An Assessment of U.S. Military Power

merica is a global power with global interests.
Consequently, its military is tasked with de-
fending the country from attack and protecting its
national interests on a corresponding global scale.
The United States does not have the luxury of focus-
ing only on one geographic area or narrow challenge
toits interests. Its economy depends on global trade;
it has obligations with many allies; and it must ac-
count for several major competitors that routinely,
consistently, and aggressively challenge its interests
and seek to displace its influence in key regions. It
follows that its military should be commensurately
sized for the task and possess the necessary tools,
skills, and readiness for action. Beyond that, the U.S.
military must be capable of protecting the freedom
to use the global commons—the sea, air, space, and
cyberspace domains on which American prosperity
and political influence depend.

As noted in all preceding editions of the Index,
however, the U.S. does not have the necessary force
to address more than one major regional contingen-
cy (MRC) and is not ready to carry out its duties ef-
fectively. Consequently, as we have seen during the
past few years, the U.S. finds itself increasingly chal-
lenged both by major competitors such as China and
Russia and by the destabilizing effects of terrorist
and insurgent elements operating in regions that are
of substantial interest to the U.S. Russia’s large-scale,
conventional invasion of Ukraine in February 2022
is proof that war in regions of interest to the U.S. re-
mains a feature of modern times—something that is
not lost on China as it expands its military power and
threatens Japan and other U.S. allies and partners in
the Indo-Pacific region more aggressively. Poland,
Germany, Lithuania, Japan, and several other coun-
tries have taken note of this and are committed to
substantially improving the capacity, capability, and
readiness of their military forces. The United States,
however, has not made a similar commitment.

The SARS-CoV-2 virus that causes the COVID-19
disease affected the ability of U.S. forces to train,
exercise, and deploy for much of 2020 and 2021. It
also caused disruptions in supply and maintenance
activities similar to those experienced in the civil-
ian community. In 2022, its impact was less trou-
blesome as measures to reduce risk and mitigate
challenges took effect. Some of the readiness that
was lost has been regained, but other factors, like
inadequate funding for parts and flight hours, have
slowed the pace of progress.

How to Think About Sizing Military Power

Military power consists of many things and is
the result of how all of its constituent pieces are
brought together to create an effective warfighting
force, but it begins with the people and equipment
used to conduct war: the weapons, tanks, ships, air-
planes, and supporting tools that make it possible
for a force to impose its will on another or to prevent
such an outcome from happening, which is the point
of deterrence.

However, simply counting the number of people,
tanks, or combat aircraft that the U.S. possesses
would be insufficient because it would lack context.
For example, the U.S. Army might have 100 tanks,
but to accomplish a specific military task, 1,000 or
more might be needed or none at all. It might be that
the terrain on which a battle is fought is especially
ill-suited to tanks or that the tanks one has are in-
ferior to those of the enemy. The enemy could be
quite adept at using tanks, or his tank operations
might be integrated into a larger employment con-
cept that leverages the supporting fires of infantry
and airpower, whereas one’s own tanks are poorly
maintained, the crews are not well prepared, or one’s
doctrine is irrelevant.

Success in war is partly a function of match-
ing the tools of warfare to a specific task and
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employing those tools effectively in battle. Get these
wrong—tools, objective, competence, or context—
and you lose.

Another key element is the military’s capacity to
conduct operations: how many of the right tools—
people, tanks, planes, or ships—it has. One might
have the right tools and know how to use them ef-
fectively but not have enough to win. Because one
cannot know with certainty beforehand just when,
where, against whom, and for what reason a battle
might be fought, determining how much capability is
needed is an exercise that requires informed but not
certain judgment. The war in Ukraine is a powerful
illustration of this. By the numbers, Russia should
have achieved a quick victory over the smaller, less
modern Ukrainian military. For various reasons that
include leadership, tactics, training, and resupply,
the Ukrainians have performed much better than
the Russians, who have performed poorly overall.

Further, two different combatants can use the
same set of tools in radically different ways to quite
different effects. The concept of employment mat-
ters. Concepts are developed to account for num-
bers, capabilities, material readiness, and all sorts
of other factors that enable or constrain one’s ac-
tions, such as whether one fights alone or alongside
allies, on familiar or strange terrain, or with a large,
well-equipped force or a small, poorly equipped
force. A thinking adversary will analyze his oppo-
nent for weaknesses or patterns of behavior and seek
to develop techniques, approaches, and tools that
exploit such shortfalls or predictable patterns—the
asymmetries of war. One need not try to match an
enemy tank for tank: In many cases, not trying is
more effective.

This appears to be what China is doing. Having
analyzed U.S. forces, performance characteristics
of U.S. platforms and weapons, and the geography
and basing options affecting U.S. defense posture
in the Indo-Pacific, China has invested heavily in
shore-based long-range missiles, an extensive fleet
of ships optimized for the local maritime environ-
ment, and a deepening inventory of guided muni-
tions. China does not need a force that mirrors that
of the U.S.: It is building a force that leverages the
asymmetries between China’s situation and that of
the United States.

All of these factors and a multitude of others
affect the outcome of any military contest. Mili-
tary planners attempt to account for them when

devising requirements, developing training and ex-
ercise plans, formulating war plans, and advising the
President in his role as Commander in Chief of U.S.
military forces.

