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An Assessment of U.S. Military Power

The United States military is at an inflection 
point. After two decades of counterterrorism 

operations and nation-building, the United States 
is attempting to rebuild its military power—particu-
larly the platforms and munitions that are so need-
ed for the current era of great-power confrontation.

While the United States military can execute 
breathtakingly flawless operations, as evidenced 
in Operation Midnight Hammer when American 
aircraft destroyed large portions of Iran’s nuclear 
program and in Operation Absolute Resolve when 
the United States extracted Venezuelan dictator 
Nicolás Maduro, the military itself requires signif-
icant reinvestment if it is to be able to deter and, if 
necessary, defeat adversary aggression.

Fortunately, because of President Trump’s pro-
posed reinvestment in the American military—from 
new shipyards to new production lines, from Gold-
en Dome missile defenses to modernizing America’s 
strategic deterrent, and from new fighters like the 
F-47 to the next-generation B-21 stealth bomber—
the United States will spend trillions of dollars over 
the next four years to enhance America’s combat 
power. But this will take time, and that reinvest-
ment must cover an enormous amount of ground.

The 2025 National Security Strategy articulates 
the importance of securing the Western Hemi-
sphere and America’s borders. It identifies China 
as America’s primary foreign adversary while still 
recognizing the challenges posed by America’s ad-
versaries in Russia, Iran, and North Korea. This is 
a formidable set of challenges that in many ways is 
greater than those our nation faced in the Cold War.

Not only do America’s new adversaries field 
more advanced capabilities and enjoy far more com-
parative wealth than the Soviets did, but they have 
demonstrated a willingness to engage in incredible 
acts of violence to achieve their aims. China threat-
ens Taiwan and other neighbors on a routine basis, 

to include using force against neighboring ships op-
erating in international waters. Russia has brutally 
invaded its neighbors and threatens NATO allies 
with nuclear annihilation on a regular basis. Iran 
not only has sought the nuclear bomb and attacked 
American forces across the Middle East, but also 
has tried repeatedly through missile and terrorist 
attacks to destroy America’s most valuable partner 
in the region, Israel. North Korea continues to ex-
pand its nuclear arsenal and regularly threatens the 
American homeland as well as our allies in Korea 
and Japan with devastating strategic attack.

Consequently, the prospect of coordinated or 
sequential attack by one or more of America’s ad-
versaries is higher now than at any time since the 
end of the 1930s. This is not hyperbole: The United 
States and its allies in the Indo-Pacific, Europe, and 
the Middle East are confronted with multiple adver-
saries that seek—and have been preparing for many 
years—to overturn the free and open world order 
that has benefited the American people for decades.

Unfortunately, the strategic distractions of the 
2000s and the 2010s have left the United States un-
derprepared for the challenges at hand. Too much 
time was spent on the wrong issues and the wrong 
missions in the wrong parts of the world and focus-
ing on far too many faddish social issues to prepare 
for the challenges posed by malign actors in the 
Western Hemisphere and by the dictators in Beijing, 
Moscow, Tehran, and Pyongyang.

The United States is not postured correctly and 
does not have sufficient ships, planes, and muni-
tions to focus on all challenges in every theater si-
multaneously. As it rebuilds its military and refills 
its stockpiles, it will rely more heavily on allies in 
Europe and Asia. It must prioritize securing its in-
terests in the Western Hemisphere, as it did with 
Operation Absolute Resolve, while still setting 
the Indo-Pacific theater to deter and, if necessary, 
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defeat a near-peer China that seeks to overturn the 
free and open world order.

The 2026 Index of U.S. Military Strength posits 
that the military should build up to a force that can 
address two major regional contingencies (MRCs). 
As of now, it is underprepared to address a single 
MRC in the Indo-Pacific. The path that President 
Trump has set with the National Security Strategy, 
the National Defense Strategy, the One Big Beau-
tiful Bill Act, and significant increases in defense 
spending in the coming years will go far to get the 
military back to where it needs to be—but much 
needs to be done in the years to follow.

The good news is that our allies—Japan, Austra-
lia, Germany, Poland, South Korea, and others—are 
taking significant steps to increase defense spend-
ing and field more credible combat capability to de-
ter adversary aggression within their theaters. More 
actors such as the Philippines see that the United 
States remains committed to opposing revisionist 
actors from imposing their will on America’s part-
ners and have become more committed themselves 
to opposing America’s adversaries.

The U.S. military is turning itself around. With-
in the first week of his Administration, President 
Trump announced the Golden Dome missile de-
fense system designed to protect America and its 
allies from strategic attack. Subsequently, President 
Trump announced the Air Force’s next-generation 
air dominance fighter, the F-47. The Department of 
War is addressing challenges in acquisition, ship-
building, and personnel and ordering thousands 
of additional missile interceptors and long-range 
strike missiles.

Where to Start
The Department of War periodically conducts 

formal defense reviews to inform decisions on 
capabilities and capacities across the Joint Force 
relative to the threat environment (current and 
projected) and evolutions in operating conditions, 
the advancement of technologies, and aspects of 
U.S. interests that may call for one type of military 
response over another.

Major changes in the global threat environment 
cause significant reassessments of the capabilities 
and capacities required for the U.S. military to 
secure the interests of the American people. In 
1993, for example, then-Secretary of Defense Les 
Aspin conducted the Bottom Up Review (BUR) in 

recognition that “the dramatic changes that [had] 
occurred 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.”1

The BUR formally established the two-MRC 
standard, the requirement that U.S. forces should 
be able “to achieve decisive victory in two nearly si-
multaneous major regional conflicts and to conduct 
combat operations characterized by rapid response 
and a high probability of success, while minimizing 
the risk of significant American casualties.”2

Since that study, the government has under-
taken others as Administrations, national condi-
tions, and world events have changed the context 
of national 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 
commented on them. 

The QDR was replaced by the National Defense 
Strategy (NDS), released in 2018, 2022, and 2026,3 
and the independent perspectives of the formal U.S. 
Department of Defense (DOD) review by the Com-
mission on the National Defense Strategy, which 
released its views on the NDS starting in Novem-
ber 2018.4 Departing from their predecessors, nei-
ther 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 se-
curity challenge at a time. The commission’s report 
in 2024, for example, even criticized 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 possessing the capac-
ity to address lesser though still important military 
tasks that included presence, crisis response, and 
assistance missions.5

The Biden Administration’s 2022 NDS echoed 
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,”6 all of 
which are themes that have remained remarkably 
consistent from one Administration to the next for 
several decades.



﻿

339The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/military

The new 2025 NSS likewise prioritizes the threat 
posed by China but, while naming other threats that 
include Russia, Iran, North Korea, and terrorist 
groups, advocates dealing with them by improv-
ing the forward posture of U.S. forces, our national 
resilience to attack, and U.S. collaboration with re-
gional allies. This approach will be paired with sub-
stantial increases in defense spending, as already 
seen in the fiscal year (FY) 2026 defense budget and 
probably will be seen in the FY 2027 budget as well. 
President Trump has made clear that his goal is to 
rebuild and revitalize the U.S. military as a neces-
sary component of his National Security Strategy.

Balancing Investment in Procurement 
and Research and Development

It has become fashionable to argue that existing 
systems like aircraft carriers and main battle tanks 
are becoming obsolete. Critics question their value 
in an era of technological advancement when new 
capabilities such as advanced autonomous systems 
and hypersonic missiles increasingly render the U.S. 
Navy’s biggest and most prominent ships too large 
and too slow to evade missiles and drones.7

Critics point to Ukraine’s sinking of the Rus-
sian missile cruiser Moskva to claim that Ameri-
can carriers would stand little chance of survival 
during a conflict with China.8 The U.S. Navy, they 
insist, should instead invest in various experimental 
drones and autonomous surface vessels.

These critics, however, are comparing apples to 
oranges. They are drawing conclusions far beyond 
the lessons of the war in Ukraine—conclusions that 
have no bearing on U.S. military requirements in 
a potential conflict with China in the Pacific. Fur-
ther, they ignore decades of successful U.S. power 
projection operations, including the recent Oper-
ation Midnight Hammer and Operation Absolute 
Resolve—flawless tactical successes that utilized 
legacy American military platforms. The United 
States already has the world’s most technologi-
cally advanced military, and the biggest concern 
for planners considering a conflict with China in 
the Indo-Pacific should be capacity, not capabili-
ty. Quality has a quantity all its own, and China’s 
investment in deep stores of precision-guided mu-
nitions and the shortages of these same munitions 
on the American side is a serious concern. Likewise, 
even though the U.S. Navy still has a qualitative edge 
over the People’s Liberation Army Navy, the PLAN’s 

numerical superiority in battle force ships is a cause 
for concern. 

New spending in the defense budget therefore 
needs to be focused on expanding capacity, procur-
ing larger numbers of platforms and munitions that 
currently exist, with block buys of precision-guid-
ed munitions to include long-range anti-ship mis-
siles (LRASM); extended-range joint air-to-surface 
standoff missiles (JASSM-ER); precision strike mis-
siles (PrSM); and Standard Missile-6s (SM-6). For 
platforms, the U.S. military needs more ships and 
aircraft with larger procurement orders of Virgin-
ia-class submarines, Arleigh Burke–class destroyers, 
F-35 strike fighters, and B-21 bombers.

Our systems and troops also need sustainment, 
and the vast operating distances of the Indo-Pacific 
necessitate thinking on airlift, sealift, and sustain-
ment that military planners have largely ignored 
since the end of the Cold War. To get our troops 
and weapons systems to the fight, the Air Force 
and Navy desperately need to be investing in larg-
er procurement orders of dry cargo ships, fueling 
ships, KC-46 tankers, and C-17s, C-130J/KC130J, 
and C-5M for air transport. 

This is not to say that the United States should 
not be investing in next-generation technologies. 
Quite the contrary: Keeping the American techno-
logical edge requires the development of new, mod-
ernized systems like the B-21 bomber and the F-47 
air superiority aircraft. Wherever possible, however, 
research and development dollars should be spent 
on next-generation systems that are meant to be 
procured, and not on generalized research. For 
more general research, the Department of War has 
rightly realized that leveraging America’s incredi-
ble private sector makes more sense than funding 
generalized Pentagon research and development 
programs. If the United States is going to beat China 
in the race to develop higher and higher levels of 
artificial intelligence, for example, Silicon Valley is 
far more likely to do so than a government agency is. 

In short, the Department of War needs to be 
focusing new spending on purchasing new ships, 
planes, and munitions so that China’s quantitative 
edge does not cancel out America’s qualitative edge.

The U.S. Joint Force and the Art of War
This section of the 2026 Index assesses the ade-

quacy of military capabilities defined as the ability 
of American forces to engage and defeat an enemy’s 
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forces when called upon to do so. In conducting this 
assessment, we accounted for both quantitative and 
qualitative aspects of military forces, informed by 
an experience-based and scholarly understanding 
of military operations.

What Is Not Being Assessed
In assessing the status of America’s military forc-

es, the 2026 Index uses the primary measures used 
by the military services when they discuss their 
ability to employ combat power.

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

	l The Marine Corps structures itself 
by battalions.

	l The Navy measures itself by the number of 
battle force ships.

	l The Air Force measures the total number of 
aircraft, sometimes broken down into fighters 
and bombers.

Obviously, this is not the totality of service capa-
bilities and is not everything needed for war. Even 
the services would argue that “what they bring to 
the fight” is more than these simple metrics. Discus-
sions about military power that take place among 
career professionals are endless and can be incom-
prehensible to most people who have not spent 
years studying such issues. Nevertheless, measures 
must be found. Vitally important capabilities also 
must be taken into account as critical enablers of 
combat forces. For example:

	l Combat forces depend on a staggeringly large 
logistics system that supplies everything 
from food and water to fuel, ammunition, and 
repair parts.

	l Military operations require engineer support, 
and the force needs medical, dental, and ad-
ministrative capabilities.

	l The military also fields units that transport 
combat power to and sustain it wherever they 
may be needed anywhere in the world.

The scope of the 2026 Index does not extend to 
analysis of everything that makes hard power pos-
sible. It also does not assess the Reserve and Na-
tional Guard components, although they account 
for roughly one-third of the U.S. military force and 
have been essential to operations for decades.9 As 
with other elements that are essential to the effec-
tive employment of combat power—logistics, med-
ical support, strategic lift, training, and more—the 
U.S. military could not handle a major conflict with-
out the Reserve and Guard forces. Nevertheless, to 
make the challenge of assessing the status of mili-
tary strength manageable, the 2026 Index, like its 
predecessors, looks at factors directly associated 
with the active component of each service: the base-
line requirement for a given amount of combat pow-
er that is readily available in the event of a conflict. 

The Defense Budget and Strategic Guidance
How much a nation spends on defense does not 

determine a military’s capability, readiness, or ca-
pacity. How much is allocated to defense does not 
tell us much about the capacity, modernity, or read-
iness of the forces. Proper funding is a necessary 
but insufficient variable in determining a military’s 
health. A larger defense budget, for example, is use-
less if the money is allocated inappropriately or 
wasted on useless programs. Nevertheless, there is 
a rough correlation between the percentage of the 
federal budget or national gross domestic product 
(GDP) that is spent on defense and the military’s 
capabilities.

The U.S. government will always compare 
spending on defense with spending in other areas 
of government activity. In an ideal world, defense 
requirements are determined by identifying nation-
al interests that might need to be defended; assess-
ing the nature of threats to those interests and what 
would be needed to deter and, if necessary, defeat 
those threats; and then determining what the coun-
try can afford or is willing to spend in order to field 
the military required to address these challenges. 
Any difference between assessed requirements and 
the amount of money spent on military capabilities 
would constitute risk to American security interests.

The 2026 Index adopts this approach of weighing 
interests, threats, requirements, required military 
capabilities, and the associated budget. The com-
position of the force and the understanding of mil-
itary risk have become more salient issues with the 
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shift toward confrontation with China and Russia. 
Certainly, Russia’s war against Ukraine has revealed 
the reality of war: its appetite for resources and the 
relative effectiveness of military units possessing 
various types of equipment, munitions inventories, 
and histories of training.

Assessments of potential conflict between the 
United States and China tend toward theory in 
peacetime and can underestimate what would be 
needed to prevail in war. The 2017 National Security 
Strategy,10 2018 National Defense Strategy, 2021 In-
terim National Security Strategic Guidance,11 2022 
National Security Strategy,12 2022 National Defense 
Strategy,13 2025 National Security Strategy,14 and 
2026 National Defense Strategy all have recognized 
that meeting the challenges posed by great-power 
competitors requires a U.S. force that is modern, 
ready, and effective in all domains of warfare with 
a focus on high-end conflict with Communist China.

Purpose as a Driver in Force Sizing
The Joint Force is used for a wide range of pur-

poses, by far the most important of which is major 
combat operations. Fortunately, such events are 
rare.15 Between (and even during) major combat 
operations, the military is used for a variety of 
non-combat missions, to include support to re-
gional engagements, crisis response activities, de-
terrence operations, and humanitarian assistance, 
as well as to support civil authorities and diplomacy. 
One must ask, of course, whether the overreliance 
on the military for a variety of operations that fall 
well outside the realm of major combat operations 
undermines the military’s ability to be prepared for 
major combat operations.

All of the U.S. Geographic Combatant Commands, 
or COCOMS16—Northern Command (NORTH-
COM); European Command (EUCOM); Central 
Command (CENTCOM); Indo-Pacific Command 
(INDOPACOM); Southern Command (SOUTH-
COM); and Africa Command (AFRICOM)—have 
engaged with countries in their regions. Such en-
gagements range from small unit training events 
to larger bilateral and multilateral military exer-
cises. Such efforts foster working relationships 
with other countries, help participants acquire an 
understanding of regional political–military dy-
namics and on-the-ground conditions, and signal 
U.S. security interests to friends and competitors. 
As confrontation with China becomes more acute, 

planning across all COCOMS will need to account 
for the possibility of high-end protracted conflict 
with Communist China.

To support these efforts, the military Services 
provide forces that are based permanently in their 
respective regions or that operate in them on a 
rotational basis. To make these regional rotations 
possible, the Services maintain forces that are large 
enough to train, deploy, support, receive back, and 
again make ready a stream of units that can meet 
force requirements in a variety of scenarios.

The ratio between time spent at home and time 
spent on deployment is known as OPTEMPO (oper-
ational tempo), and each military Service attempts 
to maintain a ratio that both gives units enough 
time to educate, train, and prepare and allows 
individuals to maintain a semblance of a healthy 
home life. This ensures that units are fully rested 
and prepared for the next deployment cycle and 
that servicemembers do not become “burned out” 
or suffer in their personal lives because of excessive 
deployments.

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 scheduled to de-
ploy for six months, for example, it will be home for 
18 months before again deploying. Thus, the size of 
the total force must be significantly larger than any 
sampling of its use at any point in time.

By contrast, sizing a force for major combat op-
erations 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 military can do given training, equipment, 
employment concepts, and other factors. Inevita-
bly, compromises are made that account for how 
much military the country is willing to buy. Gen-
erally speaking:

	l The Army sizes to major warfighting 
requirements.

	l The Marine Corps focuses on crisis response 
and the ability to fight one major war.

	l The Air Force attempts to strike a balance 
that accounts for historically based demand 
across the spectrum because air assets can 
be shifted from one theater of operations to 
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another, and any peacetime engagement typi-
cally requires some level of air support.

	l The Navy is driven by global presence re-
quirements. To meet COCOM requirements 
for a continuous fleet presence at sea, the Navy 
must have three to four ships in order to have 
one at sea on patrol. A commander who wants 
one U.S. warship 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 otherwise unavailable because of 
major maintenance or modernization work.

The 2026 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 paradigm for the Marine Corps. The three 
large services are meant to be 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 Commandant, focus on one major conflict in 
the Indo-Pacific while ensuring that all Fleet Ma-
rine Forces are globally deployable for short-notice, 
smaller-scale actions.17 The military’s effectiveness, 
both as a deterrent against opportunistic aggressors 
and as a valued training partner in the eyes of other 
countries, derives from its military effectiveness.

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:

	l Capability,

	l Capacity, and

	l Readiness.

Capability. Examining the capability of a mili-
tary force requires consideration of:

	l The proper tools with the design, characteris-
tics, technological advancement, and suitabil-
ity that the force needs to perform its function 
of defeating America’s enemies.

	l The sufficiency of armored vehicles, ships, air-
planes, and other equipment and weapons to 
defeat the enemy.

	l The appropriate diversity of options to miti-
gate strategic vulnerability and give flexibility 
to commanders.

	l The degree to which elements of the force 
mutually support one another, minimizing 
weaknesses, maximizing strengths, and gain-
ing greater effectiveness.

A modern “major combat operation”18 along 
the lines of those upon which Pentagon planners 
base their requirements should feature a capa-
ble near-peer opponent possessing modern in-
tegrated air defenses; naval power (surface and 
undersea); advanced combat aircraft (to include 
bombers); a substantial inventory of short-range, 
medium-range, and long-range missiles; cur-
rent-generation ground forces (tanks, armored 
vehicles, artillery, rockets, and anti-armor weap-
onry); cruise missiles; and a variety of strategic and 
non-strategic nuclear weapons. Such a situation 
involving an actor capable of threatening vital 
national interests would present a challenge that 
is comprehensively different from the challenges 
that the U.S. Joint Force has faced since the suc-
cessful conclusion of the Cold War.

In the years since publication of the 2018 Na-
tional Defense Strategy, the military has focused 
on its readiness for major conventional warfare, 
primarily against Communist China.19 In general 
terms, this focus was sustained through the release 
of the 2022 NDS, 2025 NSS, and the 2026 NDS, no 
doubt reflecting the realities of China’s rapid expan-
sion of its military capabilities and activities.

	l The Army has invested in units and systems 
that are relevant to deterring China in the In-
do-Pacific, especially the Multi-Domain Task 
Force (MDTF).

	l 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 through Force Plan 2030.
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	l 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; however, both services face signifi-
cant challenges, as will be shown in the assess-
ments for these services

The 2026 Index ascertains the relevance and 
health of military service capabilities by looking at 
such factors as the average age of equipment, mili-
tary capabilities and capacity as compared to those 
of America’s adversaries, and the status of modern 
replacement programs. While some of the infor-
mation is quantitative, some of the assessments 
are based on judgment calls made by experts in the 
relevant areas of interest or addressed by senior 
service officials.

It must be determined whether the Services pos-
sess capabilities that are relevant to deterring and, 
if necessary, defeating America’s adversaries.

Capacity. The U.S. military must have the right 
amount of effective capabilities. This Index employs 
the two-MRC metric as a benchmark for most of 
the force. This benchmark is the minimum standard 
for U.S. military capacity because one will never be 
able to employ 100 percent of the force at any giv-
en time. Some percentage of the force will always 
be unavailable because of long-term maintenance 
overhaul, especially for Navy ships; unit training 
cycles; and the need to keep some portion of the 
force uncommitted to serve as a strategic reserve.

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

	l Army: 50 BCTs.

	l Navy: at least 400 ships and 624 strike aircraft.

	l Air Force: 1,200 fighter/attack aircraft.

	l 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 
from 2011 until 2021 caused military service offi-
cials, senior DOD officials, and even Members of 
Congress to warn of the dangers of recreating the 

“hollow force” of the 1970s when units existed on 
paper but were staffed at reduced levels, minimally 
trained, and woefully ill-equipped.20 To avoid this, 
the Services traded quantity/capacity and modern-
ization to ensure that what they do have is “ready” 
for employment.

Over the past several years, the services con-
tinued their effort to find 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 contend with a loss 
in spending power caused by rising inflation. (In 
fact, accounting for the record-high inflation expe-
rienced under the Biden Administration has been 
one of the most potent arguments for the second 
Trump Administration’s dramatic increases in de-
fense spending.)

A nation must have the right capabilities to de-
feat the enemy in a single engagement; it also must 
have enough of those capabilities to sustain oper-
ations during a protracted conflict. But sufficient 
numbers of the right capabilities are meaningless 
if the force is not ready to engage.

Scoring. In our final assessments, we tried not 
to convey a higher level of precision than we think is 
achievable using unclassified, open-source, publicly 
available information and not to reach conclusions 
that could be viewed as based solely on one individ-
ual’s opinion. We believe that the logic underlying 
our methodology is sound. The 2026 Index draws 
from a wealth of public testimony from senior gov-
ernment officials, from the work of recognized ex-
perts in the defense and national security analytic 
community, and from historical instances of con-
flict that seemed most appropriate to this project. 
New capabilities such as unmanned systems, cyber 

U.S. Military Power: Summary

VERY WEAK WEAK MARGINAL STRONG VERY STRONG
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tools, hypervelocity weapons, and artificial intelli-
gence have the potential to change military force 
posture calculations. At the present time, however, 
they are not realized in any practical sense. More-
over, such new capabilities should be seen as adding 
to, not as substituting for, legacy capabilities.

The 2026 Index is focused on the primary pur-
pose of military power—to deter and, if necessary, 
defeat an enemy, such as China, Russia, Iran, or 
North Korea, in combat. 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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U.S. Army
Wilson Beaver

Introduction1

On April 30, 2025, Secretary of Defense (now 
Secretary of War) Pete Hegseth issued a memoran-
dum, “Army Transformation and Acquisition Re-
form,” directing Secretary of the Army Dan Driscoll 
to begin to implement a “comprehensive transfor-
mation strategy” for the Army.2 Consistent with 
this directive, on May 1, 2025, Secretary Driscoll 
and Army Chief of Staff General Randy George is-
sued a “Letter to the Force: Army Transformation 
Initiative” to implement this strategy. The ATI con-
sists of three primary lines of effort: “deliver[ing] 
critical warfighting capabilities, optimiz[ing] our 
force structure, and eliminating waste and obso-
lete programs.”3

To accomplish these goals, excess ground vehi-
cles that are more relevant to counterinsurgency 
operations will be eliminated, and planned procure-
ment of obsolete systems, such as the Gray Eagle, 
will be canceled. At the same time, systems identi-
fied as relevant to future Army operations, includ-
ing long-range missiles, modernized unmanned 
aircraft systems (UAS), the M1E3 tank, the Future 
Long-Range Assault Aircraft, and a wide range of 
counter-UAS (C-UAS) capabilities, will be priori-
tized. Just as important will be new methods of agile 
funding, shifting from program-centric to capabil-
ity-based portfolios in an effort to field equipment 
faster and keep up with the pace of innovation, 
which is especially relevant for UAS and C-UAS 
procurement. 

The Army is also seeking to define its role in the 
Indo-Pacific, which has been identified as the pri-
mary theater of operations for the foreseeable fu-
ture as the entire military retools itself for deterring 
and, if necessary, defeating the threat posed by the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC). New units like 

the Multi-Domain Task Force (MDTF) will play a 
crucial role in the Joint Force mission in the In-
do-Pacific, deploying a wide range of new capabili-
ties even as the Army’s 31 Infantry Brigade Combat 
Teams continue to deploy and cross-train with al-
lied and partnered militaries both in the Indo-Pa-
cific and across the globe.

At the same time, the Army must not lose sight 
of the fact that the fundamentals of warfare have 
not changed and that, in pursuing innovation, one 
must avoid throwing out the proverbial baby with 
the bathwater. Drones, for example, have clear 
and proven combat and intelligence, surveillance, 
and reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities that, as 
demonstrated by the war in Ukraine, need to be 
developed and integrated. However, traditional 
infantry, armor, and artillery units have been just 
as instrumental in the conduct of the war, and the 
U.S. Army must remain at the forefront of these 
warfighting branches even while pursuing UAS 
and C-UAS dominance. The Army of the future 
must be innovative even as it is steeped in its own 
history and proven capabilities—capabilities that 
America’s soldiers need to deploy, engage, and de-
stroy the enemies of the United States of America 
in close combat.

