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By Lieutenant General David W. Barno, USA 
(Ret.), Nora Bensahel, Matthew Irvine  
and Travis Sharp

I .  E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R y Maintaining the U.S. military’s global pre-
eminence is vital to protect American interests 
and promote American values. Yet, in order 
to sustain U.S. military pre-eminence in an 
emerging strategic environment characterized 
by new threats and constrained resources, the 
Department of Defense (DOD) will need to orga-
nize and operate America’s armed forces in new 
ways. The reality of constrained defense budgets 
presents DOD with an opportunity to adopt 
reforms that will make the U.S. military more 
effective as well as less expensive. Such reforms 
will ensure that the U.S. military remains the 
world’s pre-eminent fighting force at a sustain-
able cost to American taxpayers.

In early 2012, DOD released new strategic guid-
ance and a corresponding budget reflecting $487 
billion in cuts over 10 years as imposed by the 2011 
Budget Control Act. The guidance directs the U.S. 
military to prioritize the Asia-Pacific and greater 
Middle East. These are the correct regional pri-
orities for the U.S. military, as we argued in our 
October 2011 report, “Hard Choices: Responsible 
Defense in an Age of Austerity.”1

However, the Pentagon still has not enacted the 
types of reforms that we believe are necessary to 
sustain U.S. military pre-eminence into the future. 
Too many DOD structures, processes, programs 
and operational concepts are legacies of the past, 
which create unnecessary redundancies, waste 
valuable resources and encourage unproductive 
competition among the services rather than coop-
eration. These practices are no longer acceptable in 
the current fiscal environment. 

In this report, we argue that DOD should make 
numerous policy changes to achieve sustainable 
pre-eminence. While most studies focus primar-
ily on either strategic ends or budgetary means, 
this report concentrates more on operational 
ways, the connective tissue that links goals 
to resources. Our recommendations rely on 
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judgments about both security threats and avail-
able resources, the inseparable elements of any 
practical strategy. 

We disagree with those who argue that preserv-
ing American military pre-eminence requires 
maintaining or increasing current levels of defense 
spending. DOD must maintain America’s military 
pre-eminence but spend less on defense by operat-
ing more efficiently and effectively. We continue 
to believe strongly in the judgment we reached in 
“Hard Choices”:2 that the defense budget can be 
reduced responsibly, but that total defense cuts 
beyond $500 billion to $550 billion over 10 years,* 
measured relative to the Pentagon’s current level of 
spending, would place at high risk the U.S. mili-
tary’s ability to execute America’s long-standing 
and generally successful military strategy of global 
engagement.

Four principles guide this report’s recom-
mendations. DOD has made limited progress 
implementing elements of these principles, but it 
should go much further. First, DOD should pri-
oritize naval and air forces to project power and 
deter aggression in the vast Asia-Pacific and volatile 
greater Middle East. Second, DOD should increase 
interdependence across and within the military 
services to strengthen joint effectiveness and reduce 
unnecessary redundancy. Third, DOD should match 
requirements to likely threats based on holistic 
analysis of the aggregate capability of the joint force, 
not on narrow analysis of a single platform, service 
or domain. Fourth, DOD should accelerate invest-
ments in technologies that leap ahead of the planned 
next generation of existing systems, especially 
technologies related to unmanned, autonomous and 
artificial intelligence systems.

Based on these principles, the U.S. military should 
adopt the following reforms:

•	 Joint	Integration. Shrinking resources demand 
a more unified and integrated employment of 
capabilities. To make the joint force more capable, 
the chairman and vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, in concert with the Office of the Secretary 
of Defense (OSD), should assert greater authority 
in challenging combatant command (COCOM) 
and service requirements. DOD also should form 
standing red teams for competitive analysis, create 
standing joint operational headquarters and reform 
joint professional military education (PME).

•	 Military	Headquarters. To make U.S. military 
headquarters more efficient and effective, the 
Pentagon should shrink the number of geo-
graphic combatant commands from six to four 
by merging U.S. Africa Command with U.S. 
European Command and merging U.S. Northern 
Command with U.S. Southern Command. The 
military services should abolish most admin-
istrative service component commands and 
replace them with components that also have 
war-fighting capabilities. Following the model 
already used by the Marine Corps, the services 

*  Because we start from a different baseline, DOD would have to cut an additional $150 billion beyond the cuts reflected in the FY 2013 request to reach what we 
refer to as $500 billion to $550 billion in total cuts over the next 10 years. DOD has announced plans to cut its budget by approximately $487 billion during this time, 
but that figure is calculated relative to the requested FY 2012 base defense budget ($553 billion).  Our figures are calculated relative to the actual FY 2012 budget 
($531 billion).  See David W. Barno, Nora Bensahel and Travis Sharp, “Hard Choices: Responsible Defense in an Age of Austerity” (Center for a New American Security, 
October 2011), 5-6.

DOD must maintain 

America’s military pre-

eminence but spend less on 

defense by operating more 

efficiently and effectively.
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should dual-hat remaining service component 
headquarters and commanders so they have both 
operational and administrative roles. 

•	 Civilians	and	Contractors.	The Pentagon and 
defense intelligence community should reduce 
their civilian and contractor workforces to reflect 
planned reductions to U.S. combat forces. Over 
the next decade, DOD should gradually shrink 
its civilian workforce by 100,000. It should 
reduce spending on contractor augmentees 
– personnel added to existing military headquar-
ters staffs – by 15 percent beyond previous cuts, 
with the goal of returning spending on con-
tractors to 2003 levels. Because approximately 
30 percent of DOD’s civilian workforce will be 
eligible to retire by March 31, 2015, DOD should 
be able to accomplish some of the reductions 
through attrition. When necessary, however, 
Congress and DOD should shape the workforce 
using tools – such as early retirement, voluntary 
separation incentives and retention bonuses – to 
make reductions while retaining talented and 
experienced personnel in critical areas. 

•	 The	Army. To accommodate budget cuts and the 
end of two major ground wars, the Army should 
shrink to about 480,000 active-duty troops and 
continue its plans to reset the force after wartime 
operations. It should transfer up to one-quarter 
of its active component armored brigades to the 
reserve component, and mandate more lateral 
personnel assignments between the active and 
reserve components. It should delay fielding the 
ground combat vehicle until 2021, pursue the joint 
light tactical vehicle in smaller serial buys and 
cancel the Distributed Common Ground System 
– Army. It should consider adopting a new force 
generation model that maintains more units at 
higher readiness and retains more midgrade non 
commissioned officers and officers. The Army 
also should build greater advisory and regionally 
oriented capabilities, and rebuild the capabilities 
required to deploy overseas rapidly.

•	The	Navy. To meet the demands of a budget-
constrained U.S. strategy weighted toward the 
Asia-Pacific and global dominance at sea, the 
Navy should adopt a broader set of crew rota-
tion policies that enable ships to remain forward 
for greater stretches of time. It should reduce its 
carrier fleet from 11 to 10, truncate the littoral 
combat ship program and reduce its planned 
buy of F-35Cs while buying additional advanced 
F/A-18s. The Navy should accelerate the X-47B 
unmanned system and use its capabilities to 
create a requirement for an advanced unmanned 
strike aircraft, setting a service goal for one-
quarter of all carrier-based strike assets to be 
unmanned by 2025. The Navy should home-port 
more of its ships in the Western Pacific, greater 
Middle East and nearby areas.

•	The	Marine	Corps.	To reshape itself as budget 
constraints increase and combat demands in 
Afghanistan decrease, the Marine Corps should 
shrink to 175,000 active-duty personnel. It 
should continue to reset its forces coming out of 
combat, but concentrate more on amphibious 
warfare and littoral missions rather than major 
land warfare. It should focus on operating F-35Bs 
from amphibious ships and reduce its inventories 
of carrier-based aircraft, C-130s, support aircraft 
and unmanned aerial systems, and instead rely 
on the Navy and Air Force for those capabilities. 
It should end MV-22 procurement early and pur-
sue the joint light tactical vehicle in smaller serial 
buys. It should also increase its forward-posi-
tioned rotational Marine Expeditionary Units in 
the Pacific, especially in northern Australia, and 
at the same time increase the number of inter-
national exercises in the Asia-Pacific and greater 
Middle East.

•	The	Air	Force.	To maintain the right force mix 
in a demanding operational environment, the 
Air Force should continue to pursue the reduc-
tions to its reserve component proposed in 
the 2013 budget request. It should reduce its 

DOD must maintain 

America’s military pre-

eminence but spend less on 
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planned buy of F-35As and purchase additional 
advanced F-16s to fill some of the inventory gap. 
It should create a new requirement for a long-
range, stealthy unmanned strike/intelligence, 
surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) aircraft in 
addition to its plans for a new bomber. It should 
operate all intratheater tactical airlifters and 
expand its role as the leading provider of opera-
tional and strategic ISR to the joint force, thereby 
subsuming those missions from the other 
services wherever possible. The Air Force should 
increase its agreements for access to and presence 
at overseas bases, particularly in the Asia-Pacific 
and greater Middle East.

•	 Special	Operations	Forces	(SOF). To maintain 
their effectiveness as they operate globally, SOF 
should increase the opportunities for PME, joint 
assignments and improved tactical and language 
training, and refine career paths to include ade-
quate time for these opportunities. DOD should 
increase investment in SOF rotary-wing aircraft 
and advanced technologies that strengthen 
operational integration. SOF should re-establish 
their expertise in missions that involve counter-
ing weapons of mass destruction and strengthen 
their ability to advise and train foreign forces. 
SOF also should become more integrated with 
the general-purpose forces upon which they 
rely for personnel and critical enablers. Civilian 
leaders should continue to reevaluate and update 
oversight policies as needed to keep pace with 
the potential speed of evolving SOF deployments 
and missions.
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I I .  I N T R O D U C T I O N

Maintaining the U.S. military’s global pre-
eminence is vital to protect American interests 
and promote American values.3 Pre-eminence 
entails both having and being perceived as hav-
ing a level of military strength that surpasses the 
closest competitors by a significant margin, so 
potential adversaries know unequivocally that 
they will incur high costs if they challenge the 
United States. Pre-eminence makes such chal-
lenges less likely and enables the United States to 
respond to unanticipated threats and crises, cap-
italize on unforeseen opportunities and preserve 
access to the global commons of sea, air, space 
and cyberspace. U.S. military pre-eminence, 
reinforced by robust alliance relationships, helps 
reduce international insecurity by deterring 
armed conflict.4 

American military pre-eminence benefits not 
only the United States, but also people around the 
world. For decades, the United States has served 
as the linchpin of an interconnected system of 
alliances and coalitions that includes 60 nations. 
Together, they account for almost 80 percent of 
global gross domestic product (GDP) and more 
than 80 percent of global military spending.5 This 
unprecedented network has steadily provided the 
greatest levels of prosperity, security and freedom 
in world history, including for nations outside the 
network.

The United States invests significant money to 
maintain its military pre-eminence. Since the 
end of World War II, it on average has spent 
$460 billion (in fiscal year [FY] 2012 dollars), or 
5.8 percent of its GDP, per year on the DOD.6 
In the past decade alone, the United States on 
average has spent $480 billion per year (in FY 
2012 dollars) on the base defense budget, plus 
an additional $120 billion per year on the wars 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, totaling 3.8 percent of 
America’s annual GDP.7 

America’s ability to sustain this pre-eminence is 
in question because the nation faces severe fis-
cal challenges. National debt held by the public 
has reached nearly $11 trillion, or more than 70 
percent of America’s GDP, the highest level since 
1950.8 Foreign nations hold more than $5 trillion 
in U.S. debt, and China alone possesses more than 
$1 trillion, representing 7.6 percent of U.S. GDP.9 
American debt will continue to accelerate until 
the U.S. government reduces annual deficits by 
some combination of adjusting revenues, trim-
ming spending and controlling the escalating costs 
of entitlement programs. Growing indebtedness 
leaves the United States more constrained in its 
ability to expend the resources required to proj-
ect military power. In January 2012, for example, 
DOD released new strategic guidance and a cor-
responding FY 2013 budget that reflect $487 billion 
in cuts over 10 years as imposed by the 2011 Budget 
Control Act.

In the face of these challenges, American political 
leaders increasingly disagree about the appropriate 
level of American defense spending. Some lead-
ers, such as House Armed Services Committee 
Chairman Howard “Buck” McKeon, R-Calif., 
argue that the United States should maintain or 
increase defense spending despite today’s fiscal 
challenges.10 These leaders believe doing so is the 
only way to maintain America’s military edge. 
Other leaders, such as Sen. Tom Coburn, R-Okla., 
argue for sizable cuts to U.S. military spending.11 
These calls for deep defense cuts are supported by 
some analysts who believe that U.S. strategy should 
focus on restraint or offshore balancing rather 
than pre-eminence.12 They recommend paring 
back America’s international military presence and 
alliance relationships to avoid becoming entangled 
in operations in far-flung locales, thereby allow-
ing U.S. policymakers to reduce defense spending 
significantly.

We disagree with both those who advocate for deep 
defense cuts and those who support a fundamental 
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shift away from America’s six-decade long success-
ful military strategy of global engagement. The end 
of American military pre-eminence could enable 
a global shift away from the current open and 
rule-based international order and toward a less 
cooperative system built on exclusive blocs, spheres 
of influence and mercantilist networks.13 This 
alternative system, sometimes referred to as the 
“Beijing model” because it reflects certain trends 
in Chinese development, could drive states toward 
opportunistic zero-sum competition and erode the 
current rule-based system of interdependent mar-
kets.14 Such a system could lead to more economic, 
political and military conflicts that would imperil 
core U.S. interests and values and could ultimately 
reduce global freedom and prosperity. 

In coming years, the United States may lose its 
leading position in the global economy as other 
nations rise. This relative economic decline is 
largely caused by structural factors that are outside 
America’s control. In contrast, U.S. military pre-
eminence is a choice made solely by Americans. 
U.S. citizens and their elected representatives 
choose how much to spend on defense, and they 
decide how that investment is allocated within the 
U.S. military. Military pre-eminence will remain a 
U.S. choice for decades to come – even if America’s 
relative economic position declines – because the 
nation will still be wealthy enough to afford the 
world’s best military. The United States should not 
choose to abandon its military pre-eminence, espe-
cially because it cannot single-handedly choose or 
control its relative economic position. 

However, we also disagree with those who argue 
that preserving American military pre-eminence 
requires maintaining or increasing the level of 
defense spending reflected in the Pentagon’s 
FY 2013 budget request. The United States can 
certainly retain its military pre-eminence with 
profligate levels of defense spending. It can also 
lose pre-eminence if defense budgets are slashed 
too deeply. Yet we believe that there is a better, 

middle path: DOD must maintain America’s 
military pre-eminence but spend less on defense by 
operating more efficiently and effectively.

We continue to believe strongly in the judgment 
we reached in “Hard Choices”: that the defense 
budget can be reduced responsibly, but that total 
defense cuts beyond $500 billion to $550 billion 
over 10 years, measured relative to the Pentagon’s 
current level of spending, will place the U.S. mili-
tary’s ability to execute America’s long-standing 
and generally successful military strategy of 
global engagement at high risk.15 Although this 
report does not provide a detailed assessment of 
budgetary means, we estimate that its recommen-
dations fall below that $500 billion to $550 billion 
level of defense cuts. Because we use a different 
baseline than DOD, however, defense spending 
would have to be cut by an additional $150 billion 
over 10 years – beyond the $487 billion in cuts 
reflected in the FY 2013 request – to reach what 
we refer to as $500 billion to $550 billion in total 
cuts over the next 10 years.

In this report, we argue that DOD should focus 
on sustainable pre-eminence. While most studies 
focus primarily on either strategic ends or bud-
getary means, this report focuses on operational 
ways, the connective tissue that links goals to 
resources.16 We concentrate on DOD, not on civil-
ian agencies, although we recognize that those 
agencies face severe budgetary challenges and 
that U.S. national security requires robust civilian 
capacity.17 Our recommendations rely on judg-
ments about both security threats and available 
resources, since they are inseparable elements 
of any practical strategy. The reforms we recom-
mend will make the U.S. military more effective 
and less expensive by preserving as much combat 
power as possible while reducing unnecessary 
duplication and overhead across the military 
services and within DOD. Our recommendations 
will produce a U.S. military that is as capable – if 
not more capable – than today’s force. It will be 
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a military that can operate and, when necessary, 
fight in more than one region at the same time, 
albeit using different combinations of ways and 
means than today’s force. 

Like “Hard Choices,” this report does not address 
reforming military pay and benefits. A number 
of comprehensive studies have already explored 
reform options, and synthesizing the results of 
those studies in this report would contribute little 
new to the debate.18 The main challenge to reform-
ing personnel pay and benefits is not a lack of good 
ideas. Most experts agree on the broad contours of 
what should be done. Rather, the main challenge 
to reform is the lack of political will required to 
implement significant changes. While helping to 
create that will is not the objective of this report, 
we do believe that it has become a national secu-
rity imperative for Congress and DOD to reform 
personnel pay and benefits in a way that puts DOD 
on a more sustainable fiscal path and protects the 
benefits that service members have earned.

Similarly, we do not address acquisition reform 
in detail, even though we believe it is urgently 
needed. The United States is still using an acquisi-
tion system from the industrial age which suffers 
from deep and systematic shortcomings. In recent 
years, the U.S. government has taken steps to 
improve acquisition practices within the Pentagon, 
but much more remains to be done. We support 
the acquisition reforms proposed by the 2010 
Quadrennial Defense Review Independent Panel.19

The report starts by analyzing the new defense 
strategic guidance released by the Obama adminis-
tration and identifying four principles that should 
drive change within DOD. Next, it outlines ways 
that DOD should strengthen joint force integra-
tion, downsize military headquarters and reduce 
its civilian and contractor workforces. Then it 
offers specific recommendations for the Army, 
Navy, Marine Corps, Air Force and SOF. For each 
service and SOF, it surveys present and future 

plans and recommends reforms in four categories: 
personnel,20 platforms, readiness and posture.

This report draws on a year’s worth of research. 
We reviewed relevant literature, met with senior 
government officials, interviewed experienced 
specialists, hosted a series of working groups 
and conducted fact-finding trips. We also drew 
on insights from experts across the political 
spectrum and around the world, including repre-
sentatives from government, industry, academia 
and civil society. Our goal was to be informed by 
representative views from the diverse groups that 
will be affected by changes to U.S. defense strat-
egy and spending. 
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Today, there is deep uncertainty 
over the future of the federal bud-
get, especially regarding sequestra-
tion. Sequestration is a process for 
automatic cuts that was included in 
the 2011 Budget Control Act, a law 
approved by bipartisan majorities in 
both houses of Congress and signed 
into law by President Barack Obama. 
Starting in January 2013, sequestra-
tion will increase the amount of de-
fense cuts over 10 years as mandat-
ed by the Budget Control Act from 
$487 billion – the level reflected 
in the new strategic guidance and 
fiscal year (Fy) 2013 defense budget 
request – to at least $950 billion, 
according to Pentagon estimates. 
Sequestration was triggered in 
November 2011 by the failure of the 
congressional “supercommittee” to 
reach a deal on deficit reduction. It 
was originally designed to encour-
age political compromise, not to 
be implemented as sound public 
policy. It should now be regarded as 
a “legislative accident” that threat-
ens the responsible management of 
America’s armed forces.21

Sequestration would cut the Pen-
tagon’s Fy 2013 base budget from 
about $530 billion to $472 billion, 
an 11 percent real reduction that 
the Department of Defense (DOD) 
would be required to implement in 
a matter of months.22 If the presi-
dent exempts military personnel 
costs from these cuts – as is his 
prerogative – all other defense 
programs will be cut by 23 percent 
in Fy 2013 to make up the differ-
ence, according to DOD estimates.23 
Sequestration also requires DOD to 
allocate cuts in equal percentages 

to every program, project and activ-
ity in its budget during Fy 2013 and 
possibly beyond.24 Though experts 
do not agree on how these across-
the-board cuts might be imple-
mented, there is a general consen-
sus that the sequestration process is 
an unnecessarily damaging way to 
cut defense spending.25

Few analysts expect Congress to 
modify sequestration before the 
election in November. After the 
election, the lame-duck session of 
the 112th Congress will confront 
a deluge of pressing budgetary 
issues. In addition to sequestration, 
Congress will face:

•	 Expiration of the Bush-era tax 
cuts, which would effectively 
raise taxes on three-quarters of 
Americans.