Measuring hard combat power in terms of its
capability, capacity, and readiness to defend U.S. vi-
tal interests is difficult, especially in such a limited
space as this Index, but it is not impossible. However
difficult the task, the Secretary of Defense and the
military services have to make such decisions every
year when the annual defense budget request is sub-
mitted to Congress.

The adequacy of hard power is affected most di-
rectly by the resources the nation is willing to apply.
Although that decision is informed to a significant
degree by an appreciation of threats to U.S. interests
and the ability of a given defense portfolio to protect
U.S. interests against such threats, it is not informed
solely by such considerations; hence the importance
of clarity and honesty in determining exactly what
is needed in terms of hard power and the status of
such power from year to year.

Administrations take various approaches in de-
termining the type and amount of military power
needed and, by extension, the amount of money and
other resources that will be necessary to support
that power. After defining the national interests to
be protected, the DOD can use worst-case scenar-
ios to determine the maximum challenges the U.S.
military might have to overcome. Another way is to
redefine what constitutes a threat. By taking a differ-
ent view of whether major actors pose a meaningful
threat and of the extent to which friends and allies
have the ability to assist the U.S. in meeting security
objectives, one can arrive at different conclusions
about the necessary level of military strength.

For example, one Administration might view Chi-
na as arising belligerent power bent on dominating
the Asia-Pacific region. Another Administration
might view China as an inherently peaceful rising
economic power and the expansion of its military
capabilities as a natural occurrence commensurate
with its strengthening status. There can be dramat-
ically different perspectives with respect to how
China might use its military power and what would
constitute an effective U.S. response, and the dif-
ference between these perspectives can have a dra-
matic impact on how one thinks about U.S. defense
requirements. So, too, can policymakers amplify or
downplay risk to justify defense budget decisions.
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There also can be strongly differing views on re-
quirements for operational capacity.

o Does the country need enough for two major
combat operations (MCOs) at roughly the same
time or just enough for a single major operation
and some number of lesser cases?

o Towhat extent should “presence” tasks—the
use of forces for routine engagement with
partner countries or simply to be on hand in a
region for crisis response—be in addition to or a
subset of a military force that is sized to handle
two major regional conflicts?

o How much value should be assigned to ad-
vanced technologies as they are incorporated
into the force, especially if they have not been
proven in combat settings?

o What is the likelihood of conventional war, and
(if one thinks it is minimal) what level of risk
is one willing to accept that sufficient warning
will allow for rearming?

Where to Start

There are two major references that one can use
to help sort through the variables and arrive at a
starting point for assessing the adequacy of today’s
military posture: government studies and historical
experience. The government occasionally conducts
formal reviews that are meant to inform decisions
on capabilities and capacities across the Joint Force
relative to the threat environment (current and pro-
jected) and evolutions in operating conditions, the
advancement of technologies, and aspects of U.S.
interests that may call for one type of military re-
sponse over another.

The 1993 Bottom-Up Review (BUR) conducted by
then-Secretary of Defense Les Aspin is one example
that is frequently cited by analysts. Secretary Aspin
recognized that “the dramatic changes that [had] oc-
curred in the world as a result of the end of the Cold
War and the dissolution of the Soviet Union” had

“fundamentally altered America’s security needs”
and were driving an imperative “to reassess all of
our defense concepts, plans, and programs from the
ground up.”

The BUR formally established the requirement
that U.S. forces should be able “to achieve decisive

victory in two nearly simultaneous major regional
conflicts and to conduct combat operations char-
acterized by rapid response and a high probability
of success, while minimizing the risk of significant
American casualties.”? Thus was formalized the two-
MRC standard.

Since that study, the government has undertaken
others as Administrations, national conditions, and
world events have changed the context of nation-
al security. Quadrennial Defense Reviews (QDRs)
were conducted in 1997, 2010, and 2014 and were
accompanied by independent National Defense
Panel (NDP) reports that reviewed and comment-
ed on them. Both sets of documents purported to
serve as key assessments, but analysts came to min-
imize their value, regarding them as justifications
for executive branch policy preferences (the QDR
reports) or overly broad generalized commentaries
(the NDP reports) that lack substantive discussion
about threats to U.S. interests, a credible strategy for
dealing with them, and the actual ability of the U.S.
military to meet national security requirements.

The QDR was replaced by the National Defense
Strategy (NDS), released in 2018,° and the indepen-
dent perspectives of the formal DOD review by the
National Defense Strategy Commission, which re-
leased its view of the NDS in November 2018.* De-
parting from their predecessors, neither document
proposed specific force structures or end strength
goals for the services, but both were very clear in
arguing that America’s military should be able to
address more than one major security challenge at
a time. The commission’s report went so far as to
criticize the NDS for not making a stronger case for a
larger military that would be capable of meeting the
challenges posed by four named competitors—China,
Russia, Iran, and North Korea—while also possess-
ing the capacity to address lesser, though still im-
portant, military tasks that included presence, crisis
response, and assistance missions.

The Biden Administration has not yet produced
anational defense strategy to replace the one issued
by the Trump Administration in 2018, although it
hasreleased an Interim National Security Strategic
Guidance (INSSG) that echoes the general goal for
the U.S. military to “deter and prevent adversaries
from directly threatening the United States and our
allies, inhibiting access to the global commons, or
dominating key regions,”® all of which are themes
that have remained remarkably consistent from
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one Administration to the next for several decades.
Taken at face value and considering the challenges
posed simultaneously by a multitude of competitors
in several regions, the INSSG seems to imply that
the military should have the capability and capacity
to meet this objective.