Service Overview
The U.S. Army was established more than 250 

years ago on June 14, 1775, and ever since then has 
served as America’s primary agent for the conduct 
of land warfare. Although it is capable of all types of 
operations across the range of military operations 
and support to civil authorities, its chief value to the 
nation is its ability to defeat and destroy enemy land 
forces in battle.4 According to U.S. law:
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[The Army] shall be organized, trained, and 
equipped primarily for prompt and sustained 
combat incident to operations on land. It is 
responsible for the preparation of land forces 
necessary for the effective prosecution of war 
except as otherwise assigned and, in accor-
dance with integrated joint mobilization plans, 
for the expansion of the peacetime compo-
nents of the Army to meet the needs of war.5

More than any other U.S. military service, the 
Army has felt the impact of the past several decades 
of counterinsurgency operations in the Middle East. 
The Army prioritized funding and planning for 
counterinsurgency operations in Iraq and Afghan-
istan, and units were reorganized to support this 
mission. Modernization measures not considered 
to be in line with this priority, such as air defense 
systems, were cut. Now the Army is reorganizing 
once again to prepare itself for great-power compe-
tition, looking to align its funding and planning with 
a national security strategy that identifies compe-
tition with China as the primary security challenge 
facing the United States.

The Army Transformation Initiative
Secretary Hegseth’s April 2025 memorandum 

initiated a comprehensive transformation strategy 
for the Army. The Army had already begun transfor-
mation and modernization initiatives in 2024 with 
its development of new MDTFs; Indirect Fire Pro-
tection Capability (IFPC) battalions; new capabili-
ties in counter–small UAS (C-sUAS); and Maneuver 
Short-Range Air Defense (M-SHORAD) battalions. 
Under the ATI, these efforts will be built on and aug-
mented with a series of reforms and new initiatives 
to transform the Army into a “leaner, more lethal 
force by adapting how we fight, train, organize, and 
buy equipment.”

Secretary Hegseth’s directive requires the Army 
to cut waste, increase lethality, reform force struc-
tures, and employ innovative processes and systems 
to keep pace with the rapidly evolving battlefield 
technologies observed in the Russo–Ukrainian 
war and other conflicts. As part of President Don-
ald Trump’s agenda to build a military that is fit for 
purpose in America’s New Golden Age, Secretary 
Hegseth has sought to refocus the military on war-
fighting and to build out capabilities relevant to 
America’s most pressing national security interests. 

The U.S. Army specifically needs to attain the lethal-
ity necessary to compete in an ever-evolving and 
dangerous global environment, especially in terms 
of contending with the stunning growth of the Chi-
nese military and the clearly expanding scope of 
Beijing’s ambitions.6

As noted, the Army Transformation Initiative 
comprises three lines of effort: delivering critical 
warfighting capabilities, optimizing force structure, 
and eliminating waste and obsolete programs.7

	l Delivering Critical Warfighting Capabil-
ities. The ATI builds on the Transformation 
in Contact (TiC) concept, in which emerging 
technologies and innovative organizational 
structures are integrated into formations in 
training, giving soldiers the ability to “innovate, 
learn, refine requirements, and develop solu-
tions faster.”8 General George has elaborated 
on this concept: 

We have been watching what’s happening 
on the battlefield in Ukraine and the Middle 
East and, really, around the world…. We’ve 
been doing something called transforming 
in contact, where we’re actually getting 
bottom-up innovation from our troops, but 
it’s not a lesson learned unless you’ve ac-
tually done something to change how you 
train and operate.9

This also means changing how the Army 
procures equipment. General George has 
commented on this as well, saying that pro-
grams of record for some capabilities may be 
outdated: “I’m not a fan when anybody talks 
about a program of record. What that means is 
you buy something and keep it forever.” In-
stead, the systems the Army procures should 
be “modular, open systems architecture.”10 As 
part of delivering capabilities to the warfighter, 
long-range missiles, a wide array of modern 
UAS, the new M1E3 tank, C-sUAS capabilities, 
and Future Long-Range Assault Aircraft will 
all be integrated into the Army.

	l Optimizing Force Structure. The focus is on 
“filling combat positions with Soldiers. Every 
role must sharpen the spear or be cut away.”11 
To achieve this goal, staff positions are being 
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cut, commands are being merged, and general 
officer positions are being reduced. Combat 
Aviation Brigades (CAB) will lose one Aerial 
Cavalry Squadron, and all Infantry Brigade 
Combat Teams will be converted to “Mobile 
Brigade Combat Teams” to emphasize mobility 
and lethality.

	l Eliminating Waste and Obsolete Programs. 
Programs that are deemed outdated or redun-
dant are being cut. This includes “the AH-64D, 
excess ground vehicles like HMMWV and 
JLTV, and obsolete UAVs like the Gray Eagle.”12

The Army in the Indo-Pacific
The Indo-Pacific is primarily a maritime theater. 

Strategically important countries in the region are 
separated by hundreds or even thousands of miles 
of open ocean. The United States is a treaty ally of 
Japan, Australia, South Korea, and the Philippines, 
nations that are threatened primarily by the naval, 
air, and missile forces of China. As a result, the U.S. 
Navy and Air Force would play the lead roles in a 
conflict with China. The Army, however, also has a 
critical role to play in the region, both with its exist-
ing assets and with new capabilities currently under 
development. In World War II, the U.S. Army played 
a crucial role in both theaters even though its role 
in the Pacific Theater has often been downplayed. 
The liberation of the Philippines, for example, was 
primarily a U.S. Army operation.

The Army’s two main roles in a modern Indo-Pa-
cific conflict would be to provide logistics and air 
defense for forward airfields (a familiar role) and 
to provide shore-based anti-access capabilities—a 
relatively new role for which the Army began to 
ready itself only recently.13 The Army will need to 
operate in a contested logistics environment in 
which soldiers will rapidly have to secure and de-
fend land in support of air defense, logistics and 
sustainment, and MDTFs.14 The ability to conduct 
these operations is, however, inherently joint. The 
Army will not be able to forward deploy in support 
of the joint mission without airlift and sealift to get 
soldiers into theater. Navy and Air Force planners 
need to invest far more in airlift and sealift capa-
bilities to ensure that the right systems for military 
movement are available.

Secretary Driscoll and General George out-
lined the role the Army is already playing in the 

Indo-Pacific in their May 2025 testimony be-
fore a subcommittee of the House Appropria-
tions Committee:

In the Indo-Pacific we have forward-deployed 
formations almost continuously, participating 
in exercises like Super Garuda Shield 2024, 
an Indonesia-hosted exercise that actively in-
volved 11 nations this year, and Balikatan 2025, 
a full-scale battle simulation alongside the 
Armed Forces of the Philippines. Army forma-
tions in the Indo-Pacific also stand prepared to 
provide the Joint Force with critical support—
command and control, medical, intelligence, 
and logistics—through all stages of competi-
tion, crisis, and conflict.15

The Navy and Air Force will play the leading 
roles in a conflict in the Indo-Pacific and therefore 
draw the bulk of new funding for the near future. 
Given the difficulties involved in expanding the 
defense budget in a meaningful way, the Army may 
even be asked to downsize to further fund the acqui-
sition of the ships, planes, and munitions that would 
be most critically needed if the United States were 
ever again engaged in a war in the Indo-Pacific. Giv-
en these difficulties, the Army may need to narrow 
its ambitions and commitments around the world 
to focus more on its role in the Indo-Pacific.16

The Marine Corps has already done something 
similar in a plan called Force Design 2030, divesting 
itself of equipment, cancelling planned purchases 
that would be irrelevant to a conflict in the Indo-Pa-
cific, and reshaping the service away from how it 
was structured for counterinsurgency in Iraq and 
Afghanistan and toward near-peer adversary con-
flict in the Pacific.

The Army would have at least five core tasks in 
the Indo-Pacific if war were to break out. It would:17

	l Serve as the “linchpin” service by establishing 
and protecting staging areas and joint oper-
ating bases for air and naval forces, including 
providing air and missile defense;

	l Provide logistics for the joint force, especially 
in terms of secure communications;

	l Provide command-and-control capacity;
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	l Use ground-based, long-range fires to interdict 
enemy missiles, suppress enemy air defense, 
and provide counter fires against mobile ene-
my targets; and

	l Provide counterattack capability with ground 
combat forces.

In the Indo–Pacific, the U.S. Army must operate 
in a primarily naval theater of operations against an 
adversary that has the home field advantage. China 
is only a few hundred miles away from the poten-
tial conflict zones—as opposed to the United States’ 
main Pacific nodes of San Diego and Hawaii, which 
are thousands of miles away from the potential con-
flict zones—and has protected interior supply lines 
and numerical superiority in terms of equipment 
and munitions in theater.18

The Army can draw lessons from the outsized 
success of both the Ukrainians and the Houthis in 
land-based targeting of ships in recent years. The 
Ukrainians, with almost no navy to speak of and 
only short-range and intermediate-range missiles, 
have sunk Russian ships, targeted Russian port 
infrastructure, and largely denied the Russians 
the use of the Ukrainian littoral for offensive op-
erations against Ukraine. The Russians have with-
drawn most warships from Crimea and now keep 
them safely out of range—but also out of the fight. 
Likewise, the Houthis are threatening interna-
tional commerce and targeting Western warships 
with nothing more than cheap drones and land-to-
sea missiles.

Until 2019, the United States had been unable 
to construct ground-based missiles with a range 
between 300 miles and 3,400 miles because of the 
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, 
which restricted both the United States and the So-
viet Union (later Russia). The Chinese were never a 
party to this agreement and have been engaged in a 
substantial buildup of missile capabilities over the 
past several decades. China’s most recent national se-
curity white paper states that it is “strengthening its 
intermediate and long-range precision strike forces…
so as to build a strong and modernized rocket force.”19

Since the end of the INF Treaty in 2019, the U.S. 
Army has been free to develop and field ground-
based intermediate-range missiles. These missiles, 
coupled with air defense systems such as the Patriot 
missile battery, could make it exceedingly difficult 

for the Chinese to operate in certain contested 
straits—including the waters between the north-
ernmost tip of the Philippines and Taiwan. China 
has designed its existing anti-access/area denial 
(A2/AD) capabilities to counter American war-
ships and aircraft and may have a more challenging 
time targeting and destroying mobile land-based 
assets. In the event of a conflict in the region, land-
based air defense and anti-ship missiles distribut-
ed throughout the region would give the Chinese 
a complex problem to solve and add another layer 
of deterrence.

New Weapons and Units in the Army’s Arsenal
In 2021, the Army committed to fast-tracking 

and delivering multiple new fires systems by 2023. 
The Army has done a respectable job of meeting this 
target, surprising many doubters who were familiar 
with the Army’s failed modernization programs in 
the early 2000s.

Most of the new weapons and systems discussed 
below have been tested successfully and have be-
gun to deploy, first to the Indo-Pacific and then to 
Europe, in recent years. The Army is further devel-
oping these new weapons and systems to improve 
its capability to deliver long-range precision fires 
that would be especially relevant to a conflict in the 
Indo-Pacific.

The Precision Strike Missile (PrSM). The 
PrSM is the next-generation surface-to-surface 
missile being developed by the Army to replace 
the Army Tactical Missile System (ATACMS).20 
Lockheed Martin, the missile’s developer, says the 
missiles have a range of up to 310 miles. Like the 
ATACMS missile, the PrSM will be launched from 
the mobile High Mobility Artillery Rocket System 
(HIMARS), although the launcher will now be ca-
pable of carrying two PrSM missiles, whereas pre-
viously it could carry only one ATACMS missile.

Hypersonic missiles, traveling at least five times 
the speed of sound, are a huge challenge for tradi-
tional air defense measures that the United States 
has yet to address adequately. If the Army could 
field a Long-Range Hypersonic Weapon (LHRW) 
battery successfully in the near future, that would 
go a long way toward addressing this capability gap.

The Multi-Domain Task Force. The Army has 
introduced a new type of unit, the MDTF, to accom-
modate these and other precision fires systems. 
The Army describes the MDTF as “theater-level 
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maneuver elements designed to synchronize pre-
cision effects and precision fires in all domains 
against adversary A2/AD networks in all domains, 
enabling joint forces to execute their operational 
plan (OPLAN)-directed roles.”21

The 1st MDTF was established in 2017 at Joint 
Base Lewis–McChord in Washington State, the 2nd 
MDTF was established in 2021 in Germany, and 
the 3rd MDTF was established in 2022 in Hawaii. 
Two more Army MDTFs will be established, with 
one to be stationed at Fort Carson and one rapidly 
deployable from Fort Bragg.22 In 2025, the Army 
announced that it would be building Multi-Do-
main Commands to oversee and direct MDTFs: 
Multi-Domain Command–Pacific, Multi-Domain 
Command–Japan, Multi-Domain Command–Eu-
rope, and Multi-Domain Command–Army.23 

The Strategic Mid-Range Fires System. This 
system, also called the Typhon missile system, has 
been developed to fire anti-ship missiles, air de-
fense missiles, and land-to-land mid-range mis-
siles. The system is mobile and therefore difficult 
for enemy forces to target, and its range varies by 
missile type.24

The Long-Range Hypersonic Weapon 
(LRHW). The LRHW, also known as Dark Eagle, 
is a long-range hypersonic missile with a range of 
more than 2,000 miles.25 In August 2025, the Army’s 
3rd MDTF deployed an LRHW system outside of 
the continental U.S. for the first time as part of the 
Talisman Sabre 25 exercise in Australia.26 

The Army’s Indo-Pacific Role in Peacetime
To shape the region and establish an enduring 

advantage, the Army is deeply engaged in building 
allied and partner capabilities, especially through 
joint exercises and training. The U.S. military’s 
strategy in the Indo-Pacific necessitates building 
up capable partners and allies in the region to deter 
China from launching a war of aggression against 
its neighbors. The stronger that Japan, South Ko-
rea, Australia, Taiwan, and the Philippines—and 
to a lesser extent, Vietnam, India, and Indonesia—
are, the more constrained China is in its ability 
to solve political questions in the region by force. 
The Army’s campaigning strategy in the Pacific 
demonstrates to Beijing the ability of the United 
States and its partners and allies to operate jointly, 
whether it is technically, procedurally, or simply at 
the human level. To further complicate matters for 

Chinese military planners, the Army should consid-
er expanding joint training and exercises to newer 
partners, especially Vietnam, Indonesia, and India.

The Army recently opened its first regional train-
ing complex in 50 years—the Joint Pacific Multina-
tional Readiness Center (JPMRC)—with the goal 
of training both U.S. and allied forces in a Pacific 
environment.27 This center maintains two perma-
nent campuses, one in Hawaii and one in Alaska, 
and one mobile campus that cycles between allied 
and partnered countries for joint training. Over the 
past several years, the JPMRC has been hosted in 
Indonesia, Australia, and the Philippines.

The United States has long maintained bases in 
Europe where joint training exercises can take place, 
and this new center has filled a critical gap in allied 
readiness in the Pacific. The Army also conducts ex-
ercises such as Operation Pathways to practice es-
tablishing supply lines and command-and-control 
networks in the Western Pacific. Army units such as 
the Fifth Security Force Assistance Brigade deploy 
in support of joint exercises, acting as integrators 
between U.S. and allied troops.

These sorts of exercises are exactly what the 
Army should be doing at this point. The primary 
issue is that the U.S. commitment of troops and re-
sources in the Pacific does not match the Indo-Pa-
cific’s status as the primary region of concern in the 
National Defense Strategy (NDS). The Army contin-
ues to devote as many or more troops and resources 
to other theaters, especially to the U.S. European 
Command and U.S. Central Command. Thus, it is 
struggling with fully manning its units as a result of 
the recruiting crisis experienced during the Biden 
Administration. If the Army wants to be decisive in 
the joint effort to deter China in the Indo-Pacific, 
it will need to shift personnel and resources away 
from other theaters and to the Indo-Pacific.

The Army deserves praise for moving quickly 
on these new systems, for being proactive in its en-
gagements with partnered and allied nations in the 
Pacific, and for being responsive to policymakers 
who are pushing it to reorient its procurement and 
force structure around the Indo-Pacific.

Budget
Chronic Underfunding. The U.S. Army is cur-

rently the world’s most powerful army in terms of 
the equipment it uses and the combat effectiveness 
of its formations, but it is also insufficiently modern 
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to meet even the modest requirements of the 2022 
NDS, much less to handle two major regional con-
tingencies (MRCs) simultaneously.28

Even though the conflict in Iraq has ended and 
the military was withdrawn from Afghanistan, the 
Army’s focus on counterinsurgency from 2001 to 
2016 essentially precluded the service from mod-
ernizing the key combat capabilities that it needs 
now for near-peer competition. In 2011, for exam-
ple, the Army cancelled its only mid-tier air defense 
program, the Surface Launched Advanced Medi-
um-Range Air-to-Air Missile (SLAMRAAM), based 
on its assessment that it would not face a threat 
from the air in the foreseeable future.29 In 2022, 

the Army contracted to buy from Norway largely 
the same system, the National Advanced Surface-
to-Air Missile System (NASAMS), that it cancelled 
in 2011.30 The Army’s last major modernization 
occurred in the 1980s with the fielding of the M-1 
Abrams Tank, the M-2 Bradley Fighting Vehicle, 
and the Blackhawk and Apache helicopters.

The Army’s ability to transition from counterin-
surgency operations was further constrained by a 
period of fiscal austerity that began with the Bud-
get Control Act (BCA) of 2011. The inability to fund 
what was needed led to difficult across-the-board 
trade-offs in equipment, manpower, and operations 
accounts. Downward budget pressure drove the 
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SOURCES: Honorable Gabe Camarillo, Under Secretary of the Army, “Army Fiscal Year Budget Overview 2024,” PowerPoint Presentation, p. 14, 
https://www.asafm.army.mil/Portals/72/Documents/BudgetMaterial/2024/pbr/Army%20FY%202024%20Budget%20Overview%20Briefing.pdf 
(accessed January 20, 2026), and Table S-9, “Economic Assumptions,” in Executive O�ce of the President, O�ce of Management and Budget, 
Budget of the U.S. Government, Fiscal Year 2024, p. 167, https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/BUDGET-2024-BUD/pdf/BUDGET-2024-BUD.pdf 
(accessed January 20, 2026).

BILLIONS OF DOLLARS

CHART 12

Army Budget Hit by Both Cuts and Inflation
Because of declining total obligation authority (TOA) in real terms and record high inflation 
during the Biden Administration, the Army experienced a substantial loss of buying     
power from 2020 to 2024. Combined losses from 2020 to 2024 totaled $93 billion.
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Department of Defense (DOD) in 2014 to consider 
cutting the Army’s Active component end strength 
from more than 500,000 to 420,000. Also as a result 
of these funding cuts, multiple equipment modern-
ization programs for the Army were canceled, in-
cluding some that would have been relevant for the 
return of great-power competition in recent years.

The change of Administrations in 2017 fore-
stalled those cuts in end strength. The addition 
of billions of dollars by Congress and the Trump 
Administration served to arrest the decline of the 
Army and significantly improve unit readiness, 
unfortunately, however, it proved insufficient to 
reverse the decline that began during the Obama 
years, and modernization efforts and end strength 
remained stalled.

Loss of Buying Power. Of all the services, the 
Army has fared the worst in terms of resources. Its 
funding levels plateaued with the FY 2020 budget 
and since then have declined in constant dollars. 
The Army received approximately $181 billion in 
FY 2019, $186 billion in FY 2020, $177 billion in FY 
2021, $185 billion in FY 2022, $185 billion in FY 
2023, $186 billion in FY 2024, and approximately 
$186 billion again in FY 2025, amounting to a rel-
atively flat budget over the past half-decade while 
the costs of manpower, matériel, and energy have 
increased. The second Trump Administration looks 
set to begin reversing this trend, with an FY 2026 
request of $197 billion for the Army, a 6.9 percent 
increase over the FY 2025 budget.31 

Testifying before the House Appropriations 
Committee’s Subcommittee on Tactical Air and 
Land Forces in April 2023, Lieutenant General 
Erik Peterson, then Army Deputy Chief of Staff 
for Programs, summarized the situation in starkly 
candid terms:

Several years of ruthless prioritization, elimi-
nating, reducing and deferring lower priority 
and less necessary modernization efforts, as 
well as divesting of legacy capability affords 
virtually no further flexibility in our fiscal top 
line. [¶] We have made the easy choices, the 
difficult choices, and the hard choices over the 
past several years. We are now down to the 
excruciating choices….32

Former Army Chief of Staff General James Mc-
Conville’s more than $1.9 billion Unfunded Priority 

List for FY 2024, containing dozens of critical items, 
is testament to what the Army was not able to in-
clude in its budget request: air defense systems, or-
ganic industrial base modernization, and helicopter 
replacement—among many other programs.33

Capacity
Capacity refers to the sufficiency of forces and 

equipment needed to execute the National Defense 
Strategy. One of the ways the Army quantifies its 
warfighting capacity is by its number of Brigade 
Combat Teams (BCTs).

Brigade Combat Teams. BCTs are the Army’s 
primary combined-arms, close-combat force. They 
often operate as part of a division or joint task force, 
both of which are the basic building blocks for em-
ployment of Army combat forces. BCTs are usually 
employed within a larger framework of U.S. land 
operations but are equipped and organized so that 
they can conduct limited independent operations 
as circumstances demand.34

BCTs range between 4,000 and 4,700 soldiers 
in size. There are three types: Infantry, Armored, 
and Stryker. At its core, each of these formations 
has three maneuver battalions enabled by multiple 
other units such as artillery, engineers, reconnais-
sance, logistics, and signal units.35

The simplest way to understand the status of 
hard Army combat power is to know the readiness, 
quantity, and modernization level of BCTs. With re-
spect to the number of BCTs in the force, the Army 
announced in 2013 that because of end strength 
reductions and the prior Administration’s priori-
ties, the number of Regular Army BCTs would be 
reduced from 45 to 33.36 Subsequent reductions 
reduced the number of Regular Army BCTs from 
33 to 31, where they remain today.

When the Trump Administration and Con-
gress reversed the planned drawdown in Army end 
strength and authorized personnel growth begin-
ning in 2018, instead of “re-growing” the numbers 
of BCTs, the Army chose to “thicken” the force and 
raise the manning levels within the individual BCTs 
to increase unit readiness. Army end strength was 
reduced during the Biden Administration, but the 
second Trump Administration’s first President’s 
Defense Budget request reversed this trend in 2025, 
increasing Army Active Component end strength 
from the 442,300 authorized for FY 2025 to the 
454,000 authorized for FY 2026.37

SOURCES:
• U.S. Department of the Army, Department of the Army Fiscal Year (FY) 2026 Budget Estimates, Volume I, Operation and Maintenance, Army, 

Justifi cation of Estimates, June 2025, pp. 3, https://www.asafm.army.mil/Portals/72/Documents/BudgetMaterial/2026/Discretionary%20Budget/
Operation%20and%20Maintenance/Regular%20Army%20Operation%20and%20Maintenance%20Volume-1.pdf (accessed Janaury 23, 2026).

• U.S. Department of the Army, Department of the Army Fiscal Year (FY) 2026 Budget Estimates, Volume I, Operation and Maintenance, Army National 
Guard, Justifi cation Book, June 2025, pp. 42 and 98, https://www.asafm.army.mil/Portals/72/Documents/BudgetMaterial/2026/Discretionary%20
Budget/Operation%20and%20Maintenance/National%20Guard%20Army%20Operation%20and%20Maintenance.pdf (accessed January 23, 2026).

TABLE 2

Major Army Combat Formations    
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Brigade Combat Teams Regular Army
Army National 

Guard Total

Infantry Brigade Combat Teams 14 20 34

Stryker Brigade Combat Teams 6 2 8

Armored Brigade Combat Teams 11 5 16

Total 31 27 58

Aviation Brigades Regular Army
Army National 

Guard Total

Combat Aviation Brigades 11 – 11

Expeditionary Combat Aviation Brigades – 8 8

Theater Aviation Brigades – 2 2

Total 11 10 21
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President Trump deserves significant credit for 
ending the recruiting crisis of the past several years 
with the last month of 2024 after his election vic-
tory seeing the highest recruiting numbers for the 
Army in 15 years.38

Combat Aviation Brigades. The Regular Army 
also has a separate air component that is organized 
into Combat Aviation Brigades. CABs are made up 
of Army rotorcraft such as the AH-64 Apache and 
perform various roles including attack, reconnais-
sance, and assault. The number of Army aviation 
units also has been reduced. The Regular Army now 
has 11 CABs.39

Functional or Multifunctional Support 
Brigades. In addition to the institutional Army, a 
number of functional or multifunctional support 
brigades provide air defense; engineering; explo-
sive ordnance disposal; chemical, biological, ra-
diological, and nuclear protection; military police; 

military intelligence; and medical support among 
other types of battlefield support. Special opera-
tions forces such as the 75th Ranger Regiment, six 
Special Forces Groups, and the 160th Special Op-
erations Aviation Regiment are also included in 
these numbers.