•	 Expiration of the Alternative 
Minimum Tax patch, which would 
affect many middle-class taxpay-
ers.

•	 Expiration of Medicare physician 
payment offsets, which shelter 
doctors from deep cuts in Medi-
care payments.

•	 Expiration of the payroll tax holi-
day and extended unemployment 
benefits.

•	 Expiration of various tax “extend-
ers,” which include benefits such 
as the research and experimenta-
tion tax credit and the state and 
local sales tax deduction.

•	 Debt ceiling authorization, which 
will be required near the end of 
2012 (if not before) to raise the 

ceiling authorized by Congress in 
summer 2011.

•	 Debate on spending bills for Fy 
2013. Since Congress will likely 
adopt temporary continuing reso-
lutions when the fiscal year be-
gins October 1, the debate on the 
final spending bills will continue 
throughout the fall and possibly 
into the 2013 calendar year.26

The debate surrounding any one of 
these measures would prove long 
and contentious. Taken together, 
they present a daunting legislative 
agenda for the lame-duck session 
– and members of Congress may 
view addressing many of these 
other measures as a higher priority 
than sequestration. The outcome of 
the November election makes the 
situation even more complicated, 
since one party or the other may 
see advantages in waiting until 
its newly-elected party members 
assume office in late January 2013 
before entering serious negotia-
tions. As a result, the prospects for 
reaching any sort of deal in Decem-
ber 2012 may be more remote than 
they were in summer 2011. 

The most likely outcome is that Con-
gress will postpone making tough 
decisions once again, passing legisla-
tion that delays the implementation 
of some or all of the above actions 
until later in 2013. This would pro-
vide more legislative maneuvering 
room, but also ignore the popular 
demand from American citizens and 
financial markets for the U.S. govern-
ment to take action to ameliorate its 
deficit and debt problems. 

The looming budget Showdown
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I I I .  D E F E N S E  S T R AT E G I C  G U I DA N C E 
A N D  R E G I O N A L  P R I O R I T I E S 

In early 2012, the Pentagon issued three documents 
that, taken together, show how it is adjusting to 
meet today’s changing security and fiscal realities: 
new strategic guidance, an overview of defense 
budget priorities and the FY 2013 defense budget 
request.27 

These documents presented the results of a 
top-down review, directed by the president and 
conducted by DOD, which involved the senior-
most representatives from the military services and 
incorporated both strategic and budgetary con-
siderations. In terms of strategy, DOD addressed 
several major world developments since the 2010 
Quadrennial Defense Review, including the Arab 
Spring, China’s accelerating rise, global economic 
uncertainty, the death of Osama bin Laden, the 
U.S. withdrawal from Iraq and the drawdown in 
Afghanistan. In terms of resources, DOD revised 
its five-year spending plans to comply with $487 
billion in budget reductions over 10 years, as man-
dated by the Budget Control Act.

The documents showcased DOD’s intention to 
transition “from an emphasis on today’s wars to 
preparing for future challenges.”28 The guidance 
set clearer priorities than most previous defense 
planning documents by explicitly identifying the 
Asia-Pacific and the greater Middle East as the two 
most important world regions.29 It embraced what 
we have described as a “pivot but hedge” approach 
to global engagement:30 The U.S. military will 
pivot to the Asia-Pacific region but hedge against 
potential threats in the greater Middle East and 
elsewhere.31 Accordingly, the guidance declared 
that “U.S. forces will no longer be sized to con-
duct large-scale, prolonged stability operations” 
like those undertaken in Iraq and Afghanistan.32 
Instead, the U.S. military “will of necessity 
rebalance toward the Asia-Pacific region” by 
emphasizing current regional alliances, expanding 

cooperation with emerging partners and making 
additional investments as required.33 At the same 
time, the U.S. military will continue “to place a 
premium on U.S. and allied military presence in – 
and support of – partner nations” throughout the 
greater Middle East.34 In contrast, the guidance 
declared that the U.S. military must evolve its pos-
ture in Europe and develop “innovative, low-cost, 
and small-footprint approaches” in Africa, Latin 
America and elsewhere.35

As we argued in “Hard Choices,” these are the 
correct regional priorities for the U.S. military 
to pursue in the emerging international secu-
rity environment. The pivot to the Asia-Pacific 
is essential because the region stands poised to 
become the centerpiece of the 21st-century global 
economy.  The U.S. military should bolster its 
presence in the Asia-Pacific, through increased 
engagement with all regional actors, to convey 
clearly to allies and potential adversaries that 
America remains committed to a peaceful and 
prosperous regional order. From the perspective 
of the United States and its Asian allies, China 
and North Korea represent the most serious mili-
tary threats to regional security. China continues 
to modernize its military, and it has pursued an 
increasingly aggressive foreign policy toward its 
neighbors in the past three years.36 Meanwhile, 
the ongoing leadership transition in North Korea 
may lead to continued military aggressiveness as 
Kim Jong Un seeks to consolidate his power and 
demonstrate control.37 

The persistent presence of strong U.S. naval and 
air forces, complemented by tailored deploy-
ments of highly capable U.S. ground forces, 
will reassure allies who worry about American 
decline by conveying an unwavering U.S. com-
mitment to Asia-Pacific security. Strengthening 
America’s presence in the Asia-Pacific will make 
clear to China, North Korea and other potential 
adversaries that they cannot force the United 
States to reduce its long-standing commitment 
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to the region. Military confrontation between 
the United States and China is not desirable, and 
a strong U.S. presence in the region will help 
preserve the military balance and minimize the 
likelihood of conflict.

Meanwhile, the arc of the greater Middle East 
from Tunisia to Pakistan will remain the most 
volatile crescent in the world for years to come. 
American interests in the greater Middle East 
include ensuring the free flow of petroleum, halt-
ing nuclear proliferation and guarding against the 
diminished but still real threat of terror attacks by 
violent extremists. To protect these interests, the 
U.S. military should maintain a modest land, sea 
and air presence and strengthen its regional part-
nerships. This does not mean that U.S. forces will 
repeat the intensive counterinsurgency campaigns 
of the last decade. Instead, the military should 
help preserve regional security by maintaining a 
favorable balance of power vis-à-vis Iran, keep-
ing trade routes open and preventing terrorist 
groups from establishing bases of operations. 
Regular regional training deployments by U.S. 
ground and air forces, complemented by tailored 
deployments of naval forces along with targeted 
arms sales and maintenance agreements, will 
both deter adversaries and reassure friends. The 
rotational presence of highly capable American 
armed forces, present in modest numbers, helps 
offer a credible hedge against growing volatility in 
the greater Middle East.

From a strategic perspective, the timelines in the 
Asia-Pacific and the greater Middle East dif-
fer considerably. While the U.S. military should 
increasingly focus on the Asia-Pacific in the 
years ahead, it is more likely to face near-term 
conflicts in the greater Middle East. Even as U.S. 
interests in the Asia-Pacific continue to grow, 
most potential security threats there are likely 
to evolve slowly, in the medium and long term. 
Other than near-term volatility in North Korea, 
the region’s dominant security concerns revolve 

around China’s opaque military modernization 
and assertive foreign policy, which will pose far 
more of a challenge 15 years from now. America’s 
regional military objectives in the Asia-Pacific 
should therefore center on deterring and prevent-
ing conflict. In contrast, the threats emanating 
from the greater Middle East are dangerous in the 
near and medium term and will demand substan-
tial U.S. military resources and attention during 
the next decade. 

Europe remains important to advancing U.S. 
interests and values. European allies share U.S. 
liberal democratic values, are cornerstones of the 
global economy, can add political legitimacy to 
potential coalition military actions and provide 
valuable regional and local knowledge. The U.S. 
military should maintain robust regional engage-
ment in Europe by continuing to promote greater 
partner interoperability and capacity, includ-
ing through initiatives such as NATO missile 
defense. However, the United States should reframe 
engagement so its European allies do not measure 
America’s commitment to regional security simply 
through the presence of active-duty U.S. troops 
on the continent. The U.S. military also should 
be realistic about the fact that European military 
budgets will likely continue to decline given the 
European financial crisis and the demands of aging 

While the U.S. military should 

increasingly focus on the  

Asia-Pacific in the years 

ahead, it is more likely to face 

near-term conflicts in the 

greater Middle East. 
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populations.41 The U.S. government has asked its 
European allies to contribute greater capabilities 
to alliance operations for more than two decades, 
with only limited results.42 Unless the steepening 
decline in European defense spending reverses, the 
military value of U.S. allies and partners in NATO 
will continue to dwindle.43

Finally, in Latin America, Africa and elsewhere, 
the U.S. military should seek to deter and address 
specific threats to U.S. interests through regional 
engagement activities such as military exercises, 
foreign military sales and training, and political 
and economic assistance. To advance this vision for 

engagement, the U.S. military should increasingly 
leverage the capabilities provided by joint inter-
agency task forces, the U.S. Coast Guard and the 
National Guard’s State Partnership Program. DOD 
planners often overlook these assets, but they are 
exactly the type of innovative, low-cost and small-
footprint approaches called for in the new strategic 
guidance.

The United States has fought virtu-
ally all its past wars alongside allies 
and partners and will almost cer-
tainly do so in the future. However, 
this report focuses solely on the 
U.S. military, without assuming any 
specific capability contributions 
from future coalition members. 
We do so for two reasons.

First, and most important, the U.S. 
military must remain capable of 
conducting successful unilateral 
military operations anywhere 
in the world. Even though the 
United States may generally seek 
to conduct multilateral military 
operations, leaders cannot assume 
that it will always be preferable 
or even possible to do so in the 
future. The U.S. military should 
maintain the ability to project 
power unilaterally when necessary 
to defend vital U.S. interests. 

Second, the capabilities that future 
partners can and will contribute 

to coalition operations remain 
quite uncertain. In Europe, defense 
budgets declined sharply at the end 
of the Cold War and have remained 
relatively stagnant since then. From 
2001 to 2009, for example, European 
defense spending increased by 
only 17 percent in real terms even 
as many European countries were 
fighting alongside U.S. troops in 
Iraq and Afghanistan.38 Today, most 
European defense budgets are 
declining. 

In the Asia-Pacific region, some 
U.S. allies and partners are spend-
ing more on defense to protect 
their sovereignty against poten-
tial threats from a rising China. 
In 2012, Asian defense spending 
is expected to exceed European 
defense spending for the first time 
in modern history.39 

yet the interoperability gap 
between the U.S. military and 
allied forces in both regions seems 

likely to grow. Even a reduced 
U.S. defense budget will still 
significantly dwarf the defense 
budgets of these countries, and the 
United States will continue invest-
ing in modernizations programs 
that many allies cannot afford.40 
Furthermore, even countries that 
possess advanced and interoper-
able capabilities may, in some cases, 
choose not to contribute these 
assets to future U.S. operations if 
they believe these operations will 
incur too many economic, political 
and diplomatic costs.

Nevertheless, the United States 
will continue to prefer conduct-
ing military operations with allies 
and partners wherever possible. 
Despite the constraints and uncer-
tainties discussed above, U.S. allies 
and partners may be able and 
willing to contribute significant 
capabilities for some future sce-
narios, especially ones that directly 
threaten their interests. 

The Role of U.S. allies and Partners
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I V.  F O U R  P R I N C I P L E S  F O R  R E F O R M

To accomplish these regional priorities under 
growing resource constraints, the U.S. military 
should embrace the following four principles. We 
originally introduced these principles in “Hard 
Choices” but expand our analysis to account for 
recent DOD decisions.44

Principle #1: Prioritize naval and air forces
Naval and air forces will grow increasingly 
important in the future strategic environment. 
The Asia-Pacific is a vast maritime region that 
requires strong naval and air forces to project 
military power. Naval forces provide forward 
presence without the need for foreign bases, and 
air forces provide rapid global response capa-
bilities. As anti-access and area-denial (A2/AD) 
capabilities proliferate, naval and air forces will 
be the primary – though not the only – tools used 
to preserve access to the global commons. In 
contrast, large active-duty ground forces will be 
needed less now that the United States has with-
drawn from Iraq and is drawing down its forces 
from Afghanistan. But the nation will still need 
capable if smaller ground forces to deter aggres-
sion by hostile nations, advise and assist U.S. 
allies facing regional instability and prevail in 
unexpected future ground wars. 

Cutting the number of ground forces will incur 
some risk – but it incurs fewer risks than canceling 
naval and air modernization programs because the 
U.S. military can build up additional ground forces 
more quickly than it can acquire additional naval 
and air forces once production lines have closed. 
The rapid growth in the size of the ground forces, 
which started in 2007, increased the Army and 
Marine Corps by 65,000 and 27,000 active-duty 
personnel, respectively.45 While seasoned sergeants 
and mid-grade officers cannot be created over-
night, that rapid wartime increase demonstrates 
that DOD can expand ground forces successfully 
when necessary. 

During the next five years, Pentagon leaders plan 
to prioritize naval and air forces, which have 
shrunk since 2001. Breaking with historical norms, 
defense officials have stated that they will not dis-
tribute defense cuts evenly across the services.46 In 
January 2012, DOD proposed reducing the per-
manent size of the active-duty Army from 520,000 
to 490,000 and the size of the active-duty Marine 
Corps from 202,000 to 182,000 by the end of FY 
2017.47 Deeper cuts may still occur, particularly if 
sequestration takes effect. While the Pentagon did 
cut some spending on naval and air forces in FY 
2013 to reach the required level of budget savings, 
those relatively modest reductions should not over-
shadow the fact that the Pentagon largely protected 
naval and air forces and will likely continue to do 
so if defense budgets decline further.

Principle #2: Increase Interdependence 
across and Within the Military Services
The U.S. military should increase interdependence 
across the four services and among the active and 
reserve components. Some services and compo-
nents have acquired substantial assets beyond the 
requirements of their core missions, and the past 
10 years of elevated defense spending have acceler-
ated this trend. While some redundancy provides a 
useful hedge against risk, today’s extensive overlap 
among and within the services is unnecessary and 
inefficient, especially when joint interdependencies 
can yield comparable war-fighting effectiveness 
at less expense. To be clear, DOD should main-
tain multi-source acquisition competition and 
healthy interservice competition, which can drive 
efficiency and innovation. However, the extensive 
redundancy present in the U.S. military today 
is mostly the result of unconstrained require-
ments (as discussed below), institutional politics, 
abundant resources and inadequate analysis of 
force-wide tradeoffs – not of strategic, reasoned 
choices by senior leaders.

The Pentagon has emphasized the need to increase 
interdependence, but it has not yet taken concrete 
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steps to achieve it. General Martin Dempsey, 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, wrote 
recently that the armed forces should “[d]rive 
Jointness deeper, sooner in capability development, 
operational planning, and leader development,” 
and “[i]dentify and reduce, but ... not elimi-
nate, overlapping capabilities across Services.”48 
However, the FY 2013 budget took minimal mate-
rial steps toward this goal. It proposed few major 
changes to service force structure, procurement 
plans, tasks or capabilities designed to strengthen 
interdependence.49 Similarly, while the strategic 
guidance pledged to “examine the mix of Active 
Component (AC) and Reserve Component (RC) 
elements,” it offered limited information about 
how, when, where or why such an examination 
should occur.50 

Principle #3: Match Requirements to likely 
Threats
The U.S. military should generate requirements for 
new weapons systems based on realistic assessments 
of likely threats, not on the pursuit of maximal-
ist capabilities. Since the end of the Cold War, the 
military has tried to prepare for more uncertain 
threats and to design capabilities for unknown but 
presumably potent future adversaries. This lack of 
clarity about threats has encouraged the military 
services to develop weapons systems requirements 
unmoored from either technological limits or 
defined enemy capabilities. Given that the defense 
budget is likely to remain constrained for years to 
come, DOD should return to a more restrictive 
planning and acquisition system that more selec-
tively applies resources to the most serious and 
concrete threats to U.S. vital interests.51

The Pentagon should use what we call aggregate 
capability to guide its formulation of new require-
ments. Parts of DOD currently perform such 
analyses, but their conclusions are not adequately 
linked to service requirements. Aggregate capa-
bility describes the total effects achieved by the 
synergy of all military systems working together. 

For example, consider today’s aggregate strike 
capability. The current joint force delivers strikes 
through a mixture of F-22s, F/A-18s, F-16s, F-15s, 
B-52s, B-2s, B-1s and cruise missiles, which are 
supported by advanced ISR, unmanned aerial 
systems (UAS) and cyber capabilities. Airpower 
in the 1980s could call on only a portion of this 
strike mix, with limited ISR and cyber capabili-
ties. Today’s aggregate strike capability thus offers 
numerous joint attack options that will be highly 
potent against a range of likely future threats. 
This aggregate mix suggests that DOD should 
make decisions about new investments based on 
a holistic analysis of whether all U.S. forces, when 
integrated, possess the capabilities required to 
achieve specific military objectives related to likely 
threats. DOD should not make decisions based on 
a narrow analysis of the capabilities, end strengths 
or weapons inventories of specific platforms, ser-
vices or domains.52 

Senior DOD leaders should use the concept of 
aggregate capability to develop more mixed service 
solutions to military problems. Leaders should 
examine options for operational plans and then 
approve the solution that best leverages the aggre-
gate capability of the joint force. In the world 
of acquisition, leaders should keep in mind the 
capabilities created by innovative combinations of 
current weaponry before validating requirements 
for wholly new systems. A more balanced approach 
of this sort could enhance the strength of the 
current force by sometimes choosing to upgrade 
existing weapons systems or adding networks that 
make existing systems better, instead of procuring 
entirely new systems.

Although predicting specific future threats will 
remain difficult, the new strategic guidance offers a 
reasonable framework for planning. It represents a 
refreshing change from previous defense guidance, 
including the 2010 Quadrennial Defense Review, 
which often failed to differentiate among priori-
ties. The new guidance selected 10 specific missions 
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that DOD will use to shape the future U.S. mili-
tary and stated that DOD will use only four of 
those missions to determine the size and capac-
ity of American forces: conduct counterterrorist 
and irregular warfare missions; deter and defeat 
aggression; maintain a safe, secure and effective 
nuclear deterrent; and defend the homeland and 
support civil authorities.59 We interpret these pri-
orities to mean that DOD is most concerned about 
transnational terrorist organizations based mostly 
in the greater Middle East, as well as aggression by 

China, Russia, Iran and North Korea. As a result, 
the size and shape of the U.S. military should pri-
marily fill needs related to U.S. military operations 
in these scenarios.

Principle #4: accelerate Investments  
in “leap-ahead” Technologies
The Pentagon should accelerate research and 
development investments in technologies that “leap 
ahead” of the planned next generation of exist-
ing systems. Successful leap-ahead technologies 
can render next-generation systems obsolete and 

By Bill French 
Joseph S. Nye, Jr. National Security 
Research Intern

Anti-access/area-denial (A2/AD) 
strategies aim to prevent, delay or 
disrupt the U.S. military’s ability to 
gain access to a theater of opera-
tions and to restrict freedom of 
action once in theater. To counter 
these strategies, the Pentagon 
is developing the Air-Sea Battle 
operational concept, which has 
garnered much attention in the 
United States and abroad. Air-
Sea Battle shows positive signs 
of promoting increased levels 
of jointness and interoperability 
among the services. However, it 
also carries risks and shortfalls that 
policymakers should address.

Enemy weapons systems that may 
be employed in A2/AD strategies 
range from high- to low-tech, in-
cluding underwater mines, cruise 
missiles, anti-satellite weapons, 
advanced fighter aircraft, subma-
rines, sophisticated air defense 
systems and cyber capabilities.53 

These disparate weapons share an 
ability to target U.S. assets at long 
ranges or in ways that complicate 
defensive efforts. 