Correlation of Forces as a Factor in Force Sizing

During the Cold War, the U.S. used the Soviet
threat as its primary reference in determining its
hard-power needs. At that time, the correlation of
forces—a comparison of one force against another
to determine strengths and weaknesses—was highly
symmetrical. U.S. planners compared tanks, aircraft,
and ships against their direct counterparts in the op-
posing force. These comparative assessments drove
the sizing, characteristics, and capabilities of fleets,
armies, and air forces.

The evolution of guided, precision munitions
and the rapid technological advancements in sur-
veillance and targeting systems since the late 1980s
have made comparing combat power more difficult.
What was largely a platform-versus-platform model
has shifted somewhat to a munitions-versus-target
model. Evidence of this has been seen on recent bat-
tlefields in Nagorno-Karabakh and Ukraine.

The proliferation of precise weaponry means in-
creasingly that each round, bomb, rocket, missile, and
even (in some instances) individual bullet can hit its
intended target, thus decreasing the number of muni-
tions needed to prosecute an operation. It also means
that an operating environment’s lethality increases
significantly for the people and platforms involved.
We have reached the point at which, instead of fo-
cusing primarily on how many ships or airplanes the
enemy can bring to bear against one’s own force, one
must consider how many “smart munitions” the ene-
my has when thinking about how many platforms and
people are needed to win a combat engagement.® The
increasing presence of unmanned systems that can
deliver precision-guided munitions against targets
adds complexity and danger to the modern battle-
field. There is also the higher cost of fielding precision
weapons rather than less expensive but less accurate
conventional (unguided) munitions.

In one sense, increased precision and the tech-
nological advances now being incorporated into U.S.
weapons, platforms, and operating concepts make
it possible to do far more than ever before with
fewer assets.

o Platform signature reduction (stealth) makes
it harder for the enemy to find and target them,
and the increased precision of weapons makes
it possible for fewer platforms to hit many
more targets.

e The U.S. military’s ability to harness computers,
modern telecommunications, space-based plat-
forms—such as for surveillance, communica-
tions, and positioning-navigation-timing (PNT)
support from GPS satellites—and networked
operations potentially means that in certain
situations, smaller forces can have far greater
effect in battle than was possible at any other
time in history (although these same advances
also enable enemy forces).

e Some military functions—such as seizing,
holding, and occupying territory—may require
a certain number of soldiers no matter how
state-of-the-art their equipment may be. For
example, the number of infantry squads needed
to secure an urban area where line of sight is
constrained and precision weapons have lim-
ited utility is the same as the number needed
in World War I1. Again, current operations in
Ukraine are illustrative as Russian forces find
that seizing, occupying, and holding ground is a
manpower-intensive effort.

Regardless of the improved capability of smaller
forces, there is a downside to fewer numbers. With
smaller forces, each element of the force represents
a greater percentage of its combat power. Each ca-
sualty or equipment loss therefore takes a larger
toll on the ability of the force to sustain high-tempo,
high-intensity combat operations over time, espe-
cially if the force is dispersed across a wide theater
or multiple theaters of operation.

As advanced technology has become more afford-
able, it has become more accessible for nearly any
actor, whether state or non-state.” Consequently, it
may well be that the outcomes of future wars will
depend far more on the skill of the forces and their
capacity to sustain operations over time than they
will on some great disparity in technology. If so,
readiness and capacity will become more important
than absolute advances in capability.

All of this illustrates the difficulties of and need
for exercising judgment in assessing the adequacy
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of America’s military power. Yet without such an

assessment, all that remains are the defense strat-
egy reviews, which are subject to filtering and ma-
nipulation to suit policy interests; annual budget

submissions, which typically favor desired military
programs at presumed levels of affordability and are

therefore necessarily budget-constrained; and lead-
ership posture statements, which often simply align

with executive branch policy priorities.

The U.S. Joint Force and the Art of War

This section of the Index assesses the adequa-
cy of America’s defense posture as it pertains to
a conventional understanding of hard power, de-
fined as the ability of U.S. military forces to engage
and defeat an enemy’s forces in battle at a scale
commensurate with America’s vital national in-
terests. While some hard truths in military affairs
are appropriately addressed by mathematics and
science, others are not. Speed, range, probability
of detection, and radar cross-section are examples
of quantifiable characteristics that can be mea-
sured. Specific future instances in which U.S. mil-
itary power will be needed, the competence of the
enemy, the political will to sustain operations in
the face of mounting deaths and destruction, and
the absolute amount of strength needed to win
are matters of judgment and experience, but they
nevertheless affect how large and capable a force
one might need.

In conducting the assessment, we accounted for
both quantitative and qualitative aspects of military
forces, informed by an experience-based under-
standing of military operations and the expertise
of external reviewers. The authors of these mili-
tary sections bring a combined total of more than
a hundred years of uniformed military experience
to their analysis.

Military effectiveness is as much an art as it is a
science. Specific military capabilities represented
in weapons, platforms, and military units can be
used individually to some effect, but practitioners
of war have learned that combining the tools of war
in various ways and orchestrating their tactical em-
ployment in series or simultaneously can dramat-
ically amplify the effectiveness of the force that is
committed to battle.

Employment concepts are exceedingly hard
to measure in any quantitative way, but their val-
ue as critical contributors in the conduct of war

is undeniable. How they are used is very much an
art-of-war matter that is learned through experi-
ence over time.

