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T he Fiscal Year (FY) 2015 defense budget
request prioritizes technological superiority
over maintaining the size of the U.S. military. The
budget reflects the current conventional wisdom
that the U.S. military should privilege capability,
the fielding of technologically preeminent
weaponry, over capacity, the size of the force.' In
this view, capability is the best way to deal with
new threats, including countries like China and
Iran that are employing anti-access/area denial
strategies.” Similarly, reducing capacity is seen

as the best way to preserve readiness because
readiness dollars will be spread over fewer people
and platforms, which maximizes the amount spent

per person or platform.?

Faced with fiscal constraints that impose hard
choices, the FY 2015 budget finances its bet on
capability by gambling with ground forces. The
budget does reduce capacity across the services by
cutting ships, aircraft and vehicles, but it imposes
the most significant reductions on the Army, the
service with the most people. The budget cuts the
planned size of the active-duty Army from 490,000
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to between 420,000 and 450,000, a reduction of
eight to 14 percent, with the final outcome depend-
ing on whether sequestration remains the law of the
land. It also shrinks both the Army National Guard
and Army Reserve by about five percent.

Prioritizing technology over size has a strate-

gic logic and conforms with historical practice.
Technology-intensive platforms like ships and
aircraft take longer to produce than ground forces
and cannot be added quickly during a crisis. Since
World War II, the United States has usually paid its
peace dividends by taxing the Army, which typi-
cally receives less funding than the Navy and Air
Force during peacetime. While it is too simplistic to
equate the Navy and Air Force with technology and
the Army with manpower, the fact remains that
cuts to capacity tend to hurt the Army most.

Despite this logic, focusing on high-tech mod-
ernization without simultaneously implementing
policies to regenerate ground forces quickly should
a crisis erupt constitutes strategic negligence of
the highest order. The risks of not preparing for
such a scenario are clear: the U.S. military might
fail to accomplish its mission and more American
troops might die. The foremost challenge facing
U.S. defense planners today is how to build a force
that, while privileging modernization, can still “get
it right quickly when the moment arrives,” in the
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words of historian Sir Michael Howard, by regen-
erating ground forces to prevail in an unforeseen
fight.* For American planners, getting it right does
not mean matching or slightly exceeding the ene-
my’s strength. Ideally, it means fielding a U.S. force
that is a champion heavyweight boxer with a Ph.D.
against an enemy force that is a rookie flyweight
who dropped out of kindergarten.

To its credit, the January 2012 Defense Strategic
Guidance (DSG) emphasized the importance

of this demanding task, which it called “revers-
ibility.” Yet the Department of Defense (DOD)
has not yet articulated publicly how it intends

to achieve reversibility. The 2014 Quadrennial
Defense Review (QDR) was a missed opportunity
for DOD to address the issue directly. This policy
brief summarizes the budget request and outlines
two options for regenerating ground forces: surg-
ing the reserves and increasing the active-duty
force.

The Budget in Perspective

President Obama’s FY 2015 budget requests $496
billion for DOD.¢ This is about the same amount
that DOD received in FY 2014 under the terms of
the Bipartisan Budget Act, the December 2013 law
that provided some relief in FY 2014 and FY 2015
from the mandatory defense cuts contained in the
2011 Budget Control Act (BCA).

Figure 1 compares the FY 2015 request to past
spending, recent budget requests and two possible
futures: sequestration and a hypothetical draw-
down that unfolds at the same rate (in percentage
terms) as the post-Cold War drawdown. As
shown, the current drawdown tracks closely with
a post-Cold War style drawdown. Today’s defense
budget is like a grand piano in the penthouse of
an old apartment building when the floor gives
way. Each year DOD tries to build a new floor
with its budget request, but each year the budget
smashes through that floor on its way down.

CNAS.ORG

Gambling with Ground Forces

Cutting the active-duty Army to 420,000 to 450,000
personnel would shrink it to its smallest size since
1940, the year that the United States began its
delayed-but-deliberate buildup for World War IL.*
While interesting, the comparison to 1940 is not
particularly useful. As strategist Andy Marshall once
wrote, “Useful measures or estimates of military
power relate to the capability of the military forces
of one country to deal with the military forces of
another country in a variety of interesting contin-
gencies.” In other words, since the 2014 Army is
not going to fight in the 1940 strategic environment,
comparing them does not help us decide what to do
today.

Nevertheless, the size of the force does (often) mat-
ter in military operations. Table 1 summarizes how
ground forces will decline under DOD’s plan. If
sequestration cuts required by the BCA are lifted
for FY 2016 and beyond, by FY 2019 the active-duty
Army and Marine Corps would contract by 22
percent and 10 percent, respectively, from their peak
strengths in FY 2011. If sequestration cuts remain
unchanged, those reductions would increase to 26
percent and 13 percent.