Left unchecked, the rapid emer-
gence of A2/AD capabilities threat-
ens the ability of the United States 
to maintain its military strategy of 
global engagement, and directly 
threatens U.S. allies. Adversaries 
may seek to create zones that pose 
serious risks to U.S. military opera-
tions in critical areas of the world, 
especially the Persian Gulf and 
Western Pacific, and could poten-
tially deny access to vital parts of 
the global commons.54 Defense 
planners assess that these threats 
are likely to grow because of the 
proliferation of advanced technol-
ogy and the rise of regional powers, 
creating “advanced military com-
petitors … able to pose significant 
regional military challenges in the 
event of conflict.”55 

At its core, Air-Sea Battle calls for 
highly sophisticated levels of joint-
ness and interoperability among 

the services, particularly between 
the Air Force and Navy.  As Chief of 
Naval Operations Admiral Jona-
than Greenert and Chief of Staff 
of the Air Force General Norton 
Schwartz explained, forces across 
air, sea, space and cyberspace will 
“tightly coordinate” to “increase 
combat efficiency” and comple-
ment each other’s strengths and 
weaknesses.56 For example, in 
congressional testimony, General 
Schwartz suggested the possibil-
ity of a Navy submarine and an Air 
Force stealth bomber operating 
jointly to maximize their unique 
stealth capabilities.57 By pressing 
the advantages of a joint force 
across all domains, U.S. advantag-
es in one domain can be applied 
to create advantages in others, re-
ducing the ability of an adversary 
to deny access and restrict the 
movement of U.S. forces.58  

Reaching the level of jointness 
and interoperability envisaged by 
Air-Sea Battle will require several 

anti-access/area-Denial Threats and air-Sea battle

Continued on next page
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serve as a force multiplier by enhancing the joint 
force’s aggregate capability by more than the sum 
of its parts. However, policymakers often fail to 
prioritize these technologies due to bureaucratic, 
political, financial and service cultural resistance. 
Furthermore, program managers face disincentives 
to support these technologies because of the high 
risks that such cutting-edge research involves.65 
The cumulative effect of these influences has 
caused DOD to remain heavily tilted toward build-
ing the next generation of legacy systems rather 

than accepting prudent risk by investing now in 
the development of bold future capabilities. 

We advocate a more balanced mix of next-gen-
eration systems, improved current-generation 
platforms and leap-ahead investments – what we 
have previously called a “high-low-new” mix.66 

Throughout this report, we make recommenda-
tions about whether to pursue next-generation, 
legacy or leap-ahead investments on a case-by-
case basis drawing on our judgments about likely 
threats, acceptable risk, available technology and 

institutional changes. According 
to Admiral Greenert and Gen-
eral Schwartz, the services in the 
future must “institutionalize the 
pursuit of commonality, interoper-
ability and joint efficiencies.”60 In 
this respect, Air-Sea Battle will 
not succeed unless the services 
achieve greater interdependence, 
which will mean sacrificing turf 
and redundant capabilities for 
the sake of efficiency. Indeed, the 
increased joint service integration 
demanded by Air-Sea Battle will 
require even greater U.S. military 
interoperability and jointness in 
the future. 

The Department of Defense (DOD) 
has prioritized investment in 
many capabilities necessary for 
Air-Sea Battle, including long-
range strike, stealthy platforms, 
robust and survivable command, 
control, communications, com-
puters, intelligence, surveillance 
and reconnaissance networks and 
ballistic missile defense. Specific 
investments have included the 

long-range strike family of sys-
tems, research into carrier-based 
unmanned combat air vehicles, 
next-generation data links to allow 
platforms across services to com-
municate securely, upgrades to 
standard missile-3 missile defense, 
research into directed energy 
weapons and increased spend-
ing on cyber capabilities. Many of 
these investments were already 
under way before the Air-Sea 
Battle concept was developed, 
but Air-Sea Battle helps integrate 
and leverage these capabilities in 
novel ways. In many cases, the key 
to overcoming A2/AD challenges 
will be developing new technolo-
gies that can be added to existing 
platforms, not buying entirely new 
platforms. 

However, DOD is still investing 
heavily in programs that may be 
vulnerable to A2/AD strategies. 
One risk identified by defense 
analysts is that Air-Sea Battle may 
become “a catch-all justification for 
weapons programs that the servic-
es do not want cut.”61 For example, 
the Navy still plans to procure 55 

littoral combat ships and the Ford-
class aircraft carrier. The former 
was cited as not survivable by 
the DOD test community and the 
latter is vulnerable to long-range 
ballistic and cruise missiles. 

Air-Sea Battle is an operational 
concept, not a military strategy, 
and it carries risks and shortfalls. 
Its offensive operational nature 
may unintentionally signal an 
aggressive U.S. approach to the 
Asia-Pacific. Indeed, Chinese 
military officials have argued that 
Air-Sea Battle appears to assume 
that the People’s Liberation Army 
is the principal adversary of the 
U.S. military.62 Additionally, as 
defense strategist T.X. Hammes 
argues, using Air-Sea Battle in a 
China scenario may risk nuclear 
escalation because it would likely 
require “early and repetitive at-
tacks on the Chinese mainland” 
to succeed.63 He also argues that 
by requiring deep, penetrating 
strikes against potential adversar-
ies, Air-Sea Battle plays into A2/
AD strategies that impose high 
costs on such attacks.64 

Continued from previous page
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Accurately predicting future na-
tional security challenges is always 
problematic, and the rapid pace of 
political and technological change 
will only exacerbate this problem 
in the future.67 The Pentagon’s new 
guidance pledged to preserve the 
capacity and flexibility to conduct 
full-spectrum operations but 
reasoned that this ability did not 
require maintaining standing U.S. 
forces that are sized to perform 
every conceivable mission – an ex-
pensive arrangement. Instead, the 
guidance directed an approach 
based upon the principle of “re-
versibility,” which would manage 
military personnel, force structure 
and the defense industrial base 
in ways that permit the nation to 
regenerate capabilities that might 
be needed to meet unforeseen 
future demands.68 

Reversibility requires that the 
U.S. military must be deliberately 
designed to expand rapidly if re-
quired to deal with the unexpect-
ed. Reversibility is a highly respon-
sive way to institute threat-based 
planning in a world of unknown 
threats; it prioritizes forces that are 

expansible and adaptable in the 
face of unanticipated contingen-
cies. This built-in flexibility is a 
realistic and pragmatic response 
to a world of rapid political and 
technological change capable of 
producing shocks and surprises 
even to well-prepared militaries.

The Pentagon should pursue 
several policies to achieve revers-
ibility. First, it should continue its 
plans to retain more midgrade 
noncommissioned officers and 
officers who will lead any future 
rapid expansion of the force. Sec-
ond, it should maintain high lev-
els of readiness to ensure that the 
U.S. military can respond quickly 
and effectively to future chal-
lenges. Third, it should maintain 
a robust research and develop-
ment base to develop a range of 
technological options that can 
be accelerated if needed in the 
future. Fourth, and perhaps most 
importantly, the Department of 
Defense (DOD) should preserve 
and strengthen professional mili-
tary education in order to nurture 
men and women who possess 
mental agility and can lead the 

military successfully in times of 
danger and uncertainty.69 

Reversibility is most difficult for 
naval and air forces because of 
the innate complexity and long 
development timelines of modern 
ships, submarines and aircraft. 
Ground forces require less time 
and resources to expand rapidly. 
Much of their required equip-
ment is less complex and can be 
stockpiled from current excess 
capability or, if necessary, pro-
duced relatively expeditiously. For 
these reasons, ensuring adequate 
quantities of ships, submarines 
and aircraft must receive high pri-
ority when budgets tighten. They 
cannot be rapidly generated after 
the fact and often require years 
of effort to create substantially 
greater numbers. DOD should pro-
mote reversibility in the defense 
industrial base by continuing to 
procure major weapons systems at 
a steady rate, maintaining robust 
investments in research and 
development, pursuing interna-
tional exports and creating more 
collaborative and transparent 
partnerships with industry.

Reversibility: Hedging against the Unexpected 

available resources. In general, we believe that 
DOD should increase leap-ahead research and 
development investments in five main areas: 

•	 Unmanned, autonomous and artificial intel-
ligence technologies, from UAS to intelligence 
processing, which can operate across long ranges 
for extended periods of time;70

•	 Cyber offense and defense capabilities, 

particularly those related to active cyber 
defense;71

•	 Energy conservation and alternative energy;

•	 Directed energy weapons; and 

•	 Securely networked command, control, commu-
nications, computers, intelligence, surveillance 
and reconnaissance (C4ISR), particularly space-
based options such as lower-cost satellites.
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To keep pace with fast-moving technology, DOD 
should accelerate the tempo of its decisionmak-
ing, mandate shorter acquisition timelines, push 
decisions about certain program elements (such 
as software) as far back in the production cycle as 
possible and invest in capabilities with broader 
applicability and shorter service lives “more like 
those of computers than carriers,” as former Navy 
Secretary Richard Danzig wrote in a 2011 Center 
for a New American Security report.72 

The Pentagon has signaled a desire to rebalance its 
investments toward leap-ahead capabilities, and it is 
undoubtedly pursing some innovative classified pro-
grams. The strategic guidance, for instance, stated: 
“[A]s we transition out of Iraq and draw down in 
Afghanistan, we will take extra measures to retain 
and build on key advancements in networked war-
fare in which joint forces have finally become truly 
interdependent.”73 The guidance “sought to differen-
tiate between those investments that should be made 
today and those that can be deferred.”74 It stated that 
the U.S. military “will invest as required to ensure 
its ability to operate effectively in anti-access and 
area denial (A2/AD) environments” in which future 
high-intensity military operations will likely take 
place.75 Meanwhile, the FY 2013 budget delayed or 
canceled several programs that DOD believed were 
entering service before they were needed, such as the 
Defense Weather Satellite System.76

Despite these efforts, DOD’s plans still invest exces-
sively in next-generation systems and inadequately 
in leap-ahead capabilities. A recent report concluded 
that more than 70 percent of the Air Force’s budget 
for new aircraft in the next decade will go toward just 
two programs, the F-35A and KC-46A tanker. Yet 
adversaries employing A2/AD strategies may employ 
tactics targeting bases or refueling assets, leaving U.S. 
tactical fighter aircraft unable to reach their operat-
ing areas.77 The Air Force has not adapted by, for 
instance, downsizing its procurement plans for short-
range tactical fighters and accelerating its investment 
in stealthy, long-range, combat-capable UAS. 
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V.  S T R E N G T H E N I N G  J O I N T 
I N T E G R AT I O N

One of the best ways to ensure sustainable pre-
eminence is to further integrate the efforts of the 
joint force – ensuring that the “whole” of U.S. 
joint capabilities adds up to more than the sum of 
its individual service parts. The infusion of bil-
lions of dollars in the past decade has moved the 
services away from deeper integration and inter-
dependence, as each service has sought greater 
self-sufficiency rather than rely upon the capabili-
ties of other services. Whereas robust budgets 
permit and even encourage such independence, 
shrinking resources require capabilities to become 
more integrated. To make the joint force more 
capable, Congress and DOD should cooperate to 
implement the following reforms.

Strengthen the Roles of the Chairman and 
Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
The inactivation of Joint Forces Command means 
that the chairman and vice chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff are now the strongest uniformed 
advocates for joint operations within DOD. The 
chairman and vice chairman, in concert with 
OSD, should assert greater authority in chal-
lenging COCOM and service requirements. This 
should entail, as necessary, directing the military 
services and defense agencies to change their 
operational, acquisition, personnel and related 
plans. Today, the military services continue to 
have the budgetary and bureaucratic clout to cre-
ate requirements, design force structures, manage 
programs and develop operational plans through 
their component headquarters supporting the 
combatant commanders. This leads to service-
centric solutions that often waste resources, create 
unnecessary duplication and fail to leverage the 
synergy of a more integrated joint force. Typically, 
the Joint Staff merely represents the service and 
COCOM positions, avoiding contentious judg-
ments; this approach provides little objective 
analysis or support to the chairman in making 

difficult tradeoffs or complex decisions. The chair-
man and vice chairman should actively support 
OSD in its statutory role in challenging service 
requirements, identifying and attacking redundan-
cies and demanding better-integrated joint plans. 
OSD should leverage this support to accelerate 
a full review of all the combatant commanders’ 
operational plans, contingency plans and future 
requirements to ensure they are consistent with the 
new strategic and budget guidance while maximiz-
ing the integration of joint capabilities.

Create Standing Red Teams  
for Competitive analysis
The Joint Staff and OSD should form two to three 
red teams that can independently assess require-
ments, programs and operational plans to provide 
an unvarnished, objective perspective to DOD’s 
senior civilian and military leadership. These red 
teams should include representatives from the Joint 
Staff, OSD (particularly the offices for Policy, and 
Cost Assessment and Program Evaluation), U.S. 
Special Operations Command, and national secu-
rity federally funded research and development 
centers. Since they would be less affected by service 
equities, the teams would provide a more inde-
pendent perspective on requirements, programs 
and plans.78 While the red teams should have the 
opportunity to meet with stakeholders within 
DOD, the Joint Staff should grant them the auton-
omy needed to conduct sharp-edged competitive 
analysis. Each team should be co-led by a senior 
civilian appointee and a mid-level flag officer to 
ensure that both civilian and military perspectives 
are included.

Increase Standing Joint operational 
Headquarters
The military services should develop regionally 
oriented, standing joint operational headquarters 
to build trust, promote faster decisionmaking 
and facilitate innovative exercises and training. 
During the past decade, DOD failed to establish 
and institutionalize effective joint war-fighting 
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headquarters to prosecute the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan,79 largely because such standing 
multiservice operational headquarters do not exist 
in the peacetime force structure. In both Iraq and 
Afghanistan, the U.S. military was forced to create 
joint theater headquarters out of whole cloth in the 
midst of each conflict. Further, subordinate joint 
headquarters at the operational level were built by 
grafting Marine, Navy and Air Force officers onto 
existing Army corps-level service headquarters 
in an ad hoc fashion.80 The U.S. military is now 
poised to return to this same single-service head-
quarters model despite its demonstrated wartime 
inadequacy. Once the drawdown in Afghanistan 
is complete, the military will return to having 
no standing deployable joint war-fighting head-
quarters. Events of the last decade would suggest 
that this requirement for joint-service, deployable 
operational headquarters is far too important and 
complex to be left to perpetually ad hoc solutions. 

DOD can address this problem by directing 
selected service war-fighting headquarters to 
reorganize as permanent deployable joint force 
headquarters. These should include at least two 
Army Corps, one Marine Expeditionary Force, one 
Navy Fleet and two operational or “numbered” 
Air Forces.81 These newly operational commands 
should continue to perform their service roles, 
adding modest permanent joint staffing from other 
services but exercising regularly as a joint task 
force with their full complement of designated joint 
augmentation. This reorganization would avoid 
having to create ad hoc joint headquarters during 
wartime and would promote a deeper culture of 
joint war-fighting during peacetime as well. 

Reform Joint Professional Military education
Professional military education helps ensure 
that future military leaders are capable of adap-
tive thinking amid uncertainty about the time, 
location and character of future conflicts. During 
the 1930s, significant investment by the Army 
and Navy in rigorous PME for their midgrade 

officers was a crucial contribution to the U.S. 
victory in World War II.82 Today, a decade of war 
has significantly eroded both the participation 
in and regard for PME among the officer corps, 
and cutbacks in funding, autonomy and prestige 
are already threatening the effectiveness of the 
National Defense University and the service war 
colleges.83 

DOD should protect and reinforce PME in three 
ways. First, DOD should protect the very modest 
budgets allocated to PME institutions in order to 
sustain their high quality. Second, DOD should 
strengthen policies to ensure that the best and 
brightest of the officer and noncommissioned 
officer (NCO) corps compete for attendance, and 
then attend PME programs once selected. Third, 
joint education for flag and general officers should 
be revamped and augmented with a new, more 
extensive program that focuses on levels above 
operations, including national security policy and 
strategy, international military issues and defense 
industrial base challenges. Attendees should 
include those flag officers destined for the senior-
most ranks, which require the most demanding 
strategic leadership skills.
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V I .  D E F E N S E - W I D E  R E F O R M : 
D O W N S I Z I N G  M I L I TA R y 
H E A D Q UA R T E R S  A N D  R E D U C I N G 
C I V I L I A N S  A N D  CO N T R AC TO R S

DOD as an institution should spend less money 
and time on organizations, personnel and pro-
cesses that are not essential for effective defense. 
Spending on these activities has grown signifi-
cantly in the past decade. As one budget expert 
recently concluded, “The base budget now sup-
ports a force with essentially the same size, force 
structure, and capabilities as in FY 2001 but at a 35 
percent higher cost.”84

Since 2001, the pressing need to support com-
bat activities has triggered a massive infusion of 
resources into the Pentagon. Spending on defense-
wide activities, for example, which exist outside the 
military services and support the entire Defense 
Department, currently consumes 18 percent of the 
annual base defense budget.85 From FY 2001 to FY 
2012, total defense-wide spending, including war 
costs, increased by 79 percent in real terms, there-
fore outpacing the growth rates of defense spending 
overall (up 58 percent) as well as spending on the 
Departments of the Navy (up 36 percent) and Air 
Force (up 36 percent).86 DOD currently spends about 
$200 billion per year on contracted services, which 
include overhead expenses by the military depart-
ments and defense-wide agencies for information 
technology support, maintenance, facilities upkeep 
and transportation costs.87

This large influx of money has eroded the 
Pentagon’s need to scrutinize whether its expendi-
tures are both essential and effective. DOD should 
revitalize its competence at this fundamental task. 
As budgets shrink, reforming unnecessary and 
ineffective organizations, personnel and pro-
cesses will strengthen the U.S. military. It also will 
improve how DOD operates and save money that 
leaders can reinvest into more important priori-
ties – such as the troops, training and weapons 

systems that form the hard core of American com-
bat power. DOD should not repeat the mistake it 
made during previous defense drawdowns when it 
failed to sufficiently downsize noncombat activities 
and related facilities because it faced political and 
bureaucratic resistance.88

In “Hard Choices,” we illustrated how DOD could 
save from $175 billion to $340 billion over 10 years 
by reducing its spending on facilities maintenance, 
depots, civilian workers, commercial and retail 
activities, contractors and redundant intelligence 
capabilities.89 Unfortunately, DOD produced 
fewer savings in these areas in its FY 2013 bud-
get request, finding approximately $60 billion in 
efficiencies and overhead savings.90 This lack of 
progress represents a missed opportunity, and 
DOD, the president and Congress are all to blame. 

DOD remains culturally resistant to bringing its 
business practices into the 21st century – and it 
had few incentives to do so when budgets were 
robust. Meanwhile, the president and bipartisan 
majorities in both houses of Congress approved 
the 2011 Budget Control Act, a law that contains 
a sequestration mechanism that will cut defense 
sharply beginning in January 2013. If imple-
mented, these cuts will deny DOD the time and 
flexibility required to reduce spending intelligently 
in the aforementioned areas, which take more time 
to downsize than military force structure that can 
be added or subtracted more easily.

In this section, we recommend defense-wide 
reforms in two important areas: downsizing 
military headquarters and reducing the civilian 
and contractor workforce. We believe these recom-
mendations entail little risk and will make the U.S. 
military stronger and more cost effective in the 
years ahead. 