New Concepts and Supporting Force Struc-
ture. At the same time that it faces the need to cut 
units to meet its new end strength, the Army is also 
trying to adapt its force structure to meet the antic-
ipated new demands of near-peer competition. The 
foundations for these changes are contained in the 
Army’s Multi-Domain Operations (MDO) concept, 
published in December 2018, which describes how 
the Army views the future.40

In January 2022, the Army announced that it 
planned to modify its force structure for MDO un-
der the designation “Army 2030.” Other than that 
announcement, the Army has been silent on future 

SOURCES:
• U.S. Department of the Army, Department of the Army Fiscal Year (FY) 2026 Budget Estimates, Volume I, Operation and Maintenance, Army, 

Justifi cation of Estimates, June 2025, pp. 3, https://www.asafm.army.mil/Portals/72/Documents/BudgetMaterial/2026/Discretionary%20Budget/
Operation%20and%20Maintenance/Regular%20Army%20Operation%20and%20Maintenance%20Volume-1.pdf (accessed Janaury 23, 2026).

• U.S. Department of the Army, Department of the Army Fiscal Year (FY) 2026 Budget Estimates, Volume I, Operation and Maintenance, Army National 
Guard, Justifi cation Book, June 2025, pp. 42 and 98, https://www.asafm.army.mil/Portals/72/Documents/BudgetMaterial/2026/Discretionary%20
Budget/Operation%20and%20Maintenance/National%20Guard%20Army%20Operation%20and%20Maintenance.pdf (accessed January 23, 2026).

TABLE 2

Major Army Combat Formations    

A  heritage.org

Brigade Combat Teams Regular Army
Army National 

Guard Total

Infantry Brigade Combat Teams 14 20 34

Stryker Brigade Combat Teams 6 2 8

Armored Brigade Combat Teams 11 5 16

Total 31 27 58

Aviation Brigades Regular Army
Army National 

Guard Total

Combat Aviation Brigades 11 – 11

Expeditionary Combat Aviation Brigades – 8 8

Theater Aviation Brigades – 2 2

Total 11 10 21



﻿

356 2026 Index of U.S. Military Strength

force structure, and its plans are seemingly in flux 
as it grapples with recruiting shortfalls from the 
past Administration. As part of its adaptation to 
MDO, the Army did reactivate V Corps Headquar-
ters on October 16, 2020, to provide operational 
planning, mission command, and oversight of rota-
tional forces in Europe.41 On June 8, 2022, the Army 
reactivated the 11th Airborne Division in Alaska as 
an element of its arctic strategy.42

To relieve the stress on the use of BCTs for ad-
visory missions, the Army has activated six Secu-
rity Force Assistance Brigades (SFABs), one in the 
National Guard and the other five in the Regular 
Army, although the Army announced in 2025 that 
it plans to eliminate two SFABs.43 These units, 
each one of which is composed of 816 soldiers, are 
designed specifically to train, advise, and mentor 
other partner-nation military units. The Army 
had been using BCTs for this mission, but because 
train-and-assist missions typically require senior 
officers and noncommissioned officers, a BCT 
comprised predominantly of junior soldiers was 
a poor fit. Other than the National Guard SFAB, the 
five active SFABs are regionally aligned to combat-
ant commands.44 

Force Too Small to Execute the National 
Defense Strategy. Army leaders have consistent-
ly stated that the Army is too small to execute the 
NDS at less than significant risk. For FY 2026, the 
Defense Budget Request has requested a total au-
thorized end strength of 954,000 for the U.S. Army:

	l 454,000 in the Regular Army,

	l 172,000 in the Army Reserve, and

	l 328,000 in the Army National Guard (ARNG).45

In March 2021, General McConville stated that 
“I would have a bigger…sized Army if I thought 
we could afford it, I think we need it, I really do…. 
I think the regular Army should be somewhere 
around 540–550 [thousand],” and “we’re sitting 
right now at 485,000.” (Of course, the Army is “sit-
ting” now at 452,000.) He further observed that 

“I’ve probably already had to give up the growth 
that we’re going to have planned” and that “[w]e’re 
probably not going to grow the Army even though 
I’d like to, more, because end strength is something 
we have to take a look at.”46

Overall end strength dictates how many BCTs 
the Army can form, and by cutting end strength, the 
service not only will be unable to add more com-
bat units or other in-demand units such as air and 
missile defense units, but also will have to reduce 
manning levels in the units it possesses. This will 
drive a higher operational tempo (OPTEMPO) for 
Army units and increase risk both for the force and 
for the Army’s ability to carry out its mission.

Many outside experts agree that the U.S. Army 
is too small. In 2017, Congress established the Na-
tional Defense Strategy Commission to provide 
an “independent, non-partisan review of the 2018 
National Defense Strategy.” Among its findings, the 
commission unanimously reported that the NDS 
now charges the military with facing “five credible 
challengers, including two major-power competitors, 
and three distinctly different geographic and opera-
tional environments.” The commission assessed that 

“[t]his being the case, a two-war force sizing construct 
makes more strategic sense today than at any previ-
ous point in the post–Cold War era.” In other words, 

“the United States needs a larger force than it has 
today if it is to meet the objectives of the strategy.”47

In addition to the increased strategic risk of not 
being able to execute the NDS within the desired 
time frame, the combination of an insufficient 
number of BCTs and a lower-than-required Army 
end strength has resulted in a higher-than-desired 
level of OPTEMPO. Former Assistant Deputy Chief 
of Staff, G-3/5/7, Major General Sean Swindell re-
cently stated that the Army had tried to reduce the 
demands on the force but that this “effort has been 
going in the opposite direction.”48 The Army will 
either need to have its OPTEMPO reduced or need 
to grow in strength.

Army Force Posture
The Army also has transitioned from a force with 

a third of its strength typically stationed overseas, 
as it was during the Cold War, to a force that is based 
mostly in the continental United States. An aver-
age of 311,870 troops were stationed in Europe from 
1986 to 1990, and the majority were Army soldiers. 
After the Berlin Wall fell, that number decreased to 
109,452 from 1996 to 2000, and the numbers have 
continued to drop to approximately 84,000 U.S. 
troops as of early 2025.49

In 2025, the 173rd Airborne Brigade in Italy 
and the 2nd Cavalry Regiment and 12th Combat 
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Aviation Brigade in Germany are all permanently 
stationed in Europe. Army units are also forward 
deployed to Poland, the Baltics, Romania, and Bul-
garia contributing to collective deterrence along-
side NATO allies.50 Despite likely shifts in forces 
to the Indo-Pacific, some Army units are likely to 
remain in Europe and continue to contribute to 
collective deterrence in NATO. As a general rule, 
these troops should be forward positioned to de-
crease logistics issues involved in getting them to 
Poland or the Baltic states. Given their role within 
NATO planning, the Army’s units stationed in Eu-
rope need to be among the most interoperable of 
any Army units and maintain a high training oper-
ational tempo with allied militaries.

Army units are actively contributing to the 
mission to defend the homeland, with more than 
9,000 Active, Reserve, and National Guard troops 
deployed to the border to support the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security with its mission as 
of May 2025.51

Among Army units that deploy periodically are 
Armored Brigade Combat Teams (ABCTs) and 
Stryker Brigade Combat Teams (SBCTs) and Patriot 
Battalions that rotate to and from Europe, Kuwait, 

and Korea. Rather than relying on forward-sta-
tioned BCTs, the Army currently rotates ABCTs to 
Europe and Kuwait and Stryker BCTs to Korea on a 

“heel-to-toe” basis so that there is never a gap.
Proponents of rotational BCTs argue that they 

arrive fully trained, that they remain at a high state 
of readiness throughout their typically nine-month 
overseas rotation, and that the cost of providing for 
accompanying military families is avoided. Those 
who favor forward-stationed forces point to a low-
er overall cost (when their equipment remains in 
place), forces that typically are more familiar with 
the operating environment, and a more reassuring 
presence for U.S. allies. Both types of force postures 
have merit, depending on strategic intent, not only 
for the reasons mentioned, but also because the 
mechanisms by which a unit is deployed, received 
into theater, and integrated with the force stationed 
abroad should be practiced on a regular basis.

In 2025, the strategic consensus among Amer-
ican conservatives is that the Army’s footprint 
abroad needs to be further reduced with more fund-
ing made available to the Navy and the Air Force. 
In Europe, this will likely mean a reduction both in 
the number of permanently stationed troops and in 

Precision Strike Missile
(PrSM)

A next-generation, long-range 
precision strike surface-to- 
surface missile. It replaces the 
ATACMS missile system and 
provides increased range and 
survivability. Its reported range 
is 310+ miles and will soon be 
extended.

Strategic Mid-Range Fires
(SMRF)

Also known as the Typhon. This 
mobile fires system is capable 
of carrying surface-to- surface 
missiles, including anti-ship and 
surface-to-air missiles. Its range 
varies depending on the missile 
type.

Long-Range Hypersonic 
Weapon (LRHW)

A ground-launched, long-range 
hypersonic weapon designed to 
defeat enemy anti-access/area 
denial (A2/AD) capabilities, 
enemy long-range fires, and 
other targets. Still in testing, its 
reported range is 1,725+ miles.

A  heritage.orgSOURCE: Heritage Foundation research.

FIGURE 1

Army Weapons Systems to Be Deployed to the Indo-Pacific
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the number of rotational forces, although it is very 
likely that some Army forces will remain.52

Capability
Capability in this context refers to the quality, 

performance, suitability, and age of the Army’s 
various types of combat equipment. In general, the 
Army is using equipment developed in the 1970s, 
fielded in the 1980s, and incrementally upgraded 
since then. This “modernization gap” was caused by 
several factors: the predominant focus on the wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan after 9/11; pressures caused 
by budget cuts, especially those associated with the 
BCA; and failures in major modernization programs 
like the Future Combat System, Ground Combat 
Vehicle, and Crusader artillery system.

Army leaders today clearly view this situation 
as a serious challenge. General James Rainey, for-
mer head of Army Futures Command, has said that 

“[w]e need to approach 2040 with a sense of urgency 
now” because “[t]ransforming the Army to ensure 
war-winning future readiness…is the best guarantee 
that our successful materiel modernization efforts 
will produce lethal formations that will deter our 
enemies, and, if required, dominate the land do-
main in conflict.”53

The Army embarked on an ambitious modern-
ization program to put 24 new systems into the 
hands of soldiers in FY 2023. Among these systems 
were hypersonic missiles, a precision strike missile, 
a directed energy air defense capability, and the 
Lower Tier Air and Missile Defense Sensor.

Loss of Competitive Advantage. As an exam-
ple of how Army equipment had been falling behind 
that of U.S. competitors, the Army Tactical Missile 
System (ATACMS), first introduced in 1991, had 
been the Army’s only ground-launched precision 
missile with a range greater than 100 kilometers 
(km). Because of restrictions in the Intermediate 
Range Nuclear Forces Treaty and other factors, it 
was limited to a maximum range of 300 km. The 
INF, however, expired in 2019, and the Army’s de-
velopment and production of the PrSM missile 
since then has gone some way toward correcting 
this deficiency.54 

China and Russia have much more substantial 
inventories of conventional and precision ground-
launched missiles and rockets. China has nine 
major ground-launched missile systems and more 
than 425 launchers. These capable systems can 

range from 600 km (DF-11A and DF-15) to 4,000 
km (DF-26).55 Russia, on the other hand, at least 
before the war in Ukraine, had the world’s widest 
inventory of missiles: at least four conventional 
ground-launched missile systems that can range 
from 120 km (SS-21) to 2,500 km (SSC-8).56 

Similarly, the U.S. Army’s Patriot missile system 
is an excellent system, but Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and 
India have either purchased or recently expressed 
interest in buying the Russian competitor system, 
the S-400.57 Why would they do this? One answer is 
that the Patriot system is tremendously expensive. 
A Patriot battery (one-fourth of a battalion) costs 
about $3 billion for the launchers and a basic load 
of missiles; an S-400 battery has been estimated to 
cost $500 million.58

Combat Systems
Within the Army’s inventory of equipment are 

thousands of combat systems, including small arms, 
trucks, aircraft, soldier-carried weapons, radios, 
tracked vehicles, artillery systems, missiles, and 
drones. The following sections provide updates 
on some of the major systems as they pertain to 
Armored, Stryker, and Infantry BCTs and Combat 
Aviation Brigades.

Armored Brigade Combat Team (ABCT). The 
ABCT’s role is to “close with the enemy by means 
of fire and movement to destroy or capture ene-
my forces, or to repel enemy attacks by fire, close 
combat, and counterattack to control land areas, in-
cluding populations and resources.”59 The Abrams 
Main Battle Tank (most recent version in produc-
tion: M1A2 SEPv3, first unit equipped in FY 202060) 
and Bradley Fighting Vehicle (most recent version: 
M2A4, first unit equipped in April 202261) are the 
primary ABCT platforms.

The M-1 tank and Bradley Fighting Vehicle first 
entered service in 1980 and 1981, respectively. An 
ABCT has 87 M-1 Abrams tanks and 152 Bradley 
Fighting Vehicle variants. Despite upgrades, the 
M-1 tank and the Bradley are now at least 40 years 
old, and their replacements will not arrive until the 
platforms are at least 50 years old.

Optionally Manned Fighting Vehicle 
(OMFV). The Army’s replacement program for 
the Bradley, the OMFV, was on an aggressive time-
line, but the Army cancelled the request for propos-
als (RFP) in January 2020 and rereleased an RFP 
for what it called a “concept design” in December 
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2020. In 2025, American Rheinmetall and General 
Dynamics Land Systems (GLDS) were approved 
to continue designing the replacement for the 
Bradley, which has now been dubbed XM30, after 
the Army approved Milestone B, the engineering 
and manufacturing development (EMD) phase of 
the process.62

A New Tank? A potential clean-sheet replace-
ment for the M-1 tank is even further down the 
road. Major General Glenn Dean, Program Officer 
for Ground Combat Systems, reportedly has said 
that “funding to pursue what could be next for 
Abrams would likely not appear in a budget cycle 
until fiscal 2025 at the earliest.”63 Meanwhile, the 
Army has another upgrade for the Abrams platform 
in the works: the M1A2 SEPv4, which would incor-
porate a “3rd Generation Forward Looking Infrared 
(3GEN FLIR)” in addition to “new color cameras 
to the gunner/commander primary sights” as well 
as “an improved laser range finder, integration of a 
laser warning receiver system, improved lethality 
via Fire Control System (FCS) digital communica-
tion with a new Advanced Multi-Purpose round, im-
proved accuracy via integration of a meteorological 
sensor, and improved onboard diagnostics.”64 

Armored Multi-Purpose Vehicle (AMPV). 
The venerable M113 multi-purpose personnel car-
rier is also part of an ABCT and fills multiple roles 
such as mortar carrier and ambulance. It entered 
service in 1960 and is being replaced by the new 
AMPV, which after numerous delays entered low-
rate initial production on January 25, 2019. The sys-
tem’s first fieldings took place on March 13, 2023.65 
The Army’s FY 2024 budget includes a request for 
procurement of 91 AMPVs. At that rate of procure-
ment and given prior year procurements, it will take 
the Army at least 25 years from 2024 to meet its 
objective of 2,897 AMPVs (putting it in FY 2049).66

Stryker Brigade Combat Team (SBCT). The 
SBCT “is an expeditionary combined arms force 
organized around mounted infantry” and is able 
to “operate effectively in most terrain and weather 
conditions” because of its rapid strategic deploy-
ment and mobility.67 SBCTs are equipped with ap-
proximately 321 eight-wheeled Stryker vehicles.68 
These vehicles are among the Army’s newest com-
bat platforms, having entered service in 2001.

In response to an Operational Needs Statement, 
the SBCT in Europe received Strykers fitted with a 
30 mm cannon to provide an improved anti-armor 

capability.69 Based on the success of that operation, 
the Army decided to outfit at least three of its SBCTs 
that are equipped with the Double V-hull, which 
affords better underbody protection against such 
threats as improvised explosive devices (IEDs), 
with the 30 mm autocannon. The Army is also in-
tegrating Javelin anti-tank missiles on the Stryker 
platform and began to train crews on this capability 
in May 2022.70

Infantry Brigade Combat Team (IBCT). The 
IBCT “is an expeditionary, combined arms forma-
tion optimized for dismounted operations in com-
plex terrain,” which the Army defines as “a geo-
graphical area consisting of an urban center larger 
than a village and/or of two or more types of restric-
tive terrain or environmental conditions occupying 
the same space.”71 IBCTs have fewer vehicles and 
rely on lighter platforms such as trucks; High Mo-
bility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicles (HMMWVs); 
Joint Light Tactical Vehicles (JLTVs); and Infantry 
Squad Vehicles (ISVs) for mobility.

Joint Light Tactical Vehicle (JLTV). The 
JLTV aspires to combine the protection offered 
by Mine Resistant Ambush Protected Vehicles 
(MRAPs) with the mobility of the original unar-
mored HMMWV. The vehicle features design im-
provements that increase its survivability against 
anti-armor weapons and IEDs. As part of the Army 
Transformation Initiative, the Army is canceling 
procurement of excess ground vehicles like the 
JLTV and HMMWV, considering them outdated, 
and shifting to lighter, more agile platforms.72

Infantry Squad Vehicle (ISV). Airborne BCTs 
are the first IBCTs to receive a new platform to in-
crease their speed and mobility. The ISV provides 
enhanced tactical mobility for an IBCT nine-soldier 
infantry squad with equipment. The ISV is the big 
winner among ground combat vehicles in the Army 
Transformation Initiative, with increased orders 
of ISVs coming along with divestment of JLTVs 
and HMMWVs. ISVs offer greater deployability 
and lower costs than the JLTV, although there has 
been some concern about the ISV’s minimal armor. 
The ISV is also an Army Transformation Initiative 
poster child in that it features 90 percent commer-
cial off-the-shelf parts and is based on the Chevro-
let Colorado ZR2 platform.73 Army planners hope 
that investments in commercially available options 
like this will lower costs and shorten supply chains 
across the board.
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Mobile Protected Firepower (MPF). The 
Army had developed a light tank, previously called 
Mobile Protected Firepower (MPF) and then offi-
cially named the M-10 Booker, to provide IBCTs 
with the firepower to engage enemy armored ve-
hicles and fortifications.74 The M-10 Booker was 
among the ground combat vehicles canceled under 
the ATI. Army Secretary Driscoll explained the de-
cision: “The Booker is a classic example of sunk cost 
fallacy, and the Army doing something wrong…. We 
wanted to develop a small tank that was agile and 
could be dropped into places our regular tanks can’t. 
We got a heavy tank.”75

Combat Aviation Brigade (CAB). CABs are 
composed of AH-64 Apache attack, UH-60 Black 
Hawk medium-lift, and CH-47 Chinook heavy-lift 
helicopters. The Army has been methodically up-
grading these fleets for decades, but the FY 2024 
budget request continued the reduction in legacy 
aircraft procurement that began in FY 2022, pre-
sumably to create “budget room” for the planned 
introduction of two new aircraft: the Future Long-
Range Assault Aircraft (FLRAA) and Future Attack 
Reconnaissance Aircraft (FARA). The reduction in 
legacy aircraft procurement is a continued reflec-
tion of downward budget pressure and incurs addi-
tional risk for the Army as its legacy helicopters are 
expected to be around for decades.76 In 2025, the 
FARA was cancelled, but the FLRAA was funded 
and continued.77 The ATI pledges to “consolidate 
aviation sustainment requirements and increase 
operational readiness.”78

UH/HH-60. The Army is upgrading its fleet of 
Black Hawks, including by equipping some with 
the ability to launch drones. Long-term, however, 
the Army is likely to begin divesting itself of Black 
Hawks. Long-range assault missions currently cov-
ered by the Black Hawk will be carried out by the 
new tiltrotor helicopters in development, and some 
missions currently carried out by the Black Hawk 
are likely to be handled by drones in the future. Ac-
cording to Secretary Driscoll, “I see Black Hawks 
are going to be with us for a while, but I do think 
we’re going to have to adapt what we’re doing. There 
just may be less Black Hawks.”79

CH-47. There is no planned replacement on the 
horizon for the CH-47F Chinook, a rebuilt variant 
of the Army’s CH-47D heavy-lift helicopter, which 
is expected to remain the Army’s heavy-lift helicop-
ter for the foreseeable future.

AH-64. The Army is divesting itself of up to half 
of its Apache fleet with attack squadrons remaining 
but recon battalion being cut and their mission re-
assigned to drones. One Aerial Cavalry Squadron 
per CAB in the active component will be cut.80 This 
change is seen as permanent with the Army plan-
ning to cut 6,500 aviation jobs from the active-duty 
ranks as part of the divestment and restructuring.81

Overall, the Army’s equipment inventory, while 
increasingly dated, is maintained well. Under its 
current modernization plans, “the Army envisions 
all three vehicles [the M-1 Abrams Tank, M-2/M-3 
Bradley Fighting Vehicle (BFV), and M-1126 Stryker 
Combat Vehicle] to be in service with Active and 
National Guard forces beyond FY2028.”82

Future Programs. In addition to seeing to the 
viability of today’s equipment, the military must 
look to the health of future equipment programs. 
Although future modernization programs do not 
represent current hard-power capabilities that can 
be applied against an enemy force today, they are 
a leading indicator of a service’s overall fitness for 
future sustained combat operations. In future years, 
the service could be forced to engage an enemy with 
aging equipment and no program in place to main-
tain viability or endurance in sustained operations.

The U.S. military services are continually as-
sessing how best to stay a step ahead of compet-
itors: whether to modernize the force today with 
currently available technology or wait to see what 
investments in research and development produce 
years down the road. Technologies mature and 
proliferate, becoming more accessible to a wider 
array of actors over time. After 20 years of a sin-
gular focus on counterinsurgency followed by con-
centration on the current readiness of the force, 
the Army is now playing catch-up in equipment 
modernization.

New Organizations and Emphasis on Mod-
ernization. In 2017, the Army established eight 
cross-functional teams (CFTs) to improve the man-
agement of its top modernization priorities, and in 
2018, it established a new four-star headquarters, 
Army Futures Command, to lead modernization ef-
forts. Army Futures Command is now being merged 
with Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) 
as part of the ATI in an effort to streamline efforts 
and reduce overhead.83

Even though it has been six years, it is still 
too early to assess whether these new structures, 
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commands, and emphasis will result in long-term 
improvement in the Army’s modernization pos-
ture. The Army aspires to develop and procure an 
entire new generation of equipment based on its 
six modernization priorities: “long range precision 
fires, next generation combat vehicles, future verti-
cal lift, network, air and missile defense, and Soldier 
lethality.”84

Although the Army has put in place new orga-
nizations, plans, and strategies to manage mod-
ernization, the future is uncertain, and Army pro-
grams remain in a fragile state with only a few in 
an active procurement status. The Army has shown 
great willingness to make tough choices and real-
locate funding for its modernization programs, 
but this has usually been at the expense of end 
strength or reduction in the total quantity of new 
items purchased.

As budget challenges such as nuclear deter-
rence programs, inflation, rising personnel costs, 
health care, and the need to invest in programs 
to respond to China’s increasingly aggressive ac-
tivities continue to present themselves, the Army 
desperately needs time and funding to modernize 
its inventory of equipment. Recent modernization 
programs seem generally to be on track with some 
exceptions like the Self-Propelled Howitzer Mod-
ernization (SPH-M) program85 and the Improved 
Turbine Engine Program (ITEP),86 which have suf-
fered some setbacks. The Army also is experienc-
ing some success, one example being the number 
of Stryker vehicle-mounted Maneuver Short Range 
Air Defense (M-SHORAD) systems that have been 
delivered to Europe.87

Readiness
BCT Readiness. Over the past four years, the 

Army has made steady progress in increasing the 
readiness of its forces. Its goal is to have 66 percent 
of the Regular Army and 33 percent of National 
Guard BCTs “at the highest levels of readiness.”88

As of July 14, 2023, the Army reported that “83 
percent of Active Component Brigade Combat 
Teams are at the highest levels of tactical readi-
ness.”89 This is 17 percentage points above its goal 
and two percentage points above last year’s report-
ed level. This means that 25 of the Army’s 31 active 
BCTs were at either C1 or C2, the two highest lev-
els of tactical readiness, and ready to perform all or 
most of their wartime missions immediately.

There also are 27 BCTs in the Army National 
Guard: five Armored, 20 Infantry, and two Stryker. 
The Army has allocated two Combat Training Cen-
ter (CTC) rotations for two National Guard BCTs. 
These two BCTs “are resourced to achieve compa-
ny-level proficiency, while the remaining 25 BCTs 
and enabler units are on a path to platoon mi-
nus-level proficiency and will meet Directed Read-
iness Table requirements.”90 These training levels 
usually reveal the extent to which additional train-
ing time would be required before the unit could 
be deployed. Given the paucity of data provided by 
the Army, it is hard to assess the current readiness 
of ARNG units.

Steady Decline in Training Resources. When 
measuring resourcing for the training of BCTs, the 
Army formerly used full-spectrum training miles 
(FSTMs), which represents the number of miles 
for which formations are resourced to drive their 
primary vehicles on an annual basis. In FY 2024, 
the Army changed the terminology to Composite 
Training Miles but explained that they are the same 
thing. Since FY 2019, these training resources have 
been declining. In FY 2021, the Army budgeted 
1,598 FSTMs to train BCTs to 100 percent of the 
requirement.91 In FY 2024, only 1,137 composite 
training miles were funded for non-deployed units.92 
This is a cut of 28 percent, suggesting that unless 
the Army’s training strategy radically changed, 
BCTs are funded only to 72 percent of the training 
requirement.

Uncertain Training Level Goals. Starting with 
the FY 2022 budget justification books, the Army 
began to omit the Unit Proficiency Level Goal, 
which for years has been to train a BCT to operate 
as a BCT; it is now likely training to operate as a 
battalion or company. This implies that brigade 
combat teams will not be effective in executing 
brigade-level or brigade-size tasks if called into ac-
tion. Having competent companies or battalions is 
one thing; being able to orchestrate their actions to 
achieve higher-order tactical and operational tasks 
is another thing entirely.