What Is Not Being Assessed

In assessing the current status of the military
forces, this Index uses the primary measures used by
the military services themselves when they discuss
their ability to employ hard combat power.

e The Army’s unit of measure is the brigade com-
bat team (BCT);

e The Marine Corps structures itself
by battalions;

e For the Navy, it is the number of ships in its
combat fleet; and

o The most consistent measure for the Air Force
is the total number of aircraft, sometimes
broken down into the two primary subtypes of
fighters and bombers.

Obviously, this is not the totality of service ca-
pabilities, and it certainly is not everything needed
for war. Nevertheless, these measures can be viewed
as surrogates that subsume or represent the vast
number of other things that make these units of
measure possible and effective in battle. For exam-
ple, combat forces depend on a vast logistics system
that supplies everything from food and water to fuel,
ammunition, and repair parts. Military operations
require engineer support, and the force needs medi-
cal, dental, and administrative capabilities. The mil-
itary also fields units that transport combat power
and its sustainment to wherever they may be needed
around the world.

The point is that the military spear has a great
deal of shaft that makes it possible for the tip to lo-
cate, close with, and destroy its target, and there is
arough proportionality between shaft and tip. Thus,
in assessing the basic units of measure for combat
power, one can get a sense of what is probably need-
ed in the combat support, combat service support,
and supporting establishment echelons.

The scope of this Index does not extend to anal-
ysis of everything that makes hard power possible;
it focuses on the status of the hard power itself.
It also does not assess the services” Reserve and

The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/Military

325



National Guard components, although they account

for roughly one-third of the U.S. military force and

have been essential to the conduct of operations

since September 2001.2 Consistent assessment of
their capability, readiness, and operational role is

challenging because each service determines the

balance among its Active, Reserve, and National

Guard elements differently: Only the Army and Air
Force have Guard elements; the Navy and Marine

Corps do not. This balance can change from year to

year and is based on factors that include cost of the

respective elements, availability for operational em-
ployment, time needed to respond to an emergent

crisis, allocation of roles among the elements, and

political considerations.’

As with other elements that are essential to the
effective employment of combat power—logistics,
medical support, strategic lift, training, etc.—the U.S.
military could not handle a major conflict without the
Reserve and Guard forces. Nevertheless, to make the
challenge of annually assessing the status of U.S. mili-
tary strength using consistent metrics over time more
manageable, this Indexlooks at something that is usu-
ally associated with the Active component of each
service: the baseline requirement for a given amount
of combat power that is readily available for use in a
major combat operation. There are exceptions, how-
ever. For example, in the 2020 Index, four Army Na-
tional Guard BCTs were counted as “available” for use
because of the significant amounts of additional re-
sources that had been dedicated specifically to these
formations to raise their readiness levels.””

The Defense Budget and Strategic Guidance
When it comes to the defense budget, how much
we spend does not automatically determine the U.S.
military’s posture or capacity. As a matter of fact, sim-
ply looking at how much is allocated to defense does
not tell us much about the capacity, modernity, or
readiness of the forces. Proper funding is a necessary
condition for a capable, modern, and ready force, but
itis not sufficient by itself. A larger defense budget, for
example, could be associated with less military capa-
bility if the money were allocated inappropriately or
spent wastefully. Nevertheless, the budget does re-
flect the importance assigned to defending the nation
and its interests in prioritizing federal spending.
Absent a significant threat to the country’s surviv-
al, the U.S. government will always balance spending
on defense against spending in all of the other areas

of government activity that are deemed necessary or
desirable. Ideally, defense requirements are deter-
mined by identifying national interests that might
need to be protected with military power; assessing
the nature of threats to those interests, what would
be needed to defeat those threats, and the costs as-
sociated with that capability; and then determining
what the country can afford or is willing to spend.
Any difference between assessed requirements and
affordable levels of spending on defense would con-
stitute a risk to U.S. security interests.

This Index enthusiastically adopts this approach:
interests, threats, requirements, resulting force, and
associated budget. Spending less than the amount
needed to maintain a two-MRC force results in poli-
cy debates about where to accept risk: force modern-
ization, the capacity to conduct large-scale or multi-
ple simultaneous operations, or force readiness. The
composition of the force and the understanding of
military risk have become more salient issues with
the shift toward competition with China and Russia.
Both the 2017 National Security Strategy" and the
2021 Interim National Security Strategic Guidance'
recognize that meeting the challenges posed by
these two large, well-equipped, and well-resourced
countries requires a U.S. force that is modern, ready,
and effective in all domains of warfare. During their
deliberations on the fiscal year (FY) 2022 defense
budget, Members of Congress had no updated Na-
tional Defense Strategy or National Security Strat-
egy to use as a guide.

FY 2022 was the first of the Biden Administra-
tion, and the President’s party also controlled both
chambers of Congress. The Administration initial-
ly requested $715 billion for the base discretionary
budget of the Department of Defense, whichisal.6
percent increase over the previous fiscal year’s bud-
get.”® This relative frugality stood in stark contrast
to the massive increases requested for other federal
departments: increases of more than 40 percent for
the Department of Education, more than 14 percent
for the Department of Transportation, and more
than 29 percent for the Department of Commerce.™

Congressional leaders saw Biden’s proposal as
inadequate, and both chambers acted through the
appropriations and authorization bills to increase
the defense budget by $27.3 billion over the re-
quested amount. The argument that carried the
day was based on the need to stop the divestment
of combat-relevant assets, marginally increase the
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procurement of hardware, and further invest in

research and development of emerging technolo-
gies.”” This increase represented both a rejection

of platform retirements proposed by the Biden Ad-
ministration and Congress’s assessment of what is

needed to tackle the challenges and threats faced by
our armed forces.