Downsize Military Headquarters
The size and number of military headquarters 
have expanded dramatically in the past decade, 
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even though most of this growth was unre-
lated to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Since 
September 11, 2001, the number of staff members 
assigned to combatant commanders has grown 
by more than 50 percent.91 The total number 
of combatant commands increased from eight 
to nine, and some of their roles and missions 
have expanded significantly.92 For example, U.S. 
Strategic Command (STRATCOM) absorbed 
U.S. Space Command when it was abolished, 
and STRATCOM now also oversees U.S. Cyber 
Command (CYBERCOM), a new sub-unified 
command.93 Thousands of military and civilian 
staff members work at each of these commands, 
as well as a host of support contractors.94 In FY 
2010, the 10 combatant command headquarters 
that existed at that time employed 98,000 mili-
tary, civilian and contract workers with a total 
budget of $16.5 billion.95 

Constrained defense budgets require re-examining 
the purpose, organization and staffing levels of 
all senior military headquarters, especially those 
that have no deployable, operational function.96 

This must include OSD and the Joint Staff, as 
well as more dispersed headquarters. Decreasing 
the numbers of military, defense civilian and 
contractor personnel required to perform admin-
istrative functions also holds great promise in 
making defense more efficient and cost effective. 
Both productivity gains and cost savings could 
be profound. In “Hard Choices,” for example, we 
estimated that DOD could save at least $40 billion 
over 10 years by reducing spending on military 
personnel performing commercial-type activities.97 
Unfortunately, DOD has not generated many sav-
ings from streamlining defense headquarters.98  

DOD should consolidate from six into four the 
number of geographic combatant commands. It 
should merge U.S. Africa Command (AFRICOM) 
back into U.S. European Command (EUCOM) to 
restore and consolidate the dual responsibilities 
that EUCOM held from 1952 to 2008.99 Since the 
direct threat to Europe has diminished steadily, 
a renamed EURAFRICOM could once again 
assume U.S. military responsibility for Africa – an 
obvious cost-savings move that would not sig-
nificantly affect its present effectiveness.100 In this 
hemisphere, DOD should merge U.S. Northern 
Command (NORTHCOM) and U.S. Southern 
Command (SOUTHCOM) into a single com-
mand dedicated to the Western Hemisphere. Some 
NORTHCOM functions could also migrate to U.S. 
Army Forces Command, which performed many 
of those tasks in the 1990s. 

DOD should also bar the automatic practice of 
establishing service component headquarters com-
mands for every new joint headquarters. These 
commands are primarily designed to ensure no 
service is left out of a new joint headquarters, but 
they have added numerous additional two- and 
three-star headquarters. For example, four major 
joint commands have been established in the past 
10 years – CYBERCOM, NORTHCOM, AFRICOM 
and STRATCOM – and each one has its own 
Army, Navy, Air Force and Marine component 
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command headquarters. This further increases the 
number of generals, military staff, DOD civilians 
and contractors – even though it is not at all clear 
that each service has equal equity in every new 
joint command.101 

DOD should limit the proliferation of service 
component headquarters in two different ways. 
First, it should direct the services to create service 
cells, not full component headquarters, inside 
most senior joint headquarters. The cells could 
be led by a brigadier or rear admiral who serves 
as the interface between the joint command 
and his or her respective service. Second, where 
a validated requirement for a separate service 
component command exists, DOD should direct 
the services to dual-hat existing service headquar-
ters and commanders to assume additional roles 
as the service component to a combatant com-
mand. For example, the Marine Corps dual-hats 
most of its headquarters and senior commanders 
today.102 The three-star commander and two-star 
deputy commander of Marine Forces Command 
located in Norfolk also command Fleet Marine 
Forces, Atlantic; Marine Corps Forces, Europe; 
Marine Corps Forces, South; and Marine Corps 
Bases, Atlantic. In other words, two commanders 
(with small dedicated staff contingents) cover the 
requirements of the Marine service component to 
SOUTHCOM and EUCOM, two combatant com-
mands, along with two other headquarters. As a 
result, the Marines have far fewer headquarters on 
a proportional basis than the other services, which 
each have many different headquarters, staffs and 
commanders performing these functions. Each of 
the other services should adopt the Marines’ dual-
hat model, which will increase effectiveness and 
save money.

Once this change has been made, DOD should 
abolish the existing administrative service com-
ponent commands.103 As noted, where truly 
necessary, the services could reassign component 
responsibilities to existing service headquarters 

that also have war-fighting capabilities. This shift 
would eliminate numerous nondeployable head-
quarters around the world. In Europe, for example, 
U.S. Army Europe should be replaced by V Corps 
as the Army component of EUCOM. U.S. Air 
Forces in Europe could similarly be replaced by 
the 3rd Air Force, an operational Air Force head-
quarters stationed in Europe. Commander Naval 
Forces Europe could likewise be replaced with 
the commander and staff of the Sixth Fleet. The 
headquarters gaining these newly assigned mis-
sions would need to be augmented modestly, but 
this would still provide major efficiencies. Every 
geographic combatant command should explore 
the potential of this model.104 

Reduce Civilian and Contractor Workforce
Since 2001, the size of the Pentagon’s civilian 
workforce has exploded in order to support mili-
tary operations and manage the massive infusion 
of budgetary resources. From FY 2001 to FY 2011, 
DOD added 120,000 civilians to its workforce while 
adding only 50,000 active-duty service members.105 
This occurred partly because DOD converted many 
jobs previously performed by military personnel to 
civilian positions.106 During the same period, the 
Air Force added 24,000 civilians while shedding 
21,000 active-duty airmen, reflecting the growth in 
support tail over combat tooth.107 

Defense and civilian intelligence agencies, which 
draw about 80 percent of their total funds from 
the defense budget, also increased their civilian 
workforces rapidly after 2001. More than 50 per-
cent of the intelligence community workforce was 
hired after 9/11.108 While information about the 
exact size of the workforce remains classified, total 
intelligence spending, which includes both military 
and nonmilitary national components, more than 
doubled in real terms from FY 1998 to FY 2011.109 
Reflecting on these spending increases, Director 
of National Intelligence James Clapper remarked, 
“We’ve experienced 10 years of growth – actually 
a fairly easy proposition, when you think about it, 
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for the Intelligence Community, because every year 
all they had to do was hand out more money and 
more people.”110

The Pentagon and the intelligence community 
also drastically increased their use of contractor 
personnel in the past decade. Contractor person-
nel provide added flexibility and experience to fill 
critical manpower shortages, but in some cases 
contractors cost more, are harder to track and 
threaten to assume inherently governmental func-
tions. From FY 2000 to FY 2008, DOD spending 
on service contracts more than doubled in real 
terms, and service contractors grew from 26 per-
cent to 39 percent of the department’s workforce.111 
According to the Government Accountability 
Office, DOD supported nearly 767,000 contrac-
tor full-time equivalent positions in FY 2009.112 
This huge number means that DOD’s contrac-
tor workforce that year was larger than its entire 
government civilian workforce, and larger than 
the combined end strength of the Army and the 
Marine Corps. 

The civilian and contractor workforces in DOD 
have provided vital support to two wars and the 
fight against global terrorism since September 11, 
2001. But as the U.S. government tightens defense 
spending and plans to cut more than 100,000 uni-
formed personnel, DOD civilians and contractors 
should be reduced commensurately. Senior leaders 
already have made some progress. In its FY 2013 
budget, for instance, DOD announced reductions 
to civilian overhead positions and support contrac-
tors that will lead to billions of dollars in savings in 
the next five years.113 Referring to the proliferation 
of DOD contractors, General Martin Dempsey, 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, commented, 
“[I]t can’t keep going that way.”114 

DOD should gradually trim its civilian workforce 
by 100,000 during the next 10 years, a 12.5 percent 
reduction below the current level of approximately 
800,000.115 This reduction will incur minimal 

risk while saving nearly $50 billion by 2021.116 
Because approximately 30 percent of DOD’s civil-
ian workforce will be eligible to retire by March 
31, 2015, DOD should be able to accomplish some 
of the reductions through attrition.117 Of course, 
a stagnant U.S. economy and the relatively low 
retirement age for the federal workforce will make 
it difficult to achieve the recommended reductions 
solely through attrition. In that case, Congress and 
DOD should use tools – such as early retirement, 
voluntary separation incentives and retention 
bonuses – to make reductions while retaining tal-
ented and experienced personnel in critical areas. 

DOD should also go beyond former Defense 
Secretary Robert Gates’ previously announced 30 
percent cut in spending on contractor augmentees 
– personnel added to existing military headquar-
ters staffs – by cutting spending by an additional 15 
percent.118 This change should save approximately 
$15 billion over 10 years. Additionally, DOD 
should adopt the Defense Business Board’s recom-
mendation to return spending on contractors to 
FY 2003 levels, which would save tens of billions 
of dollars.119 While these cuts are appropriate as 
U.S. combat forces shrink, Pentagon leaders should 
continue to monitor the resilience of the defense 
contracting industry because its skilled personnel 
are an important element of reversibility.
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V I I .  R E F O R M I N G  T H E  S E R V I C E S  
A N D  S P E C I A L  O P E R AT I O N S  F O R C E S

In addition to implementing these defense reforms, 
sustainable pre-eminence will require numerous 
reforms to the Army, Navy, Marine Corps, Air 
Force and SOF. In this section, we survey how the 
services and SOF have changed since 2001 and how 
they are currently preparing for the future. For 
each, we make recommendations in four catego-
ries: personnel, platforms, readiness and posture. 
Our recommendations address the issues that we 
believe are most important, but we do not attempt 
to provide a comprehensive account of every desir-
able change. 

Some of these recommendations will force DOD to 
accept risk in certain areas. However, we judge that 
these risks are manageable in the emerging strate-
gic environment and that accepting them will leave 
DOD better positioned to sustain U.S. military 
pre-eminence in the long run.

army
THe CURRenT aRMy
The U.S. Army is on the cusp of major change. 
Emerging from a decade of war, it is facing a period 
of increasing fiscal austerity and the U.S. strategic 
pivot to the Pacific. At the same time, the Army 
continues to support tens of thousands of troops 
deployed to Afghanistan through 2014 and poten-
tially beyond. 

A decade of irregular warfare has transformed the 
last vestiges of the Cold War Army that entered 
the 1990s into today’s battle-hardened but worn 
force. The Army found its pre-9/11 force stretched 
thin fighting the sustained ground wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. Starting in FY 2005, the Army 
grew significantly, expanding from 492,000 to 
today’s 562,000 active-duty troops.120 Permanent 
Army end strength was already scheduled to go 
down to 520,000 by FY 2016, but in January 2012, 
DOD announced that Army end strength would 

decline further to 490,000 soldiers by FY 2017.121 
The Army is now developing plans to implement 
that requirement. 

The new defense strategic guidance proposes a 
shift toward the Asia-Pacific and outlines a greater 
demand for sea and air power, missile defense, 
counterproliferation and strengthening global 
partners. Taken together, these factors implicitly 
challenge the Army’s future relevance in providing 
forces for “prompt and sustained combat incident 
to operations on land.”122 With DOD investments 
pivoting along with the guidance, the Army has 
valid concerns about its future size and capabilities 
amid constrained budgets, especially as instability 
grows throughout the greater Middle East. 

During the past decade, the costs of running the 
Army have grown significantly due to the require-
ments of long-term operations in Afghanistan 
and Iraq as well as the temporary increase in end 
strength. Increasing personnel costs, driven mostly 
by improved pay and benefits, have made Army 
end strength a lucrative target of budget cutters. 
From FY 2001 to FY 2012, the Army’s annual bud-
get including war costs grew by 131 percent in real 
terms.123 Since 2001, military personnel costs on a 
per-person basis grew by 46 percent in real terms 
due to new and expanded benefits, health-care 
inflation, increased allowances for housing and 
subsistence, and pay raises higher than the employ-
ment cost index.124 In addition to these costs, 
individual soldiers are equipped today with more 
and better gear than ever before in U.S. history. 
The average cost of a soldier’s gear today is about 
$17,000 – nine times more expensive in real terms 
than during the Vietnam War – largely based upon 
more and better communications, weaponry, night 
vision gear and body armor.125 

The Army benefited more than any other service 
from the massive supplemental appropriations of 
the last decade. The extra dollars not only covered 
its war costs, but also allowed it to strengthen basic 
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programs.126 The Army recapitalized its tracked 
vehicle fleet during this time, and it poured billions 
of dollars into mine-resistant ambush-protected 
(MRAP) vehicles, Stryker wheeled combat vehicles, 
helicopter rebuilds, fixed-wing aircraft and UAS. 
Yet at the same time, several of the service’s other 
modernization efforts were abject failures, result-
ing in the cancellation of programs that incurred 
$25 billion in sunk costs from 2001 to 2009.127 
Terminated programs included the Comanche and 
Armed Reconnaissance helicopters, the Crusader 
artillery system and the Future Combat Systems 
suite of sensors and vehicles. For much of the last 
decade, almost 40 percent of the Army’s annual 
developmental testing and evaluation spending 
did not lead to the procurement of any product.128 
These failures pose additional challenges as the ser-
vice seeks to define its future today – and they raise 
questions about whether the Army will be able to 
determine how to properly equip its future force. 

Despite questions about its future direction, the 
Army remains the nation’s largest and arguably 
most versatile force. Its capabilities range from 
general conventional war on land, to national and 
ballistic missile defense, to advisory missions, 
to humanitarian relief and homeland defense. 
Because its ethos rests on its people rather than its 
platforms, the Army is highly adaptable. Former 
Army Chief of Staff Creighton Abrams once noted: 
“People aren’t in the Army. People are the Army.”129 

The Army must retain its core capabilities to fight 
on land in the face of amorphous threats and a new 
strategic focus, while hedging against unexpected 
contingencies. Low probability but high-risk con-
flicts on land could unexpectedly test the current 
shift toward air and naval capabilities. Largely 
unforeseen ground conflicts in Korea, Vietnam, 
Kuwait, Somalia, Iraq and Afghanistan all demon-
strated the essential role of ground combat forces 
over the last 60 years in protecting U.S. interests 
around the world. This history weighs heavily on 
the Army’s leadership as it confronts shaping the 

service’s future given substantial uncertainty about 
global threats.  

In an environment characterized by both inter-
national instability and fiscal austerity, the Army 
faces unpalatable choices. It must balance the need 
to retain units and doctrines best suited to irregu-
lar warfare with those focused toward its most 
dangerous (if least likely) contingency: large-scale 
conventional combat. It must decide how deeply 
to specialize versus keeping the bulk of the force 
designed for general-purpose roles. And it must 
modernize, with a careful eye on a future sure to 
bring unexpected conflicts. Striking the right bal-
ance between these competing demands will be the 
foremost challenge for the Army’s senior leadership 
looking ahead after a decade at war. 

THe fUTURe aRMy
Many trends that will shape the future Army are 
already underway today. DOD has already decided 
to reduce the Army’s end strength, and more 
reductions could occur if political leaders impose 
additional budget cuts on DOD. In this environ-
ment, the Army should invest in fewer new systems 
and upgrade more of its existing weaponry. It 
should shift more heavy armored capabilities into 
the reserve component and build greater advisory 
and regionally oriented capabilities. Finally, it 
should build in reversibility – the ability to expand 
the force rapidly should unexpected events require 
it. All of this must be done while both transitioning 
the current mission in Afghanistan to an advise 
and assist mission and sustaining high levels of 
operational readiness. For the Army, it is a daunt-
ing list of tasks. 

Personnel

DOD has announced that the planned end strength 
of the Army will decrease from 520,000 to 490,000 
active-duty soldiers by 2017. DOD should further 
reduce Army end strength, to about 480,000, by 
downsizing redundant headquarters and over-
head support and shifting some capabilities to 
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the Guard and Reserve. These changes will incur 
minimal risk to the force and the capabilities 
of the nation.130 A force of about 480,000 would 
replicate the size of the Army before the attacks 
of September 11, 2001, but would possess much 
greater capabilities. The Army-wide reorganiza-
tion of combat forces into highly capable brigade 
combat teams (BCTs), now robustly outfitted with 
combat-proven weaponry and equipment, makes 
today’s Army substantially more capable than its 
predecessors. Furthermore, since DOD will have to 
accept risk in certain areas to reduce its budget, it 
should accept the risks that result from trimming 
ground forces because they can be reconstituted 
more rapidly than either air or naval forces in the 
event of a crisis. 

The Army should adjust the balance between its 
active and reserve components, relying more on 
the reserves for key roles and missions. Reserve 
formations are highly capable and are significantly 
less expensive to maintain than active forces.131 
Their costs only rise to the level of active forces 
when activated for full-time duties. The Army 
should migrate as many as one-quarter of armored 
brigades found in the active component today to 
the National Guard. After all, the invasion of Iraq 
– which still had a sizable army in 2003 – only 
required three U.S. Army armored or mechanized 
brigades alongside their U.S. Marine and British 
counterparts.132 Today, the U.S. Army has 17 of 
those brigades in the active force alone. Moving 
four of those brigades to the Army National Guard 
would save considerable resources, assuming they 
are employed sustainably, while still enabling the 
Army to react quickly and effectively to any threats 
that require those capabilities.

The Army should develop a robust program of lat-
eral personnel assignments between the active and 
reserve components to ensure continued readiness. 
Regularly exchanging officers and NCOs between 
active and reserve would strengthen the readiness 
of reserve formations to move rapidly into active 

operations if required. Army National Guard 
officers should be able to move onto active duty to 
command companies or serve on staff, and active 
officers should be permitted to shift to reserve 
status and serve as staff officers or commanders in 
reserve units – perhaps as part of a broader pro-
fessional development program. Doing so would 
support the concept of reversibility and help ensure 
that the Army maintains one readiness standard, 
while continuing to break down the cultural barri-
ers between the active and reserve components. 

Platforms

Armored	Vehicles:	The Army should delay the 
acquisition of the ground combat vehicle (GCV) 
until FY 2021 and reinvest the savings into upgrad-
ing the Bradley fighting vehicle fleet. The Bradley 
remains the pre-eminent infantry fighting vehicle 
in the world with no looming challenger, while 
the current requirements for the GCV are both 
unnecessary and expensive.133 Delaying its acquisi-
tion until FY 2021 would provide ample time to 
refine or re-examine these requirements as tech-
nology and threats evolve. To sustain the M1 tank 
industrial base, the Defense and State Departments 
should aggressively pursue exports to partners to 
maintain low-rate production. The Army should 
end Stryker production, with limited numbers 
upgraded to better deal with roadside explosives. 
The Army should place most MRAPs in pre-posi-
tioned stocks or into the reserves, while keeping 
limited numbers readily available so they can be 
quickly activated if required. The United States 
could also sell some to its allies and partners. 

Aviation: The Army should continue all of its 
modernization programs for its attack, rotary-
wing lift and tactical UAS airframes. It also 
should prioritize finding a suitable replacement 
for the OH-58D Kiowa Warrior scout helicopter, 
an aircraft that has performed remarkably during 
a decade of war.134 One unequivocal lesson of the 
last 10 years is the burgeoning need for helicopter 
lift and UAS. The rugged terrain and inaccessible 
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territory of Afghanistan reinforced the Army’s 
enduring requirement to operate in regions where 
air transport may be the only way of moving and 
supporting its forces. Unmanned aerial systems 
have also provided such high value on the battle-
field that demand for them will only increase in 
the future. 

Wheeled	Vehicles:	The Army and Marines should 
revisit the joint light tactical vehicle (JLTV) pro-
gram, reshaping the program to take advantage 
of modern truck-building technology.135 Buys that 
last many years should be replaced with serial buys 
every two to three years to take advantage of robust 
industry improvements in both technology and 
manufacturing that bolster performance and save 
money. The Army should no longer upgrade its 
entire fleet of high-mobility multipurpose wheeled 
vehicles because it will entail significant costs and 
performance limitations without a commensurate 
increase in capabilities.

C4ISR:	The Distributed Common Ground System 
– Army (DCGS-A) is the service program intended 
to knit together all ISR capabilities into an effec-
tive network. Despite costing $2.7 billion, DCGS-A 
remains cumbersome and does not meet battlefield 
requirements in Afghanistan.136 Currently, Army 
and Marine commanders on the battlefield are 
using commercially available substitutes, which are 
both cheaper and more effective. Because this pro-
gram has repeatedly failed in operational use, the 
Army should cancel it and replace it with a com-
mercial off-the-shelf variant. Furthermore, DOD 
should uphold its plans to reduce dramatically 
its procurement of the joint tactical radio system 
ground mobile radio. 

Readiness

U.S. Army leaders remain concerned that the 
coming drawdown will produce an unready force. 
After the end of the Vietnam War led to the “hol-
low force” of the 1970s, Army leaders during the 
1980s and 1990s prioritized rigorous and realistic 

peacetime training. As the Army returns home 
after a decade of war, creating a new training regi-
men that is both demanding and realistic to a force 
of combat veterans will be essential. The vast com-
bat experience of today’s force will make this shift a 
significant leadership challenge as the force adjusts 
to the more bureaucratic demands of peacetime 
soldiering. Moreover, the return of the Army to the 
United States will demand a reinvigorated overseas 
exercise program to buttress foreign partners and 
maintain readiness. All of this will be expensive.