CTC Rotations. The Army uses Combat Train-
ing Centers to train its forces to desired levels of 
proficiency. Specifically, this important program 

“requires Soldiers to perform individual and collec-
tive tasks and missions in a realistic environment 
under mental and physical stress that approaches 
conditions found in combat.”93 The institutional 
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training domain “is a key enabler for unit read-
iness.”94 For FY 2024, the Army resourced 22 
BCT-level CTC rotations: eight at the Nation-
al Training Center, eight at the Joint Readiness 
Training Center, four at the Joint Multinational 
Readiness Center, and two exportable rotations. 
Two of these 22 rotations were for Army National 
Guard Brigades.95

New Readiness Model. The Army has transi-
tioned from one readiness model to another. Its 
Sustainable Readiness Model, implementation of 
which began in 2017, was intended to give units 
more predictability. Its new Regionally Aligned 
Readiness and Modernization Model (ReARMM) 

is designed to “better balance operational tempo 
(OPTEMPO) with dedicated periods for conducting 
missions, training, and modernization.”96 ReARMM 
features units that spend eight months in a mod-
ernization-training-mission cycle while preparing 
to deploy to a specific part of the world. The Army 
shifted to this new model on October 1, 2021. Since 
announcing the model in 2021, the Army has been 
silent on the topic.

In general, the Army continues to be challenged 
by structural readiness problems as evidenced by 
too small a force attempting to satisfy too many 
global presence requirements and Operations Plan 
(OPLAN) warfighting requirements.

Scoring the U.S. Army
Capacity Score: Weak

Historical evidence shows that, on average, the 
Army needs 21 BCTs to fight one major regional con-
flict. Based on a conversion of roughly 3.5 BCTs per 
division, the Army deployed 21 BCTs in Korea, 25 
in Vietnam, 14 in the Persian Gulf War, and approx-
imately four in Operation Iraqi Freedom—an average 
of 16 BCTs (or 21 if the much smaller Operation Iraqi 
Freedom initial invasion operation is excluded).

In the 2010 Quadrennial Defense Review, the 
Obama Administration recommended a force ca-
pable of deploying 45 Active Component BCTs.97 
Previous government force-sizing documents dis-
cuss Army force structure in terms of divisions and 
consistently advocate for 10 to 11 divisions, which 
equates to roughly 37 Active Component BCTs.

Considering the varying recommendations of 35 
to 45 BCTs and the actual experience of nearly 21 
BCTs deployed per major engagement, our assess-
ment is that 42 BCTs would be needed to fight two 
MRCs. Taking into account the need for a strategic 
reserve, the Army force should also include an ad-
ditional 20 percent of the 42 BCTs, resulting in an 
overall requirement of 50 BCTs.

Previous editions of the Index of U.S. Military 
Strength counted a small number of Army National 
Guard BCTs in the overall count of available BCTs. 
Because the Army no longer mentions Army Na-
tional Guard BCTs at the highest state of readiness, 
they are no longer counted in this edition of the In-
dex. Increasing the readiness levels of Army Nation-
al Guard BCTs could go a long way toward fixing this 

issue and helping the Army to reach the two-MRC 
benchmark. The Army has 31 Regular Army BCTs 
with a two-MRC construct requirement of 50. The 
Army’s overall capacity score therefore remains un-
changed from 2022.

	l Two-MRC Benchmark: 50 Brigade 
Combat Teams.

	l Actual FY 2025 Level: 31 Regular Army Bri-
gade Combat Teams.

The Army’s current BCT capacity equals 62 per-
cent of the two-MRC benchmark and is therefore 
scored as “weak.”

Capability Score: Marginal
The Army’s aggregate capability score remains 

“marginal.” This aggregate score is a result of “mar-
ginal” scores for “Age of Equipment,” “Size of Mod-
ernization Programs,” and “Health of Moderniza-
tion Programs.” The Army is scored “weak” for 

“Capability of Equipment.”

Readiness Score: Very Strong
The Army reports that 83 percent of its 31 Regu-

lar Army BCTs are at the highest state of readiness.98 
The Army’s internal requirement is for “66 percent…
of the active component BCTs [to be] at the highest 
readiness levels.”99 Using the assessment methods 
of this Index, this results in a percentage of service 
requirement of 100 percent, or “very strong.”
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Overall U.S. Army Score: Marginal
The Army’s overall score is calculated based 

on an unweighted average of its capacity, capabil-
ity, and readiness scores. The unweighted average 
is 3.33; thus, the overall Army score is “marginal.” 
This score was derived from the aggregate score 
for capacity (“weak”); capability (“marginal”); and 
readiness (“very strong”). This score is the same as 
the assessment in the 2024 Index, which rated the 
Army as “marginal” overall.

Policy Recommendations
In view of the above scores and what they indi-

cate about the Army’s current capacity and capa-
bility, as well as its overall rating of “marginal,” the 
U.S. Army needs to:

	l Maintain its modernization programs. The 
Army must not lose sight of the fact that the 
fundamentals of warfare have not changed 
and that in pursuing innovation, one cannot 
abandon tried-and-true warfighting concepts. 
Drones, for example, are critical new capabil-
ities that have clear and proven combat and 
ISR capabilities, as demonstrated by the war in 
Ukraine. However, traditional infantry, armor, 
and artillery units have been just as instru-
mental in the conduct of the war, and the U.S. 
Army must remain at the forefront of these 
warfighting branches even while pursuing UAS 
and C-UAS dominance.

	l Prioritize MDTFs and Long-Range Fire 
Battalions. Given how critical they are to 

U.S. Military Power: Army

VERY WEAK WEAK MARGINAL STRONG VERY STRONG

Capacity %

Capability %

Readiness %

OVERALL %

ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.
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deterring Chinese aggression against Taiwan, 
equipping and fielding MDTFs and Long-
Range Fire Battalions should be among the 
Army’s highest priorities. These units should 
either be rotated or forward deployed to the 
Western Pacific as much as possible.

	l Emphasize joint planning. If the Army is to 
succeed in its identified role in the Indo-Pacif-
ic, it will need to be brought into theater by the 
airlift and sealift capabilities that the Air Force 
and Navy provide. The Navy and Air Force 
need the Army to secure and defend airfields 
and logistics and sustainment hubs and need 
to invest far more in airlift and sealift systems.

	l Maximize interoperability. The U.S. Army 
should be as interoperable as possible with its 
allies in both the Indo-Pacific and NATO, and 
cross-training with these allies to increase 
interoperability should be a continuing and 
high-level priority.
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U.S. Navy
Brent D. Sadler

Introduction
The U.S. Navy is not where the nation needs it 

to be, and President Donald Trump has signaled a 
break from past decades in his repeated commit-
ment to revive the nation’s maritime power. Most 
notable was Congress’s commitment (with the Pres-
ident’s backing) to include a substantial $8.4 billion 
increase in shipbuilding funding in the annual Na-
tional Defense Authorization Act (NDAA)1 and the 
one-time reconciliation bill known as the One Big 
Beautiful Bill Act (OBBA).2 At the time of the 2024 
Index, the Navy’s fleet included 297 warships; now 
the number is 287 and shrinking well below what 
threats dictate. Compounding this is a growing defi-
cit of 30,395 sailors and officers; closing this gap will 
require maintaining this year’s hugely successful 
recruitment into the next Index.

The Navy, as the foremost element of national 
power, cannot be allowed to degrade further if Chi-
na is to be deterred. This year marks another sad 
assessment of the Navy’s capacity, capability, and 
readiness for winning a modern major war: Revers-
ing this trend is a national imperative. The world-
wide demand for warships has not slackened; it has 
increased as the world has grown more violent with 
active combat in the Red Sea and the Caribbean as 
of the time this edition of the Index was being pre-
pared. Yet despite fewer warships and sailors, com-
pared to the operational tempo (OPTEMPO) of the 
Cold War’s 600-ship Navy, the fleet has continued 
to operate by as much as 15 percent above the 17 
percent historic levels.

This Index makes clear that conventional ap-
proaches have not worked in the past decade, as wit-
nessed year after year in past assessments. There 
is no more time for modest modifications. Bold ac-
tions are needed to operate the fleet we have today 

in new ways, expand the industrial capacity to build 
and sustain the larger fleet that we need, and invest 
in future capabilities.

Congress and naval leadership must never for-
get the lives lost in the 2017 collisions of the USS 
John S. McCain (DDG 56) and USS Fitzgerald (DDG 
62). Findings of subsequent investigations revealed 
that overwork of green crews and overconfidence 
regarding operational risk were contributing fac-
tors—a lesson that remains relevant today. Inci-
dents like the October 2021 grounding of the sub-
marine Connecticut in the South China Sea and the 
September 2024 grounding of fleet oiler Big Horn 
make clear that life at sea is dangerous and requires 
vigilance and high competence even in peacetime. 
This Index, as have those since 2021, reminds read-
ers of this reality and that success at sea is not cheap.

Being witness to increasingly aggressive Chi-
nese military operations, it is clear that we are los-
ing our ability to deter China—and with perilous 
consequences. This year’s Index reminds us again 
of where we stand and what we must do.

Service Overview
Navies exist to assure access to markets and in-

fluence events on land for political ends and to pre-
vail in maritime combat when war occurs. To these 
ends, the U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, Coast Guard, and 
Merchant Marine (known collectively as the sea 
services) have enabled America to project power 
across the oceans, controlling activities on the seas 
whenever and wherever needed.

According to the Department of the Navy’s an-
nual budget briefing for fiscal year (FY) 2026, the 
service’s “enduring priorities” have been updated 
by the Secretary of the Navy and include:
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	l “Strengthen Shipbuilding and the Maritime 
Industrial Base,” which is a change from 

“Strengthening Maritime Dominance” used 
since FY 2024;

	l “Foster an Adaptive, Accountable and Innova-
tive Warfighter Culture,” which updates the 
Administration’s earlier “Building a Culture 
of Warfighting Excellence” that replaced the 
Biden-era “Taking Care of People through 
Building a Culture of Warfighting Excellence” 
and aligns more with the new Trump Adminis-
tration’s focus on lethality; and

	l “The Health, Welfare and Training of Our 
People and Their Families,” which emphasizes 
the well-being of the sailors and the quality of 
their readiness.3

The Biden-era “Enhancing Strategic Partner-
ships” has been removed.

Given the comprehensive threat from China, 
the Navy has introduced a new strategic frame-
work for its operations and investment called mar-
itime statecraft. This draws heavily from the book 
U.S. Naval Power in the 21st Century and a concept 
called naval statecraft. The concept was first intro-
duced by the Secretary of the Navy Carlos Del Toro 
in a speech calling for a new statecraft founded on 
a strong naval force, backed by a robust commercial 
maritime industry, to execute a successful strategic 
comprehensive competition in today’s new cold war 
with China.4 The prioritization of rebuilding the na-
tion’s maritime strength was amplified by President 
Donald Trump before Congress and the establish-
ment of a new office dedicated to this end.5 Given 
the state of the nation’s navy and maritime services, 
this will be a herculean task.

All told, it will take years to recover from the 
past 36 years of naval decline. For the Navy, the 
so-called peace dividend after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union resulted in more than $1.32 trillion 
in deferred investments and reduced spending 
from 1989–2025, antiquated infrastructure, and 
too many shuttered shipyards to build and sus-
tain today’s too-small fleet. The flight of experi-
enced naval architects who are needed to oversee 
design, building, and repair of warships has con-
tributed to cost overruns and delays that the Navy 
cannot sustain.

To strengthen the nation’s maritime power, out-
going President Joseph Biden’s proposed $257.6 bil-
lion Navy budget for FY 2025 was $1.83 billion more 
than the FY 2024 enacted budget—an increase of 
0.7 percent.6 This amount was relatively anemic 
in view of the need to recapitalize infrastructure, 
expand the supply base, recruit more sailors, and 
increase the number of warships necessary to de-
ter a rapidly metastasizing threat from Communist 
China. However, this may be changing with the one-
time reconciliation bill and a total increase of 11.1 
percent over last year’s Navy budget.7 If these dol-
lars are used to deliver the capacity, capability, and 
readiness outputs that are needed, the long, slow 
decline of the Navy’s ability to deter and win a major 
war should be reversed, but this will require years of 
increased resourcing matched with aggressive and 
smart execution of those funds.

At the same time, investment in “wonder weap-
ons” is not a solution to all of the Navy’s ills. Un-
manned platforms, future-generation fighters, and 
long-range weapons are necessities, but their de-
livery and effectiveness remain in question until 
they can be proven in combat at-sea. Today’s fleet is 
needed to operate where required and as the train-
ing platform for crews. It must operate within range 
of the enemy’s weapons and continually refine con-
cepts of operations for winning tomorrow’s wars.

The Navy therefore remains under immense 
strain to maintain readiness for combat while also 
conducting daily peacetime operations to counter 
the activities of China and Russia. Since publication 
of the 2024 Index of U.S. Military Strength, there 
have been several significant developments that are 
important to the Navy. For example:

	l In its first year, the Navy’s Maritime Indus-
trial Base staff certified a cold spray welding 
technique avoiding the need to dry dock, used 
additive manufacturing techniques to produce 
and install three chill water valves on an oper-
ational warship, and helped to place more than 
10,000 new maritime industrial workers.8

	l During combined exercise Balikatan in April 
2025, the U.S. Marine Corps deployed ele-
ments of the 3rd Marine Littoral Regiment 
with Navy-Marine Expeditionary Ship In-
terdiction System (NMESIS) to the Batanes 
island group in the Luzon Strait.9
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MAP 13

Key U.S. Naval Installations
The U.S. Navy’s global operation has been bolstered in recent years by the addition of key 
installations: 10 sites in the Philippines, most notably Naval Base Camilo Osias, and a nuclear 
submarine and support ship site in Perth, Australia.
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	l Admiral Lisa Franchetti was relieved as Chief 
of Naval Operations (CNO) on February 21, 
2025, and replaced by Admiral Daryl Caudle 
six months later, signaling a break with past 
conventions.

	l In September 2024, the Navy oiler Big Horn 
ran aground, sustaining significant damage and 
ending its provisioning of fuel to sustain ongo-
ing combat operations against the Houthis.10

	l In July 2024, the Navy demonstrated an at-sea 
method to rearm warship vertical launch cells 
that are used to launch cruise missiles and air 
and missile defense munitions.11 The method 
is called Transferrable Rearming Mechanism 
(TRAM) and is a limited means to mitigate a 
long-known deficiency in sustaining warships 
within striking distance of enemy forces with-
out executing prolonged transits to rear-area 
ports to restock.

	l On February 22, 2024, the Navy established 
the Robotics Warfare Specialist for enlist-
ed ratings with the goal of developing deep 
expertise in the maintenance of autono-
mous platforms.12

	l On January 16, 2024, the Navy completed its 
first Western Pacific deployment of a flotilla 
of four unmanned vessels that included the 
USV Ranger, which had launched a Standard 
Missile-6 at a target successfully in 2021.13

	l In January 2024, following a series of re-
ports of significant delays in numerous naval 
shipbuilding programs, the Secretary of the 
Navy ordered a 45-day review.14 This review 
determined that the top-priority strategic 
missile submarine Columbia is 12–16 months 
behind, the aircraft carrier Enterprise is 
18–26 months behind schedule, Virginia-class 
submarines are 24 to 36 months late, and 
the new frigate Constellation is three years 
behind schedule.15

	l On October 19, 2023, Iran’s proxy in Yemen, 
the Houthis, began attacks on shipping in the 
Red Sea in support of Hamas’s war against 
Israel, which had begun on October 7. Houthi 

attacks on shipping continue into 2025. A 
mid-July 2024 report gave a rare insight into 
the scale of those combat operations: 155 stan-
dard missiles, 125 tomahawk cruise missiles, 
60 air-to-air missiles expended.16

Strategic Framework. In December 2020, to 
address today’s maritime competition more ef-
fectively, the sea services released a naval strategy 
titled Advantage at Sea.17 It has not yet been fully 
executed, but there has been some progress regard-
ing forward presence operations that challenge Chi-
nese maritime coercion.18

The Navy also apparently continues to adjust 
its deployment patterns to meet new demands 
caused by the war in Ukraine and combat opera-
tions against the Houthis. Since June 2023, these 
demands have slowed the trend toward more pres-
ence in the Western Pacific and a reduced carrier 
and large amphibious force presence in the North 
Atlantic and the Eastern Mediterranean in order to 
fuel a return to the Indian Ocean.19

As the U.S. military’s primary maritime arm, the 
Navy is charged with providing the enduring for-
ward global presence that this strategy requires 
while retaining war-winning forces. The Navy 
therefore continues to focus its investments on 
several functional areas: power projection, control 
of the seas, maritime security, strategic deterrence, 
and domain access. This approach is informed by 
several key documents. In addition to the Trump 
Administration’s 2025 National Security Strategy 
(NSS) and 2026 National Defense Strategy (NDS), 
they include:20

	l The December 2020 Advantage at Sea naval 
strategy, and

	l The Global Force Management Allocation 
Plan (GFMAP).21

In addition, in the summer of 2025, the Trump 
Administration issued an Interim National Defense 
Strategic Guidance that has been informing FY 
2026 and reconciliation budgets. It provides that:

	l The United States faces one of the most dan-
gerous strategic environments in our Nation’s 
history characterized by:
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MAP 14

U.S. Navy Global Presence

A  heritage.org

NOTES: Time frames are June to June. CSG — Carrier Strike Group, ARG — Amphibious Ready Group, ESG — Expeditionary Strike Group.
SOURCE: Heritage Foundation research based on data from U.S. Naval Institute Sta�, “Fleet Tracker,” U.S. Naval Institute News, 
https://news.usni.org/category/fleet-tracker (accessed January 21, 2026).
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– A vulnerable homeland arising from years 
of unsecured borders and increasingly capable 
air and missile threats;

– China’s unprecedented military buildup 
and the direct threat that it poses to America’s 
security and economy; and

– A range of other threats, including Rus-
sia, Iran, North Korea, and select terrorist 
organizations.

	l President Trump has charged the Depart-
ment with supporting his America First 
defense policy agenda and achieving his 
vision of peace through strength.

	l To do so, the  Strategic Guidance is built 
around three priority lines of effort:

– Defend the Homeland

– Deter China in the Indo-Pacific

– Empower allies and partners to do more

	l Success demands clear prioritization, stra-
tegic discipline, and fiscal responsibility.

U.S. official strategic guidance requires the 
Navy to act beyond the demands of conventional 
warfighting. China and Russia use their fleets to es-
tablish a physical presence in regions that are im-
portant to their economic and security interests in 
order to influence the policies of other countries. To 
counter their influence, the U.S. Navy similarly sails 
ships in these waters to reassure allies of U.S. com-
mitments and signal to rivals that they do not have 
a free hand to impose their will. This means that the 
Navy must balance two key missions: ensuring that 
it has a fleet that is ready for war while also using 
that fleet for peacetime “presence” operations. Both 
missions require crews and ships that are materi-
ally ready for action and a fleet that is large enough 
to maintain presence and marshal enough combat 
power to win in battle.

On September 18, 2024, the Chief of Naval Oper-
ations released an update to Navigation Plan 2022 
(NAVPLAN 2022).22 NAVPLAN provides guidance 
for the Navy’s contribution to the execution of the 

National Defense Strategy. Today, the CNO contin-
ues to emphasize forward presence in the United 
States’ daily competition with rivals like China and 
prioritizes investments in key capabilities. New and 
notable in NAVPLAN 2024 is a goal to achieve 80 
percent combat surge readiness by 2027; the cur-
rent rate is approximately 67 percent.23

All of this reflects a continuation of demands 
stemming from the Distributed Maritime Opera-
tions concept that has been deemed critical to de-
feating Chinese anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) 
capabilities. Prior NAVPLANs lacked a clear time-
line; now the deadline for delivering capabilities 
and meeting readiness goals is set as no later than 
January 1, 2027.24 This date is picked explicitly to 
meet China’s own goal of being ready to prevail in 
a war over Taiwan.25 To pace this threat, NAVPLAN 
2022 offered a plan calling for a fleet of 350 manned 
and 150 unmanned warships along with 3,000 naval 
aircraft. This was revised upwards in June 2023 to 
381 battle-force manned ships and incorporated 
into NAVPLAN 2024. Seven goals called Project 
33 include achieving 80 percent readiness, field 
operations centers for distributed combat opera-
tions, greater numbers of field unmanned platforms, 
and restoration of critical infrastructure like aging 
shipyards.26 The new CNO, Admiral Daryl Caudle, 
so far has not signaled an intent to change direction.

Admiral Caudle’s first message to the fleet as 
CNO does indicate that several changes are com-
ing. In this message, he signaled new potentially 
traditional naval uniforms, better living conditions 
during extended maintenance periods, and better 
facilities and platforms resourced to national needs, 
his mantra being “Built in the Foundry—Tempered 
in the Fleet—Forged to Fight.”27 While little detail 
is given in his public statements since becoming 
CNO, past comments as Fleet Forces Commander 
indicate an awareness that nuclear maintenance 
capacity is inadequate and that we need additional 
public shipyards.28

All told, NAVPLANs have neither galvanized po-
litical support nor delivered actionable long-range 
shipbuilding plans to Congress. Considering cur-
rent trends, it seems unavoidable that the fleet will 
reach a nadir of 280 warships in 2027—exactly when 
a larger fleet is required.29 Despite some progress in 
NAVPLAN 2024, the disconnect between strategy, 
plans, and resourcing persists with the latest Bat-
tle Force Ship Assessment and Requirement, which 



﻿

378 2026 Index of U.S. Military Strength

indicates that the Navy is short 80 warships (rath-
er than 50 per earlier plans) with which to execute 
the National Defense Strategy.30 During the years 
since 2016’s 355-fleet goal was memorialized in law 
by Congress, the threat from China has continued 
to grow, pressurizing the Navy to revise upward its 
assessed fleet composition and needs.

Numbers alone in warships do not capture the 
needed composition of various warship classes—the 
fleet design. Both the Secretary of the Navy and 
the CNO have indicated that a new fleet design is 
forthcoming.31 As of February 24, 2026, the annu-
al congressionally mandated 30-year shipbuilding 
plan had not been released, and the congressionally 
mandated annual report on Military and Security 
Developments Involving the People’s Republic of 
China, a critical resource for responsible officials 
charged with defining the threat as a rationale for 
the new fleet design and long-range build plan, was 
not released until December 2025.

This Index focuses on the following elements as 
the primary criteria by which to measure U.S. na-
val strength:

	l Sufficient capacity to defeat enemies in ma-
jor combat operations and provide a credible 
peacetime forward presence to maintain free-
dom of shipping lanes and deter aggression,

	l Sufficient technical capability to ensure 
that the Navy is able to defeat potential ad-
versaries, and

	l Sufficient readiness to ensure that the fleet 
can “fight tonight” given proper material 
maintenance, personnel training, and physi-
cal well-being.

Capacity
Force Structure. The Navy is unique relative 

to the other services because its capacity require-
ments must meet two separate objectives:

1.	 During peacetime, the Navy must maintain a 
global presence in distant regions both to deter 
potential aggressors and to assure allies and 
security partners.

2.	 The Navy must be able to win wars. To this end, 
the Navy measures capacity by the size of its 

battle force, which is composed of ships it con-
siders directly connected to combat missions.32

This Index continues the benchmark set in the 
2019 Index: 400 ships for combat operations against 
China, as well as adequate response to opportunis-
tic adversaries with a 20 percent strategic reserve, 
and historical levels of 100 ships that are forward 
deployed in peacetime.33 This 400-ship fleet is cen-
tered on providing:

	l 13 Carrier Strike Groups (CSGs);

	l 13 carrier air wings with a minimum of 624 
strike fighter aircraft;34 and

	l 15 Expeditionary Strike Groups (ESGs).35

Unmanned platforms are not included because 
they have not matured as a practical asset. They 
hold great potential and will likely be a significant 
capability, but until they are developed and fielded 
in larger numbers, their impact on the Navy’s war-
fighting potential remains speculative. The same 
holds true across the fleet when it comes to new 
classes of ships. The Navy is investing in research, 
modeling, war gaming, and intellectual exercises to 
improve its understanding of the potential utility of 
new ship and fleet designs, but until new ships are 
added to the fleet, it is hard to know how they will af-
fect the Navy’s ability to perform its missions. Con-
sequently, this Index measures what is known and 
can be known in naval affairs, assessing the current 
Navy’s size, modernity, and readiness to perform its 
most important missions today.

Relative to the above metric, the Navy’s fleet 
of 287 warships as of October 1, 202536—10 ships 
less than the figure cited in the 2024 Index—is in-
adequate and places greater strain on the ability 
of ships and crews to meet existing operational re-
quirements. To alleviate the operational stress on 
an undersized fleet, the Navy has attempted since 
2016 to build a larger fleet. However, for myriad rea-
sons, it has been unable to achieve sustained growth 
and in fact has underdelivered by approximately 10 
ships each year since 2016.37 In the past, the Navy 
has had some success in meeting operational re-
quirements with fewer ships by posturing ships 
forward as it has done in Rota, Spain; on Guam; 
and potentially as part of AUKUS (the trilateral 
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Australia–United Kingdom–United States securi-
ty pact) in Australia.