The proposed cuts to ground forces, while signifi-
cant, are not as large as past drawdowns. Using a
similar eight-year interval (i.e. FY 2011 to FY 2019)
for comparison, the active-duty Army shrank by 45
percent after the Korean War (FY 1952 to FY 1960),
50 percent after the Vietnam War (FY 1968 to FY
1976) and 35 percent after the Cold War (FY 1987
to FY 1995)." The active-duty Marine Corps shrank
by 26 percent after Korea, 37 percent after Vietnam
and 13 percent after the Cold War." Of course, the
ground forces were larger in those periods than they
are today, so percentages do not tell the whole story.

Political pressure always exists to divide the budget
evenly among the Army, Navy and Air Force so as
to maintain balanced forces and quell interservice
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FIGURE 1: DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE BASE BUDGET, 1950-2020
(IN BILLIONS OF CONSTANT DOLLARS)
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Note: The FY 2015 request does not include the $26 billion requested in the Opportunity, Growth and Security Initiative.

Sources: Stephen Daggett, “DOD Discretionary BA, FY1950-FY2015, Including Supplemental/War Costs” (Congressional Research Service, February 2011); Office of the
Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller), National Defense Budget Estimates for FY 2014 (May 2013), Table 1-12; Tony Capaccio and Gopal Ratnam, “Hagel’s Budget
Seeks Smallest U.S. Army Since Before 2001 Attack,” Bloomberg, February 24, 2014; and Tony Capaccio, “White House Gives Pentagon Budget Guidance With Increase,”

Bloomberg, January 23, 2014.

rivalry. However, as Figure 2 shows, the Army
usually gets the least money during peacetime.
War serves as the great equalizer by causing the
Army’s share to catch up with those of its sister
services. As troop strength grew during the four
U.S. wars since World War II, the Army’s budget
on average increased by about 30 percent per year
in real terms.'"> However, only during Iraq and
Afghanistan did the Army’s budget exceed the
Navy’s and Air Force’s during wartime.

What If DOD Gets It Wrong?
Paring back ground forces during peacetime is
both precedented and logical, given that budget

reductions require cutting something and ground
forces can be regenerated faster than advanced
technological systems can be developed and
fielded. However, because defense planners must
always consider risk, the follow-on question is
critical: What should the United States do in a
future scenario that requires more ground forces
than the nation has?

Many observers see such a scenario as unlikely for
the foreseeable future.” Yet as former Secretary
of Defense Robert Gates noted, “When it comes

to predicting the nature and location of our next
military engagements, since Vietnam, our record
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TABLE 1: CUTS TO GROUND FORCES IN FY 2015 BUDGET (IN THOUSANDS OF TROOPS)
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* Active-duty Army end strength was already planned to decline to 490,000, since the increase to 569,000 was only a temporary increase due to wartime demands. The
decline from the planned end strength of 490,000, to 440,000 to 450,000 without sequestration after FY 2016, would be eight to 10 percent. With sequestration after FY
2016, the decline from planned end strength would be 14 percent.

Note: On February 24, Secretary Hagel did not mention cuts to the Marine Corps Reserve, so the table assumes no cuts. Peak end strengths are authorized levels for FY 2011.

Sources: Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel, “FY15 Budget Preview” (Washington, February 24, 2014); Department of the Army, Fiscal Year (FY) 2013 Budget Estimates, Military
Personnel, Army (February 2012), 6; Department of the Army, Fiscal Year (FY) 2013 Budget Estimate Submission, Reserve Personnel, Army (February 2012), 7; Department of the
Army, Fiscal Year (FY) 2013 Budget Estimates, National Guard Personnel, Army, Volume [ (February 2012), 10; Department of the Navy, Fiscal Year (FY) 2013 Budget Estimates,
Military Personnel, Marine Corps (February 2012), 6; and Department of the Navy, Fiscal Year (FY) 2013 Budget Estimates, Reserve Personnel, Marine Corps (February 2012), 9.

has been perfect. We have never once gotten it
right.”'* A number of contingencies might require
the use of ground forces, such as halting North
Korean aggression towards South Korea or deny-
ing terrorist sanctuaries in Yemen." If more than
one contingency erupted, the United States might
not have the ground power it needed to respond
quickly and effectively.

In such a contingency, the United States could

do something other than regenerate ground
forces. For example, it could convince an ally or
allies to contribute forces or logistical support;
respond with a different military tool, including
naval, air, cyber or special operations forces; or
exercise restraint and not react militarily, per-
haps responding diplomatically or economically
instead.

Despite these options, DOD still must be able to
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FIGURE 2: MILITARY DEPARTMENT BUDGETS, 1948-2012
(IN BILLIONS OF CONSTANT DOLLARS)
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Source: Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller), National Defense Budget Estimates for FY 2014, Table 6-10.

regenerate its ground forces. First, it is far from Regenerating Ground Forces: Two Options
certain that U.S. allies will be willing or able to When all else fails, regenerating ground forces has
contribute forces.'® Second, it is highly debatable proven historically to be the sine qua non of fight-
whether other military tools are substitutes for ing the nation’s wars. However, since the advent of
ground forces across the entire range of deter- the all-volunteer force in 1973, the U.S. military has
rence, compellence and combat scenarios."” Third, significantly increased its quantity of ground forces
it would be risky to craft today’s defense plans only once: from 2007 to 2011, during the surges
under the assumption that U.S. political lead- in Iraq and Afghanistan. Furthermore, as noted

ers will practice restraint, particularly given that above, DOD has not yet presented any specific
decisions about the use of force have become plans for how it would do so in the future.

quite ambiguous in today’s complex security
environment. The U.S. military always prefers to
be prepared and have political leaders decide not
to use force, rather than the other way around,
which usually increases the cost in both blood and
treasure.