The Army should continue its plans to reset the 
force and repair the material costs of 10 years of 
war. But it should modify the scope of its plans 
based upon ongoing reductions to its end strength 
and alterations to its force structure. The Army 
also should re-examine its present force generation 
model, known as ARFORGEN. It was designed 
largely to sustain prolonged major overseas con-
flicts with long rotational unit deployments. 
Whereas it was reasonably effective at rotating 
units into Iraq and Afghanistan, it largely lacks a 
robust surge capability. It would not be sufficient 
for rapidly emerging and demanding contingen-
cies such as a sudden North Korean assault on 
the South. Under ARFORGEN, at any given time, 
approximately one-third of Army units are ready 
to deploy, one-third are in pre-deployment train-
ing and the remaining one-third are not ready to 
deploy. In an emergency, at best two-thirds of the 
Army’s planned 37 active-duty brigade combat 
teams could respond, while the remaining units 
would not be ready for months.137 A new readiness 
model may be needed that maintains more units 
at higher readiness, and that can surge the vast 
majority of the active force into combat if required. 
Active forces that cannot deploy on a relatively 
rapid timeline should be reconstituted into reserve 
component units to save costs.

Army leaders should promote unit readiness by 
prioritizing operation and maintenance (O&M) 
budgets.138 Resourcing BCTs and other deployable 
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supporting forces should be the highest priority, 
since that is far more important than protecting 
headquarters, staffs and largely civilian support 
agencies such as Army Materiel Command.139 
Cutting and consolidating unnecessary overhead 
and accepting tradeoffs among operational and 
nondeployable organizational functions and head-
quarters will free up O&M resources needed for 
training and deployment.

The Army should plan how to grow the force rap-
idly should unexpected world situations require 
it to meet the demands for reversibility contained 
in the strategic guidance. The Army can rapidly 
expand junior ranks through increased recruit-
ing, but it must draw midgrade NCOs and officers 
from within the force. As a result, it should retain 
larger numbers of talented leaders and build them 
into the force structure; for example, it should 
retain more majors and staff sergeants than the 
numbers needed to sustain the manning require-
ments of battalions and brigades. Those additional 
leaders should fill added staff positions, enabling 
more leaders to attend military and civilian 
advanced schools. 

The Army also should institutionalize its ability to 
partner with and advise and assist foreign mili-
taries. One possible solution is a small advisory 
command that could develop sustained proficiency 
and institutional equity for this mission in the 
Army.140 From 2001 to 2012, the Army addressed 
this key task with ad hoc groupings of officers 
and NCOs, providing them abbreviated training 
(or sometimes no training at all) and deploying 
them as advisory teams in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
The ad hoc approach of recasting combat bat-
talions and brigades into advisory units has some 
advantages, but it fails to account for the indi-
vidual attributes vital to successful advisory work. 
Combat unit commanders cannot simply be recast 
as advisers with a bit of training and be expected 
to uniformly succeed in this complex and often 
dangerous mission. Advise and assist missions 

will grow increasingly important in the coming 
years, so these capabilities must become more 
institutionalized. 

Posture

The U.S. Army posture before September 11, 
2001 reflected the legacy of the Cold War, with 
tens of thousands of soldiers stationed in Europe 
and Korea. In the near future, the vast majority 
of Army units will be based in the United States. 
Of the Army’s projected maneuver force of 37 
active-duty BCTs, only three will be permanently 
based overseas: two in Europe and one in Korea. 
This is an unprecedented return home for the U.S. 
Army, nearly taking it back to its pre-World War 
II posture. It will also present some significant 
deployment, training and cultural adaptation chal-
lenges for a force with global responsibilities. 

The Army should address these challenges in 
several ways. First, it must become more deploy-
able. The Army must ensure its forces can get to 
the next fight – and do so rapidly should world 
events require it. Although domestic basing pro-
vides some immediate political benefits and some 
long-term economic benefits,141 there are major 
logistical challenges in assembling and deploy-
ing large forces from the United States to distant 
theaters. After the 1991 Gulf War, the Army 
improved deployment infrastructure around 
its bases in the United States, from railheads to 
airfields to shipping containers. The Army and 
DOD also invested in fast sealift ships along with 
afloat and ashore prepositioning to ensure that 
the Army’s heavy armored formations could be 
rapidly brought to bear at key points around the 
globe.142 Much of this farsighted investment has 
atrophied during the last decade. It is time to 
rebuild these important capabilities. 

Second, the Army should assign more specific 
regional responsibilities to its forces. Much of this 
is already under way,143 but a more comprehensive 
effort would not only align selected BCTs with 
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regions but also link division and corps head-
quarters with geographic combatant commands. 
Specifically, the Army should maintain four corps 
headquarters that are linked respectively with 
U.S. Pacific Command (PACOM); U.S. Central 
Command (CENTCOM); a consolidated EUCOM 
and AFRICOM; and a consolidated NORTHCOM 
and SOUTHCOM. These headquarters should also 
serve concurrently as the Army Service Component 
Commander for those COCOMs in which such 
component functions are necessary.144 This would 
eliminate as many as six largely administrative 
Army headquarters today associated with the 
COCOMs and would replace them with capable and 
existing war-fighting organizations. The Army staff 
in the Pentagon or U.S. Army Forces Command 
could also potentially take on certain service func-
tions today performed by administrative Army 
component headquarters. This could ensure that 
operational service component headquarters main-
tain a primary focus on war-fighting duties. 

Third, the Army should significantly increase its 
rotational overseas exercise program to offset its 
lack of full-time presence around the world. The 
Army should exercise and train with its Pacific, 
Middle Eastern and European counterparts in 
order to demonstrate U.S. military proficiency, 
improve partner capabilities and model ethical 

military standards. This rotational presence will 
also help bolster regional confidence and deter 
regional aggression. In addition, the Army should 
also continue to resource and support the National 
Guard’s State Partnership Program, an effort to 
advise, assist and train allied forces around the 
world in combat and civil support activities. 

navy
THe CURRenT naVy
During the past decade, American military 
operations in Iraq and Afghanistan have diverted 
attention and resources away from the U.S. Navy 
and its primary mission: power projection and 
sea control. The wars imposed opportunity costs 
on the Navy by consuming resources that might 
have been allocated to procure larger numbers of 
advanced ships and training for complex opera-
tions in contested maritime environments. Indeed, 
in 2010 more sailors were deployed ashore in Iraq, 
Afghanistan and the Horn of Africa than were 
deployed aboard ships in the region.145 

The high operating demands associated with sup-
porting two wars and responding to unexpected 
contingencies, from the Libya intervention to 
humanitarian catastrophes, have stressed the U.S. 
Navy, which is shrinking and consists of many 
ships that are decades old. Since 2001, Navy 
end strength has fallen from 378,000 to 322,000 
active-duty sailors while the fleet shrank from 
316 to 284 ships.146 The Navy recently reduced its 
inventory objective to 300 ships, but even that 
lower number looks overly optimistic given the 
likelihood that costs will grow for the ships the 
Navy plans to buy.147 

Despite its smaller overall size, the Navy today 
remains an unmatched global maritime force. 
Its highly capable ships, aircraft and equipment 
coupled with wartime-experienced sailors make it 
unique in the world. As Secretary of the Navy Ray 
Mabus remarked, comparing today’s advanced-
but-smaller fleet to the larger Navy of yesteryear 

During the past decade, 

American military operations 

in Iraq and Afghanistan have 
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“is like comparing a smart phone to the telegraph.” 
But as he also noted, “at some point quantity has a 
quality of its own.”148 

Using American naval power to ensure open access 
to the world’s oceans remains vital to sustaining 
today’s tightly integrated global economy. More 
than 90 percent of global commerce travels by sea, 
a percentage that may increase in coming years.149 
Much of this commerce must traverse maritime 
chokepoints, the jugular veins of the international 
economy. For instance, about 15 percent of oil 
traded worldwide and more than half of the globe’s 
merchant fleet tonnage flow through the straits of 
Malacca, Sunda and Lombok, which funnel the 
raw materials of the Middle East and Africa into 
the booming East Asian economies.150 About 35 
percent of seaborne-traded oil worldwide flows 
through the Strait of Hormuz, the world’s most 
important strategic chokepoint.151

Despite its trimmed size, the Navy is arguably 
on course to become the premier element of U.S. 
military power in the Asia-Pacific region, the 
epicenter of global trade and politics in the 21st 
century. DOD’s strategic guidance and FY 2013 
budget prioritize the Asia-Pacific region, a vast 
maritime domain, and make fewer reductions 
to the Navy than to the other services. Yet the 
Navy will continue to struggle to balance fleet 
quality and fleet size because its budget will be 
constrained, its ships are expensive and time-
consuming to build, and its forces will remain in 
high demand all over the world. 

At a time of growing strategic relevance, however, 
the Navy faces the twin challenges of sophisticated 
new threats abroad and constrained budgets at 
home. The rise of potential adversaries wielding 
A2/AD capabilities threatens some of the Navy’s 
prized investments, including new aircraft carriers, 
manned short-range strike aircraft and the LCS. 
Meanwhile, impending cuts to defense spending 
imperil all of the Navy’s next-generation systems, 

which are quite expensive. Meeting these chal-
lenges will require the Navy to adopt new ways to 
project power and protect sea lines of communica-
tion around the world.

THe fUTURe naVy
To meet the demands of a U.S. strategy weighted 
toward the Pacific Rim while maintaining global 
dominance at sea, the U.S. Navy should priori-
tize investment in cutting-edge technologies that 
offer new means of projecting naval power, such 
as stealthy unmanned long-range strike platforms 
and autonomous undersea vehicles. It should scale 
back purchases of platforms less useful in an  
A2/AD environment, such as LCS and the F-35C. It 
should home-port more of its ships in the Western 
Pacific and greater Middle East, while remain-
ing capable of surging assets from the continental 
United States. It should adopt a broader set of 
crew rotation policies that enable ships to remain 
forward for greater stretches of time, and it should 
ensure that its high operational tempo does not 
undermine its future readiness. 

Personnel

The Navy should adopt a broader set of crew 
rotation policies for cruisers, destroyers and 
amphibious ships to enable these ships to remain 
forward-deployed longer. Today, most Navy ships 
operate with a single crew. The exceptions are bal-
listic missile submarines (SSBNs), minesweepers 
and the new LCS. Single-crewed ships often must 
travel long distances between their home ports 
and operating areas, and they must remain in port 
for months between deployments so ships can be 
maintained and the crew can be rested and refitted. 
This reduces the time ships can spend forward-
deployed to critical regions around the world. 

In contrast, crew rotation, sometimes called “sea 
swap,” uses two separate crews and swaps them 
out while the ship remains forward-deployed. The 
embarking crew typically flies out and assumes 
control of the ship while in a foreign port, and the 
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disembarking crew flies back. While not deployed, 
crews at home can use simulators and train-
ing ships to preserve their skills. Previous Navy 
experiments with sea swap achieved mixed results 
because there were reports that ship maintenance 
and crew morale suffered. However, Navy leaders 
want to revisit this concept and find more effective 
ways to implement it.152 Any crew rotation policies 
should ensure that ships receive adequate in-port 
maintenance to compensate for their increased use 
and to prolong their service lives. 

Crew rotation will help the Navy project more 
power with its smaller fleet. According to defense 
analyst Michael O’Hanlon, crew rotation could 
improve deployment efficiency by up to 40 percent 
per ship and save $100 billion during the next 10 
years.153 It also would enable the Navy to maintain 
current levels of forward presence with about 60 
surface combatants instead of the 94 it is currently 
pursuing,154 although we do not believe the ser-
vice should cut its fleet that deeply. The additional 
capacity could then be used to increase the U.S. 
naval presence in the Asia-Pacific, the littorals of 
the greater Middle East or an unexpected contin-
gency elsewhere in the world. 

Platforms

To prepare for emerging high-end threats, the 
Navy should invest more money into leap-ahead 
technologies and less into next-generation replace-
ments for existing systems. Because new high-tech 
ships and aircraft will be more capable than exist-
ing platforms, the Navy will not need to replace 
existing platforms on a one-to-one basis. Instead, 
wise investment that selectively modernizes 
existing systems, procures fewer next-generation 
systems and invests more in leap-ahead capabili-
ties will sustain the Navy’s global pre-eminence for 
decades to come.

Carriers	(CVN):	The Navy should reduce the 
current CVN fleet from 11 to 10 and the number 
of active-duty air wings from 10 to nine. This will 

save considerable money and will foster more inno-
vative ways to project naval power, such as using 
amphibious ships (discussed below). The Navy 
should extend the construction timelines for the 
new Ford-class carrier to maintain the industrial 
base while reassessing the ship’s enormous costs 
and its vulnerability to threats. 

Surface	Combatants:	The Navy should end the 
LCS program in FY 2017 after procuring only 27 
ships, not 55 as currently planned. The LCS does 
not have the war-fighting capabilities and sea-
worthiness needed to address emerging threats 
or rigorous conditions at sea. DOD’s weapons 
testing office concluded last year that the LCS “is 
not expected to be survivable in a hostile combat 
environment.”155 Given this serious vulnerability, 
the ship’s oft-touted multimission versatility is not 
enough to justify an investment of tens of billions 
of dollars.156 Procuring 27 ships from the initial 
production run will still provide the Navy with 
the mine hunting and clearing capabilities that it 
urgently needs. Meanwhile, DOD should promote 
LCS sales to allies and partners. The Navy should 
reinvest the savings generated by truncating LCS 
into buying upgraded DDG-51 destroyers and 
Virginia-class submarines, two ships that can 
better project power in potentially contested envi-
ronments in the Asia-Pacific and greater Middle 
East. Congress and DOD should uphold the pro-
posed reduction to naval cruisers contained in the 
FY 2013 defense budget request.

Amphibious	Ships: The Navy should maintain a 
fleet of 30 amphibious ships. These ships, espe-
cially the new America-class LHA-6, offer uniquely 
versatile platforms and provide new opportunities 
to launch both short takeoff and vertical landing 
(STOVL) F-35Bs and strike UAS. This extends 
the global coverage of U.S. air power, since strike 
aircraft are no longer limited to operating from 
CVNs. The aggregate capability benefits of big-
deck amphibious ships will increase as the STOVL 
F-35B enters the fleet. If tailored appropriately 
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before deployment, these ships will be able to 
embark with 19 to 22 F-35s aboard, allowing them 
to undertake some tasks heretofore only suitable 
for CVNs, such as forward presence and limited 
contingency response. In some cases, LHAs may 
replace CVNs to provide presence in selected 
theaters, effectively increasing the number of car-
riers that can project fighters in certain scenarios. 
Amphibious ships also provide unique afloat bas-
ing options for SOF, dramatically extending their 
reach for deep raids and inland strikes. 

Submarines:	The Navy should procure two 
Virginia-class submarines per year through the 
early 2020s, thereby undoing the decision in 
DOD’s FY 2013 budget request to buy only one 
submarine in FY 2014. Stealthy and survivable 
submarines remain a major comparative advan-
tage for the United States and provide uniquely 
valuable capabilities in an A2/AD environment. 
The Navy should emphasize the development of 
submarine-launched unmanned systems that can 
perform countermine operations, reconnaissance 
and stealthy strike operations against enemy ves-
sels and even targets ashore. It should accelerate 
the Virginia Payload Module upgrades, which 
increase each submarine’s cruise missile capac-
ity from 12 to 40 Tomahawk missiles, in order to 
acquire greater and more versatile strike capa-
bilities.157 The Navy should also strongly support 
attempts by the executive branch to negotiate 
binding, verifiable and mutual nuclear arms 
control agreements that reduce the requirement 
for 12 next-generation SSBNs. That requirement 
will consume disproportionate amounts of the 
shipbuilding budget and reduce the Navy’s ability 
to buy additional attack submarines and surface 
combatants that can meet a wider range of future 
military challenges.

Strike	Aircraft:	The Navy should reduce its 
planned buy of 369 F-35Cs by 50 percent and 
continue to procure additional F/A-18s after 2014, 
when the production line is scheduled to close, to 

make up some of its inventory requirements. Once 
the F-35C achieves initial operational capability 
(IOC), the Navy should accelerate the procurement 
schedule and DOD should aggressively promote 
foreign sales to maximize production efficiencies. 
Due to its short range, the F-35C requires aircraft 
carriers to get dangerously close to enemy coasts or 
necessitates frequent aerial refueling. While exter-
nal fuel tanks can extend the F-35C’s range, such 
tanks compromise its stealth and thereby sacrifice 
an essential attribute. By buying fewer F-35s more 
quickly, the Navy will revitalize its strike fleet 
sooner and free up resources it can use in the 2020s 
and 2030s to buy combat-capable UAS, which by 
then should be more technologically advanced if 
DOD accelerates development now.

Aggregate capabilities in naval aviation will grow 
even stronger as the Navy accelerates the develop-
ment of more strike UAS. Aggregate naval strike 
capabilities will include F/A-18E/Fs, F-35B/Cs, 
UAS, cruise missiles, C4ISR networks and cyber 
weapons. This diverse combination of strike assets 
will prevent potential adversaries from defending 
against only one type of attack and create opera-
tional synergies among platforms. 

The U.S. government should promote and sup-
port foreign sales of the F-35 to the greatest 
extent possible. Robust numbers of these aircraft 
operated by U.S. allies and partners around the 
world help ensure interoperability with U.S. 
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air forces and dramatically increase the value 
of potential allied and partner contributions to 
future coalition air operations. Allies may, at 
some point, come to find the STOVL F-35B more 
attractive than the F-35A or C because of its abil-
ity to operate from more austere and thus more 
diverse sets of airfields. 

UAS:	The Navy should accelerate the develop-
ment and testing of the carrier-based X-47B UAS. 
Capabilities demonstrated by the X-47B should 
rapidly be shifted into an unmanned strike pro-
gram of record, and the Navy should set a service 
goal of having unmanned platforms constitute 
one-quarter of all CVN-based strike capability by 
2025. The X-47 and related capabilities represent 
the future of carrier-based naval aviation, but 
strong cultural biases within naval aviation are 
hampering the development of unmanned strike 
capabilities.158 With a range of more than 2,000 
nautical miles, the X-47 far surpasses the range of 
current manned strike fighters such as the F-35C, 
which has a range of only 500-700 miles. Without 
long-range strike UAS, carriers will become exces-
sively vulnerable and operationally limited in A2/
AD environments. 

ISR: To help generate savings that can be reinvested 
into the X-47B and related technologies beyond the 
above recommended F-35C cuts, the Navy should 
reduce its planned inventory of the MQ-4C broad 
area maritime surveillance (BAMS) UAS by 50 
percent, and rely more on the Air Force for that 
capability. The Navy should continue to pursue other 
maritime ISR platforms, such as the P-8A Poseidon 
aircraft, and should rely on the Air Force’s RQ-4 
Global Hawks modified for maritime operations.159

Munitions:	DOD should continue funding 
ArcLight, a new hypersonic cruise missile with a 
range of more than 2,000 miles,160 and it should 
pursue additional options for stealthy long-
range strike munitions. The Navy should also 
continue to develop directed-energy weapons, 

ballistic missile defense (BMD) standard missile-3 
improvements and rail gun technology to ensure 
adequate fleet defense while leveraging emerging 
technologies.161 These advanced munitions and 
defenses are necessary to ensure first strike, first 
kill capability against increasingly sophisticated 
adversaries and to protect naval ships and sailors 
in A2/AD environments.

Readiness

To ensure sustainable readiness, the Navy should 
strike a better balance between the unremitting 
demands of combatant commanders for more 
ships, airplanes and submarines and the need 
to perform necessary maintenance and limit 
unnecessary wear and tear.162 Failing to balance 
these competing needs will mortgage the future 
viability of a smaller Navy. Both the Navy and 
joint leaders should challenge the combatant 
commanders’ often unconstrained requirements 
and disproportional focus on current operations; 
doing so will be essential in order to preserve 
ship and aircraft life cycles as much as possible. 
As one senior military officer told us, “There is 
no reward at the COCOM level for taking a risk 
during your tour.”163 Senior joint and service 
leaders in the Pentagon should enforce a better 
balance between the pressing concerns of today 
against the loss of capability in the future: Put 
simply, the ever-increasing demands of today will 
consume the life spans of ships and aircraft too 
rapidly, ultimately taking them out of service far 
sooner than expected. 