At a February 2022 naval conference, the Chief of 
Naval Operations stated, “I’ve concluded—consis-
tent with the analysis—that we need a naval force of 
over 500 ships.”38 The Navy’s subsequent June 2023 
Battle Force Ship Assessment and Requirement re-
port specified that the fleet needed to include:

	l 12 aircraft carriers (the Navy currently has 11);

	l 87 large surface warships (CG, DDG) (the Navy 
currently has 85);

	l 73 small warships (LCS) (the Navy cur-
rently has 27);

	l 31 large amphibious warships (LSD, LPD, LHA, 
LHD) (the Navy currently has 32);

	l 66 attack submarines (SSN) (the Navy cur-
rently has 47);

	l 12 ballistic missile submarines (SSBN) (the 
Navy currently has 14);

	l 46 combat logistics ships (T-AO, T-AOE, T-AKE, 
NGLS) (the Navy currently has 34); and

	l 54 command and support ships (LCC, AS, 
T-ESD, T-EPF, T-ESB, LSM, ARS/ATF, and 
T-AGOS) (the Navy currently has 30).39

Based on the CNO’s military advice and Heritage 
Foundation analysis, today’s fleet remains too small 
to meet today’s threats with maximum effectiveness.

Posture/Presence. Although the Navy remains 
committed to sustaining forward presence, it has 
struggled to meet the requests of regional Combat-
ant Commanders. The result has been longer and 
more frequent deployments to meet a historical 
steady-state forward presence of 100 warships.40 
In 1985, at the height of the Cold War, less than 15 
percent of the nation’s 571-ship fleet was deployed, 
and throughout the 1990s, deployments seldom 
exceeded the six-month norm: Only 4 percent to 
7 percent of the fleet exceeded six-month deploy-
ments on an annual basis.41

Using the Navy’s aircraft carrier fleet—the most 
taxed platform—as a sample set, for the past 20 

years, approximately 25 percent of the aircraft 
carrier fleet has been deployed. Following the 2017 
deadly collisions involving USS McCain and USS 
Fitzgerald, overall fleet deployment dropped tem-
porarily to less than 20 percent, but it surged again 
to almost 30 percent in 2020.42 High operational 
tempo (OPTEMPO) remains an issue as the Navy 
works to secure U.S. interests against China’s dis-
tant naval deployments and provocations, North 
Korea’s ballistic missile submarine, Iranian attacks 
on and interdiction of commercial shipping in the 
Persian Gulf, and an active Russian Navy.

The numbers reported by the Navy on Septem-
ber 8, 2025, are typical for a total battle force of 287 
deployable ships with 105 warships at sea for an OP-
TEMPO of 36.1 percent, well above Cold War levels 
of approximately 20 percent.43 Given Combatant 
Commanders’ requirements for naval presence, 
there is impetus to have as many ships forward de-
ployed as possible by:

	l Homeporting. The ships, crew, and their fam-
ilies are stationed at the port or based abroad 
(for example, a CSG in Yokosuka, Japan).

	l Forward Stationing. Only the ships are based 
abroad, and crews are rotated out to the ship.44 
This deployment model is currently used for 
Littoral Combat Ships (LCS) and Ohio–class 
guided missile submarines (SSGNs) manned 
with rotating blue and gold crews, effectively 
doubling the normal forward deployment time 
(for example, LCS in Singapore).

These options allow one forward-based ship to 
provide a greater level of presence than four ships 
based in the continental United States (CONUS) 
can provide by offsetting the time needed to transit 
ships to and familiarize their crews with distant the-
aters.45 This is captured in the Navy’s GFM planning 
assumptions: a forward-deployed presence rate of 
19 percent for a CONUS-based ship compared to a 
67 percent presence rate for an overseas-homeport-
ed ship.46 To date, the Navy’s use of homeporting 
and forward stationing has not mitigated the reduc-
tion in overall fleet size’s effect on forward presence.

Shipbuilding Capacity. To meet stated goals for 
fleet size, the Navy must build faster and maintain 
more ships, exceeding its current capacity. Howev-
er, significant shortfalls in both government and 
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commercial shipyards make it hard to accomplish 
either task—and inconsistent planning and incon-
sistent defense budgets make it even more difficult. 
Given the limited ability to build ships, the Navy 
will struggle to meet the congressionally mandated 
355-ship goal,47 to say nothing of the 400-ship goal 
advocated in this Index.

Congress overrode smaller shipbuilding plans 
for FY 2022 and FY 2023 that were submitted by 
the Biden Administration and added funding for 
new orders each year that exceeded 20 warships. 
Despite this, subsequent procurement and deliv-
ery rates have not kept pace with the threat from 
China. Nor have congressional mandates reversed 
this trend: The Navy last met a congressionally 
mandated goal of 12 aircraft carriers in 200648 and is 
meeting its mandated fleet of no fewer than 31 large 
amphibious warships only after strenuous protests 
by Senator Dan Sullivan (R–AK) in 2023.49

World events demonstrated the danger of having 
inadequate amphibious forces in April 2023 when 
Americans were stranded amid factional war in Su-
dan.50 Despite such consequences, the current long-
range shipbuilding plan does not reverse downward 
trends in the fleet and will result in a drop to 280 
manned ships by FY 2027.51

Meanwhile, a combination of misaligned con-
gressional willingness to fund a larger fleet, a for-
mer Administration loath to resource it, and a Navy 
unable to control its requirements has resulted in 
shipbuilders that too often are unwilling to invest 
in needed workforce and delay capital investments. 
From 2005 to 2020, the Navy’s procurement of new 
warships increased the size of the fleet from 291 to 
296 warships; at the same time, China’s navy grew 
from 216 to 360 warships.52 If the Navy is to build a 
larger fleet, more shipbuilders will have to be hired 
and trained—a lengthy process that precedes any 
expansion of the fleet. The Navy estimates that to 
meet its demand for nuclear submarines, it will 
need to hire an additional 100,000 new workers 
over the next 10 years.53

Complicating matters is that, according to the 
most recent labor statistics, wages in the nation’s 
shipbuilding sector have not consistently kept pace 
with inflation and wider labor wages. In 2021, wag-
es in the shipbuilding and repair sector shrank by 
2.7 percent; they then exceeded national averages 
for two years only to fall behind again in 2024.54 As 
a consequence, the sector’s labor pool shrank 1.5 

percent in the third quarter of 2024.55 This pattern 
does not appear to have abated in 2025.

A critical concern is the urgency of the need to 
increase production of nuclear-powered warships, 
most notably nuclear-powered submarines that 
would be vital in any conflict with China. Limited 
nuclear shipbuilding capacity56 will constrain the 
Navy’s plans to increase the build rate from two at-
tack submarines per year to three while concurrent-
ly building one ballistic missile submarine.57

To support a larger nuclear-powered fleet, the 
Navy has sought assistance for relevant public ship-
yards to increase their workforce, awarding a $503 
million contract to Blue Forge Alliance.58 While this 
contract was supported by the Navy, a dubious $2.4 
billion contract was awarded to Deloitte Consult-
ing to expand submarine industrial capacity.59 So 
far, these efforts have yet to yield a return on the 
investment as the Virginia-class attack submarine 
program remains behind schedule and continues 
to contend with rising labor costs that resulted in 
a stopgap $1.95 billion to cover the cost of keeping 
two boats under construction.60

Moreover, since 2023, the Navy has reported 
Virginia-class labor deficits that have contributed 
to cost overruns and production delays, causing 
the Navy to miss its stated goal of a delivery rate 
of 1.5 boats a year by October 1, 2024, and raising 
concerns that it may not be able to meet its goal of 
two per year by 2028 if conditions do not change.61 
This is exacerbating concerns about whether the 
AUKUS nuclear submarine production effort with 
Australia and the United Kingdom, which will re-
quire the delivery of 2.33 boats per year, will prove 
to be executable.62

A key element of the AUKUS effort is the for-
ward “rotational” basing of American nuclear sub-
marines in HMAS Stirling, Australia. The first of 
these submarines are due to arrive per the so-called 
optimal pathway in 2027, which will have a multi-
plicative effect on U.S. submarine presence: Each 
forward-based warship is equivalent to four based 
in the continental U.S. Failing to deploy American 
nuclear submarines according to this plan would 
further degrade the capacity needed to deter China.

It still remains true that current funding will 
not build or maintain the larger fleet that both the 
Navy and this Index say is needed and that Congress 
has mandated. Nothing has changed to alter CNO 
Admiral Michael Gilday’s 2021 assessment that 
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current budgets can only “sustain a Navy of about 
300 to 305 ships.”63 In addition, the Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) has noted that a brittle 
defense industrial base continues to drive up costs 
and create delays.64

Manpower. In 2018, the Navy assessed that its 
manpower would need to grow by approximately 
35,000 to achieve an end strength of 360,395 sail-
ors to support a 355-ship Navy.65 The last time the 
Navy had a similar number of ships was in 1997 
when it had 359 ships and 398,847 personnel.66 As 
of February 22, 2026, the Navy consisted of 340,000 
active-duty officers and sailors,67 up by 4,813 from 
the 335,187 reported in the 2024 Index but still 
significantly below what is needed to meet its 
2034 fleet goal.

After several negative years of recruiting and 
retention efforts, things are beginning to reverse 
course. Four months into the 2025 fiscal year, the 
Navy announced that it was already on track to 
meet recruiting goals for the second consecutive 
year.68 Despite this good news, however, budgeted 
total end strength fell from 344,441 in FY 2022 to 
332,300 in FY 2025, which might limit the Navy’s 
ability to take advantage of better recruiting.69 Be-
cause authorized manning numbers should reflect 
the fleet needed rather than what can be recruit-
ed today, it remains to be seen whether retention 
rates can be sustained to meet long-range manning 
needs. According to statements made in late 2024 
by the Secretary of the Navy and Chief of Naval Op-
erations, the service’s retention rates have been at 
historic highs—perhaps an indication that the Navy 
has made a long-overdue course correction in its 
outreach to potential new recruits.70

Despite recent improvement in recruitment, 
missed past recruitment goals and lackluster reten-
tion have left a legacy of overworked sailors at sea, 
as evidenced by unfilled billets aboard ship. This 
places greater demand on a smaller active-duty end 
strength, and the consequences will be seen in the 
fleet’s operational capabilities.

The GAO has reported persistent crew man-
ning shortfalls. A GAO report published in May 
2021 revealed that some ships had crew shortfalls 
as high as 15 percent, which compounded crew 
fatigue as smaller crews had to make up the work-
load. This was a contributing factor in several fatal 
collisions in 2017.71 The problem persists with the 
number of gapped billets rising to 22,000 for junior 

enlisted sailors in 2023 on top of a persistent deficit 
of 10,000 stretching back as far as 2016.72 In January 
2025, Navy leadership indicated that in order to fill 
the remaining 20,000 gapped at-sea billets, it will 
have to meet recruitment and retention goals for 
three consecutive years—and this would not guar-
antee meeting the 355-ship crew requirements.73

Finally, the effort to attract people to join the 
Navy is made more difficult by wages that are not 
keeping up with inflated costs of living. In the battle 
for people, pay raises in recent years have consis-
tently lagged behind inflation. In an effort to ad-
dress this pay gap, a 14.5 percent pay raise for the 
most junior sailors went into effect on April 1, 2025.74

The U.S. Coast Guard. This year, the Index of 
U.S. Military Strength for the first time examines 
the contribution of the U.S. Coast Guard. In war-
time, the Coast Guard would become part of the 
Navy and support specific combat roles. The Navy 
therefore expects the Coast Guard to be ready for 
nine specific wartime missions, which are detailed 
in a 2008 memorandum of agreement between 
the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and 
the Department of Defense (DOD). These nine 
missions include “Maritime interception/inter-
diction operations,” “Military environmental re-
sponse,” “Theater security cooperation,” “Coastal 
sea control operations,” “Rotary wing air intercept 
operations,” “Combatting terrorism operations,” 

“Maritime operational threat response,” “Military 
cyberspace operations,” and “Port operations, se-
curity and defense.”75

A critical mission is escort of shipping that sus-
tains military operations across the Pacific, which 
the current fleet of cutters is not designed to exe-
cute.76 With appropriate modification, the current 
fleet of 20 National Security Cutters could be able 
to support this critical mission.77 Overall, however, 
the wartime contribution and training routines for 
the U.S. Coast Guard today make it unlikely that it 
will contribute appreciably to combat operations.

Capability
A complete measure of naval capabilities re-

quires an assessment of U.S. platforms against 
enemy weapons in plausible scenarios. The Navy 
routinely conducts war games, exercises, and 
simulations to assess this, but insight into its as-
sessments is limited by their classified nature. 
This Index therefore assesses capability based on 
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remaining hull life, mission effectiveness, payloads, 
and the feasibility of maintaining the platform’s 
technological edge.

Most of the Navy’s fleet consists of older plat-
forms: Of its 20 classes of ships, only eight are in se-
ries production.78 The FY 2025 shipbuilding budget 
of $32.4 billion was 0.7 percent higher than the FY 
2024 budget: 12.6 percent of the Navy’s budget of 
$257.586 billion and a slackening of past increases 
that have been as high as 4.5 percent.79 The current 
proposed FY 2026 budget plus the enacted recon-
ciliation bill would represent a 22 percent increase 
over FY 2025 with new orders of 19 warships.80 The 
following are highlights by platform.

Ballistic Missile Submarines (SSBN). The 
Columbia-class submarine will relieve the aging 
Ohio-class SSBN fleet. Because of the implications 
of this change for the nation’s strategic nuclear 
deterrence, the Columbia-class SSBN remains 
the Navy’s top acquisition priority. To ensure the 
continuity of this leg of the U.S. nuclear triad, the 
first Columbia-class SSBN must be delivered on 
time for its first deterrent patrol in 2031.81 In No-
vember 2020, the Navy signed a $9.47 billion con-
tract with General Dynamics Electric Boat for the 
first-in-class boat and advanced procurement for 
long-lead-time components of the second hull.82 
The lead ship’s keel-laying ceremony occurred on 
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June 4, 2022.83 The FY 2025 budget completes the 
payments for procurement of the second boat, but 
anticipated delays of as many as 16 months stand 
to jeopardize the viability of the nation’s assured 
second strike nuclear deterrent force.84

However, concerns persist in Congress that the 
U.S. Department of War may not be fully utilizing 
special authorities granted to the Navy to ensure 
that this critical program is adequately resourced. 
Specifically, the National Sea-Based Deterrence 
Fund (NSBDF) established by Congress in 2024 
has saved more than $1.4 billion using flexible fund-
ing but “has yet to utilize the core function of the 
NSBDF—namely, to provide increased flexibility to 
repurpose funds into it to buy down the fiscal im-
pact of the program on our other shipbuilding pri-
orities.”85 Because this priority program is currently 
facing extended delays, its utility must be reviewed 
and its full utilization must be ensured.

Nuclear Attack Submarines (SSN). SSNs are 
multi-mission platforms whose stealth enables 
clandestine intelligence collection; surveillance; an-
ti-submarine warfare (ASW); anti-surface warfare 
(ASuW); insertion and extraction of special opera-
tions forces; land attack strikes; and offensive mine 
warfare. The newest SSN class, the Block V Virginia 
with the Virginia Payload Module (VPM) enhance-
ment, is important to the Navy’s overall strike capac-
ity, enabling the employment of 28 more Tomahawk 
cruise missiles than were employed in earlier SSN 
variants.86 Construction of Block V submarines be-
gan in September 2019 with the Oklahoma (SSN 802) 
to be delivered in May 2027 and three more boats to 
be delivered before the end of the decade.87 As noted 
previously, a limited shipyard workforce is causing 
this program to be delayed by as many as two years.

Aircraft Carriers (CVN). The Navy has 11 nu-
clear-powered aircraft carriers: 10 Nimitz-class and 
one Ford-class. The Navy has been making progress 
in overcoming nagging issues involving several 
advanced systems, notably advanced weapons el-
evators, and stemming from the Ford’s first opera-
tional deployment in the fall of 2022 to the North 
Atlantic.88 Further bolstering confidence in this new 
class, the Ford deployed to the Mediterranean in 
May 2023 to sustain a persistent carrier presence 
there following Russia’s February 2022 invasion of 
Ukraine.89 The Ford began a planned deployment 
cycle in June 2025 and has conducted allied naval 
operations in the high North Atlantic region.90

The second ship in this class, the John F. Kenne-
dy (CVN 79), was christened on December 7, 2019, 
but its scheduled delivery to the Indo-Pacific the-
ater has slipped from 2022 to 2027 to support late 
modifications for fifth-generation fighters like the 
F-35; the Navy’s carrier fleet will drop to 10 during 
2026–2027.91 The most recent reporting indicates 
that the Kennedy will arrive at its new homeport, 
Naval Base Kitsap in Bremerton, Washington, no 
earlier than FY 2029.92 The Kennedy is to be fol-
lowed by the Enterprise (CVN 80), which is in early 
construction with delivery planned for 2028.

The U.S. lead in this category of naval power 
may be waning as China completes construction of 
its first super carrier. As the U.S. Navy struggles to 
build, maintain, and crew a fleet of 11 aircraft car-
riers, China is rapidly catching up both in numbers 
and in platform capability. Its newest carrier, the 
Type-003, like the Ford-class, will utilize electro-
magnetic catapults that give its air wing greater 
range and sortie rates, thus significantly narrow-
ing the capability gap.93 The Type-003 is China’s 
second indigenously built carrier and a significant 
engineering milestone. There had been renewed 
emphasis on having the ship delivered before the 
October 2022 Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
Congress,94 and after a sprint by the shipyard, the 
new 80,000-ton Type-003 aircraft carrier was 
launched in June 2022.95 U.S. Department of De-
fense reporting indicated that the Type-003 would 
enter service in 2025; the first two carriers have 
engaged in routine deployments and intimidation 
operations against Taiwan.96

In a further indication of the rising threat to 
American naval dominance, speculation has mount-
ed over a new Type-004 super carrier spotted in sat-
ellite imagery under construction in Dalian ship-
yard, potentially nuclear powered, and with up to 
four electromagnetic catapults, matching the Ford 
class.97 China’s growing naval aviation and aircraft 
carrier capabilities place added stress on U.S. naval 
aviation and air defenses.

Large Surface Combatants. The Navy’s 
large surface combatants consist of the Ticond-
eroga-class cruiser, the Zumwalt-class destroyer, 
and the Arleigh Burke–class destroyer. The Presi-
dent’s FY 2024 budget decommissioned five aged 
Ticonderoga-class cruisers.98 Current plans had 
the Navy decommissioning four more cruisers in 
FY 2025, decommissioning another three the next 
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year, and retiring the final two in 2027.99 These de-
commissionings represent a significant decrement 
of the Navy’s sea-launched firepower with the loss 
of a total of 1,342 vertical launch tubes. Attempts 
to repurpose or extend the life of the aging Ti-
conderoga-class cruisers has not progressed after 
years of deferred upgrades and past incomplete 
maintenance.100

Since publication of the 2024 Index, the Navy 
has added four Arleigh Burke–class DDG 51 de-
stroyers, bringing the total on active duty in the fleet 
to 74. In 2008, the Navy declined to pursue a new 
cruiser to provide air and missile defense for carrier 
strike groups, choosing instead to pursue a final it-
eration of the Arleigh Burke class, Flight III.101 This 
will remain a stopgap measure until a more capable 
new destroyer, the DDG(X), joins the fleet, proba-
bly in the next decade. The DDG(X) will include the 
capability to launch long-range hypersonic strike 
missiles in new larger vertical launching system 
(VLS) cells.102

The Navy’s other modern destroyer, the Zumwalt 
class, was never intended as a cruiser replacement 
and continues operations and testing to employ it 
as a long-range strike platform. The Zumwalt class 
was envisioned as bringing advanced capabilities 
to the fleet, but the program has suffered techno-
logical problems and cost overruns, and the Navy 
has ended future procurement. The three that have 
already been purchased and are being built include 
the Zumwalt (DDG-1000) and Michael Monsoor 
(DDG-1001), which have been commissioned into 
service, and the Lyndon B. Johnson (DDG-1002), 
which is completing checks and installation of 
hypersonic missile capable–VLS.103 In September 
2022, the Zumwalt had conducted its first (albeit 
truncated) deployment to Seventh Fleet’s Western 
Pacific area of operations.104 The Michael Monsoor 
has completed combat system installation, and the 
Navy had been planning to deploy her to the West-
ern Pacific by the end of 2025.105

To reach 355 ships by 2034, the Navy plans sev-
eral class-wide service life extensions, notably the 
extension of the DDG-51–class’s service life from 35 
to 40 years and modernization of older hulls. The FY 
2020 budget included $4 billion for modernization 
of 19 destroyers from FY 2021 through FY 2024.106 
Since publication of the 2024 Index, the Navy has 
expanded this to a 20-ship $17 billion moderniza-
tion plan that includes a major electronic warfare 

upgrade (AN/SLQ-32(V)7 Block III). The first 
destroyer undergoing this upgrade is the Pinkney, 
which was nearing completion in late 2024, to be 
followed by James E. Williams (DDG-95); Chung 
Hoon (DDG-93); and Halsey.107 These electronics 
and sensor upgrades would be critical for combat 
operations in the Western Pacific against China’s 
modern military.

Small Surface Combatants. The Navy’s small 
surface combatants consist principally of the 
Avenger-class mine countermeasures (MCM) ship; 
the Littoral Combat Ship (LCS); and the Constella-
tion-class frigate (FFG), which began production in 
2021. In January 2021, the Navy halted production 
of the mono-hull LCS Freedom variant until issues 
involving the design of its propulsion system could 
be resolved. After that decision was made, in April 
2023, the final Freedom variant was launched.108 In 
the meantime, the top speed of affected ships (cur-
rently 40-plus knots) is reportedly limited to 34 
knots.109 Under the Navy’s FY 2020 30-year ship-
building plan, the fleet of 23 LCSs was expected to 
grow to 34 and be joined by 18 frigates by FY 2034.110 
Since then, the Navy has reversed course and ter-
minated the LCS anti-submarine mission module 
program (10 units originally planned) and plans to 
decommission the remaining nine Freedom mono-
hull variants.111

On August 20, 2020, the Navy decommissioned 
three of its aging Avenger-class MCM ships, leaving 
eight in service overseas in Sasebo, Japan, and Ma-
nama, Bahrain. These represent the only ship class 
dedicated to countering the mine threat.112 The cur-
rent long-range shipbuilding plan confirms that the 
Navy intends to operate four of these aged MCMs 
through FY 2027; four MCMs based in Bahrain are 
to be decommissioned in FY 2025.113

As the MCMs are retired, the Navy is relying 
on the development of LCS mine countermeasure 
mission packages to provide this capability. At an 
April 2022 webinar, the CNO indicated that these 
mission modules were on track to reach initial 
operational capability (IOC) by the end of 2022.114 
Since then, the Navy has canceled its ASW mission 
modules because of insurmountable engineering 
challenges, and on May 1, 2023, it announced that 
the MCM modules had achieved IOC.115 In March 
2025, two LCS (Santa Barbara and Canberra) de-
ployed for the first time with operational ASW 
mission modules.116 In an unanticipated move, the 
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Navy began to arm LCS with the naval strike missile, 
giving these ships a long-range anti-ship capability 
that they had lacked despite notable operations by 
the class in the South China Sea.117 On December 9, 
2021, the San Diego–based Independence-variant 
Oakland received this new capability.118

Installation and procurement of surface warfare 
modules and associated surface-to-surface missile 
modules (LCS SSMM) are progressing; the procure-
ment of 18 LCS SSMM planned for FY 2024 included 
offensive and defense systems and associated muni-
tions.119 In fall 2024, the Navy executed a rapid up-
grade to the LCS SSMM capable of countering un-
manned aircraft systems (C-UAS) drones. The Navy 
stated that “[r]ecent events in the U.S. 5th Fleet Area 
of Responsibility (AoR) underscore the importance 
of equipping our warships with up-to-date C-UAS 
systems to keep emerging threats at bay.”120

Rather than procuring additional LCS, the Navy 
has been focused on a new frigate. On April 30, 
2020, the Navy awarded Fincantieri a $795 million 
contract to build the lead ship of the new Constel-
lation-class frigate at its Marinette Marine ship-
yard in Wisconsin based on a proven design that 
is currently in service with the French and Italian 
navies.121 Plans are for the frigate to perform as a 
multi-mission warship with 32 VLS cells, as many 
as 16 containerized naval strike missiles (NSM), and 
one helicopter.122 In June 2023, 90 percent of func-
tional design and 80 percent of detail design work 
had been completed despite construction having 
already begun, adding risk to the program that is 
now seen in delays and cost increases.123

In May 2021, the Navy contracted for the sec-
ond ship in the class, the USS Congress (FFG-63).124 
The Navy purchased a third ship in FY 2022 with 
a total of six procured through FY 2024. The plan 
is for 20 frigates built at two shipyards,125 but the 
Navy has yet to decide on a second shipyard to begin 
construction of frigates that was supposed to begin 
in FY 2023.126 Early in 2024, the Secretary of the 
Navy directed a 45-day shipbuilding review in large 
part because of reports of significant delays with the 
frigate program; the review confirmed a three-year 
delay with delivery likely in 2029.127

Amphibious Ships. Then-Commandant of 
the Marine Corps General David Berger issued his 

“Commandant’s Planning Guidance” in July 2019 
and “Force Design 2030” in March 2020. Both doc-
uments signaled a break with past Marine Corps 

requests for amphibious lift, specifically moving 
away from the requirement for 38 amphibious ships 
to support an amphibious force of two Marine Ex-
peditionary Brigades (MEB).128 The Commandant 
envisioned a larger yet affordable fleet of smaller, 
low-signature amphibious ships—the Landing Ship 
Medium (LSM)129—that enable littoral maneuver 
and associated logistics support in a contested the-
ater.130 As of February 2026, the Secretary of the 
Navy had indicated that he intends to cancel the 
Constellation-class frigate.