The FY 2022 base discretionary budget for the De-
partment of Defense was $742.3 billion.'® This rep-
resents the resources allocated to pay for America’s
military forces (manpower, equipment, and training);
their enabling capabilities (things like transportation,
satellites, defense intelligence, and research and de-
velopment); and their institutional support (bases
and stations, facilities, recruiting, and the like).

With the congressional increase, the FY 2022
defense budget was 7.3 percent higher in nominal
terms than the FY 2021 budget. Unfortunately, FY
2022 was also marked by the return of inflationary
levels that the nation had not experienced for 40
years: By the end of 2021, inflation had reached 7
percent.” By increasing fuel, food, raw materials,
and labor costs, inflation affects the defense budget
as much as it does any household budget. Therefore,
the price of merely maintaining our current force
structure has risen considerably in the past year and
is likely to rise further in the coming years as infla-
tion continues to raise costs.

FY 2022 was also affected by Russia’s war of ag-
gression against Ukraine. The war started on Febru-
ary 24,2022, but the FY 2022 budget was signed into
law on March 15, 2022."® Though FY 2022 started
5.5 months before passage of the full-year appro-
priations bill, the delayed start of the actual budget
allowed it to be adjusted to account for the war in
Ukraine. The appropriations law for FY 2022 includ-
ed $13.6 billion in assistance to Ukraine, $3.5 billion
of which was for defense assistance and $3 billion
of which was for operations support for U.S. Euro-
pean Command."” Because of the need to replenish
the stocks of weapons being shipped to Ukraine and
to pay for the redeployment of American troops to
Europe, the war’s budgetary impacts on America’s
armed forces will continue.

Adding to these challenges, part of the federal gov-
ernment’s response to the coronavirus pandemic was
avery substantial increase in government spending.
Federal outlays jumped from $4.4 trillion in 2019 to
$6.8 trillion in 2021, and the result was a $3.1 trillion
budgetary deficitin FY 2020 and a $2.7 trillion deficit

in FY 2021.%° This extremely high level of budgetary
deficit should shape how the country assesses the

federal government’s budgetary priorities, especial-
ly when added to a national debt that had reached

$28.43 trillion by the end of FY 2021.% The public debt,
which has been building for years, will continue to

consume federal taxpayers’ dollars and will have to

be balanced against all other federal priorities.

The decision to fund national defense at a level
that is commensurate with interests and prevail-
ing threats reflects our national priorities and risk
tolerance. This Index assesses the ability of the
nation’s military forces to protect vital national se-
curity interests within the world as it is so that the
debate about the level of funding for hard power is
better informed.

Purpose as a Driver in Force Sizing

The Joint Force is used for a wide range of pur-
poses, only one of which is major combat operations.
Fortunately, such events have been relatively rare,
although they have occurred every 15 years on av-
erage.?? In between (and even during) such occur-
rences, the military is used to support regional en-
gagement, crisis response, strategic deterrence, and
humanitarian assistance as well as to support civil
authorities and U.S. diplomacy.

All of the U.S. Unified Geographic Combatant
Commands, or COCOMS?2*—Northern Command
(NORTHCOM); European Command (EUCOM);
Central Command (CENTCOM); Indo-Pacific
Command (INDOPACOM); Southern Command
(SOUTHCOM); and Africa Command (AFRICOM)—
have annual and long-term plans through which
they engage with countries in their assigned regions.
Engagements range from very small unit training
events with the forces of a single partner country to
larger bilateral and sometimes multilateral military
exercises. Such events help to foster working rela-
tionships with other countries, acquire a more de-
tailed understanding of regional political-military
dynamics and on-the-ground conditions in areas of
interest, and signal U.S. security interests to friends
and competitors.

To support such COCOM efforts, the services
provide forces that are based permanently in their
respective regions or that operate in them tempo-
rarily on a rotational basis. To make these region-
al rotations possible, the services must maintain
base forces that are large enough to train, deploy,
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support, receive back, and again make ready a
stream of units that ideally is enough to meet val-
idated COCOM demand.

The ratio between time spent at home and time
spent away on deployment for any given unit is
known as OPTEMPO (operational tempo), and each
service attempts to maintain a ratio that both gives
units enough time to educate, train, and prepare
their forces and allows the individuals in a unit to
maintain some semblance of a healthy home and
family life. This ensures that units are fully prepared
for the next deployment cycle and that servicemem-
bers do not become “burned out” or suffer adverse
consequences in their personal lives because of ex-
cessive deployment time.

Experience has shown that a ratio of at least 3:1
(three periods of time at home for every period de-
ployed) is sustainable. If a unit is to be out for six
months, for example, it will be home for 18 months
before deploying again. Obviously, a service needs
enough people, units, ships, and planes to support
such a ratio. If peacetime engagement were the pri-
mary focus for the Joint Force, the services could
size their forces to support these forward-based and
forward-deployed demands. Thus, the size of the to-
tal force must necessarily be much larger than any
sampling of its use at any point in time.