To promote reversibility, the Navy should expand 
the role of its reserve component and create a 
public-private partnership to monitor the defense 
industrial base. Rapidly regenerating new ships, 
submarines or aircraft is significantly more dif-
ficult, costly and time-consuming for the Navy 
than is growing bigger ground forces for the 
Army and Marines. The Navy should therefore 
selectively keep ships retired early in “warm” sta-
tus with reserve crews, enabling them to re-enter 
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service quickly when needed. Similarly, the Navy 
should place older fourth-generation aircraft in 
“warm” status so naval reserve squadrons can 
deploy them on short notice, much as the Air 
Force Reserve and Air National Guard do today. 
Meanwhile, the Navy should help preserve the 
surge capacity of the industrial base by forming 
a permanent public-private partnership forum to 
monitor the overall health of America’s shipyards. 
This partnership is needed because byzantine 
legal restrictions have made it difficult for gov-
ernment and industry to communicate their 
concerns in an open forum.

Finally, the Navy should revitalize its proficiency 
at complex naval operations in contested envi-
ronments, as envisaged in the Air-Sea Battle 
concept.164 To accelerate its operational proficiency 
at Air-Sea Battle, the Navy and Air Force should 
lead a joint annual training exercise to test and 
refine these emerging operational concepts.165

Posture 

The Navy should continue to increase its pres-
ence at ports and air bases in the Asia-Pacific 
and greater Middle East, particularly by forward-
basing more ships in these critical regions.166 
Greater presence in these two regions also can 
be achieved through increased forward-basing 
in nearby areas, such as the new stationing of 
U.S. Navy destroyers in Rota, Spain.167 Forward-
basing effectively increases overseas presence 
with fewer ships by dramatically reducing the 
lengthy transit times required to sail to forward 
operating areas from both coasts of the United 
States. As Admiral Jonathan Greenert testified 
recently, “One ship that is operating from an 
overseas location can provide the same presence 
as about four ships rotationally deployed from 
the continental United States.”168 

Forward-basing more ships will provide more naval 
power projection at less cost. For example, O’Hanlon 
estimates that an attack submarine home-ported in 

the western Pacific can produce approximately 100 
mission days per year, about three times more than 
a submarine home-ported in the continental United 
States. Adding six additional attack submarines 
to the three submarines currently home-ported in 
Guam would also save about $1 billion per year.169 
Of course, forward-basing may create vulnerabili-
ties, which the Navy should evaluate thoroughly 
before making final decisions.

In the Asia-Pacific, the Navy should forward-base 
one additional carrier, more attack submarines 
and more small to midsize combatants in Hawaii, 
Guam, Japan, Australia, Singapore, the Philippines, 
Thailand and/or Vietnam.170 The small to midsize 
combatants are often more politically acceptable to 
host nations, so the Navy should prioritize those 
first. With the recent deployment of Marines to its 
northern coast, Australia offers attractive poten-
tial options for forward-basing Navy amphibious 
ships as well. The Navy also should forward-base 
more ships in the greater Middle East, using as 
a model the recent agreement with Spain to port 
U.S. destroyers at Rota. Potential locations could 
include the United Arab Emirates or Oman. In all 
cases, the Navy will have to pursue the arrange-
ments in full cooperation with the host nations 
and stay attuned to local political, economic and 
military concerns.

The Navy should also expand its outreach in 
the Asia-Pacific and the greater Middle East by 
conducting more regional exercises with both 
longtime U.S. allies and new friends. For example, 
amphibious exercises with Thai and U.S. Marines, 
foreign exchanges on forward-based LCS and 
maritime exercises with the Philippines, Vietnam 
and India would all strengthen interoperability 
and reassure U.S. allies in the Pacific Rim. In the 
Middle East, ongoing anti-piracy maritime opera-
tions off the Horn of Africa provide significant 
multinational training in interoperability during 
an important regional mission. 
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Marine Corps
THe CURRenT MaRIne CoRPS
Ten years of prolonged ground combat in Iraq and 
Afghanistan have driven the U.S. Marine Corps 
away from its amphibious roots. Today, the Marine 
Corps is wrestling with three conflicting identities: 
the nation’s amphibious force in readiness, deployed 
afloat around the world ready to respond to crises; 
its small wars force of choice, specializing in irregu-
lar warfare; and a middle-weight force that serves 
as the nation’s second land army, backing up the 
U.S. Army during prolonged conflicts. This third 
identity – fighting in major wars – has dominated 
the Marines’ combat history from Belleau Wood 
to Guadalcanal, from the Chosin Reservoir to Khe 
Sanh and now from Fallujah to Marja. The Marines 
now need to re-establish their niche for the 21st cen-
tury: rapid power projection from the sea. 

A decade of war has caused the U.S. Marine 
Corps to increasingly resemble the U.S. Army. 
Partly to meet wartime requirements, the Marine 
Corps grew larger, added heavier equipment and 
conducted full-scale ground combat and counter-
insurgency operations. Since 2001, its active-duty 
end strength increased from 173,000 to 206,000, 
and it acquired thousands of MRAPs, new artillery 
and rocket launcher systems, and more airplanes 
and rotorcraft.171 Unlike the Army, it even deployed 
its M1 main battle tanks to Afghanistan.

Today, the Marine Corps is a sizable and nearly 
self-contained military in and of itself. A unique 
force design enshrined in legislation, strong sense 
of mission and self-reliant culture all discourage 
it from greater interdependence with its sister ser-
vices. The Marine Corps ranks alongside the most 
capable full-size militaries in the world. It is larger 
than either the entire British military or the Israeli 
Defense Forces.172 Marines are in the skies, flying 
370 fixed-wing aircraft and more than 650 rotary-
wing aircraft, from strike fighters to V-22 Ospreys, 
from cargo aircraft to executive jets. Marines are 
on the ground, fielding 27 infantry battalions, 

more than 400 M1 tanks, more than 250 light 
armored vehicles (LAVs), more than 500 artillery 
pieces and more than 2,200 MRAPs. Marines are 
at sea, cruising the globe in 31 amphibious war-
fare ships with scores of air cushion landing craft, 
barges and more than 1,300 tracked amphibious 
assault vehicles (AAVs). Marines are in cyberspace 
and in special operations, devoting personnel 
and resources to CYBERCOM and U.S. Special 
Operations Command (SOCOM).173

With its enormous capabilities, the Marine Corps 
continues to function as an amphibious force in 
readiness in addition to its decade-long role in 
large-scale ground combat. For both combat and 
forward presence missions, the Marines organize 
their infantry battalions and aircraft into combined 
arms Marine Air-Ground Task Forces (MAGTFs). 
MAGTFs integrate air and ground capabilities and 
typically deploy as part of a Marine Expeditionary 
Unit (MEU), operating from three Navy amphibious 
ships. Several of these three-ship amphibious strike 
groups cruise near global hot spots, providing rap-
idly accessible combat power that can be deployed 
ashore in a crisis. MEUs are modest in size, typi-
cally consisting of three amphibious ships carrying 
approximately 2,000 Marines and a score of heli-
copters and STOVL strike fighters. Generally, three 
MEUs are afloat and available worldwide at any 
given time. Combatant commanders value MEUs 
for their flexible capabilities and ability to respond 
to natural disasters or U.S. embassies under siege. 

The Marines should re-examine how these capa-
bilities are deployed because of budget constraints 
and the shift in U.S. global priorities. Supporting 
three afloat MEUs requires a rotation of nine of 
the current 27 Marine infantry battalions, absorb-
ing one-third of Marine combat forces.174 Thus, the 
Marine Corps devotes a relatively small portion of 
its resources to the amphibious mission that makes 
it unique, and a large portion of its resources to 
sustaining air and land warfare capabilities that are 
similar to the capabilities of the other services.
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The new strategic guidance’s emphasis on the 
Asia-Pacific plays to the Marine Corps’ strength 
as an amphibious force in readiness. Both Army 
and Marine forces have more than a century of 
experience in the Pacific, dating back to the 1899 
Philippine Insurrection. Yet in some scenarios, 
the Marines provide more flexible capabilities 
today because they can project both limited air 
and land power from ships ranging across a whole 
theater, and do not require access to foreign land 
bases. Marine leaders are revitalizing their part-
nership with the Navy and rapidly shifting their 
focus from conducting sustained ground combat 
to projecting power from the sea.175 Moreover, the 
Marines have moved to expand forward-basing in 
the Pacific by opening new locations in Guam and 
Australia.176 The dispersion of Marines to more 
locations across the Asia-Pacific also reinforces 
the need for adequate amphibious shipping to 
allow their rapid movement around and deploy-
ments beyond the theater.

However, new security threats and constrained 
defense spending directly threaten the Marine 
Corps’ historical amphibious role and its cur-
rent plans. The Marine Corps may not be able to 
operate in A2/AD environments without put-
ting ships and landing craft at unacceptable risk, 
which challenges its ability to conduct perhaps 
its most iconic mission: amphibious assault 
across hostile shores. 

THe fUTURe MaRIne CoRPS
As it re-orients after 10 years of combat opera-
tions, the Marine Corps should embrace greater 
jointness and rely more on its sister services for 
common support.177 The Marine Corps should 
forward-base overseas two of the three MEUs it 
keeps constantly available, supporting the two 
regional hub construct we recommend for the 
U.S. Navy.178 It should become more expedition-
ary, relying less on ground operations from fixed 
bases like those in Afghanistan. It should main-
tain far fewer heavy armored vehicles, artillery 

and strike aircraft. It also should reduce its end 
strength as budgets tighten and operations in 
Afghanistan slow down, while becoming more 
focused on amphibious warfare, power projection 
and littoral missions.

Personnel

The Marine Corps should shrink its active-duty 
end strength from the planned level of 182,000 to 
175,000, its approximate size in 2001, by reducing 
the resources it dedicates to missions performed by 
the other services. DOD currently plans to reduce 
permanent Marine Corps active-duty end strength 
from 202,000 to 182,000 by FY 2017. However, 
drawing down to 175,000 would leave a force still 
significantly stronger than the Marine Corps of 
2001. The addition of substantial new capabilities 
such as MV-22 Ospreys, advanced attack heli-
copters and sophisticated command and control 
systems coupled with its deep combat experience 
will sustain this smaller Marine Corps as a highly 
powerful force. 

A shift toward greater interdependence will free 
up resources that the Corps can reinvest into 
its core mission of sea-based power projection. 
The Marine Corps should not continue to spend 
scarce resources to maintain the large variety 
of specialties that replicate capabilities found 
elsewhere in the U.S. military. As discussed 
below, the Marine Corps should scale back its 

The Marine Corps should 

scale back its carrier-based 

strike and tactical airlift 

functions and allow the Navy 

and Air Force to absorb more 

of those responsibilities. 



|  41

CVN-based strike and tactical airlift functions 
and allow the Navy and Air Force to absorb 
more of those responsibilities. The Marine Corps 
should reduce or eliminate other jobs more 
logically performed by the Navy or Air Force, 
including carrier-based fighter pilots, meteorolo-
gists, airfield tower operators, expeditionary 
airfield and bridge builders and cyber Marines. 
Shifting away from self-sufficiency and toward 
deeper joint integration will free up thousands 
of personnel from unnecessary and redundant 
aviation and support billets, allowing the Marine 
Corps to both get smaller and save dollars that 
can be better allocated to core Marine functions.

Platforms

The Marine Corps should invest in the platforms 
it needs for sea-based power projection and pursue 
greater interoperability with the other services. 
Doing so will restore the Marines to their unique 
niche while reducing costly redundancy and better 
leveraging the immense comparative advantages of 
the other services. 

Aviation: The Marine Corps should reduce its 
fixed-wing aviation inventory and focus instead 
on STOVL F-35B strike fighters and a more select 
group of support aircraft. The Marine Corps 
should eliminate its F-18C/D Hornet and EA-6B 
Prowler squadrons aboard Navy carriers, a major 
redundancy given that carrier-based strike fighter 
operations are a primary mission of Navy avia-
tion. Marine aircraft should not fly off of CVNs, 
and therefore the Marine Corps should minimize 
its purchases of F-35Cs. (The Navy should use the 
freed-up Marine squadron space to integrate long-
range strike UAS on its carriers.) The Marine Corps 
should end MV-22 procurement in FY 2016 after 
buying 314 aircraft but sustain its current plans to 
buy AH-1Z, UH-1Y and CH-53K helicopters.179

In the next few years, the Marine Corps will start 
fielding the STOVL F-35B. The F-35B, combined 
with advanced Marine attack helicopters and 

Navy and Air Force jets, will provide an aggregate 
capability mix that should fully meet the Corps’ 
close air support requirements. F-35Bs operating 
off large-deck amphibious ships also open a new 
opportunity to use amphibious ships in novel ways 
for selective forward presence, deterrence and lim-
ited strike missions. 

For other fixed-wing assets, the Marine Corps 
should rely more fully on the Air Force to pro-
vide C-130s, C-9s, executive jets and ISR UAS, 
and on the Navy to provide electronic warfare 
EA-18s and future strike UAS.180 The Marines 
also should limit their UAS squadrons and call 
upon operational and strategic level UAS support 
from the Air Force. 

Ground	Systems: The Marine Corps should store 
or eliminate hundreds of armored vehicles and 
artillery pieces as it refocuses on projecting power 
from the sea. The Army can reinforce the Marines 
with tanks and heavy artillery should the need 
arise, as occurred during the 1990-1991 Gulf 
War. The Marine Corps should proceed with its 
revised plan for the JLTV, but it should work with 
the Army to revise the vehicle’s requirements.181 It 
should pursue a simpler JLTV that it can purchase 
with upgrade options in two- or three-year incre-
ments rather than fixed contracts lasting many 
years, which will fail to take advantage of indus-
try’s rapid technology improvements.

The Marine Corps should downsize its large cur-
rent stocks of 2,225 MRAPs, 447 M1 tanks, 1,311 
AAVs, 252 LAVs and more than 500 artillery 
pieces.182 It should place MRAPs in storage pools 
while keeping approximately one-third of the fleet 
ready to return to use. It should divest and realign 
at least two-thirds of its large stock of M1 tanks, 
placing most of this mission in the reserves. It 
should upgrade existing AAVs with more capable 
engines and modular armor, but it should not 
pursue a new replacement program at this time. It 
should modestly reduce and upgrade the LAV fleet. 

The Marine Corps should 

scale back its carrier-based 

strike and tactical airlift 

functions and allow the Navy 

and Air Force to absorb more 

of those responsibilities. 
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It should also downsize Marine artillery and elimi-
nate artillery rocket launcher capabilities.

Readiness

In the aftermath of 10 years of combat opera-
tions, the Marine Corps should broadly sustain 
its current reset plans for the force and address 
the related impacts on aircraft, vehicles and 
weaponry. The Marine Corps should also make 
greater investments in training and readiness to 
revitalize its ability to project power from the sea. 
Readiness is a sine qua non to an effective and 
responsive Marine Corps. Protecting this fund-
ing in the midst of shrinking budgets is vital. The 
service can afford greater investments in readi-
ness if it sheds redundant capabilities as outlined 
above, particularly through divesting some costly 
fixed-wing aviation. 

To meet the need for reversibility, the Marine 
Corps should retain somewhat larger numbers of 
active-duty midgrade officers and NCOs, as well 
as rely more on its reserve component to provide 
experienced mid-level leaders that can lead a rapid 
expansion of the force should it be necessary. 
The service should offer both active and reserve 
component officers more opportunities to pursue 
resident schooling and developmental assignments 
to strengthen their leadership skills and increase 
the odds of keeping the best of them in the service.

Posture

The Marine Corps should better align with the 
Navy’s regional priorities in the Asia-Pacific and 
greater Middle East and do so in a more cost-
effective way. It should sustain the three MEUs 
it keeps afloat but shift one from its base on the 
West Coast of the United States to new basing in 
northern Australia, taking advantage of recent 
agreements.183 The third MEU would continue to 
deploy with its amphibious shipping primarily 
from the East Coast of the United States. Thus, two 
of three MEUs would now be forward-deployed 
with their amphibious ships closer to potential hot 

spots. This modified approach improves Marines’ 
regional mobility and preserves the three-MEU 
availability model but provides more sailing days 
closer to likely operating locations with less cost 
and wear on ships. It supports the Navy’s two-hub 
model with three MEUs providing continuous 
coverage in the Western Pacific and greater Middle 
East. Three MEUs supporting two locations also 
opens the door for more innovative exercises and 
experiments, such as examining the power projec-
tion capabilities of launching large numbers of 
F-35Bs from LHAs. 

To increase availability in the Asia-Pacific and 
greater Middle East, the Marine Corps should 
periodically airlift rotational forces to join pre-
positioned equipment abroad. While the Marine 
Corps should continue to rely on the three 
afloat maritime prepositioning ship squadrons 
(MPSRONs) maintained today, it also should 
consider pre-positioning more equipment in 
Australia, Guam and Qatar to augment its afloat 
capability.184 As the Corps gets lighter, it can 
repurpose large stocks of excess equipment for 
ashore pre-positioning, a relatively inexpensive 
option for multiple theaters. The Marine Corps 
should require an annual exercise to offload one 
MPSRON, which would entail linking Marines 
who have flown in to equipment such as tanks 
and amphibians unloaded from the MPSRON 
ships. Such regular exercises demonstrate rapid 
reinforcing capability, ensure readiness and proj-
ect visible regional presence.

The Marine Corps should use its stronger pres-
ence in the Asia-Pacific and Middle East to 
engage more with key U.S. allies. The service 
should increase the number and frequency of 
international exercises performed by its MEUs 
afloat and by Marines doing fly-in rotations 
ashore. To showcase U.S. commitment and resolve 
across the Pacific while cementing ties to regional 
friends, Marines should continue to participate 
in Exercise Cobra Gold in Thailand, Exercise 
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Balikatan in the Philippines and Exercise Keen 
Sword in Japan. Similarly, the Marine Corps 
should support U.S. influence in the Middle East 
by having its afloat MEUs or Marines who fly in 
to train with pre-positioned equipment also train 
with the ground and air forces of key regional 
allies to bolster interoperability. 

air force
THe CURRenT aIR foRCe
During the past decade, the Air Force sought to 
balance its requirement to provide air support for 
two prolonged ground wars with its competing 
need to invest in capabilities designed for future 
security challenges. These two objectives often 
conflicted, however, and on several occasions the 
secretary of defense had to compel the Air Force 
to prioritize current operations over modernizing 
for the future.185 Wartime operations increased the 
Air Force’s proficiency at coordinated air-ground 
missions, special operations, information opera-
tions, ISR and airlift but diverted resources away 
from other Air Force priorities, such as next-gen-
eration aircraft like the F-22, F-35 and long-range 
strike bomber, as well as for training for high 
intensity combat.186 This opportunity cost has led 
to some frustration within the Air Force, which 
has a strategic culture that still broadly reveres 
high-technology and manned aircraft dedicated to 
achieving uncontested control of the air.

Despite dramatic increases in overall defense 
spending after 2001, the Air Force achieved limited 
success in sustaining and modernizing its forces. 
Its active-duty end strength shrank by 21,000 
personnel.187 It also reduced its aircraft inventory 
by more than 500, and it plans to eliminate nearly 
300 additional aircraft by 2017.188 Meanwhile, its 
aircraft have continued to age. The average fighter 
is now 22 years old; the average bomber, 35 years 
old; and the average tanker, 47 years old.189

These trends are partly due to deliberate deci-
sions made by the Air Force. It chose to trade 

quantity for quality by pursuing next-generation 
systems, such as the F-22, rather than upgraded 
versions of existing systems, such as the F-16.190 
Air Force leadership decisions to prioritize 
acquisition of the expensive F-22 fifth-gener-
ation fighter left far fewer dollars available to 
buy greater quantities of less expensive but still 
capable fourth-generation jets and to fund other 
priorities, from UAS to personnel. 

