably save us $40 million or $50
million a year. To the Defense Department overall, $40 mil-

lion or $50 million may not be major money, but to us it is
major money.

Is there anything we haven’t talked about yet that you
might like to add?
One of the questions people typically ask is what keeps
me up at night. I tell them relatively little; T sleep
soundly. But one thing that is a concern—and this would be
any business’s concern—is what happens in a post-
Operation Iraqi Freedom environment when the workload
subsides.

Right now, we are working our tails off. We’re humping.
Yesterday morning, for example, we delivered the 3,800th
mine-resistant ambush-protected vehicle to Central
Command. Now these are not trivial vehicles.
These are 20, 30, or 40 thousand pounds

apiece, depending on which version,
and we have done that. We have main-
tained and sustained the warfighters in the-
ater. We have just finished a season in Antarctica.
So what we have done is, you know, Antarctica to
Afghanistan. So we are busy and we are working hard.

But what will happen when the workload tapers off? This
is a strategic question for us, because what typically hap-
pens with companies is that when the workload goes down,
you have to shrink. You cut overhead, which is a good thing
to do, and you shrink, or the other strategy is to expand
your business base.

The reason that is important for us is that we can’t afford
to shrink too much because the nation depends on us to be
ready to get out the door when the next crisis occurs and
deliver America’s military might or humanitarian assistance
to wherever it might be required.

Managing that decline in workload is a thing that we
will all struggle with and likewise on the commercial side.
I don’t want to see my long-term industry partners disap-
pear because I will need them someday, soon probably.
How we do that sensibly in a measured way is the strate-
gic issue for me and for my successors, I am sure.

One of the things we are doing is trying to expand the
business. There are people out there in the Department of
Defense and elsewhere in the government who do not use
the defense transportation system. There are lots of reasons
for that. What we are endeavoring to do is to make the
defense transportation system more attractive to folks so
that they will be inclined to use it.

When we are not moving as much stuff to Central
Command in the future as we are today, we will have other
demands, which will kind of compensate. That is the logic;
that is the major strategic concern and the thing that we are
working on conceptually and at the street level. U

DC Verociry has authorized the distribution and redistribution of this PDF. Utilization/reprint of the interview is allowed with attribution.

4 DC VELOCITY AUGUST 2008

www.dcvelocity.com




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