However, the amphibious fleet remains centered 
on fewer large ships, and the Commandant’s vision 
still remains years away from being realized with 
Congress holding the line at “not less than 31 oper-
ational amphibious warfare ships.”131 The Marine 
Corps did not provide an annual report in 2024 re-
garding the progress of Force Design 2030, but the 
Commandant of the Corps did commit to the effort 
on May 16, 2024, before Congress.132 The reconcil-
iation bill passed on July 3, 2025, included orders 
for nine Medium Landing Ships (formerly known 
as the LSM), which are intended to meet Marine 
Corps requirements for littoral regiments operating 
in the first island chain.133 Regardless of such com-
mitments, however, until the Navy can provide the 
Marine Corps with needed sealift, whether Force 
Design will be fully implemented will remain an 
open question.

The Navy’s Future Naval Force Study (FNFS)134 
and December 2020 30-year shipbuilding plan ac-
knowledged the growing importance of the LSM, 
which will have to be produced rapidly and in suffi-
cient numbers to actualize the naval forces’ distrib-
uted concepts of operations (for example, Marine 
Littoral Regiments and Distributed Maritime Op-
erations). The need for 18 LSM was further affirmed 
in June 2023 with the most recent Battle Force Ship 
Assessment and Requirement (BFSAR), also called 
Force Design 2045.135

According to the most recent long-range ship-
building plan, issued in March 2024, the Navy is 
developing the LSM. This is a change from plans 
referenced in the 2024 Index to purchase the first 
LSM in FY 2025.136 The Marine Corps had intend-
ed to have the ship under contract by the summer 
of 2022, but because of delays, it has begun to use 
alternative platforms to train and work out opera-
tional concepts so that it will be ready when the ship 
eventually is delivered.137



﻿

386 2026 Index of U.S. Military Strength

As of October 1, 2025, the Navy had nine am-
phibious assault ships in the fleet (seven Wasp-class 
LHD and two America-class LHA); 13 amphibious 
transport docks (LPD); and 10 dock landing ships 
(LSD).138 The FY 2021 budget included $250 mil-
lion in additional funds to accelerate construction 
of LHA-9 following the July 2020 catastrophic fire 
on Bonhomme Richard (LHD-6).139 The decision to 
decommission the damaged ship further exposed 
limitations in shipyard capacity, as repairs would 
have had a negative effect on other planned ship-
building and maintenance.140

In December 2022, construction began on the 
USS Fallujah (LHA-9), which, like the Bonhomme 
Richard, is to be configured for F-35B joint strike 
fighters and MV-22 Osprey tilt-rotor aircraft at a 
cost of $2.4 billion.141 The employment of advanced 
F-35B fighter jets is limited to two America-class 
amphibious warships (one homeported in Japan) 
and is a critical capability against Chinese advanced 
weapon systems.142

The Navy’s LSDs, the Whidbey Island–class and 
Harpers Ferry–class amphibious vessels, are sched-
uled to reach the end of their 40-year service lives 
beginning in 2025. The USS Harrisburg (LPD-30), 
Flight II of the San Antonio–class Landing Platform 
Dock amphibious ships, began construction in April 
2020 and when delivered will be the first of 13 ships 
to replace the legacy LSD ships. The 12th Flight I 
San Antonio–class ship (LPD 28) was delivered six 
months later than reported in the 2022 Index.143 
LPD-32 is the most recently purchased of the 13 
originally envisioned San Antonio–class Flight IIs.

Decisions made in 2014 and 2018 committed the 
Navy to building less capable and cheaper Flight II 
LPDs to replace the aging Harpers Ferry–class and 
Whidbey Island–class amphibious warships.144 The 
Marine Corps has sought procurement of LPD-33 
and had kept it at the top of its unfunded require-
ments list.145 A three-way dispute involving the 
then-Secretary of Defense’s staff, the Navy, and the 
Marine Corps over the future of the large amphib-
ious warship fleet remains contentious and unre-
solved,146 but three of these Flight II two LPDs are 
nevertheless currently under contract.147

Unmanned Systems. The Navy does not in-
clude unmanned ships when counting the size of its 
battle force. Previous long-range shipbuilding plans 
envisioned the purchase of 13 Large Unmanned 
Surface Vessels (LUSV); one Medium Unmanned 

Surface Vessel (MUSV); and eight Extra Large Un-
dersea Unmanned Vessels (XLUUV) by FY 2026.148 
That plan has been shelved, but the Navy contin-
ues to test and evaluate numerous prototype un-
manned platforms.

The FY 2025 budget deferred procurement of 
LUSV for two years to FY 2027 with procurement 
increasing to three per year by FY 2029.149 On May 
18, 2021, an experimental LUSV, the Nomad, tran-
sited the Panama Canal on its way to Surface De-
velopment Squadron (SURFDESRON) 1 based in 
California.150 SURFDESRON 1 operates MUSV Sea 
Hunter prototypes, LUSV, and the Zumwalt destroy-
er to advance the Navy’s unmanned surface warship 
capabilities.151 Since publication of the 2024 Index, 
the Navy has continued to make notable progress 
with its unmanned fleet to include a months-long 
deployment to the Western Pacific with stops in 
Japan, Guam, and Australia by a flotilla of four un-
manned vessels.152

The Navy reached a significant milestone in 
September 2021 when its small fleet of unmanned 
surface ships launched and hit a target with an 
SM-6 interceptor missile.153 After years in a labo-
ratory and in controlled at-sea navigational tests, 
unmanned ships are now deploying in operational 
settings. That same month, Task Force 59, based 
in the Persian Gulf and comprised of smaller un-
manned drones and vessels, conducted Interna-
tional Maritime Exercise 2022 (IMX22), an exer-
cise in the Red Sea that involved 10 nations and 
more than 80 unmanned platforms.154 In a sign of 
growing confidence, the Navy announced that it 
will establish a similar unmanned vessel task force 
at Fourth Fleet based in Mayport, Florida.155 While 
reporting does not indicate that this task force has 
been established, Fourth Fleet has conducted its 
first manned-unmanned platform exercise called 
Southern Spear to refine tactics important in mon-
itoring and interdicting such illicit maritime activi-
ties as drug trafficking and illegal fishing.156

Logistics, Auxiliary, and Expeditionary 
Ships. Expeditionary support vessels are highly 
flexible platforms of two types: those that are used 
for prepositioning and sustaining forward opera-
tions and others that are used for high-speed lift in 
uncontested environments. The Navy has five of the 
former (Expeditionary Sea Base [ESB] vessels) and 
14 of the latter (shallow-draft Expeditionary Fast 
Transport [EPF] vessels).
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In March and April 2022, ESB Hershel Williams 
(ESB 4) demonstrated the versatility of these ships 
during maritime security missions with African 
coast guards and navies. In August 2021, it conduct-
ed a counter-piracy exercise with the Brazilian navy. 
At the same time, China was attempting to secure a 
base in Equatorial Guinea.157 The Navy christened 
ESB 6, USNS John L. Canley, on June 25, 2022.158 
ESB 7, USNS Robert E. Simanek, began construction 
in San Diego, California, with its keel laid in Octo-
ber 2021.159 Canley entered service with the Navy on 
February 17, 2024, and Simanek joined the fleet on 
September 12, 2024.160

With their shallow draft and versatile cargo ca-
pacity, EPFs offer unique capabilities that are well 
suited to austere but uncontested waters. Specif-
ically, these ships can transport 600 short tons of 
military cargo (for example, main battle tanks) 
1,200 nautical miles at 35 knots. In March 2021, 
the Navy revised its contract with Austal USA for 
$235 million to modify EPF 14 and the future EPF 
15 to enable them to serve as high-speed hospi-
tal ships with the capability of embarking a V-22 
tilt-rotor aircraft.161 The keel for EPF 14 configured 
as a hospital ship was laid on January 26, 2022, and 
construction of EPF 15 in the same configuration 
commenced the same month.162 EPF 14, USNS Cody, 
was launched on March 20, 2023, and as of January 
11, 2024, was in active service with the Military Sea-
lift Command.163

The Navy’s Combat Logistics Force (CLF) in-
cludes dry-cargo and ammunition ships (T-AKE); 
fast combat support ships (T-AOE); and oilers (AO). 
The CLF provides critical support, including at-sea 
replenishment, that enables the Navy to sustain 
the fleet at sea for prolonged periods. The Navy’s 
future oiler John Lewis (T-AO 205) was procured 
in 2016 and launched five years later on January 12, 
2021; 20 ships of this class are planned.164 However, 
because of a flooding incident at the graving dock, 
delivery of John Lewis was delayed, and this caused 
cascading delays of 12 to 15 months in construction 
of the second through sixth ships.165 The lead ship 
of the class, John Lewis, was delivered to the Navy 
in July 2022166 and conducted its first at-sea refuel-
ing in March 2025.167 As of February 24, 2026, four 
oilers of this class had been delivered.168

The capability of oilers has increased in impor-
tance since Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin’s 
March 7, 2022, decision to dismantle Red Hill fuel 

storage facilities in Hawaii. A plan specifying how 
the Navy will mitigate the loss of these massive 
Pacific fuel storage facilities was due by May 31, 
2022, but details are scant.169 Given the delays in 
construction of oilers and the increased demand 
for them without Red Hill, it remains unlikely that 
the Navy could meet the fleet’s operational energy 
needs in a high-tempo crisis.170 This risk was made 
clear on September 25, 2024, by the grounding of 
the oiler Big Horn and its impact on combat oper-
ations against the Houthis by the Abraham Lincoln 
carrier strike group, which was being supported by 
the Big Horn.171

Strike Platforms and Key Munitions. The 
FY 2025 budget continues the Navy’s focus on 
long-range offensive strikes launched from ships, 
submarines, and aircraft. A notable capability en-
hancement, Conventional Prompt Strike (CPS), a 
maneuverable hypersonic non-nuclear weapon for 
long-range strikes, was set to deploy initially in FY 
2025 on the Zumwalt–class destroyer but has been 
delayed until FY 2027.172 Block V Maritime Strike 
Tomahawk (MST) kits with improved targeting 
procurement are entering their sixth year.173 In late 
2024, the Navy revealed its plan to procure 1,345 of 
these anti-ship cruise missiles.174

To counter the threat posed by the Chinese PL-
15 long-range air-to-air missile, which has an oper-
ational range of 186 miles, the Navy is working with 
the Air Force to develop the AIM-120 Advanced Me-
dium-Range missile, the operational range of which 
has not been made public.175 In March 2021, the Air 
Force reported a record long-range kill of a drone 
target by this developmental missile from one of its 
F-15C fighters.176 Development of such a capability 
appears to be progressing. The Navy and Air Force 
are working on an extended range AIM-120E mis-
sile, and photos online point to even more capable 
weapons like the so-called AIM-260 or the modified 
SM-6 for air launch called the AIM-174B.177

Shore-Based Anti-Ship Capabilities. Fol-
lowing the August 2019 U.S. withdrawal from the 
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, 
new intermediate-range (500–1,000 miles) con-
ventional ground-launched strike options became 
politically viable. This is especially important in 
Asia where such capable missiles deployed to the 
first island chain would have great relevance in any 
conflict with China. In March 2025, the Secretary of 
Defense announced the Marine Corps’ deployment 
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to the Philippines of an anti-ship land launch cruise 
missile, the Naval Strike Missile (NSM) known as 
NMESIS, with its sensors and launcher.178 The 
development of such capabilities is driven by the 
need to hold at risk China’s rapidly modernizing 
and growing Navy.

A first step was taken with the FY 2020 bud-
get that included $76 million to develop ground-
launched cruise missiles.179 The FY 2021 budget 
included an additional $59.6 million to procure 
36 ground-based anti-ship missiles.180 Confidence 
spiked when a photo of the launch of a U.S. Marine 
Corps truck-mounted Naval Strike Missile—os-
tensibly part of NMESIS—was released in April 
2021.181 The FY 2023 budget funded low-rate initial 
production of 115 Naval Strike Missiles and associ-
ated development of Marine Corps platoon-level 
targeting systems.182 The FY 2025 budget continues 
to support procurement of these weapon systems: 
12 NSM missiles for the Navy and 90 for the Ma-
rine Corps along with 22 shore-launched tactical 
Tomahawk missiles.183 Ukraine’s use of shore-based 
anti-ship missiles to sink Russia’s Black Sea flagship, 
the Moskva, in April 2022 has sparked renewed in-
terest in such systems.

Electronic Warfare (EW). The purpose of 
electronic warfare is to control the electromagnetic 
spectrum (EMS) by exploiting, deceiving, or deny-
ing its use by an enemy while ensuring its use by 
friendly forces. It is therefore a critical element of 
successful modern warfare. The final dedicated EW 
aircraft, the EA-18G Growler, was delivered in July 
2019, meeting the Navy’s requirement to provide 
this capability to nine carrier air wings (CVW), five 
expeditionary squadrons, and one reserve squad-
ron.184 Anticipating the EA-18G’s retirement in 
the 2030s, the Navy has been exploring follow-on 
manned and unmanned systems, but no new de-
velopments have been reported since publication 
of the 2024 Index.185 To ensure that the EA-18G 
remains relevant on the battlefield until 2030, an 
anticipated upgrade or Block II modification with 
the improved Next Generation Electronic Attack 
Unit (NGEAU) is being pursued. A significant en-
hancement of the Navy’s electronic warfare capa-
bility—IOC and combat use of a new jammer, AN/
ALQ-249(V)1 (NGJ-MB)—was achieved in 2024.186

The Navy’s earlier proposal to retire all of its ex-
peditionary electronic attack squadrons by FY 2025 
came as a surprise.187 Unless there is a replacement 

capability, retirement of these aircraft removes the 
EW coverage provided by these units from forward 
airfields, shifting the support burden to nearby na-
val platforms and the other services. Given this 
uncertainty, Congress stipulated in the FY 2023 
NDAA that the Secretary of the Navy may not re-
tire an EA-18G aircraft until September 30, 2027, 
and required that no later than 180 days after the 
NDAA’s enactment, “the Secretary of the Navy and 
the Secretary of the Air Force shall jointly submit to 
the congressional defense committees a report that 
includes a strategy and execution plan for continu-
ously and effectively meeting the airborne electron-
ic attack training and combat requirements of the 
joint force.”188 The status of that report is unknown, 
and the most recent Defense Department Strategic 
Management Plan includes few details.189

Air Early Warning. The E-2D forms the hub 
of the Naval Integrated Fire Control Counter Air 
(NIFC-CA) system and provides critical theater 
air and missile defense capabilities. The Navy’s FY 
2021 budget supported the procurement of four air-
craft with an additional 10 to be procured over the 
following two years.190 The FY 2023 budget com-
pleted this plan by including procurement of the 
final five new E-2D aircraft, which are important 
air control platforms.

High Energy Laser (HEL). More than a year 
of sustained naval combat operations against the 
Houthis, who have used drones and cruise missiles 
to attack vessels in the Red Sea, has demonstrat-
ed the value of laser defense systems. These HEL 
systems provide the potential to engage targets or 
shoot down missiles without being limited by how 
much ammunition can be carried onboard ship. An 
early milestone was achieved when USS Portland 
(LPD-27) used its HEL Weapon System Demon-
strator to shoot down an unmanned aerial vehicle 
(UAV) over the Pacific on May 16, 2020.191 This was 
followed by the Navy’s decision to begin installation 
of a HEL system—the 60 kW High-Energy Laser 
with Integrated Optical Dazzler and Surveillance 
(HELIOS)192—on destroyers in 2021 beginning with 
the USS Preble.193

HELIOS is a scalable laser system that is inte-
grated into the ship’s weapons control and radar 
systems and can dazzle and confuse threats, disable 
small boats, or shoot down smaller air threats. The 
Navy’s FY 2024 budget sustained the installation 
of HELIOS on the USS Preble and development of a 
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100 kW HEL demonstrator system on the USS Port-
land.194 The FY 2025 budget continues modest in-
vestments in this capability: $5.7 million to include 
at-sea testing on Preble.195

In April 2022, the Navy demonstrated the abil-
ity of its Layered Laser Defense HEL system to 
shoot down a drone simulating a cruise missile.196 
Successful tests of this sort and the ongoing de-
ployment of HELIOS on the destroyer Preble will 
be followed by installation of a much stronger 100 
kW laser on Portland (LPD-27) that approaches the 
power needed for missile defense.197 However, until 
field testing against meaningful threat platforms is 
conducted across a range of weather conditions, the 
effectiveness of such systems will remain unproven. 
This effort is further complicated by the Navy’s lack 
of a range on which to test these systems under re-
al-world combat conditions until the Army’s White 
Sands Missile Range updates are completed.198

Command and Control. Networked commu-
nications are essential to successful military oper-
ations. The information passed over these networks 
includes sensitive data on such subjects as targeting 
and logistics, and this makes cyber security, com-
munications, and the information systems that gen-
erate and relay this information critical elements 
of the War Department’s information enterprise.

On October 1, 2020, the CNO signed two memos 
establishing Project Overmatch. The goal of Proj-
ect Overmatch was to achieve situational awareness 
and effective command and control of a geograph-
ically dispersed naval force. In his two memos, the 
CNO directed that investments be made to deliver 
network architectures, unmanned capabilities, and 
data analytics to ensure that the Navy can operate 
and dominate in a contested environment.199 The 
CNO also directed the Navy to leverage related Air 
Force efforts on the Joint All-Domain Command 
and Control program (JADC2),200 now a Joint Force 
effort involving all of the military branches.

Remarkably, despite the significance of this 
effort, little has been publicly released on Project 
Overmatch. It is known to involve three classified 
funding lines with initial deployment or program 
capabilities slated for 2023, but no updates have 
been provided.201 In unofficial venues, it has been 
hinted that the first platform to employ JADC2 ca-
pabilities will be an aircraft carrier, but public state-
ments indicate that the objective is to connect all 
platform data flows from across the U.S. Joint Force 

(potentially including partner forces), analyze them 
for classification, and make predictive targeting 
recommendations.

Since those reports in 2023, there has been no 
verified reporting to indicate that this deployment 
has occurred, although Rear Admiral Doug Small, 
Commander of Naval Information Warfare Systems 
Command, declared in April 2024 that the Navy “is 
ahead of the [CNO’s] objectives” for Project Over-
match.202 If successful, artificial intelligence paired 
with resilient communications and “big data” an-
alytics might enable a key element of Distributed 
Maritime Operations (DMO).

Readiness
In the 1980s, the Navy had nearly 600 ships in 

the fleet and kept roughly 100 (17 percent) deployed 
at any one time. On February 2, 2026, the fleet’s 
OPTEMPO was 19.5 percent. With fewer ships car-
rying an unchanging operational workload, train-
ing schedules become shorter and deployments 
become longer. The commanding officer’s discre-
tionary time for training and crew familiarization 
is a precious commodity that is made scarcer by the 
increase in operational demands on fewer ships.

FY 2019 marked the first time in 10 years (and 
the last as of this edition of the Index) that DOD and 
the Navy did not have to operate under a continu-
ing resolution for at least part of the fiscal year.203 
Having a full fiscal year to plan and execute mainte-
nance and operations helped the Navy to continue 
on its path to restoring fleet readiness. CNO Admi-
ral John Richardson explained to the Senate Armed 
Services Committee in April 2018 that it would take 
until late 2021 or 2022 to restore fleet readiness to 
an “acceptable” level if adequate funding was main-
tained; without “stable and adequate funding,” it 
would take longer.204 Unfortunately, the Navy be-
gan FY 2020 under another continuing resolution 
that delayed planned maintenance for the USS 
Bainbridge (DDG 96) and USS Gonzalez (DDG 66), 
revealing yet again that for the Administration and 
Congress, the need to correct deficiencies in Ameri-
ca’s naval power was not enough to ensure that they 
delivered a budget on time.205

Given this recent history and the demands of un-
planned and urgently needed ship repairs brought 
about by such incidents as the October 2021 
grounding of the submarine Connecticut, the Navy 
remains deficient in its ability to return ships to sea.
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Impact of COVID-19. The eruption of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 caused many prob-
lems for the U.S. Navy. The USS Theodore Roosevelt 
(CVN 71), for example, was forced to quarantine for 
55 days in Guam; the major biannual international 
Rim of the Pacific Exercise (RIMPAC) was scaled 
down; 1,629 reservists were called to active duty 
to backfill high-risk shipyard workers conducting 
critical maintenance; and the Navy was restricted to 
using “safe haven” COVID-free ports. In May 2020, 
the CNO said that “shipyards saw productivity drop 
to about 70 percent during March and April because 
many of the workers there are older and more vul-
nerable to the COVID-19 disease.”206

Given vaccination rates and the ebbing danger, 
the Navy appears to be past the COVID epidemic, 
and its response to account for and mitigate the 

effects of COVID-driven restrictions has been a 
success overall. According to the Navy’s Febru-
ary 10, 2023, final COVID report, total cumulative 
COVID cases among active-duty uniformed Navy 
personnel numbered 109,310 with 17 deaths, 3,350 
unvaccinated servicemembers remaining on active 
duty, and a total of 1,878 sailors separated for refus-
ing the vaccine.207 Previous reporting indicated that 
214 religious waivers were granted. Ideally, the Navy 
would implement lessons learned from this experi-
ence to prepare for future pandemics and biological 
attacks, but there is as yet little evidence that the 
service has conducted such a study, implemented 
new pandemic guidelines, or sought new capabili-
ties to combat a future pandemic.

Maintenance and Repairs. Naval Sea Systems 
Command completed its Shipyard Optimization 
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and Recapitalization Plan in September 2018.208 
Seven years later, the improvement of public ship-
yard capacities is not progressing as rapidly as it 
should. According to the Navy’s Shipyard Infra-
structure Optimization Program (SIOP), as of Au-
gust 2025, “[n]early 50 facilities projects, valued at 
more than $1 billion, [had] been completed,” “[o]ver 
300 items of industrial plant equipment, valued at 
$700 million, [had] been delivered,” and “[n]early 
50 construction projects, valued at over $6 billion, 
[were] in progress, including three new dry docks.” 
In addition, “Pearl Harbor’s dry dock project will 
add a Virginia-class submarine dry dock capability 
in the Pacific Ocean.”209

Attempts by Congress to accelerate this effort 
have not been effective.210 At a May 10, 2022, Sen-
ate hearing, it became apparent both that the orig-
inal costs were significantly underestimated and 
that timelines were slipping. There was measured 
improvement in 2024 with 67 percent of warship 
maintenance being completed on time, up from 
41 percent in 2023 and 36 percent in 2022,211 but a 

January 2025 GAO report emphasizes such “per-
sistent challenges” as “limited spare parts, a lack 
of sufficient and qualified maintenance person-
nel, and a continual need to defer maintenance.”212 
Overall, the capacity to sustain the fleet remains far 
from adequate.

Training, Ranges, and Live-Fire Exercises. 
Ship and aircraft operations and training are criti-
cal to fleet readiness. The Navy has sought to meet 
fleet readiness requirements by funding 58 under-
way days for each deployed warship and 24 underway 
days for each non-deployed warship per fiscal quar-
ter.213 As the Navy’s limited fleet must contend with a 
daunting Chinese fleet, wartime contributions from 
the U.S. Coast Guard will have greater importance. 
However, GAO audits indicate that defense readiness 
is a consistently low priority. Between 2011 and 2020, 
the Coast Guard devoted only 4 percent of its oper-
ational hours to defense readiness at an average of 7 
percent of total operational expense.214

As the Big Horn grounding makes clear, the Navy 
relies on logistics ships crewed by U.S. merchant 
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mariners. But here too there is high risk; due to a 
lack of ready merchant mariners, the Military Sea-
lift Command has idled 17 logistics ships (oilers 
and dry-stores ships). To ensure that it is ready for 
a potential war in the Pacific, the nation will need a 
ready naval force to include the Navy, Coast Guard, 
and Merchant Marine.215

To improve warfighting proficiency, the Navy 
is expanding and updating instrumentation of the 
training range at Naval Air Station Fallon, Nevada, 
to enable practice with the most advanced weapon 
systems.216 The National Defense Authorization 
Act for Fiscal Year 2023 details the way ahead with 
expectations of future resourcing to achieve the 
needed improvements.217 This training range fits 
into the larger five-year Pacific Deterrence Initia-
tive (PDI) that, led by Indo-Pacific Command, is in-
tended partly to transform the way the Navy trains 
for high-end conflict and improve training with U.S. 
allies in the Pacific.218

Of particular importance to the Navy are PDI in-
vestments to modernize the Pacific Missile Range 
Facility (PMRF); the Joint Pacific Alaska Range 
Complex (JPARC); and the Combined/Joint Mil-
itary Training (CJMT) Commonwealth Northern 
Mariana Islands in order to improve training for 
operations across all domains: air, land, sea, space, 
and cyber.219 To this end, the FY 2025 request for 
PDI amounts to $9.9 billion, which includes funding 
to improve training and testing ranges such as those 
in Guam, Alaska, and Kwajalein Atoll.220 This con-
tinues the FY 2024 budget’s $9.1 billion for PDI ($3 
billion more than in FY 2023). Especially important 
are long lead time infrastructure projects in Guam 
and Tinian in the northern Marianas.