Despite its smaller size and the increasing age of its 
aircraft, the Air Force is more capable today than 
ever before. Nearly three decades of continuous 
combat air operations over the Middle East have 
honed its operational effectiveness to levels unpar-
alleled anywhere in the world. Since 2001, the 
Air Force has added, expanded and strengthened 
several capabilities. It revitalized its management 
of and commitment to its nuclear deterrence mis-
sion. It added platforms such as the F-22, C-17, 
UAS, CV-22 and upgraded to its intercontinental 
ballistic missiles and bombers.191 Most of these 
programs were conceived and initiated before 2001 
but bought in the past decade. 

The Air Force’s inventory of UAS, which increased 
exponentially since 2001, represents an entirely 
new capability with substantial future poten-
tial.192 The Air Force is now training more pilots 
for UAS than for fighters and bombers.193 As the 
combat demand for UAS winds down with the 
war in Afghanistan, civilian leaders should moni-
tor whether UAS and their advocates continue to 
be a growing and influential constituency within 
the Air Force – or whether they become marginal-
ized. Early evidence suggests that the Air Force is 
embracing UAS more strongly than ever,194 but the 
continuation of this trend depends on decisions by 
future Air Force leaders.

Air power will be increasingly vital to U.S. security. 
The Air Force’s distinctive contributions – air and 
space control, global strike, responsive ISR and 
rapid airlift – will continue to be in high demand 
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for the foreseeable future, particularly in the Asia-
Pacific and greater Middle East, where American 
air power remains a strong symbol of U.S. mili-
tary pre-eminence. In its FY 2013 budget, DOD 
emphasized the need to “preserve the U.S. mili-
tary’s ability to project power in contested areas 
and strike quickly from over the horizon,” clearly 
affirming the Air Force’s strategic importance.195 
The Air Force’s ability to hold targets at risk from 
great range offers an important solution to A2/AD 
challenges, and the service’s enormous ISR and 
airlift capacity offers the capability to detect and 
respond rapidly to global threats.

However, the Air Force faces distinct challenges 
in the emerging strategic environment. Potential 
adversaries are acquiring capabilities that threaten 
the operational utility of manned short-range 
strike fighters and their vulnerable bases, refuel-
ing tankers and supporting satellites. Potential 
adversaries also are developing their own fourth- 
and fifth-generation strike fighters that may 
reduce America’s air power advantages and could 
potentially challenge the Air Force’s decades-long 
dominance of the air. The Air Force’s current 
procurement plans are also expensive because 
the service is trying to acquire large numbers of 
aircraft that feature extraordinary technological 
sophistication. In a constrained budget envi-
ronment, the Air Force will likely have to make 
additional tradeoffs between quantity and quality 
because it will not have the resources to buy – and 
does not need – such a large number of supremely 
advanced aircraft.

THe fUTURe aIR foRCe
To maintain its war-fighting advantage in the 
emerging strategic environment, the Air Force 
must invest more deeply in unmanned strike 
aircraft to increase endurance and long-range 
reach. The Air Force should rely more on its strong 
reserve component, recalibrating the mix between 
its active and reserve forces. It should reduce its 
aircraft inventory requirements based on a broader 

vision of the aggregate capability residing in the 
joint force, and it should revitalize its proficiency 
at complex air operations in contested environ-
ments. It should also strengthen its agreements, 
presence and access to bases outside the continen-
tal United States, particularly in the Asia-Pacific 
and greater Middle East.

Personnel

The Air Force should rely more on its reserve com-
ponent as a strategic and operational force. However, 
strengthening this reliance means that the Air Force 
must preserve the right mix between its active and 
reserve components. In 1990, the reserve compo-
nent represented 25 percent of total Air Force end 
strength and owned 23 percent of its total aircraft. 
Today, those figures stand at 35 percent and 28 per-
cent, respectively.196 The Air Force fears that further 
reductions to the active component “would limit 
our ability to respond quickly to multiple crises or 
sustain long duration commitments.”197

The reductions to the reserve component pro-
posed by the Air Force in the FY 2013 budget are 
reasonable, and DOD should continue to pursue 
them despite opposition from many members of 
Congress.198 The service has legitimate concerns 
about how further shrinking the active component 
below its proposed levels could harm the aggregate 
capability of the total force. However, the Air Force 
has erred by not providing a long-range person-
nel plan for the total force that is comprehensive 
and widely understood. Such a plan is urgently 
needed to help the Air Force manage the transition 
to a new era in which it will still operate actively 
around the globe but will not have to support 
ongoing wartime operations in Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Libya and elsewhere. 

The Air Force reserve component should undertake 
regular cyclical deployments to meet the require-
ments of combatant commanders. This arrangement 
will help retain experienced personnel in the reserve 
component who want to continue their military 
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service, albeit at a slower tempo. Regular cyclical 
deployments are the best way to maintain sustain-
able deployment lengths and preserve the reserve 
component’s operational expertise and strategic 
depth. Employing the reserve component in this 
manner will meet the call for reversibility articu-
lated in the new strategic guidance.

Platforms

Strike	Aircraft:	Due to strategic and cost con-
cerns, the Air Force should reduce the number 
of F-35As it plans to procure from 1,763 to 
1,000-1,200 in part by reducing its inventory 
requirements for trainer and Air National 
Guard aircraft.199 It should accelerate the rate 
of procurement once IOC is reached in order 
to maximize production efficiencies, and buy 
upgraded F-16s to help fill some inventory 
requirements. Procuring fewer F-35s will enable 
the Air Force to downsize the basing require-
ments associated with the currently planned 
inventory and, potentially, the number of 
KC-46A refueling tankers (discussed below). 

The F-35 is highly expensive and lacks the lon-
ger range important in overcoming some A2/AD 
threats.200 In future combat scenarios, including 
high-end engagements against China or Iran, the 
U.S. military will not need a 100 percent stealthy 
manned fighter fleet. Instead, an aggregate capa-
bility joint mix of F-35s, F-22s, F/A-18s, F-16s, 
F-15s, B-52s, B-2s, B-1s, long-range strike bombers, 
cruise missiles, advanced ISR and UAS will pro-
vide sufficient options to conduct echeloned attack 
operations and succeed in any realistic configura-
tion of potential contingencies. 

Furthermore, the opportunity cost of the F-35 is 
tremendous. The Air Force plan to purchase 1,763 
F-35As has caused the service to defer investments 
that may lead to greater capabilities in the future. 
For instance, the Air Force has not prioritized 
investments in long-range, stealthy, combat-capa-
ble UAS, which could be optimal against A2/AD 

threats, because it has been expending resources 
on the F-22 and F-35.201 Pursuing strike UAS will 
eventually enable the Air Force to reduce its overall 
inventory requirement because unlike manned air-
craft, UAS do not require training aircraft because 
operators train on simulators.

If the Air Force buys fewer F-35s, some U.S. allies 
involved in the program may buy alternative 
fighters or defer modernization of their forces. We 
believe the most likely outcome is that allies, like 
the United States, will simply purchase fewer F-35s, 
look increasingly toward evolving combat UAS and 
invest modestly in upgrading their existing fleets. 
In any event, this challenge is unlikely to cause 
lasting damage to American alliances. As long as 
the United States remains the pre-eminent global 
military power, alliances will remain close because 
of shared national interests. 

UAS:	The Air Force should articulate a requirement 
for a long-range, stealthy unmanned strike/ISR plat-
form. This is not intended as a bomber replacement, 
but as an ultimate future successor for the fourth-
generation fighters remaining after a reduced F-35A 
procurement. The requirement meshes well with the 
Air Force’s envisioned long-range strike family of 
systems. By 2025, the Air Force should be shifting to 
a force where far greater air-to-ground capabilities 
in contested environments are vested in unmanned 
systems, potentially employing a land-based ver-
sion of the Navy’s projected unmanned combat air 
system (UCAS) with different design parameters. 
The prototype carrier-based X-47 UCAS boasts 

The Air Force should articulate 
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an unrefueled range of over 2,000 nautical miles, 
approximately three times that of the Air Force 
F-35A. Such capabilities would be particularly useful 
in a future A2/AD environment. Moreover, fewer 
unmanned aircraft can still meet the same opera-
tional requirements given the dramatic decreases 
in aircraft required to sustain pilot training; this 
provides high cost effectiveness in times of tight 
budgets. Yet today, the Air Force has no requirement 
for this type of future aircraft.

Bomber	Aircraft:	The Air Force should sustain its 
current timeline to acquire a new long-range strike 
bomber, which will provide the ability to hold tar-
gets at risk even in A2/AD environments. However, 
given that the Air Force has repeatedly set large 
inventory goals for its previous aircraft programs 
only to scale back those goals and thereby drive up 
unit prices, the Air Force should not structure the 
new bomber’s business plan around the notional 
inventory objective of 80 to 100 aircraft unless it is 
committed to making the internal tradeoffs that 
will be required to reach that objective. For exam-
ple, if the F-35’s procurement schedule is shortened 
and accelerated, as we recommend, the Air Force 
can increase bomber procurement as it winds 
down F-35 procurement, a sequencing policy that 
will keep the service’s annual procurement bud-
get at a manageable level. Pursuing a maximalist 
inventory requirement for both the F-35 and long-
range strike bomber is probably not achievable 
as a practical matter and may lead to insufficient 
numbers of both aircraft, leaving the Air Force 
underequipped to perform its vitally important 
role in U.S. security strategy.

Tanker	Aircraft: The Air Force may need fewer 
tankers if the F-35A and bomber inventories 
shrink. If those inventories do in fact shrink, the 
Air Force should therefore adjust its inventory 
requirement for the KC-46A tanker accordingly. 
However, the Air Force should accelerate the rate 
of KC-46A procurement once testing is complete to 
maximize production efficiencies.

Transport	Aircraft:	The Air Force should operate 
all intratheater tactical airlift aircraft, taking on 
the mission of the Navy and Marine Corps C-130 
fleets. The Air Force currently has a surplus of 
C-130s that it can use (along with absorbing the 
modernized Marine Corps and Navy C-130s) to 
meet these additional requirements.202 This would 
allow DOD to retire older aircraft from the Air 
Force, Navy and Marine Corps.

DOD will gain efficiencies by having a single ser-
vice organizing support agreements and making 
fleet sizing decisions.203 Transferring the theater 
tactical airlift mission to the Air Force will enable 
the Navy and Marine Corps to reduce the unnec-
essarily redundant force structure, personnel, 
training and infrastructure they devote to main-
taining C-130s. When appropriate, the Air Force 
should enter into direct support arrangements 
with the Navy and Marines, as it has already done 
with the Army, to provide specific dedicated mis-
sion support. Transferring C-130s to the Air Force 
will require the Air Force, Navy and Marine 
Corps to interact more closely, fostering the habits 
and culture of jointness that can make a differ-
ence in wartime. 

ISR:	The Air Force should sustain its current plans 
for ISR, including for UAS, and expand its role as 
the leading provider of responsive operational and 
strategic ISR to the joint force. The other services 
should seek to transfer their operational and stra-
tegic ISR roles and capabilities to the Air Force to 
the greatest extent possible to reduce unnecessary 
redundancy. For example, the Navy should scale 
back its plans to acquire MQ-4C BAMS UAS and 
rely more on the Air Force for that capability.

Munitions:	The Air Force should prioritize 
replenishing its stock of munitions expended in 
recent operations. It should pursue new beyond-
visual-range missile systems, which can be 
launched from longer distances so pilots do not 
have to engage in close-in combat. These missiles 
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are needed so that tactical aircraft can operate 
successfully in a wide range of combat contin-
gencies. Similarly, the Air Force should develop 
and field long-range hypersonic missiles, such as 
the Falcon Hypersonic Technology Vehicle and 
other weapons to preserve long-range strike in 
A2/AD environments. 

Space	Capabilities:	The Air Force should acceler-
ate investments in securely networked C4ISR, 
particularly space-based options such as lower-
cost satellites. It also should accelerate the 
Airborne Infrared system and data exploitation 
via overhead persistent infrared sensors (such 
as the space-based infrared system) to preserve 
the U.S. military’s technological advantages 
in space.204 Were the nation to lose its military 
advantage in this increasingly important domain, 
it would have cascading effects that would under-
mine U.S. military pre-eminence in the other 
domains of land, air, sea and cyberspace – as well 
as create significant economic disruptions.

Readiness

Together with the Navy, the Air Force should co-
lead an annual training exercise to test and refine 
emerging concepts related to Air-Sea Battle. After 
a decade of sustained ground combat, the exercises 
will help the Air Force revitalize its proficiency at 
complex air operations in contested environments. 
The exercises should focus on testing air operations 
in A2/AD environments and should build on the 
long-standing Red, Green and Blue Flag air-power 
exercises held in the United States. The exercises 
should include full Marine Corps, Army and ulti-
mately allied participation in order to realistically 
incorporate all types of forces that would likely be 
involved in actual combat operations. 

These exercises will improve the services’ opera-
tional proficiency, as well as reassure U.S. allies in 
the Asia-Pacific and greater Middle East that are 
nervous because countries such as China and Iran 
are modernizing their militaries at a time when the 

United States is cutting its defense budget. These 
exercises will also send a message of resolve to 
potential adversaries, although the primary pur-
pose will be to hone U.S. service members’ skills 
and deepen experience. 

Posture

The Air Force should strengthen its agreements, 
access and selective presence at bases outside the 
continental United States, particularly in the Asia-
Pacific and greater Middle East. Strengthening 
overseas posture is costly, but forward-basing 
aircraft and personnel can result in net savings. 
Foreign nations that host U.S. forces often help 
to offset the costs of maintaining those forces 
because U.S. forces help guarantee their security.205 
Moreover, forward-basing requires maintaining 
fewer rotational forces in the United States while 
achieving the same levels of overseas presence. At 
the same time, the ability of Air Force squadrons to 
deploy rapidly into overseas bases where access has 
been assured in times of crisis provides a uniquely 
flexible tool to bolster allies and partners around 
the world. 

While one of air power’s benefits is that it is rap-
idly deployable and can strike targets from range 
without forward bases, Air Force leaders have 
emphasized their desire to secure access to more 
forward-basing.206 These options can increase 
the operational effectiveness and deterrent value 
of the Air Force. Strengthening the Air Force’s 
overseas posture will also increase the reach and 
responsiveness of its forces; disperse its aircraft 
and personnel so they are not concentrated at 
a limited number of potentially vulnerable air 
bases; and demonstrate clearly that the United 
States is dedicated to preserving security in the 
surrounding regions.

The Air Force should prioritize its overseas 
activities in the near term by strengthening its 
agreements, presence and access to bases in 
Hawaii, Guam, Australia, South Korea, Japan, 
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the Philippines and Indonesia in the Asia-Pacific; 
and Afghanistan, Turkey, Qatar, the United Arab 
Emirates and Kuwait in the greater Middle East. Of 
course, the service should rigorously study basing 
vulnerabilities before making any decisions. The 
Air Force also should undertake brief rotational 
squadron deployments for combined training 
with nations such as India, Turkey and Singapore, 
among others.

Special operations forces
CURRenT SPeCIal oPeRaTIonS foRCeS
Since 2001, SOF have played an increasingly 
prominent role in U.S. military operations. Today’s 
SOF are larger, more capable and in higher demand 
than ever. SOF units have operated around the 
world performing counterterrorism, counterprolif-
eration, intelligence gathering and foreign internal 
defense missions. These operations have stressed 
SOF, but they also have provided SOF with unprec-
edented experience.

Since September 11, 2001, SOF doubled in size, 
growing from 33,000 to 66,000 personnel.207 
Annual spending on SOF, including war costs, 
has increased by 275 percent in real terms over the 
last decade.208 SOF are slated to continue to grow 
through 2015 despite the overall cuts being made 
to DOD.209 DOD plans to increase SOF personnel 
to 71,100 by FY 2015 to meet continuing demand 
from all regional commands and to increase their 
overall sustainability as they enter the second 
decade of continuous wartime operations.210

SOF are organized under the unique structure 
of SOCOM, a functional command established 
by Congress that organizes, equips and trains all 
the services’ special operations troops. SOCOM’s 
deployed forces are usually assigned to the geo-
graphic combatant commands but can also 
conduct global operations under the direct com-
mand of the president and secretary of defense.211 
SOF include both “black” and “white” units. 
Black SOF include special mission units primarily 

focused on direct action operations, while white 
SOF have a wider skill set that includes training 
and advisory missions.212 

As the U.S. military draws down from 
Afghanistan, SOF’s increasing role in U.S. defense 
strategy shows no sign of diminishing. The light 
footprint and cultural savvy of SOF relative to 
general-purpose forces frequently offer an attrac-
tive option in sensitive areas.213 SOF will remain 
America’s quietly deployed force fighting global 
terrorist threats, forging global partnerships and 
enabling allies around the world to secure their 
own territory and counter emerging threats. The 
drawdown in Afghanistan will enable DOD to 
redirect some SOF from combat operations to 
other partnership missions that have received less 
attention while the United States has been at war.214 

The military services provide all the people and 
most of the equipment to SOF despite the dis-
tinctive and specialized function of the SOF 
community, creating the need for a mutually 
supportive relationship between the two forces. 
Platforms that support SOF are generally pur-
chased in smaller quantities and customized to 
support specialized missions and units. These plat-
forms focus primarily on support for small units in 
remote areas, to include close air support, ISR and 
entry and extraction capabilities. As a whole, SOF 
remain closely connected to and frequently depen-
dent upon the support infrastructure and broader 
capabilities of general-purpose forces.

SOF face two major future challenges. First, the 
health and capability of SOF are inseparably 
intertwined with the health and capability of 
general-purpose forces, which will face stress 
and uncertainty as defense spending slows and 
the U.S. military shrinks. If the human capi-
tal, readiness or capabilities of general-purpose 
forces decline, SOF will inevitably be affected as 
well. Second, the current proficiency and promi-
nence of SOF, which increased markedly after the 
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successful raid that killed Osama bin Laden, may 
tempt leaders to use them inappropriately. Unless 
civilian and SOF leaders continue a frank dia-
logue about SOF’s purpose and limitations, SOF 
may become seen – mistakenly and dangerously 
– as a low-risk tool. 

fUTURe SPeCIal oPeRaTIonS foRCeS
SOF are increasingly the force of choice for a wide 
spectrum of missions. Their effectiveness requires 
very high levels of training and readiness, how-
ever, which DOD must maintain even as SOF 
expand and overall defense budgets stagnate. SOF 
should re-establish their expertise in missions 
that involve countering weapons of mass destruc-
tion (WMD) and strengthen their ability to advise 
and train foreign forces through additional train-
ing and resources. SOF also should become more 
integrated with the general-purpose forces upon 
which they rely for personnel and critical enablers 
in order to promote more synchronized opera-
tions, greater mutual learning and adaptation, 
and increased readiness.

Personnel

As SOF enter their second decade of sustained 
operations, they continue to grow and adapt to 
the new environment. To maintain the capabili-
ties and success of SOF, increased support for 
personnel and greater focus on training and 
education are critical. U.S. leaders have placed 
extraordinary operational demands on the SOF 
community during the last decade.215 To meet 
these demands, SOF operators have conducted 
near continuous deployments and rotations to 
combat theaters, with little opportunity for tradi-
tional professional development and educational 
opportunities, including joint assignments.216 
As the force continues to grow and combat 
requirements decrease, SOCOM should focus on 
developing a stable and more integrated force that 
fully captures the skills, experiences and capa-
bilities of today’s personnel to better meet the 
uncertain challenges of tomorrow.

Finding opportunities to develop the current 
force as it expands is critical to sustaining SOF’s 
long-term combat effectiveness. Key investments 
in human capital include emphasizing PME and 
joint assignments, improved tactical and lan-
guage training, and the health and resilience of 
the force. SOCOM should refine SOF career paths 
to include adequate time and career incentives 
that support the professional development of the 
force in these critical but often unheralded ways. 
Senior SOCOM leaders should publicly set and 
reinforce these expectations, as well as measure 
the results. Additionally, creating a sustainable and 
healthy force for the long term requires refining the 
deployment cycle to ensure adequate dwell time at 
home between overseas assignments. 

SOCOM must preserve the depth of its force’s 
experience and training as it expands its ranks. 
What makes today’s SOF dominant on the 
battlefield is the specialized training, experience 
and maturity of the force. While increasing the 
size of the force, SOCOM must be careful not to 
compromise its standards for training and force 
development. 