In contrast, sizing a force for major combat oper-
ations is an exercise informed by history—how much
force was needed in previous wars—and then shaped
and refined by analysis of current threats, a range of
plausible scenarios, and expectations about what the
U.S. can do given training, equipment, employment
concept, and other factors. The defense establish-
ment must then balance “force sizing” between CO -
COM requirements for presence and engagement
and the amount of military power (typically mea-
sured in terms of combat units and major combat
platforms, which inform total end strength) that is
thought necessary to win in likely war scenarios.

Inevitably, compromises are made that account
for how much military the country is willing to buy.
Generally speaking:

o The Army sizes to major warfighting
requirements;

o The Marine Corps focuses on crisis response
demands and the ability to contribute to
one major war;

o The Air Force attempts to strike a balance that
accounts for historically based demand across
the spectrum because air assets are shifted
fairly easily from one theater of operations to
another (“easily” being a relative term when
compared to the challenge of shifting large land
forces), and any peacetime engagement typical-
ly requires some level of air support; and

o The Navy is driven by global presence require-
ments. To meet COCOM requirements for a
continuous fleet presence at sea, the Navy must
have three to four ships in order to have one on
station. A commander who wants one U.S. war-
ship stationed off the coast of a hostile country,
for example, needs the use of four ships from
the fleet: one on station, one that left station
and is traveling home, one that just left home
and is traveling to station, and one that is other-
wise unavailable because of major maintenance
or modernization work.

This Index focuses on the forces required to win
two major wars as the baseline force-sizing metric for
the Army, Navy, and Air Force and the one-war-plus-
crisis-response paradigm for the Marine Corps. The
three large services are sized for global action in more
than one theater at a time; the Marines, by virtue of
overall size and most recently by direction of the Com-
mandant, focus on one major conflict while ensuring
that all Fleet Marine Forces are globally deployable for
short-notice, smaller-scale actions.?* The military’s ef-
fectiveness, both as a deterrent against opportunistic
competitor states and as a valued training partner in
the eyes of other countries, derives from its effective-
ness (proven or presumed) in winning wars.

Our Approach

With this in mind, we assessed the state of Amer-
ica’s military forces as it pertains to their ability to
deliver hard power against an enemy in three areas:
o Capability,
o Capacity, and

o Readiness.

Capability. Examining the capability of a mili-
tary force requires consideration of:
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o The proper tools (material and conceptual)
with the design, performance characteristics,
technological advancement, and suitability that
the force needs to perform its function against
an enemy successfully;

o The sufficiency of armored vehicles, ships,
airplanes, and other equipment and weapons to
win against the enemy;

o The appropriate variety of options to preclude
strategic vulnerabilities in the force and give
flexibilities to battlefield commanders; and

e The degree to which elements of the force
reinforce each other in covering potential vul-
nerabilities, maximizing strengths, and gaining
greater effectiveness through synergies that
are not possible in narrowly stovepiped, linear
approaches to war.

The capability of the U.S. Joint Force was on am-
ple display in its decisive conventional war victory
over Iraqin liberating Kuwait in 1991 and later in the
conventional military operation in Iraq to depose
Saddam Hussein in 2003. Aspects of its capability
have also been seen in numerous other operations
undertaken since the end of the Cold War. While the
conventional combat aspect of power projection has
been more moderate in places like Yugoslavia, Soma-
lia, Bosnia and Serbia, and Kosovo, and even against
the Taliban in Afghanistan in 2001, the fact that the
U.S. military was able to conduct highly complex op-
erations thousands of miles away in austere, hostile
environments and sustain those operations as long
as required is testament to the ability of U.S. forces
to do things that the armed forces of few if any other
countries can do.

The most recent evidence of this was seen in
the hasty evacuation of civilians from Afghanistan
in August 2021 once the Biden Administration or-
dered the end of U.S. operations in that country.
Though subject to severe criticism both during
and after its execution, almost all of which had
to do with the politics surrounding the decision
to withdraw and the context that framed the na-
ture of the operation, the operation itself was an
extraordinary feat of military effectiveness within
tight time constraints and tremendous pressure.
Approximately 124,000 civilians were evacuated

via the Hamid Karzai International Airport, situat-
ed on the outskirts of Kabul, during the latter two
weeks of August. The effort involved 6,000 troops
on the ground and approximately 800 aircraft from
30 countries (250 of which were U.S. Air Force
transports), all coordinated and controlled by U.S.
military personnel.?® No other country could have
executed such a mission under such conditions.

A modern “major combat operation”?® along the
lines of those upon which Pentagon planners base
their requirements would feature a major opponent
possessing modern integrated air defenses; naval
power (surface and undersea); advanced combat
aircraft (to include bombers); a substantial inven-
tory of short-range, medium-range, and long-range
missiles; current-generation ground forces (tanks,
armored vehicles, artillery, rockets, and anti-armor
weaponry); cruise missiles; and (in some cases) nu-
clear weapons. Such a situation involving an actor
capable of threatening vital national interests would
present a challenge that is comprehensively differ-
ent from the challenges that the U.S. Joint Force has
faced in past decades.