Finally, not forgotten are the 2017 collisions of 
the USS John S. McCain (DDG 56) and USS Fitzger-
ald (DDG 62) in which 17 sailors were lost. Findings 

of the subsequent investigations, which highlight-
ed the importance of operational risk management 
and unit readiness, remain relevant.221 To ensure 
that these tragic events are not repeated, the Secre-
tary of the Navy’s Strategic Readiness Review made 
several broad institutional recommendations:

	l “The creation of combat ready forces must take 
equal footing with meeting the immediate 
demands of Combatant Commanders.”

	l “The Navy must establish realistic limits re-
garding the number of ready ships and sailors 
and, short of combat, not acquiesce to emer-
gent requirements with assets that are not 
fully ready.”

	l “The Navy must realign and streamline its com-
mand and control structures to tightly align 
responsibility, authority, and accountability.”

	l “Navy leadership at all levels must foster a 
culture of learning and create the struc-
tures and processes that fully embrace this 
commitment.”222

A reminder that the above recommendations 
remain relevant was the October 2021 grounding 
of the submarine Connecticut in the South China 
Sea and the September 2024 grounding of fleet oiler 
Big Horn. The subsequent investigation found that 
the Connecticut incident was avoidable even while 
operating in poorly surveyed waters—a reminder of 
the risk as well as the vigilance required at sea.223 As 
of the time this edition of the Index was being pre-
pared, the Navy has not made public any statement 
regarding the causes of or remedies for the condi-
tions that contributed to the grounding of Big Horn.

Scoring the U.S. Navy
Capacity Score: Very Weak

This Index assesses that the Navy needs a battle 
force consisting of 400 manned ships to do what is ex-
pected of it today. The Navy’s current battle force fleet 
of 287 ships and intensified operational tempo com-
bine to reveal a service that is much too small relative 
to its tasks. Contributing to a lower assessment is the 
Navy’s persistent inability to arrest and reverse the 

continued diminution of its fleet as adversary forces 
grow in number and capability. If it continues on its 
current trajectory, the Navy will shrink further to 280 
ships by 2027. Depending on the Navy’s ability to real-
ize aggressive growth, reverse early decommissioning 
plans, increase its end strength, and develop creative 
service life extensions, its capacity score will probably 
remain “very weak” for the foreseeable future.



﻿

393The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/military

Capability Score: Marginal 
The Navy’s overall capability score remains 

“marginal” with downward pressure as the Navy’s 
technological edge narrows against peer compet-
itors China and Russia. The combination of a fleet 
that is aging faster than old ships are being re-
placed and the rapid growth of competitor navies 
with modern technologies has only intensified the 
danger for U.S. naval power. Without meaningful 
progress in fielding systems that are able to defend 
against an array of threats, greater integration of 
unmanned systems into the fleet, and development 
of a family of new long-range weapons, especially in 
air-to-air combat, the Navy’s capability score could 
well decline to “weak” in the next Index. However, 
the Navy appears to be poised for rapid progress, at 
least with unmanned systems, with the standing up 
of operational units in Fourth Fleet and Third Fleet.

Readiness Score: Very Weak
The Navy’s readiness score is decremented to 

“very weak.” This is due to the Navy’s persistent 
struggle to recapitalize antiquated, inadequate 
maintenance infrastructure and expand its ship-
yard workforce to meet current needs. The effec-
tiveness of training and exercises measured against 
China will be an increasingly critical metric in this 
score, with particular importance assigned to how 
the Navy applies combat lessons from the Red Sea 
to a war against China. Finally, the decrement to 

“very weak” is due in large part to the sidelining of 17 
logistic ships that are critical to sustaining combat 
operations. Should current positive trends in re-
cruitment continue, added emphasis on fleet-level 
exercises be realized, and operational lessons from 
combat in the Red Sea be implemented across the 
Navy for a China threat, then this score will begin to 
trend upward. But achieving this needed improve-
ment will require considerable Department of War 
and congressional action in the near term.

Overall U.S. Navy Score: Weak
The Navy’s overall score in the 2026 Index re-

mains “weak,” driven by lower scores in capacity 
and readiness. To correct this trend, the Navy will 
have to eliminate several readiness and capacity 
bottlenecks while seeing to it that America has an 
operational fleet with the numbers and capabilities 
postured to counter Russian and Chinese naval 
advances. There is added urgency given both that 

China is aggressively posturing itself to obtain max-
imum advantage over Taiwan and that it will be sev-
eral years before the U.S. Navy’s efforts to improve 
itself can achieve the desired results.

Policy Recommendations
As already stated, resources in the form of bud-

gets are critical but alone will not improve the Na-
vy’s capacity, capability, and readiness to win the 
next major war—a war that by all accounts appears 
to be becoming more and more likely with China 
over the fate of democratic Taiwan. This potential 
as well as the Chinese Communist Party’s military 
threat must inform action to put more firepower 
in Asia by 2027. With this in mind, the United 
States needs to:

	l Reestablish First Fleet focused on waging a 
maritime counterinsurgency in the South Chi-
na Sea, bolstering the U.S. military presence 
and access that are needed to sustain a pro-
longed wartime effort, and provide oversight 
to accelerate the arrival of the first American 
submarine at HMAS Stirling as part of the 
AUKUS initiative.224

	l Commit to a sustained and assured pro-
curement plan for growing the fleet while 
also expanding naval shipbuilding industri-
al capacity.225

	l Execute a national shipbuilding program. 
Getting the shipyards and workforce needed to 
build and repair warships requires a national 
effort. The Navy must integrate its efforts with 
those of the U.S. Coast Guard, the Merchant 
Marine, and the commercial shipping industry. 
Ensuring that this expanded industrial capac-
ity is ready and secure will necessarily require 
better efforts to secure the associated supply 
chains—a task critical to the Navy but also 
requiring teamwork across government and 
with industry.226

	l Open needed new shipyards. It was origi-
nally planned that a second shipyard would 
be named to build Constellation-class frigates 
in order to meet the Navy’s urgent need for 
this class of warship. The Navy has planned 
to procure at least 20 of these vessels. At this 
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time, the program is facing severe delays, but 
the design has matured. Construction should 
begin at a second yard as construction also pro-
gresses at the current shipyard in Marinette, 
Wisconsin. It is also time to break ground on a 
fifth public shipyard. Until 1996, the Navy had 
eight public shipyards that conducted all nu-
clear maintenance on submarines and aircraft 
carriers. Today, there are four, and nuclear 
maintenance is behind schedule despite efforts 
since 2018 to modernize and optimize these 
yards as part of the Shipyard Infrastructure 
Optimization Program (SIOP). The Secretary 
of the Navy would have to notify Congress 
when a site was selected, and it is estimated 
that the initial cost of a fifth shipyard would be 
$10 billion.227

	l Get firepower to sea. China is arming so that 
it can be ready to wage and win a war with 
America by 2027—the same time that, unless 
something is done, the Navy’s at-sea firepower 
will reach its nadir. At present, there are few 
options to redress this danger: specifically, rap-
id deployment of Army and Marine Corps lit-
toral combat forces with long-range weapons 
to East Asian allies and rapid fielding of armed 
unmanned platforms. The most viable option 
today is a ship like the USV (unmanned surface 
vehicle) Ranger that deployed to the Western 
Pacific in 2023 and in 2021 demonstrated a 
capability to launch weapons like the SM-6. 
Orders should be placed at two shipyards of 
similar design based on lessons learned from 
the Ranger. Arming these platforms and meet-
ing urgent munitions needs will require a block 
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buy of key naval munitions: Standard Missile-3 
(SM-3); Standard Missile-6 (SM-6); Advanced 
Capability (ADCAP) heavyweight torpedoes; 
and Tomahawk cruise missiles. The U.S. mili-
tary’s precision-guided munition inventory is 
classified, but recent expenditures in the Red 
Sea and in defending Israel from Iranian attack 
indicate that these inventories are obviously 
under pressure.228

	l Accelerate the building of needed subma-
rine tenders and cruisers. The existing two 
submarine tenders (AS), both of which are 
based in Guam, are years beyond their de-
sign lifetime, and replacements are critically 
needed to sustain a forward operating nuclear 
submarine force in the Western Pacific. The 
Navy will be retiring its aged submarine ten-
ders Frank Cable and Emory S. Land in 2029 
and 2030, respectively, but it has only just be-
gun to design replacements, which means that 
the Navy must find assets that can execute the 
submarine tender mission until a replacement 
is put to sea, most likely in the next decade. It 
will also be necessary to accelerate design and 
begin advance procurement of long lead-time 
components for CG(X). The Navy’s remaining 
nine Ticonderoga-class cruisers will reach the 
end of their lifespans by 2038. Since 2000, the 
Navy has attempted to build a replacement 
that can provide air defense for carrier strike 

groups, but the newest Arleigh Burke–class de-
stroyers (Flight III) with limited weapons load 
and space constraints for embarked air defense 
component command staff at best provide a 
partial cruiser replacement.229

	l Execute new fleet-level operations and 
exercises. The Navy will fight not as indepen-
dent units or just as carrier strike groups, but 
increasingly at a numbered fleet scale compris-
ing over a dozen warships to include robust 
logistics ships. It is essential that new tactics 
be practiced and that those tactics and the 
platforms needed to execute them in war be 
refined. During the interwar years of the 1920s 
and 1930s, a series of such exercises ensured 
that the fleet was ready and able to defeat Im-
perial Japan in the Pacific. In fact, these exer-
cises ensured that the fleet and its sailors were 
ready and able to adapt rapidly to every enemy 
adaptation as the Pacific War progressed.230

To be clear, aggressive execution of the above 
recommendations is not a panacea and will only 
begin to reverse a too-long slide into operational 
irrelevance. Reviving the nation’s Navy and ensur-
ing that peace is sustained with a fleet that is ready 
and armed to prevail in a war against China will be 
a decade-long endeavor. A dangerous condition of 
competition and contest with China is upon us in a 
new cold war that has no clear endpoint.
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U.S. Air Force
Jason Camilletti

Introduction 
Air superiority is a precondition for all U.S. mili-

tary operations, and while each airman takes pride 
in his or her contributions to and in being part of 
the great air superiority legacy, today’s readiness 
and capacity for that mission are nowhere close to 
what America needs. Unfortunately, the Air Force’s 
lack of readiness and capacity is not limited to its 
air superiority portfolio. For far too long, we have 
asked the Air Force to do too much with too little. 
For years, budgets have been insufficiently scoped, 
and strategic risk has accumulated quietly but 
dangerously.

As a result, the Air Force is now the oldest, small-
est, and least ready it has ever been, despite the 
determination of countries like China and Russia 
to challenge the status quo. The more risk the Air 
Force is forced to absorb, the more likely it becomes 
that a competitor will choose to act against Amer-
ica. A properly sized, capable, and ready Air Force 
is essential to reducing strategic risk and deterring 
peer conflict.

During President Trump’s first term, his Na-
tional Defense Strategy (NDS) called for America’s 
military to prepare to fight a peer competitor. But 
for our servicemembers to be prepared for such an 
eventuality, we must properly resource and equip 
our military.

Unfortunately, at programmed funding levels, 
the Air Force cannot sustain today’s operational 
tempo while also building the capability and ca-
pacity needed to compete with China. The strategic 
environment no longer permits delay: Continued 
underinvestment will only deepen the problem. 
Thankfully, the reconciliation bill, or One Big 
Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA), that Congress passed 
in July 2025 is an important step toward resourcing 

the Air Force so that it can execute the nation’s mis-
sions and be ready to “fly, fight, and win” anytime 
and anywhere.1

History
Congress established the U.S. Air Force in 1947 

and charged it with the fundamental role of con-
trolling and exploiting the air domain. Space’s rise 
to prominence in the early 1950s brought with it a 
host of capabilities that would expand the service’s 
portfolio over time. When Congress created the 
Space Force in December 2019, the Air Force was 
able to return to its air-breathing roots and refocus 
its efforts on the air domain.

Despite this refocus, however, the U.S. Air Force 
is smaller, older, and less ready today than at any 
other point in its history. This matters because 
America’s military advantage is predicated on its 
ability to own the skies and hold adversary targets 
at risk across the globe with timely and pinpoint ac-
curacy, using either conventional or nuclear weap-
ons. No other military service is uniquely charged 
with achieving air superiority and executing global 
strike. The Air Force’s responsibility to America is 
to field an appropriately sized, capable, and ready 
force that can execute these critical, Joint Force–
enabling military functions.

Yet for decades since the end of the Cold War, this 
responsibility has gradually been marginalized. The 
current situation for the Air Force is not due to any 
single mistake or decision; it is the cumulative result 
of insufficient resourcing, force structure divestments, 
trade-offs favoring efficiency over effectiveness, and 
continual demand on the service for lower-end sup-
port rather than high-end warfighting readiness.

In March 2025, then-Lieutenant General Adri-
an Spain, who is now the four-star commander of 
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the Air Force’s Air Combat Command, said that 
the “strategic environment, mostly permissive and 
without a significant challenger, allowed the luxury 
of segmented attention, priority, and risk.”2 These 
trends began at the end of the Cold War, were accel-
erated following the September 11 terrorist attacks, 
and were further intensified by the budgetary and 
operational impacts of sequestration.

For example, after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the United States emerged as the world’s 
policeman, conducting operations in such countries 
as (among others) Kuwait, Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na, and Somalia. The United States soon embarked 
upon a global war on terrorism.  During this time, 
the service was skewed toward intelligence, sur-
veillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) missions and 
counter-terrorism operations. Unfortunately, while 
combatant commanders’ demand for Air Force sup-
porting capabilities soared, supply dwindled and 
got older, particularly for higher-end warfight-
ing functions.

To fulfill operational requirements without caus-
ing budgets to soar, the Air Force traded a larger in-
ventory of aging aircraft for a smaller, more modern 
fleet while maintaining a high level of readiness. 
This was arguably the right decision at the time, bal-
ancing the immediate demands of a permissive con-
flict with the long-term need to remain prepared 
for high-end, contested warfare. The service hoped 
to keep decades-long modernization programs on 
track while sustaining global operational commit-
ments. Initially, this strategy worked as the service 
sustained operations, kept modernization on track, 
and the force was ready.

With the arrival of sequestration in 2013, the Air 
Force made greater cuts.3 As a consequence, by 2016, 
the Air Force was left with just 55 total force fight-
er squadrons—the aggregate of Active Component 
(AC) and Reserve Component (RC) squadrons—and 
the readiness levels within those squadrons were 
very low. Only four of the Air Force’s 32 active-du-
ty fighter squadrons were ready for conflict with a 
near-peer competitor.4

Sequestration was not the only problem. Over 
the past 20 years, funding has been inconsistent 
with Congress adopting 58 continuing resolutions 
(CRs) from FY 2010–FY 2024.5 In his March 2025 
testimony to the Senate Armed Services Committee, 
General Spain stated that without anomalies, the 
impact of the March 2025 CR would be, practically 

speaking, a $4 billion cut to the Air Force and could 
reach approximately $14 billion if one included the 
impact of the 2023 Fiscal Responsibility Act.6 To 
put the magnitude of the budgetary impact into per-
spective, $14 billion is nearly double the Air Force’s 
fiscal year (FY) 2025 nuclear recapitalization total.

Furthermore, while these budgetary pressures 
were significant, something more significant was 
happening within the service. During the early 
years of the war on terrorism, the U.S. Department 
of Defense (DOD) leadership increasingly direct-
ed the Air Force to prioritize support for low-end 
conflict over its foundational mission to deter and, 
if necessary, set conditions to win major combat 
operations by achieving air dominance. Over time, 
the Air Force drifted away from a service focused 
primarily on achieving dominance in major com-
bat and drifted toward a service focused primarily 
on supporting the Joint Force. Given the strategic 
and budgetary environment, trade-offs had to be 
made. Nowhere was this reality felt more than it 
was in the fact that air superiority—the ability to 
operate without the threat of airborne attack and 
a precondition upon which all U.S. military opera-
tions rest—was taken for granted during the war on 
terrorism’s permissive air environment. This shift 
in emphasis resulted in a misalignment with the far 
more contested and competitive strategic environ-
ment the United States faces today.

An overemphasis on cost efficiency over combat 
effectiveness was another consequence for the Air 
Force during the war on terrorism. One such exam-
ple was the transformation of the Reserve Compo-
nent, which includes the Air National Guard and Air 
Force Reserves, from an actual “reserve” of forces to 

“more of” an operationally ready force. The reason 
for adding the qualifier “more of” is deploy-to-dwell 
differences between the Active and Reserve Com-
ponents. The RC operates on a 1:5 deploy-to-dwell 
ratio, meaning that for every year deployed, mem-
bers remain home for five years. By contrast, the 
AC deploys at a 1:2 ratio. Over a 10-year span, the 
RC can contribute roughly two years of deployment 
time compared to five years for the AC. The AC and 
RC cannot be considered equally ready from an op-
erational standpoint, but the AC no longer has the 
resources to go it alone.

Additionally, mobilizing takes longer for the 
RC than it does for the AC. Longer RC mobili-
zation timelines have always been a planning 
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consideration, but the impact is more acute in to-
day’s strategic environment. During the Cold War, 
the AC was more robust and therefore capable of 
absorbing delays as the RC mobilized. During the 
war on terrorism, the Air Force compensated for 
RC mobilization times by forecasting deployments 
months or even years in advance. By contrast, AC 
operational units must be ready to go within days. 
In today’s strategic context, the AC is not big 
enough to fight a peer without the RC, but the RC 
cannot respond with the immediacy that modern 
threats demand.

One final example of the prioritizing of cost effi-
ciency over effectiveness is Total Force Integration 
(TFI) units, which blend Active and Reserve Com-
ponents. TFI does offer cost efficiencies on paper, 
but in practice, it disproportionately burdens junior 
active-duty officers with essential non-flying duties 
and strains readiness.

In total, these critiques are not critiques of the 
RC; the RC is an invaluable repository of talent and 
experience upon which America has always de-
pended and will always depend. But these critiques 
are examples of the cost-driven decisions made in 
the previous era that compromise effectiveness in 
today’s era. In other words, some war on terrorism–
era efficiencies have become liabilities in today’s 
strategic context.7

During President Trump’s first term, the Ad-
ministration finally said what many experts al-
ready knew: China is the only potential adversary 
that can change the U.S.-led free and open world 
order, and America needs to focus on strengthen-
ing its military to address the evolving threat envi-
ronment. Specifically, the 2018 National Defense 
Strategy (NDS) directed the services to prepare for 
a large-scale, high-intensity conventional conflict 
with a peer adversary.8 To support the NDS, the Air 
Force released “The Air Force We Need” (TAFWN) 
concept later that year. TAFWN was a study of the 
capacity the service would need to fight and help 
the U.S. win a war in this changing threat environ-
ment. Based on thousands of war-game simulations, 
TAFWN found that to execute that strategy, the ser-
vice needed to grow by 25 percent from 312 to 386 
squadrons.9 The focus on China is also foundational 
in the 2022 NDS and 2026 NDS,10 indicating that 
the recent emphasis on China crosses party lines.

Unfortunately—and despite clear guidance from 
the NDS—China has yet to become the strategic 

focal point it should be. One persistent impediment 
to China’s becoming the Air Force’s focus has been 
the continued deployment of Air Force assets to the 
Middle East even when it is well understood that 
this undermines the service’s ability to deter China 
and meet Indo-Pacific operational plan (OPLAN) 
requirements. The decisions to deploy assets are 
often accompanied by little more than a footnote 
on a briefing slide with something like “this SDOB 
(Secretary of Defense Orders Book) presents high 
risk to [insert OPLAN]” rather than driving a mean-
ingful discussion or course correction. 

One cumulative effect of decades of incremen-
tal cuts and risk acceptance is that Air Force mis-
sion-capable rates are very low, which suggests that 
aircrew are flying less. The data support the claim. 
In fact, over the past 20 years, the Air Force has 
reduced its fleet size by 12 percent but its annual 
flight hours by 37 percent. Additionally, in the first 
decade of the 2000s, service fighter pilots averaged 
more than 15 flight hours per month each year (ex-
cept for FY 2008, when the average was 14.4 flight 
hours), but since 2011, there has not been a single 
year in which Air Force fighter pilots reached 15 
flight hours per month on average. This kind of risk 
remains abstract until the shooting starts. As noted, 
the more risk the Air Force is forced to absorb, the 
more likely it becomes that a competitor will choose 
to act against America.

Yet despite this bleak reality, the Air Force con-
tinues to deliver results and combat wins in low-
er-intensity conflicts alongside its Joint Force 
teammates. A few recent examples: In April 2024, 
Air Force F-15Es helped to defend Israel against a 
barrage of drones; in June 2025, the Air Force led 
the way on Operation Midnight Hammer, when B-2 
stealth bombers obliterated Iranian nuclear facil-
ities; in January 2026, the Air Force did its part in 
Operation Absolute Resolve and supported the 
successful capture of Venezuelan leader Nicolás 
Maduro. Despite the great skill and airmanship 
required to perform so remarkably, these missions 
were still nowhere close to the challenge that China 
could present. The Air Force is not sufficiently pre-
pared to fight China when it is older, smaller, and 
less ready than it has ever been.  

Thankfully, encouraging signs suggest that Con-
gress will sufficiently resource defense for today’s 
strategic environment. For example, passage of 
President Trump’s OBBBA was an immediate shot 
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in the arm for the military services, and it provided 
billions of dollars for aircraft development, produc-
tion, and maintenance. The OBBBA also provided 
significant funding for recapitalizing the service’s 
nuclear portfolio. Unfortunately, it will take several 
years of OBBBA-like funding for the Air Force to 
fully rebuild and compete with China as the demand 
for air power will remain high and unrelenting. 

Capability
The Index of U.S. Military Strength evaluates mil-

itary capability based on several key factors: wheth-
er the force possesses the right tools to succeed 
in combat; whether it has enough aircraft, spare 
aircraft, parts, equipment, and weapons to prevail 
against an adversary; whether it offers a diverse set 
of options to avoid strategic vulnerabilities; and 
how well its various components complement one 
another to mitigate potential weaknesses. Although 
the 2026 Index measures Air Force capacity primar-
ily by the number of fighter aircraft, it is appropriate 
to begin a broader capability assessment with the 
service’s nuclear forces, given their strategic signif-
icance and substantial budgetary impact, followed 
by an analysis of fighter aircraft, supporting aircraft, 
and munitions.

The Air Force’s contribution to nuclear deter-
rence is ready and capable with programmed help 
on the way, albeit later and at a much greater cost 
than originally planned. The service has 400 inter-
continental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) in service, 
but the LGM-30 Minuteman III is over 40 years old 
and beyond its planned service life. The Air Force 

“expects the [LGM-30] system will begin falling 
below readiness standards as early as 2026 if not 
replaced.”11 The good news is that the Air Force is 
preparing to replace the Minuteman III with the 
LGM-35A Sentinel; the bad news is that the Sen-
tinel has slipped to no earlier than 2029, and the 
first flight tests have slipped from 2023 to 2026.12 
The Sentinel will arrive later and cost considerably 
more than planned, but given its strategic impor-
tance to national security, it is a must-pay bill.

The other leg of the nuclear triad for which the 
Air Force is responsible is the nation’s strategic 
bombers. In addition to 20 B-2s and 76 B-52s, the 
B-21 is a top-priority program. The B-21 first flew 
in November 2023, and the Air Force has said re-
peatedly that the program is moving along nicely.13 
Then-Chief of Staff General David Allvin said in 

May 2025 that 100 B-21s were the “absolute mini-
mum,” and the former commanders of U.S. Strategic 
Command and U.S. Global Strike Command have 
said that 145 is the new target.14 The FY 2026 budget 
requests $4.739 billion for the B-21, an increase of 
76 percent from FY 2025.15 For context, roughly half 
of the B-21 funding for FY 2026 is from the OBBBA 
that Congress passed in July 2025.

The Air Force is proceeding with the B-2 until 
enough B-21s are in service and plans to ensure 
that this penetrating bomber remains viable in 
highly contested environments, keeping it fully mis-
sion-capable until it is replaced by the B-21.16 The 
B-52s average more than 60 years old, and mod-
ernization efforts are also underway to keep them 
flying and relevant. The FY 2018 budget funded the 
re-engineering of this fleet with upgrades that in-
clude a new nuclear-armed Long-Range Stand-Off 
cruise missile, improved radar, new computers, new 
communication links, and a new suite of electronic 
warfare countermeasures. The aircraft will remain 
in the inventory through 2050,17 at which time a 
significant portion of the U.S. bomber fleet will be 
more than 80 years old.

To round out the nuclear forces, another prior-
ity program is the Survivable Airborne Operations 
Center (SAOC). The SAOC is the Air Force’s planned 
replacement for the E-4B, or National Airborne Op-
erations Center. The mission for the E-4B and soon 
for the SAOC is to keep the government running in 
the event of a nuclear attack. The Air Force awarded 
a $13 billion contract in spring 2024 for the SAOC 
to replace the aging E-4B.18

With respect to fighter jets, the Air Force has 
placed greater importance on capability as it has 
downsized the fleet. The capability-over-capacity 
strategy is based on the idea that we need to devel-
op and maintain a more capable force that can win 
against the advanced warfighting capabilities such 
as stealth fighters, ballistic and cruise missiles, elec-
tronic warfare, and surface-to-air missile systems 
that are now being developed by potential adversar-
ies like China and Russia.

The air superiority fleet is severely strained: The 
FY 2026 budget request would result in zero F-15Cs 
and 169 F-22As for the total force.19 The F-22’s avail-
ability is also affected by low mission capability 
rates. The stealthy air superiority fighter fleet will 
be further strained until 2031 by a program that is 
intended to refurbish the low-observable coatings 
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on the F-22’s engine inlets and overhaul the air-
craft’s flight control system.20 As discussed in the 
next section, the Index of Military Strength does 
not define a specific requirement for the number 
of air superiority fighters, but numbers have a qual-
ity of their own, and the Air Force’s air superiority 
portfolio is extremely thin. For example, while the 
F-22 is very capable, the Air Force had at least 650 
dedicated air superiority fighters in 1987, the last 
time it was prepared to fight major combat against 
a peer adversary.21 

Even though the Air Force has not officially des-
ignated it as such, the F-15EX should also be includ-
ed in discussions surrounding the air superiority 
fleet.22 The F-15EX possesses significant aerial com-
bat capabilities that may potentially include inte-
grating Collaborative Combat Aircraft (CCA). The 
FY 2026 budget requests an additional 21 F-15EXs 
(all funded by the OBBBA).23 Furthermore, even 
though the F-35A is dual-role, its fifth-generation 
faculties will also be formidable in an air-to-air role, 
allowing it to augment the F-22 in many scenarios.

