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PROJECT 33 (US Navy) 

   

The strategic guide issued by the Chief of Naval Operation of the US Navy Admiral Lisa Franchetti 

(equivalent to our Chief of Naval Staff) was released a few days ago. The new Navigation Plan aims to 

further develop the combat capability of the US Navy. 

The Plan envisages that the suggested changes will be achieved by 2027, a date indicated as the 

possible start of a hot conflict with the Chinese Navy. 

In fact, the proposed Plan represents a strategic indication on future actions to be undertaken to 
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optimize the effectiveness of the Navy as a whole and therefore has implications and influences that 

the other NATO navies cannot overlook. 

The last Navigation Plan was published in 2022 and represented the desire of the then CNO Admiral 

Mike Gilday to communicate the objectives that the US Navy should pursue at a time of great changes 

represented above all by the beginning of the war in Ukraine, but also of progressive tension with 

China.  

In order to cope with this, it was important to aim for a navy that could count on at least 400 ships by 

2045 and that would develop new programs in the underwater field (SSBN Columbia) and on the 

surface (Constellation class frigates) without forgetting the programs relating to the new A/A units 

(DDG) and the new aircraft embarked. 

To meet the new objectives, there was a fear of the need to focus on the capabilities also offered by 

unmanned means in order to be able to count on great flexibility of response towards the PLAN 

(Chinese Navy) which has not hidden its desire to reach and surpass the US Navy by 2049. 

The plan proposed by Admiral Franchetti therefore represents a further deepening of what has already 

been indicated by Admiral Gilday, also because the rapidity of the changes underway has imposed 

some adjustments and updates. Among these changes we must remember the tensions relating to the 

defense of Taiwan and the South China Sea, the conflict in the Middle East and the attempted blockade 

of the Red Sea by the Houthis. 

Among the many problems that have emerged in these two years there is also the awareness that, in 

the face of a rapid numerical growth of the Chinese navy corresponding to a great shipbuilding capacity 

(often estimated at two to five times greater than that of the United States), the traditional American 

skills have proven to be less reactive, with delays in the delivery of new units, but above all the inability 

to quickly deal with the work of the units in service.  

Although not clearly specified, the expectations follow those indicated by Gilday of a fleet of at least 

385 units, but this, according to some authors, would lead to an increase in the budget of at least 20%, 

but above all a new awareness and reliability on the part of the shipyards and the personnel responsible 

for maintenance work. 

Another aspect not to be underestimated is related to the high technology of Chinese-built ships. The 

reasons for this depend both on the fact that the bulk of the PLAN (Chinese navy) units are mostly 

recently built, and on the drive for innovation since the Chinese admirals are aware that only technology 
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can allow their navy to bridge the gap and catch up and surpass the US Navy.  

These developments also have repercussions on unmanned vehicles which have seen the development 

of attack and underwater drones that are increasingly effective and capable of overcoming adversary 

defenses. In this context, it should be highlighted that there are experiences such as the Pentagon's 

Replicator Initiative, which sees allocations for the development of lethal and low-cost aerial and surface 

drones, also based on the experience gained in Ukraine, of which the “hellscape drone”, derived from 

the experiments carried out by the Pacific Fleet, is one of the best fruits. The document would perhaps 

lack a road map to follow in relation to this great change. In fact, there is talk that naval aviation is 

aiming to have 60% of unmanned aircraft on board aircraft carriers by 2030-2040, but there is no 

mention of this (perhaps because the plan has a limited duration of 2027). 

Added to this is the challenge represented by the dangerous Russian submarine fleet which, although 

conditioned by the effects of the war in Ukraine, it would be a mistake to underestimate. 

For this series of reasons, Admiral Franchetti wanted a change of pace which was defined as Project 

33, a project which adopts a clear strategy to the threat and whose aim is to make the US Navy ready 

to fight a possible war with the Chinese navy by 2027. 

For Admiral Franchetti there are seven areas to improve (well indicated in the figure) but among these 

the one relating to the operation of the vehicles equal to 80% of the total becomes fundamental, in 

order to be able to have them available in short times and on short notice a significant number of 

vehicles, especially surface ones. 

Satisfying the requirements set by Admiral Franchetti does not seem so easy, as the US Navy is 

experiencing many problems and difficulties. But it was probably essential to aim for a positive change 

to counter the difficulties that the US Navy has experienced in recent times due to problems that have 

emerged in the US shipbuilding industry, especially in the field of maintenance where delays 

considered excessive have accumulated (some data speak of delays equal to 2700 days). 

It is important to underline how much emphasis is given to the logistical aspects, i.e. recognizing the 

importance and fundamental role of the merchant navy (according to some in conditions never seen 

before) in a confrontation with China.  

