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Navy SEALs have become lucky charm for Obama

Special operations
missions have had

string of successes -

By Aamer Madhani and David Jackson
USATODAY

WASHINGTON — President Obama
has forged a special connection with
the elite Navy SEALs unit responsible
for some of thé most prominent mil-
itary operations of his presidency.

He met with the SEALs who killed
Osama bin Laden last May, and the man
who oversaw the operation, Adm. Wil-
liam McRaven, was a guest of first lady

Michelle Obama at the State of the
Union Address on Tuesday. The presi- -

dent hosted .the cargo ship captain
Richard Phillips, the Vermont man who
was rescued by the SEALs in April 2009
from Somali pirates, at the White
House after his release.

And: just a couple of hours after-he
received confirmation that American
Jessica Buchanan and Poul Hagen
Thisted, a Dane, were rescued by SEALs
from Somali pirates, Obama remarked
during the State of the Union that one
of his favorite possessions was an

American flag the SEALs carried on the
bin Laden mission.

“The SEALs are the elite of the elite,
and it makes sense that he would latch
on to them, because there’s been suc-
cess,” says Edward Frantz, a presiden-
tial historian at the University of Indi-
anapolis.

Obama hasn't been averse to the
high-risk, high-reward operations that
have led to some of his greatest nation-
al security successes. He has managed
to roll the dice — and has succeeded —
with the types of operations that have
led to some -of the biggest national
security debacles of past presidencies.

Bill Clinton ordered Army-Rangers
and Delta Force troops into Mogadishu
in 1993 to capture Somali warlord Mo-
hammed Farah Aidid, an operation in
which 19 USS. soldlers were killed. Jim-
my Carter ordered a failed 1980 mis-
sion to rescue U.S. hostages held in
Iran; the collision of a helicopter and a
transtport aircraft killed eight troops
and forced the operatlon to be aban-

doned. The Iran mission: marked a low-

point in the Carter presidency.
“President Obama has shown him-
self to be willing to take risks with
special operations forces — to a degree |
don't think any other president has,”

said Bob Killibrew, a retired Army colo-
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attuned to “flexible response”—a forc

- that could not only help foment revolu
- tions but also stabilize vulnerable allie:
. Hall said.

After the Iran debacle, a new focu
was placed on improving the military
special operators’ capability to carr
out surgical strikes, such as hostag
rescues.

The units among the U.S. Special Of
erations Command (USSOC), which ir
cludes the SEALs, are secretive abot
their work, but their profile has bee
elevated since 9/11, Hall said.

“The most remarkable thing th:
changed over time is the PR componer
— the idea these are the kind of oper:

" tions that the administration thinks ar

going to be met with broad public af
proval,” Hall said. “There’s a desire t

 capitalize on whatever strategic comn
 munications benefit can. be derive

from these operations.”
USSOC's 2012 budget was $10.5 bi

. lion, including a $3.3 billion overse:

contingency operations budget, whic
was a.7% hike from 2011. o
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