Since 2018, given its focus on counterinsurgen-
cy, stability, and advise-and-assist operations since
2004 and the 2018 NDS directive to prepare for con-
flict in an era of great-power competition, the mil-
itary community has focused on its suitability and
readiness for major conventional warfare.?”

e The Army in particular has noted the need to
reengage in training and exercises that feature
larger-scale combined arms maneuver opera-
tions, especially to ensure that its higher head-
quarters elements are up to the task;

e The Marine Corps has undertaken a dramatic
restructuring to posture itself more effectively
for high-end warfare against a major opponent,
focusing specifically on China and the littorals
of the Indo-Pacific but also appreciating that
its new capabilities will be broadly applicable
elsewhere; and

e Both the Navy and the Air Force have acknowl-
edged the evolved threat environment that will
demand more of them in the coming decade
than they have had to deal with during the
past 20 years.
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This Index ascertains the relevance and health
of military service capabilities by looking at such
factors as the average age of equipment, the gener-
ation of equipment relative to the current state of
competitor efforts as reported by the services, and
the status of replacement programs that are meant
to introduce more updated systems as older equip-
ment reaches the end of its programmed service life.
While some of the information is quite quantitative,
other factors could be considered judgment calls
made by acknowledged experts in the relevant areas
of interest or addressed by senior service officials
when providing testimony to Congress or examining
specific areas in other official statements.

It must be determined whether the services pos-
sess capabilities that are relevant to the modern
combat environment.

Capacity. The U.S. military must have a suffi-
cient quantity of the right capability or capabilities.
When speaking of platforms such as planes and
ships, a troubling and fairly consistent trend with-
in U.S. military acquisition characterizes the path
from requirement to fielded capability. Along the
way to acquiring the capability, several linked things
happen that result in far less of a presumed “critical
capability” than was supposedly required.

o The military articulates a requirement that the
manufacturing sector attempts to satisfy.

e “Unexpected” technological hurdles arise that
take longer and much more money to solve
than anyone envisioned.

e Programs are lengthened, and cost overruns are
addressed, usually with more money.

o Then the realization sets in that the country
either cannot afford or is unwilling to pay the
cost of acquiring the total number of platforms
originally advocated. The acquisition goal is
adjusted downward, if not canceled altogether,
and the military finally fields fewer platforms
at a higher cost per unit than it originally said it
needed to be successful in combat.

As deliberations proceed toward a decision on
whether to reduce planned procurement, they rarely
focus on and quantify the increase in risk that ac-
companies the decrease in procurement.

Something similar happens with force structure
size: the number of units and total number of per-
sonnel the services say they need to meet the objec-
tives established by the Commander in Chief and
the Secretary of Defense in their strategic guidance.

e The Marine Corps has stated that it needs 27
infantry battalions to fully satisfy the validat-
ed requirements of the regional Combatant
Commanders, yet it currently fields only 22 and
has stated that it plans to drop to 21 in order to
make resources available for experimentation
and modernization.*

e In 2012, the Army was building toward 48
brigade combat teams, but incremental budget
cuts reduced that number over time to 31—less
than two-thirds the number that the Army orig-
inally thought was necessary.

e The Navy has produced various assessments
of fleet size since the end of the Cold War, from
313 ships to 372 ships with some working esti-
mates as high as 500 manned ships.

Older equipment can be updated with new com-
ponents to keep it relevant, and commanders can
employ fewer units more expertly for longer periods
of time in an operational theater to accomplish an
objective. At some point, however, sheer numbers
of updated, modern equipment and trained, fully
manned units are going to be needed to win in battle
against a credible opponent when the crisis is pro-
found enough to threaten a vital national interest.

Capacity (numbers) can be viewed in at least
three ways: compared to a stated objective for each
category by each service, compared to amounts
required to complete various types of operations
across a wide range of potential missions as mea-
sured against a potential adversary, and as measured
against a set benchmark for total national capability.
This Index employs the two-MRC metric as a bench-
mark for most of the force.

The two-MRC benchmark for force sizing is the
minimum standard for U.S. hard-power capacity be-
cause one will never be able to employ 100 percent
of the force at any given time. Some percentage of
the force will always be unavailable because of long-
term maintenance overhaul, especially for Navy
ships; unit training cycles; employment in myriad
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VERY WEAK

engagement and small-crisis response tasks that
continue even during major conflicts; a standing
commitment with allies to maintain U.S. forces in a
given country or region; and the need to keep some
portion of the force uncommitted to serve as a stra-
tegic reserve.

The historical record shows that, on average, the
U.S. Army commits 21 BCTs to a major conflict; thus,
atwo-MRC standard would require that 42 BCTs be
available for actual use. But an Army built to field
only 42 BCTs would also be an Army that could find
itself entirely committed to war, leaving nothing
back as a strategic reserve to replace combat losses
or to handle other U.S. security interests. Although
new technologies and additional capabilities have
made current BCTs more capable than those they
replaced, one thing remains the same: Today’s BCT,
like its predecessors, can be committed to only one
place at a time and must be able to account for com-
bat losses, especially if it engages a similarly mod-
ernized enemy force. Thus, regardless of modernity,
numbers still matter.

Again, this Index assesses only the Active compo-
nent of the service, albeit with full awareness that
the Army also has Reserve and National Guard com-
ponents that together account for half of the total
Army. The additional capacity needed to meet these

“above two-MRC requirements” could be handled
by these other components or mobilized to supple-
ment Active-component commitments. In fact, this
is how the Army thinks about meeting operation-
al demands and is at the heart of the long-running
debate within the total Army about the roles and
contributions of its various components. A similar
situation exists with the Air Force and Marine Corps.

The balance among Active, Reserve, and Guard
elements is beyond the scope of this study. Our fo-
cus is on establishing a minimum benchmark for the
capacity needed to handle a two-MRC requirement.