Platforms

The modernization of SOF equipment will require 
renewed attention in coming years. The future 
combat effectiveness of SOF requires continuing 
to employ innovative technologies, ranging from 
low-signature materials for helicopters to advanced 
night-vision goggles and leap-ahead ISR platforms. 
Air Force and Army special operations aircraft 
provide SOF organic airlift and fire support capa-
bilities in theaters such as Afghanistan. However, 
combat demands have far outstripped the capacity 
of SOF aviation, and half of all SOF missions flown 
in Afghanistan use conventional aircraft.217 Many 
SOF units such as Army Green Berets and Navy 
SEALs must rely on support from conventional 
forces, often working with conventional units and 
aircraft that they have neither trained nor planned 
with before deployment. 
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Fixed-Wing	Aircraft: The U.S. military should 
continue its current modernization plans for fixed-
wing aircraft for the SOF community because these 
aircraft offer a great mix of effectiveness, versatility 
and affordability. Current plans include platforms 
for close air support (e.g. AC-130H/U), electronic 
warfare and ISR (e.g. EC-130J, U-28A and UAS), 
and transport (e.g. MC-130E/H, P, J and W). Air 
Force Special Operations Command (AFSOC) 
operates these aircraft to support joint SOF and 
selected conventional units. 

Rotary-Wing	Aircraft:	The services should increase 
their investment in special operations rotary-wing 
lift capabilities to help meet the high sustained 
combat and training demands in support of SOF 
units around the world. At the same time, DOD 
should prioritize better future integration between 
SOF and conventional aviation since it is unlikely 
that there will ever be enough SOF lift aircraft to 
support all SOF missions. Shortages in dedicated 
assault lift have caused white SOF to rely routinely 
upon less available conventional helicopter support 
in training and combat, which has sometimes lim-
ited their mobility. Rotorcraft, including the CV-22 
Osprey tilt-rotor operated by AFSOC, provide 
unique assault and lift capabilities for SOF units. 
Most rotary-wing capabilities within SOCOM are 
operated by the Army, which maintains a special-
ized helicopter aviation regiment with 184 aircraft 
supporting a wide range of special operators, to 
include SEALs, Special Forces and Rangers.218 This 
Army rotary wing force should continue to mod-
estly expand so all SOF can regularly train with the 
aircraft and crews they will use during operations. 
The Navy should allocate more dedicated rotary 
aircraft to support SEALs while the Army should 
further expand and modernize its special opera-
tions aviation battalions so they can support more 
SOF missions.219 Moreover, regular exercises should 
involve conventional aviation units operating closely 
with SOF, to sustain the wartime partnerships that 
have deepened joint effectiveness.

UAS: The U.S. military should sustain its cur-
rent plans for UAS for the SOF community. UAS 
provide persistent observation and precision strike 
capabilities to U.S. commanders while minimiz-
ing the footprint of U.S. forces in an area. Using 
this capability, SOF can operate in more remote 
areas not otherwise covered by close air support 
or traditional intelligence collection systems. 
Additionally, the availability of SOF UAS platforms 
has made SOF advisers and support teams an even 
greater force multiplier in security force assistance 
and irregular warfare missions throughout the 
world, especially in Pakistan, Yemen and the Horn 
of Africa. 

Maritime	Platforms:	The U.S. military should 
continue to pursue its current plans for procuring 
SOF-focused maritime platforms, which provide 
additional SOF infiltration and deployment options 
and complicate the planning of adversaries. SOF 
currently deploy a variety of watercraft, such as 
the underwater SEAL delivery vehicle and the 
Navy’s special boat and riverine fleets of combatant 
and support craft. These vehicles, along with the 
growing capabilities to insert and exfiltrate SOF 
onboard nuclear-powered submarines, increase the 
reach and strike capabilities of maritime special 
operations units.  

Advanced	Technology:	DOD and SOCOM 
should continue to devote substantial resources to 
research and development of advanced technolo-
gies and combat systems, particularly those that 
increase operational integration between SOF 
and general-purpose forces. Acquiring special-
ized platforms and expanding stealth and UAS 
technology for SOF will continue to be crucial to 
maintaining America’s qualitative battlefield edge 
as potential adversaries continue to adapt world-
wide. Additionally, SOF are often the leading edge 
of military innovation for the conventional force. 
SOF develop and field new equipment, such as 
lightweight thermal sights, and employ innovative 
small-unit tactics, techniques and procedures that 
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can often be adapted and used by general-purpose 
forces. In this way, investments in advanced tech-
nology for SOF often serve as a catalyst and force 
multiplier for the joint force. 

Readiness

To promote the continued high readiness of 
SOF, DOD should encourage personnel rota-
tions between selected SOF and general-purpose 
forces. Such rotational assignments will increase 
the cross-fertilization of leadership, ideas and 
practices, thereby strengthening interoperability, 
a key element of combat readiness. On a broader 
scale, DOD should further experiment with plac-
ing conventional units under SOF command, 
and at times integrating them into SOF forma-
tions. This is a lesson drawn from operations in 
Afghanistan which deserves further development 
and refinement.

After a decade spent conducting mostly coun-
terinsurgency and counterterrorism operations, 
SOF should also revitalize their expertise in 
other forms of irregular warfare. These mis-
sions include countering WMD and exploiting 
cyberspace for sensitive SOF missions. Given the 
possibility that WMD could be used or illicitly 
transferred by Iran, Pakistan, North Korea or 
Syria, these counterproliferation capabilities 

and functions could come into high demand 
quickly.220 SOCOM should devote more of its 
resources to better preparing its forces for such 
operations, which carry extreme risks and poten-
tially devastating consequences. 

Posture

As combat demands on SOF change in the com-
ing years, SOCOM should develop plans to return 
more SOF to the task of advising foreign militaries. 
Shifting emphasis toward security force assis-
tance will also revitalize SOF’s global network of 
supporting foreign militaries across the globe, 
expanding partnership activities that have neces-
sarily been neglected since 9/11. At the same time, 
SOCOM should reinforce black SOF’s focus on 
operating against transnational terror threats and 
preparing for WMD-related events. 

The U.S. government should continue to carefully 
monitor the demands and operational missions 
of SOF in the years ahead. Civilian leaders should 
continue to reevaluate and update oversight 
policies as needed to keep pace with the potential 
speed of evolving SOF deployments and mis-
sions. Although SOCOM forces primarily operate 
under the direct authority and command of the 
geographic combatant commanders, SOCOM 
maintains responsibility for those units’ rotations, 
replacements and readiness. SOCOM is requesting 
greater autonomy to position and deploy its forces 
and equipment worldwide in response to rapidly 
emerging threats.221 This approach mirrors the 
decentralized and adaptable organizational model 
used by the terrorist organizations SOCOM seeks 
to uproot. However, SOCOM leaders have not yet 
explained publicly why this change is necessary 
and what the associated risks are.

DOD should also reinvigorate and sustain the 
global network of foreign special operations 
forces with which American SOF have habitually 
engaged during the past three decades. While 
some of these partnering efforts have suffered 

After a decade spent 
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during the past decade because of high com-
bat requirements, many of these foreign SOF 
units have also quietly served in combat along-
side U.S. SOF in Afghanistan and Iraq, further 
cementing ties and deepening relationships. 
Maintaining strong, interoperable SOF-to-SOF 
relationships not only will enable the United 
States to target unexpected threats more quickly, 
but also will help empower allies and partners 
to assume greater responsibilities in defeating 
transnational terrorist organizations and other 
unconventional threats.
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V I I I .  CO N C LU S I O N

Old ways of organizing and operating American 
armed forces are no longer acceptable or sustain-
able. In this report, we recommend institutional 
innovation and reforms that will make the U.S. 
military more effective and less expensive, thereby 
providing the nation with sustainable military 
power for decades to come. These reforms require 
deepening interdependence and trust among the 
military services, thereby building sustained cross-
service relationships that create powerful synergy 
and reduce costs. 

If managed responsibly, defense budget reduc-
tions provide an opportunity to improve how 
the U.S. military uses its resources to accomplish 
the nation’s goals. Achieving these reforms will 
require everyone, from the military services 
to OSD to Congress, to embrace fundamental 
changes in how to defend the United States. 
Clinging to the ways of the past will jeopardize 
the ability of the U.S. military to remain the 
world’s pre-eminent military power.

America’s global military pre-eminence is neither 
foreordained nor determined solely by the size of 
the U.S. defense budget. Instead, maintaining pre-
eminence depends on constantly improving how 
the U.S. military is organized and operates. If civil-
ian and military leaders prove willing to embrace 
the reforms proposed in this report, we believe that 
U.S. military pre-eminence can be sustained for 
decades to come. 
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While the executive branch and Congress will have 
to cooperate to achieve many of these reforms, DOD 
already possesses the authorities required to take 
initial steps on its own.  

DoD-Wide Recommendations
STRenGTHen JoInT InTeGRaTIon
•	 Strengthen the roles of the chairman and vice chair-

man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in challenging COCOM 
operational plans and service program requirements. 

•	 Create standing red teams, under the purview of 
the Joint Staff and OSD, to conduct competitive 
analysis and provide an independent perspective on 
requirements, programs and plans. 

•	 Increase standing joint operational headquarters 
to avoid having to create ad hoc joint headquarters 
during wartime and to promote further jointness 
during peacetime.

•	 Reform joint PME to help produce future leaders 
capable of adaptive thinking amid uncertainty about 
the time, location and character of future conflicts.

DoWnSIze MIlITaRy HeaDqUaRTeRS
•	 Reduce geographic combatant commands from six to 

four by merging AFRICOM with EUCOM and com-
bining NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM into a single 
command dedicated to the Western Hemisphere.

•	 Limit the practice of establishing service compo-
nent headquarters commands for every new joint 
headquarters; instead, either create small service 
cells within joint headquarters or assign existing 
service operational headquarters to serve as service 
component headquarters.

•	 Once this change is made, abolish existing admin-
istrative service component commands, replacing 
some with operational headquarters and others by 
shifting functions to higher service staffs.

ReDUCe DefenSe CIVIlIanS anD ConTRaCToRS
•	 Reduce DOD’s civilian workforce by 100,000 in the 

next 10 years by not replacing some retirees and 

APPENDIX: SUMMARy OF POLICy RECOMMENDATIONS

using workforce-shaping tools when necessary.

•	 Reduce spending on contractor augmentees for 
headquarters staffs by increasing by 15 percent the 
reductions directed by former Defense Secretary 
Robert Gates, with the goal of returning spending 
on contractors to 2003 levels.

Guide to acronyms Used in appendix
aaV: amphibious assault vehicle
aC: active component
afRICoM: U.S. Africa Command
aRfoRGen: Army force generation model
baMS: broad area maritime surveillance
bCT: brigade combat team
C4ISR: command, control, communications, com-
puters, intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance
CenTCoM: U.S. Central Command
CoCoM: combatant command
CoTS: commercial off-the-shelf
CVn: nuclear powered aircraft carrier
DCGS-a: Distributed Common Ground System-Army
eUCoM: U.S. European Command
fy: fiscal year
GCV: ground combat vehicle
JlTV: joint light tactical vehicle
laV: light armored vehicle
lCS: littoral combat ship
MeU: Marine Expeditionary Unit
MPSRon: maritime prepositioning ship squadron
MRaP: mine-resistant ambush-protected vehicle
nCo: noncommissioned officer
noRTHCoM: U.S. Northern Command
o&M: operation and maintenance
oSD: Office of the Secretary of Defense
PaCoM: U.S. Pacific Command
PMe: professional military education
R&D: research and development
RC: reserve component
SbIRS: space-based infrared system
Sof: special operations forces
SoUTHCoM: U.S. Southern Command
SSn-774: Virginia-class attack submarine
UaS: unmanned aerial systems
WMD: weapons of mass destruction
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aRMy ReCoMMenDaTIonS

PeRSonnel PlaTfoRMS ReaDIneSS PoSTURe

•	 Reduce AC end 
strength to 
480,000

•	 Transfer up to 
one-quarter 
of AC armored 
BCTs to the RC

•	 Mandate more 
lateral person-
nel assignments 
between the AC 
and RC

•	 Delay the GCV until Fy 2021

•	 Support export of M1 tanks 
to allies and partners

•	 End Stryker production

•	 Store most MRAPs or place 
in RC

•	 Continue all attack, rotary-
wing lift and UAS aircraft 
programs

•	 Change JLTV to smaller se-
rial buys every two to three 
years

•	 Uphold cancellation of 
Humvee modernization 
program

•	 Cancel DCGS-A and replace 
with COTS alternative

•	 Continue plans 
to reset the 
force after war-
time operations

•	 Redesign AR-
FORGEN such 
that it can: 

 » Maintain 
more units at 
higher readi-
ness

 » Surge the AC 
into combat 
more rapidly

•	 Prioritize O&M 
budgets

•	 Retain more 
midgrade NCOs 
and officers

•	 Create small 
advisory 
command to 
institutionalize 
advise and as-
sist capability

•	 Strengthen rapid deploy-
ment by rebuilding infra-
structure, fast sealift ships, 
and afloat and ashore 
prepositioning

•	 Assign regional responsibili-
ties for divisions and corps; 
link corps headquarters to 
PACOM, CENTCOM, EUCOM/
AFRICOM and NORTHCOM/
SOUTHCOM

•	 Direct Army staff in Pen-
tagon or U.S. Army Forces 
Command to assume more 
duties now performed by 
administrative Army service 
component headquarters

•	 Increase rotational overseas 
exercise program, par-
ticularly in the Asia-Pacific, 
Middle East and Europe
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PeRSonnel PlaTfoRMS ReaDIneSS PoSTURe

•	 Adopt crew ro-
tation for more 
surface ships to 
enable them to 
remain forward-
deployed 
longer

•	 Reduce CVN fleet from 11 
to 10 and AC air wings from 
10 to nine

•	 End LCS in Fy 2017 after 
procuring 27 ships

•	 Maintain 30 amphibious 
ships

•	 Procure two SSN-774s per 
year through the early 
2020s

•	 Reduce by 50 percent the 
planned inventory of 369 
F-35Cs

•	 Accelerate the carrier-based 
X-47B UAS and create an 
unmanned strike program 
of record

•	 Set goal for one-quarter of 
CVN strike assets to be UAS 
by 2025

•	 Reduce by 50 percent the 
planned procurement of 
MQ-4C BAMS UAS

•	 Continue funding ArcLight 
hypersonic cruise missile

•	 Challenge 
unconstrained 
requirements 
of combatant 
commanders in 
order to sustain 
ship and aircraft 
service lives

•	 Place older but 
still operable 
ships and air-
craft in “warm” 
status within 
the RC

•	 Form a perma-
nent public-
private partner-
ship to monitor 
the health of 
America’s ship-
yards

•	 Co-lead a joint 
annual train-
ing exercise 
with the U.S. 
Air Force to test 
emerging con-
cepts related to 
Air-Sea Battle

•	 Forward-base one addi-
tional carrier, more attack 
submarines and more small 
to midsize combatants in 
the Asia-Pacific and Middle 
East, or nearby areas

•	 Forward base more am-
phibious ships in the West-
ern Pacific

•	 Conduct more regional 
exercises in the Asia-Pacific 
and Middle East

naVy ReCoMMenDaTIonS



Sustainable Pre-eminence
Reforming the U.S. Military at a Time of Strategic ChangeM A Y  2 0 1 2

68  |

PeRSonnel PlaTfoRMS ReaDIneSS PoSTURe

•	 Reduce AC end 
strength to 
175,000

•	 Downsize the 
many special-
ties that repli-
cate capabilities 
found else-
where in the 
U.S. military

•	 Maintain current plans for 
the F-35B

•	 Eliminate F-18C/D and EA-
6B squadrons on CVNs

•	 End MV-22 procurement in 
Fy 2016 after buying 314 
aircraft

•	 Sustain current plans for 
AH-1Z, UH-1y and CH-53K 
helicopters

•	 Transfer or reduce invento-
ries of C-130s, C-9s, execu-
tive jets, UAS and EA-18s

•	 Change JLTV to smaller se-
rial buys every two to three 
years

•	 Upgrade, eliminate and/
or move to the RC most 
MRAPs, M1 tanks, AAVs, 
LAVs and artillery pieces

•	 Continue plans 
to reset the 
force after war-
time operations

•	 Increase 
investments in 
training for sea-
based power 
projection

•	 Retain more 
midgrade NCOs 
and officers

•	 Offer AC and RC 
personnel more 
opportunities 
to pursue resi-
dent schooling 
and develop-
mental assign-
ments

•	 Sustain three MEU rotations 
globally

•	 Shift one MEU now sta-
tioned on the U.S. West 
Coast to forward-base in 
northern Australia

•	 Sustain three MPSRONs

•	 Airlift rotational forces 
periodically to fall in on pre-
positioned stocks 

•	 Pre-position ashore more 
equipment in Australia, 
Guam and/or Qatar

•	 Hold annual exercise to 
offload one MPSRON

•	 Increase the number and 
frequency of international 
exercises performed by 
MEUs afloat and Marines 
doing fly-in rotations ashore

MaRIne CoRPS ReCoMMenDaTIonS
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PeRSonnel PlaTfoRMS ReaDIneSS PoSTURe

•	 Uphold cuts to 
the RC pro-
posed in DOD’s 
original Fy 2013 
budget request

•	 Prepare a long-
range person-
nel plan outlin-
ing the future of 
the Air Force’s 
total force

•	 Assign the RC 
to undertake 
regular cycli-
cal deploy-
ments to meet 
requirements 
of combatant 
commanders

•	 Reduce planned F-35A inven-
tory from 1,763 to 1,000-1,200

•	 Create a new requirement 
for a long-range, stealthy 
UAS strike/ISR platform

•	 Sustain current long-range 
strike bomber timeline, but 
re-evaluate current inven-
tory goal of 80-100 aircraft

•	 Reduce planned KC-46A 
inventory if supported by 
reduced inventories of F-35A 
and long-range strike bomber

•	 Assume full intratheater 
tactical airlift mission, there-
by assuming the mission 
of Navy and Marine Corps 
C-130 fleets

•	 Expand the Air Force’s role 
providing operational and 
strategic ISR and UAS

•	 Replenish expended muni-
tion stocks and pursue new 
beyond-visual-range missile 
systems

•	 Accelerate investments in 
securely networked C4ISR, 
including space-based 
options such as lower-cost 
satellites 

•	 Accelerate the Airborne 
Infrared system and data 
exploitation via overhead 
persistent infrared sensors 
(such as SBIRS)

•	 Co-lead a joint 
annual training 
exercise with 
the U.S. Navy to 
test emerging 
concepts re-
lated to Air-Sea 
Battle

•	 Strengthen agreements, 
access and selective pres-
ence at bases outside the 
continental United States, 
particularly in the Asia-
Pacific and Middle East

•	 Undertake brief rotational 
squadron deployments for 
combined training with 
India, Turkey, Singapore and 
others

aIR foRCe ReCoMMenDaTIonS
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PeRSonnel PlaTfoRMS ReaDIneSS PoSTURe

•	 Increase oppor-
tunities for PME, 
joint assign-
ments and im-
proved tactical 
and language 
training

•	 Refine career 
paths to include 
adequate time 
and career 
incentives for 
professional 
development

•	 Continue current plans for 
fixed-wing aircraft

•	 Increase investment in 
rotary-wing lift capabilities

•	 Sustain current plans for 
UAS

•	 Continue to pursue current 
plans for maritime plat-
forms

•	 Continue to invest in R&D 
for advanced technologies, 
particularly those that in-
crease integration between 
SOF and general-purpose 
forces

•	 Encourage 
more rotational 
personnel 
assignments 
between SOF 
and general-
purpose forces

•	 Enhance exper-
tise in counter-
proliferation 
and exploiting 
cyberspace for 
sensitive mis-
sions

•	 Return more SOF to the task 
of advising foreign militar-
ies

•	 Reinforce black SOF focus 
on operating against trans-
national terror threats and 
preparing for WMD-related 
events

•	 Continue to monitor force 
to assess the impacts of 
high demands

•	 Continue to reevaluate and 
update oversight policies as 
needed

•	 Reinvigorate the global 
network of foreign special 
operations forces with 
which U.S. SOF engage

Sof ReCoMMenDaTIonS
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