The development of the Maritime Operation Center represented added value for the navy thanks to the 

possibility of centralizing information and giving indications to subordinate commanders. This 

represented a further push to achieve information dominance, an increasingly key moment in maneuver 
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warfare. The objectives are to be able to operate effectively beyond the horizon, improve situation 

analysis, be able to count on pragmatic and clear solutions, command flexibility and ability to cope 

with different types of missions, standardization and speeding up of decision-making processes, 

improvement of training, increasing the probability of success and improving connections between the 

different operating commands or agencies. 

Another element highlighted by the CNO is the lower vulnerability of the MOC at sea and above all the 

autonomy of the subordinate commands without suffocation that limits their independence in acting 

and their personal courage. Past examples (such as the Battle of Midway) help support such an 

operational vision. 

Recruitment problems exist and are evident if the desired objectives regarding the numerical arrival of 

new staff have not been achieved for two years in a row. This is a trend shared with other Western 

navies which does not depend on the navies, but on the problems inherent in modern societies. Having 

underlined this means sending a strong signal in order to find the right stimuli to improve the situation 

also through increasing the quality of service and improvements in training and infrastructure. (the 

latest estimates seem to have given more comforting results than in the past) 

What is essential is the relationship with the other US armed forces and allied navies in a context that 

is defined as a "warfighting ecosystem", which however cannot be taken for granted or easy to achieve 

given the political influences that do not always converge. It is in fact true that when it came to building 

the group of countries participating in the Prosperity Guardian operation in the Red Sea, neither 

Australia, Japan nor South Korea agreed to be part of it nor even the most zealous allies such as 

Canada, Denmark and New Zeeland operated with minimal forces, while France, Greece, Italy and 

Germany participated in operations outside of Operation Prosperity Guardian (as part of Operation 

Aspìdes). 

In addition to this, there has been harsh criticism from some commentators because they accuse 

Franchetti of wanting to hide the reality and the impossibility of achieving the desired ambitious 

objectives. For the latter, the problems cannot be solved with illusion because this would lead to 

disaster and the loss of naval superiority and they also consider the situation of the US Navy to be very 

complex and believe it is necessary to raise the alarm. We believe that, with the Navigation Plan, the 

CNO really wanted to provoke positive responses both from the political and technical worlds, but 

above all from the US NAVY personnel. US naval superiority was assessed as being at risk, but this 

could be said in many ways. Franchetti chose an incisive, direct way, without blaming anyone, but 
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underlining that it is necessary to change attitudes. 

Among the difficulties that weigh above all, it is worth mentioning the need to improve the maritime 

industrial base and optimize the strategic choices of the vehicles, avoiding making second-tier ships 

as expensive as first-tier ones (the history of the Littoral Combat Ship is there to remember it). This is 

because the costs of maintaining a force of this type are certainly high and at the moment the funding 

does not cover all needs. A return to a better balanced fleet could represent a credible solution. 

Still others underline how the US Navy must be more visible to the people and the political world, must 

be able to speak to Congress and the press more vigorously, rejecting attempts from many quarters 

that tend to exclude it from strategic decisions. This too is an old story: navies have always suffered 

from poor visibility because they operate far away and it is not at all easy to communicate what is being 

done and the sacrifice this entails. 

In conclusion, the Navigation Plan represents a fundamental point for the strategic choices of the US 

Navy, assigning a series of fundamental objectives to the preparation of the fleet for a possible conflict 

with the Chinese navy by 2027. The growth of the annual funds assigned to the navy (by variable value 

from 5% to 20%) will not be immediate and the construction of a fleet of 385-400 naval units requires 

a time absolutely longer than the three years remaining until 2027. Above all, such a request could 

encounter many adversaries along the approval process politics. Having focused on MOCs indicates a 

desire for greater autonomy and flexibility for commands at sea, just as having pointed the finger at 

logistical-constructive shortcomings will lead to more creative solutions in order to be able to achieve 

the ambitious project of an operational fleet equal to 80 % of total vehicles. 

Investments in the use and deployment of unmanned surface, underwater and aerial vehicles reflect 

the war experiences gained in the field over the last three years. Every navy today has to deal with a 

very different reality from that hypothesized until 2020. In essence, Admiral Franchetti must be 

recognized for having the courage to "have stirred things up" and to have forced the navy system to 

make important adaptations in terms of combat capability and rapid reaction to events. He did so 

without accusations or proclamations without practical results, but trying to safeguard the role of the 

US Navy for the country, a role which is still such as its effectiveness cannot be less than the needs 

of the most important world power. 

 

 

 