We conducted a review of the major defense stud-
ies (1993 BUR, QDR reports, and independent pan-
el critiques) that are publicly available,? as well as
modern historical instances of major wars (Korea,
Vietnam, Gulf War, Operation Iraqi Freedom), to

MARGINAL

STRONG

VERY STRONG

see whether there was any consistent trend in U.S.
force allocation.?® To this force allocation we added
20 percent, both to account for forces and platforms
that are likely to be unavailable and to provide a stra-
tegic reserve to guard against unforeseen demands.

Summarizing the totals, this Index conclud-
ed that a Joint Force capable of dealing with two
MRCs simultaneously or nearly simultaneously
would consist of:

¢ Army: 50 BCTs.

e Navy: at least 400 ships and 624 strike aircraft.
o Air Force: 1,200 fighter/attack aircraft.

o Marine Corps: 30 battalions.

America’s security interests require that the ser-
vices have the capacity to handle two major regional
conflicts successfully.

Readiness. The consequences of the sharp re-
ductions in funding mandated by sequestration
over the past decade have caused military service
officials, senior DOD officials, and even Members
of Congress to warn of the dangers of re-creating
the “hollow force” of the 1970s when units existed
on paper but were staffed at reduced levels, mini-
mally trained, and woefully ill-equipped.® To avoid
this, the services have traded quantity/capacity and
modernization to ensure that what they do have is

“ready” for employment.

Supplemental funding in FY 2017, a higher
topline in FY 2018, and sustained increases in FY
2019 and FY 2020 have helped to stop the bleeding
and have enabled the services to plan and implement
readiness recovery efforts. Massive federal spend-
ing in response to the COVID-19 pandemic in cal-
endar year 2020 led to fiscal pressure on defense
accounts in future years, but gains in readiness were
preserved during FY 2020. Ensuring adequate read-
iness in FY 2021 was difficult given the challenges
created by COVID-19 during the preceding year. In
FY 2022, the services continued their effort to find

The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/Military

331



an appropriate balance among capability, capacity,
and readiness, at first benefiting from a reduction in

combat operations and the easing of COVID-related

restrictions and disruptions but then forced to con-
tend with a loss in spending power caused by ris-
ing inflation.

Itis one thing to have the right capabilities to de-
feat the enemy in battle. It is another thing to have
enough of those capabilities to sustain operations
and many battles against an enemy over time, espe-
cially when attrition or dispersed operations are sig-
nificant factors. But sufficient numbers of the right
capabilities are rather meaningless if the force is not
ready to engage in the task.

Scoring. In our final assessments, we tried very
hard not to convey a higher level of precision than
we think is achievable using unclassified, open-
source, publicly available documents; not to reach
conclusions that could be viewed as based solely
on assertions or opinion; and not to rely solely on
data and information that can be highly quantified.
Simple numbers, while important, do not tell the
whole story.

We believe that the logic underlying our meth-
odology is sound. This Index drew from a wealth of
public testimony from senior government officials,
from the work of recognized experts in the defense
and national security analytic community, and from
historical instances of conflict that seemed most ap-
propriate to this project. It then considered several
questions, including:

e How does one place a value on the combat
effectiveness of such concepts as Air-Sea Battle,
Multi-Domain Operations, Littoral Operations
in a Contested Environment, Distributed Mar-
itime Operations, Network-centric Operations,
or Joint Operational Access when they have not
been tested in battle?

o Isitentirely possible to assess accurately (1)
how well a small number of newest-generation
ships or aircraft will fare against a much larger
number of currently modern counterparts
when (2) U.S. forces are operating thousands
of miles from home, (3) orchestrated with a
particular operational concept, and (4) the
enemy is leveraging a “home field advantage”

that includes strategic depth and much shorter
and perhaps better protected lines of communi-
cation and (5) might be pursuing much dearer
national objectives than the U.S. is pursuing

so that the political will to conduct sustained
operations in the face of mounting losses might
differ dramatically?

« How does one neatly quantify the element of
combat experience, the erosion of experience
as combat operation events recede in time and
those who participated in them leave the force,
the health of a supporting workforce, the value
of “presence and engagement operations,” and
the related force structures and patterns of
deployment and employment that presumably
deter war or mitigate its effects if it does occur?

New capabilities such as unmanned systems, cy-
ber tools, hypervelocity platforms and weapons, and
the use of artificial intelligence to achieve a better
understanding of operations and orchestrate them
more effectively have the potential to change mili-
tary force posture calculations in the future. At the
present time, however, they are not realized in any
practical sense.

This Index focused on the primary purpose of
military power—to defeat an enemy in combat—and
the historical record of major U.S. engagements for
evidence of what the U.S. defense establishment has
thought was necessary to execute a major conven-
tional war successfully. To this we added the two-
MRC benchmark; on-the-record assessments of
what the services themselves are saying about their
status relative to validated requirements; and the
analysis and opinions of various experts, both in and
out of government, who have covered these issues
for many years.

Taking everything together, we rejected scales
that would imply extraordinary precision and set-
tled on a scale that conveys broader characteriza-
tions of status that range from very weak to very
strong. Ultimately, any such assessment is a judg-
ment call informed by quantifiable data, qualitative
assessments, thoughtful deliberation, and experi-
ence. We trust that our approach makes sense, is
defensible, and is repeatable.
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