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Conclusion: U.S. Military Power

The Active Component of the U.S. military 
is two-thirds the size it should be, oper-

ates equipment that is older than should be 
the case, and is burdened by readiness levels 
that are problematic. Accordingly, this Index 
assesses the:

 l Army as “Marginal.” The Army’s score 
returned to “marginal” in the 2019 Index, 
primarily due to an increase in readiness. 
The Army continues to struggle to rebuild 
end strength and modernization for im-
proved readiness in some units for current 
operations, accepting risks in these areas 
to keep roughly half of its force at accept-
able levels of readiness.

 l Navy as “Marginal.” The Navy’s overall 
score is the same as in the 2018 Index. The 
Navy’s emphasis on restoring readiness 
and increasing its capacity signals that its 
overall score could improve in the near 
future if needed levels of funding are 
sustained. The Navy’s decision to defer 
maintenance has kept ships at sea but also 
has affected the Navy’s ability to deploy, 
and the service has little ability to surge 
to meet wartime demands. The Navy 
remained just able to meet operational 
requirements in 2018.

 l Air Force as “Marginal.” This score 
has trended downward over the past few 
years largely because of a drop in “capac-
ity” that has not effectively changed and 
a readiness score of “weak.” Shortages of 
pilots and flying time have degraded the 

ability of the Air Force to generate the 
air power that would be needed to meet 
wartime requirements.

 l Marine Corps as “Weak.” The Corps 
continues to deal with readiness chal-
lenges driven by the combination of high 
operational tempo and the lingering 
effects of procurement delays. The Marine 
Corps has cited modernization of its avi-
ation platforms as the single most effec-
tive means to increase readiness within 
the service. Marine operating forces as a 
whole continue to average a two-to-one 
deployment-to-dwell ratio, consuming 
readiness as quickly as it is built and 
leaving minimal flexibility to respond 
to contingencies.

 l Nuclear Capabilities as “Marginal.” 
The U.S. nuclear complex is “trending 
toward strong,” but this assumes that the 
U.S. maintains its commitment to mod-
ernization and allocates needed resources 
accordingly. Although a bipartisan com-
mitment has led to continued progress 
on U.S. nuclear forces modernization and 
warhead sustainment, these programs re-
main threatened by potential future fiscal 
uncertainties, as are the infrastructure, 
testing regime, and manpower pool on 
which the nuclear enterprise depends.

In the aggregate, the United States’ mil-
itary posture is rated “marginal.” The 2019 
Index concludes that the current U.S. mil-
itary force is likely capable of meeting the 
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demands of a single major regional conflict 
while also attending to various presence and 
engagement activities but that it would be very 
hard-pressed to do more and certainly would 
be ill-equipped to handle two nearly simulta-
neous major regional contingencies.

The military services have continued to 
prioritize readiness for current operations 
by shifting funding to deployed or soon-to-
deploy units while sacrificing the ability to 
keep non-deployed units in “ready” condition; 
delaying, reducing, extending, or canceling 
modernization programs; and sustaining the 
reduction in size and number of military units. 
While Congress and the new Administration 

took positive steps to stabilize funding for 
2018 and 2019 through the Bipartisan Budget 
Agreement of 2018, they have not overturned 
the Budget Control Act that otherwise caps 
defense spending and that, absent additional 
legislative action, will reassert its damaging 
effects in 2020. Without a real commitment 
to increases in modernization, capacity, and 
readiness accounts over the next few years, a 
significant positive turn in the threat environ-
ment, or a reassessment of core U.S. security 
interests, America’s military branches will con-
tinue to be strained to meet the missions they 
are called upon to fulfill.
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