There are two main ways that DOD can regenerate
ground forces: surging the reserve and increasing
the active-duty force. Surging the reserve would
entail maintaining a reserve component that has
higher readiness and is more tightly integrated with
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active forces, enabling it to enter the fight sooner.
In contrast, growing the active-duty force would
involve increasing the quantity, equipment and
training of active-duty ground forces through a
combination of accessions, promotions, transfers
and investments.

On the one hand, surging the reserve faces
complex budgetary, operational and cultural
problems."® Consideration of this option has
tended toward the parochial and emotional, a
trend perpetuated by reactions thus far to the FY
2015 budget request."” DOD could add more sub-
stance to the debate by studying transformative
models for generating ground forces, including

a progressive- or tiered-readiness system. Tiered
readiness has a bad reputation because it is often
blamed for past U.S. military failures. However,
critics often overlook the fact that these failures
had many causes, including significant strate-
gic errors by civilian political leaders.?® Twenty
years ago, Senator John McCain proposed a
progressive-readiness system with three tiers:
tier 1 would deploy in days, tier 2 in weeks and
tier 3 in months.?! A similar system today could
combine in each tier active-duty troops with
highly-skilled reservists, producing tiers that
have the size and skills commensurate with when
they will enter the fight.

On the other hand, increasing active-duty forces
takes longer than many political leaders may realize
(though it is still faster than building aircraft carri-
ers and planes). The Iraq and Afghanistan buildup
took quite a while, as illustrated in Figure 3. The
total number of active-duty Army company-grade
officers and enlisted E-3s to E-5s, which comprise
the bulk of front-line fighters, increased every six
months by only three percent on average, equaling
about 1,200 additional soldiers. The comparable
figures for the Marine Corps were two percent and
340 Marines. One could alter the assumptions and
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DOD has worked hard internally to

analyze how the United States might
regenerate ground forces, but neither
the DSG nor the 2014 QDR provide a

convincing public answer.

rerun the data, but the broader point remains: Is
regenerating about 1,500 active-duty ground forces
in critical ranks every six months sufficient to deal
with future emergencies? If not, what should DOD
do right now to manage the risk and resultant
tradeoffs?

DOD has worked hard internally to analyze how
the United States might regenerate ground forces,
but neither the DSG nor the 2014 QDR provide a
convincing public answer. As it considers the QDR
and budget request, Congress and the congres-
sionally-mandated National Defense Panel can
contribute to the debate by challenging DOD on
this central issue. Important questions include the
following:

o Assumptions: What assumptions do DOD’s plans
make about when the United States will learn
about a future crisis, make the political decision
to respond militarily, regenerate ground forces
and then deploy them into battle? How is DOD
hedging against the possibility that these assump-
tions are wrong?

o Force Structure: How are the Army and the
Marine Corps restructuring themselves internally
to maximize capabilities as they shrink in size?
How can active and reserve forces work together
more effectively?

« Policy Changes: How might changes to America’s
intelligence priorities, overseas posture,
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FIGURE 3: GROWTH IN KEY ACTIVE-DUTY ARMY PERSONNEL, 2007-2011
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recruiting and training affect the timing, quan-
tity and quality of U.S. forces responding to an
unforeseen crisis?

o Industrial Base: Can the U.S. defense industrial
base support a rapid buildup of ground forces in
the future?

« Opportunity Cost: How would regenerating
ground forces affect the resources being devoted
to weapons modernization?

« Cost: How much would regenerating ground
forces cost?

o Leadership: How does DOD plan to retain the
military leaders who can regenerate ground
forces — primarily field-grade officers and non-
commissioned officers - if directed to do so?

Conclusion

By betting on technology over size, the FY 2015
budget intensifies the debate over whether to priori-
tize men or materiel as defense spending declines.
This debate has recurred throughout military his-
tory, but there is rarely a right or wrong answer. The
inability to predict the future means that defense
planners will almost always get it wrong. The goal,
as Sir Michael Howard argues, is to not get it too
badly wrong and to correct things swiftly. The abil-
ity to regenerate ground forces quickly, whether by
surging reserves or increasing the active-duty force,
is essential to this type of strategic self-correction.
Despite other pressing budgetary and strategic
dilemmas, DOD and Congress should dedicate
more attention to this issue in 2014 and beyond.

Travis Sharp is an adjunct fellow at the Center for
a New American Security and was previously the
Bacevich fellow.
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