While much of the CCA program remains clas-
sified, it would be a disservice to assess Air Force 
capability without mentioning it. In the words of 
former Air Force Chief of Staff General Allvin, the 
Air Force is “leaning into a new chapter of aerial 
warfare.”24 Additionally, the service has said that 
CCA will have a larger combat radius than the F-22 
or F-35, which will be well suited for a potential con-
flict with China in the Pacific.25 General Allvin has 
repeatedly referred to CCA as a “fighter” with the 
first two prototypes designated YFQ-42A and YFQ-
44A.26 The FY 2026 budget requests nearly $800 
million in RDT&E funding for CCA.27

Another top-priority program is Next Gener-
ation Air Dominance (NGAD). In March 2025, 
General Allvin unveiled a depiction of what the 
Air Force is calling one element of NGAD: the F-47, 
which will be the service’s first sixth-generation 
fighter.28 On the same day, the Air Force released 
an official message saying that prototype F-47 air-
craft have been flying hundreds of hours for five 
years, implying that the service should be able to 
procure the aircraft relatively rapidly. Similarly, of-
ficials have said the F-47 will fly “before the end of 
the Trump Administration.”29 In May 2025, the Air 
Force announced on social media that the F-47 will 
have a significantly larger combat radius than pre-
vious fighters, which, like the CCA, is timely given 

today’s strategic context.30 The FY 2026 RDT&E 
budget request of $3.479 billion funding ($2.579 
billion discretionary and $900 million mandatory) 
increases the F-47 funding by 43.5 percent over FY 
2025 enacted.31

The dual-role fighter fleet is in a slightly better 
position than the air superiority fleet, largely be-
cause new F-35s continue to roll off the production 
line. However, the F-35 is not without its challenges, 
and some are significant. For example, Tech Refresh 
3 (TR-3), originally slated to field in spring 2023, is 
currently not scheduled to release until late sum-
mer 2026.32 TR-3 is a set of hardware and software 
improvements to improve the F-35’s combat capa-
bility. Unfortunately, the delay in TR-3 is “having 
cascading effects on subsequent improvements to 
the F-35—particularly another modernization pro-
gram called Block 4—which is intended to allow the 
jet to carry more weapons, better recognize targets 
and improve its electronic warfare capabilities.”33 
The FY 2026 budget request halves the number of 
F-35s for the Air Force from 48 to 24, which is partly 
why the OBBBA increases the F-15EX buy. Given 
the F-35’s programmatically poor performance to 
date, reducing the buy and hedging with a formida-
ble alternative is a prudent move. The F-35 is a dy-
namic aircraft when it is available, so the pressure 
of reducing the 2026 buy could move the program 
in the right direction.

The F-15E is a dependable dual-role aircraft with 
an upgraded radar and Eagle Passive/Active Warn-
ing and Survivability System (EPAWSS),34 but the 
need to install system upgrades will reduce aircraft 
availability over the coming years. The Air Force 
has started to divest the oldest (and most heavily 
flown) F-15Es; it divested 26 in FY 2025 and plans 
to retire 21 in FY 2026.35

The Air Force is also working to extend the life 
of 300 F-16Cs by executing a major service life ex-
tension program (SLEP) that will allow them to fly 
through 2050.36 It also is “undergoing the largest 
modification work in [the F-16’s] history with the 
Post Block Integration Team project” to “improve 
lethality and ensure the fourth-generation fighter 
remains effective in meeting current and future 
threats.”37 However, despite service life extensions, 
there is still a direct correlation between aircraft 
age and the maintainability of those platforms. The 
dual-role fighters, other than the F-35 (and the 
F-15EX if counted as dual-role), continue to age to 
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the point where the Air Force must either invest 
significant funding to keep them operationally rel-
evant or divest them.

Acquisition of the KC-46A air refueling tanker 
is a critical enabler for the service. The KC-46 has 
experienced a series of problems and delays, the 
most recent of which grounded the fleet for near-
ly three months “after cracks were found in brand 
new aircraft.”38 The cracks and their root cause were 
repaired relatively quickly, but it is estimated that 
the tanker’s remote vision system (RVS) will not 
be fielded until the summer of 2027, “nearly two 
years longer than previously anticipated, and four 
years later than originally expected.”39 Although the 
RVS had prevented the tanker from being able to 
refuel during combat operations, “[a]irmen have 
developed workarounds and the Air Force has 
cleared the KC-46 for operations worldwide.”40 The 
Air Force plans to procure 15 KC-46s in FY 2026, 
which would bring the total to 110.41 That will leave 
the service with more than 350 aging KC-135s (al-
ready averaging 61 years old) that still need to be 
recapitalized.42

The Air Force is maintaining the status quo for 
its strategic airlift fleet while modestly improving 
its tactical fleet by replacing C-130Hs with newer 
C-130Js.43 The average age of the C-17 is approx-
imately 22 years, and the demands of the war on 
terrorism significantly exceeded planned flight 
hours.44 Given these factors, if other portfolios were 
on a more solid footing, the Air Force would likely 
be recapitalizing strategic airlift, but it remains a 
lower near-term priority compared to other more 
urgent readiness and modernization needs. How-
ever, this is a bill the Air Force will soon have to pay, 
particularly when considering the logistical chal-
lenges in the Pacific.

The Air Force’s ISR capabilities face problems 
that affect both capability and capacity. Many of the 
Air Force’s ISR aircraft are now remotely piloted 
aircraft (RPA). The service divested the last of its 
MQ-9 Block-1 aircraft last year and plans to scale 
back its Block-5 fleet from 231 to 189 in FY 2026.45

For manned ISR, the service needs to replace 
its aging E-3 AWACS (Airborne Warning and Con-
trol System) and the already divested E-8 J-STARS 
(Joint Surveillance Target Attack Radar System), 
but efforts to realize JADC2 (Joint All Domain 
Command and Control) are complicated. Through 
JADC2, the War Department is moving away from 

a platform approach to command and control to 
disaggregated sensors (a system of systems) with 
the Advanced Battle Management System (ABMS) 
as the Air Force’s contribution to the effort.46 The 
Department of the Air Force has already stated that 
the E-8’s ground moving target indicator (GMTI) 
mission will be moving to the Space Force.

As debate on the FY 2026 budget continues, 
there is significant discussion of whether the Air 
Force should acquire the E-7 Wedgetail as a gap fill-
er or whether space-based assets are ready to fully 
execute the AWACS’ mission. In August 2025, Lieu-
tenant General Deanna M. Burt, U.S. Space Force 
Deputy Chief of Operations, stated that “[a]n anal-
ysis of alternatives for air moving target indication 
is ‘supposed to deliver this fall.’”47 The Air Force’s 
FY 2026 budget request does not include any E-7 
aircraft, but nearly two dozen retired general of-
ficers, including General Kevin P. Chilton, former 
head of Air Force Space Command and U.S. Stra-
tegic Command, are encouraging Congress to fund 
the E-7, “arguing that space-based targeting is not 
ready for prime time.”48

Any discussion of capability must include an 
assessment of the ability of the service’s weap-
ons to complete the kill chain and destroy the in-
tended target whether in the air, on the ground, 
or on the sea.

As recent air actions have demonstrated, the 
venerable AIM-120 air-to-air missile still has formi-
dable beyond-visual-range capabilities, and the Air 
Force has continued to update it over the years. The 
service is also working on the AIM-120’s replace-
ment, the AIM-260. Details of the AIM-260 are lim-
ited, but reporting suggests that the new missile is 
well suited to competing with China.49 The FY 2026 
budget request—the first time the missile has been 
identified in the unclassified budget—seeks to ac-
quire 112 AIM-260 missiles.50

From an air-to-surface perspective, jamming of 
Global Navigation Satellite Systems (GNSS) like 
the Global Positioning System (GPS) has advanced 
significantly over the past two decades. Russia has 
used these increasingly capable and widespread sys-
tems extensively since its 2022 invasion of Ukraine 
to disrupt the effectiveness of Ukrainian (allied) 
GPS-guided weapons. The ability of such systems 
to degrade the accuracy of smart munitions would 
make them a substantial advantage in any conflict 
with a peer adversary.
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The U.S. military and its supporting research 
arms have done significant work focused on making 
munitions less susceptible to the effects of GPS jam-
mers, and the Air Force has been buying munitions 
and sensors with this in mind for more than a de-
cade. However, inventories of advanced munitions 
remain limited, and GPS degradation will reduce 
strike precision, which means that more weapons 
and sorties will be needed to achieve desired effects. 
On the plus side, modern GPS antennas are more 
resistant to jamming, and multi-mode seekers such 
as those using laser, infrared, or optical guidance 
help to reduce reliance on GPS. For instance, the 
GBU-53 SDB (Small Diameter Bomb) II uses “Link 
16 and ultra-high frequency datalinks, along with 
infrared guidance, to provide course corrections”51 
and is an example of a multi-pronged effort to mit-
igate GPS jamming.

Munitions such as the AGM-158 Joint Air-to-
Surface Standoff Missile (JASSM), AGM-154 Joint 
Standoff Weapon (JSOW), and AGM-158C Long 
Range Anti-Ship Missile (LRASM) are top-priority 
munitions for the service and are reflected as such 
in the FY 2026 budget request. They will be critical 
elements in the kill chain in future high-end con-
tested fights. Overall, the OBBBA was a major boost 
for Air Force air-to-air and air-to-surface weapons, 

“but without detailed budgetary information beyond 
fiscal 2026, it’s unclear whether the growth in stock-
piles will be sustained.”52

Capacity
The Index of U.S. Military Strength assesses 

capacity against 1,200 active-duty “combat-cod-
ed” fighter aircraft in order to meet the baseline 
requirement for two major regional conflicts 
(MRCs).53 The Index metric lines up well with TAF-
WN’s fighter requirement, which the Commander 
of Air Combat Command has reaffirmed is the ca-
pacity requirement for today’s Air Force.54 Two of 
the more important factors that inform capacity are 
aircraft age and mission-capable (MC) rates.

Aircraft Age. Because they require increased 
maintenance as they age, older aircraft are general-
ly less available than newer ones. Reduced material 
support or DMSMS (diminishing manufacturing 
sources and material shortages) also plays a signif-
icant role with aging aircraft. With time, aircraft 
reach thresholds that trigger inspections, overhauls, 
and component replacements, many of which can 

be performed only at centralized depot facilities. 
According to the Office of the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Sustainment, “depot-level maintenance 
entails materiel maintenance requiring the major 
repair, overhaul, or complete rebuilding of weap-
on systems, parts, and assemblies; manufacture of 
parts; technical assistance; and testing.”55

Mission-Capable Rates. MC rates are defined as 
the percentage of a unit’s aircraft that can execute 
its mission set. Multiplying MC rates by the actual 
number of aircraft within a particular fleet yields 
that fleet’s physical operational capacity. However, 
MC is the percentage of a unit’s possessed aircraft 
that are fully mission capable (FMC) or partially 
mission capable (PMC). The number of possessed 
aircraft does not include the portion of the fleet that 
is in depot-level maintenance and/or long-duration 
aircraft modernization.

Thus, using MC as a metric can mask problems 
if a unit does not possess large numbers of aircraft. 
Aircraft availability (AA) is a better measure be-
cause it is the percentage of FMC or PMC aircraft 
in a unit’s total aircraft inventory (TAI). Unfortu-
nately, the data that follow are based on MC and 
not on AA; nevertheless, as low as MC rates are for 
the Air Force, the reality is much worse because a 
consequential portion of the fleet is in depot-level 
maintenance and/or modernization.

In 2018, Secretary of Defense James Mattis di-
rected the Air Force to boost F-16, F-22, and F-35 
MC rates to 80 percent by September 2019 to im-
prove aircraft availability.56 When the service fell 
short, Chief of Staff General David Goldfein assert-
ed in the FY 2020 Posture Statement that “[m]ore 
than 90 percent of our ‘pacing squadrons’ [were] 
ready to ‘fight tonight’ with their lead force packag-
es” and “on track to reach 80% readiness” by year’s 
end.57 This signaled that only a few, select frontline 
units had achieved sufficient readiness.

With the rollout of the President’s budget for FY 
2026, the service announced its plan to continue 
reducing the size of the fighter fleet. The FY 2026 
request would leave the service with 1,706 fighters 
with an average age of 21.7 years (down from 1,907 
with an average age of 26.4 years at the end of FY 
2025).58 The largest adjustments between the two 
years are the requested divestitures of the A-10 and 
the F-15C. It is difficult to see the size of the fleet 
continue to shrink, but it is positive to see the fleet 
age trending slightly younger.
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Combat-coded aircraft and squadrons have as-
signed wartime missions and do not include aircraft 
used for training, testing, or other roles. Other jets 
like those in training or test units often lack the 
software and/or hardware capabilities that are 
needed for combat, and this makes them less effec-
tive or survivable.

Despite the fact that the Air Force would not 
provide the number of combat-coded aircraft or a 
breakout of total Active Component and Reserve 
Component aircraft, a reasonable approximation 
is that the number of combat-coded fighter aircraft 
in the active-duty force is 800.59 If that approxima-
tion is off, the actual number of active-duty com-
bat-coded fighter aircraft is likely lower. While 800 
is well short of 1,200, it is also worthwhile to com-
pare the fleet in 2024 to the fleet in 1987, the last 
time the U.S. was prepared to face a peer competi-
tor. In 2024, the Air Force’s air-to-air fighter fleet 
was 78 percent smaller than the fleet in 1987 and 
more than twice as old on average; the dual-role 

fleet was 30 percent smaller and nearly three times 
as old on average; and the air-to-ground fleet was 
82 percent smaller and nearly four times as old 
on average.60

Unfortunately, such a comparison of the size and 
age of the aircraft yields only part of the picture; 
there are also far fewer squadrons today, and that 
has created additional readiness challenges. His-
torically, for example, because of aircraft and spare 
availability, reliability, and limited support equip-
ment, it has taken three active-duty fighter squad-
rons to deploy two forward. By drawing jets and 
personnel from the third squadron, a wing could 
quickly deploy two full-strength squadrons while 
retaining a small cadre at home for training and pi-
lot replacement (such as for combat losses). During 
the Cold War, the Air Force typically structured 
wings with three squadrons to meet this need and 
facilitate the ease of “plussing up” the deploying 
squadrons with people, jets, and parts. Post–Cold 
War downsizing, however, has reduced many wings 
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to one or two squadrons, and this makes it harder 
to assess true deployable capacity.

Guard and Reserve units have traditionally been 
single-squadron wings and therefore face similar 
challenges, often more acutely. The predictability 
of the war on terrorism era helped to mitigate these 
issues, allowing reservists and guardsmen to adjust 
civilian commitments in advance. Because of po-
tential imbalances between preparing the fleet and 
pilot readiness, these single-squadron wings that 
self-generate add a level of complexity that affects 
both deployability and readiness leading up to their 
deployments.61

Capacity also relies on the stockpile of available 
munitions and the munitions industry’s production 
capacity. The actual number of munitions within 
the U.S. stockpile is classified, but there are indi-
cators that make it possible to assess the overall 
health of these critical assets. The inventory of 
precision-guided munitions (PGM) was severely 
stressed by nearly 18 years of sustained combat op-
erations in Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, and elsewhere. 
Since 2017, funding for munitions has been rela-
tively robust as the service has worked to restock 
inventories.

Although the current munitions stockpile may 
be sufficient to support a war on terrorism–era 
surge, it would fall short in sustaining a peer-level 
conflict lasting more than a few weeks. For context, 
during Operation Desert Storm, the U.S. military 
dropped more than 88,000 tons of bombs62—prob-
ably equivalent to more than 100,000 individual 
munitions—despite the operation’s being relatively 
short and not against a peer.

Typically, there is a 24-month to 36-month lag 
between funding and the delivery of new munitions. 
Rapid expansion of production is theoretically pos-
sible, but it is difficult to envision such an increase 
happening quickly enough to outpace consump-
tion before existing stockpiles were exhausted in a 
high-intensity conflict.

Readiness
There are many reasons why it is difficult to as-

sess readiness, particularly in an unclassified for-
mat, but a foundational question to ask is, “ready to 
do what?” Before 2018, the answer was somewhat 
vague, but the 2018 NDS clearly stated that “long-
term strategic competitions with China and Russia 
are the principal priorities.”63

Service leaders’ testimony to Congress informs 
readiness trends. In 2017, for example, Secretary 
of the Air Force Heather Wilson and Chief of Staff 
General Goldfein informed Congress that “[w]e are 
at our lowest state of full spectrum readiness in our 
history.”64 In 2024, Secretary Frank Kendall stated 
that “[w]e are not as ready as we need to be for a war 
with a peer competitor like China.”65

It is also noteworthy that the Air Force has tried 
to reshape the narrative surrounding readiness in 
recent years. For example, rather than enduring 
benchmarks for flying squadron readiness such as 
sortie rates, MC rates, and pilot flight hours, the 
service moved to highlight the readiness of fighter, 
bomber, or tanker “force elements” while arguing 
that MC rates do not tell the entire story.66 Gener-
al Goldfein touted the rapid deployment of a “task 
force” of four B-52s to the Middle East in May 2019 
as an example of service readiness.67

Similarly, during his tenure as Chief of Staff, 
General Charles Brown largely avoided assigning 
a qualitative grade to the service’s readiness and 
instead communicated the need to redefine the 
term.68 He initiated a force presentation model 
called AFFORGEN (Air Force Generation) to re-
place the Air Expeditionary Force construct model 
because the service “lacked the ability to present 
an easily understood model that reflected all fac-
ets of air power and the ability to clearly articulate 
readiness impacts.” Now, however, “after nearly two 
decades of demanding rotational deployments, we 
are shifting to a model that builds high-end and 
sustainable readiness toward future missions by 
balancing elements of current availability, mod-
ernization and risk.”69

More recently, in February 2024, the Air Force 
announced “sweeping changes…amid Great Pow-
er Competition.”70 Through its Reoptimization for 
Great Power Competition initiative, the Air Force is 
once again shifting the narrative and declaring that 
the unit of action is a wing, not the flying squadron. 
In addition to being a fundamental departure from 
the service’s beginnings, this does not make sense 
from a warfighting perspective. The real problem 
the Air Force is trying to solve is not in a model or 
presentation but in resourcing and force generation 
for integration into the Joint Force.

Because of the seemingly ever-moving goal-
posts of the service’s force presentation and 
readiness measurements, any assessment of Air 
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Force readiness is difficult. However, regardless 
of the model, flying readiness depends on having 
the right mix of aircraft,71 maintenance capability, 
and aircrew that are trained and qualified as well 
as the right infrastructure and logistics to sus-
tain operations.

Maintenance Capability. Maintenance capa-
bility is the sum of the right number of people with 
the right training and the right equipment who are 
armed with the parts necessary to perform and keep 
the airplanes ready to fly. Maintenance manning 
remains relatively healthy across the three broad 
training and experience levels.72 However, due to 
the age of the fleet, more maintenance touch time 
and greater cost are needed to keep the jets flying.

As the fleet has aged, the Air Force has had to 
spend increasing amounts of money on depot main-
tenance. It plans, for example, to spend more than 
four times as much money on depot-related activi-
ties in FY 2025 (inflation adjusted) as it spent in FY 
2011.73 Another concern is that the subcontractors 
that manufacture many of the parts needed for old-
er weapons systems often are small businesses that 
last only a single generation.

Annual inflation-adjusted spending on weapons 
system sustainment (WSS) has remained relatively 
consistent at approximately 10 percent of the total 
annual budget. However, due to shrinking fleet siz-
es and fewer pilots who are flying less, it is hard to 
score consistent WSS spending as a win. As recent-
ly as FY 2022, in response to a senatorial inquiry 
about the cutback in flight hours, Lieutenant Gener-
al David Nahom, Deputy Chief of Staff for Plans and 
Programs, said that “[WSS] is actually approaching 
$1 billion a year, just in increased costs. And this 
year, in [fiscal] ’22, we were not able to fund that 
increase.”74 Similarly, in an April 2024 presentation 
to the Senate Armed Services Committee’s Subcom-
mittee on Readiness, Vice Chief of Staff General 
James Slife similarly stated that “the WSS portfolio 
continues to grow due to aircraft sustainment be-
yond design life, fielding new weapons systems with 
increased technical complexity, increasing require-
ments for Contract Logistics Support, and inflation 
above planned levels in labor and material costs.”75

It is important to emphasize that the infla-
tion-adjusted cost increases are to support a con-
tinually shrinking fleet. The Air Force continues 
to fight to balance its Operation and Maintenance 
portfolio; WSS funding in the FY 2026 budget 

request is 85 percent, down from 87 percent in the 
2025 request,76 but 85 percent funding means that 
the Air Force will likely be unable to fully execute 
its flying hour program. Execution of the full fly-
ing hour program will require significantly more 
maintenance man-hours because of the need to 
cannibalize parts from other jets to fix the jets they 
intend to fly.

Despite the maintainers’ best efforts, getting the 
jets in the air is increasingly difficult, which is why 
the mission-capable rate and aircraft availability 
are so low. The low sortie availability has compelled 
some fighter squadrons to hot-pit refuel more fre-
quently.77 Hot-pitting is one tool that units use to 
overcome fleet health issues, but it has a detrimen-
tal impact on pilot and unit readiness.

Hot-pit refueling is the practice of refueling an 
aircraft immediately after landing while keeping 
the engines running to minimize time spent on 
the ground. It allows sorties to be generated faster, 
which results in more sorties for a given amount of 
aircraft maintenance touch time.78 Hot-pits should 
be in every commander’s playbook, but they should 
not be overused to mask problems.79 Not only is the 
practice physically demanding on the aircrew, but 
such sorties are less effective from a training per-
spective because hot-pits do not often afford suffi-
cient time to debrief and capture lessons learned. 
Moreover, the Air Force’s recent practice of over-
utilizing hot-pits has caused morale issues within 
the pilot force.

Aircrew. The pilot shortage may be the single 
most concerning challenge facing the Air Force 
today. It not only impacts the service from the tac-
tical level to the operational and strategic levels, 
but also goes relatively unnoticed outside of the 
service. There are many reasons why the shortage 
has not received the attention that it requires, but 
the biggest is that the Air Force continues to exe-
cute superbly in lower-intensity conflicts despite 
the realities that it faces. For example, in April 2024, 
forward deployed F-15Es shot down more than 70 
drones and missiles to protect Israel in what the 
Air Force called the “largest air-to-air enemy en-
gagement in over 50 years.”80 More recently, in 
June 2025, the Air Force overwhelmingly struck 
Iranian nuclear facilities during Operation Mid-
night Hammer.

The airmen executing these missions performed 
remarkably, and all Americans should be proud of 
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them, but even though the challenges the airmen 
faced required great skill and airmanship, these 
missions took place in relatively permissive air en-
vironments. In other words, even if these missions 
were something different from the war on terrorism, 
they were still nowhere close to the challenge that 
China could present.

Despite the high operational tempo over the 
years, service leadership has continued to empha-
size the need for more flight time for aircrews. In 
2018, for example, Secretary Wilson “noted that 
even when aircrew go abroad and fly combat mis-
sions, such as those against violent extremists such 
as the Islamic State, they’re not practicing skills 
that would be required for a high-end fight against 
an advanced adversary such as Russia.”81

Even with Air Force leadership acknowledg-
ing the need for more high-end flight training, the 
number of flight hours executed has remained flat 
at best. In fact, a thorough review of Air Force bud-
get requests for the past 20 years reveals that the 
number of budgeted flight hours has decreased 
much more sharply than the fleet size has. Over the 
past 20 years, the Air Force has reduced fleet size 
by roughly 12 percent, but it has reduced its annu-
al flight hours by 37 percent.82 Since the COVID-19 
pandemic, the Air Force has not executed more 
than 1.1 million hours.83 The 2024 budget request 
was a low-water mark with the service requesting 

only 877,000 hours.84 The FY 2026 budget request 
seeks 1.098 million flight hours, down by 7.5 percent 
from the number in the FY 2025 budget request.85

The 20-year data also reveal that the first time 
the Air Force caveated the number of requested 
flight hours was in 2017 when it stated that 1.16 mil-
lion hours “caps flying hours at executable levels.”86 
Since then, the service has made similar qualifying 
statements about capping hours in most subse-
quent budget requests. The 2017 flying hour alibi 
coincides with testimony from Lieutenant General 
Gina M. Grosso, Deputy Chief of Staff for Manpower, 
Personnel, and Services, that the Air Force had a 
shortfall of 1,555 pilots.87

Since declaring the pilot shortage, the Air Force 
has been trying to increase annual production to ap-
proximately 1,500 pilots per year, because the service 
considers that to be a healthy level of production.88 
However, 1,500 remains an elusive goal for reasons 
that include the training aircraft fleet’s MC rates.89 In 
fact, the Air Force continues to struggle to replace its 
T-38 training aircraft, which is nearly 60 years old. It 
was slated to receive its first production T-7, which 
is the T-38’s replacement, in 2023, but now the new 
trainer will not begin to arrive at pilot training bases 
until 2026 at the earliest.90 The Air Force is seeking 
to acquire eight T-7As in its 2026 budget request.91

Not inflexibly resistant to change, the Air Force 
has experimented by tweaking its pilot training 
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Frontline Air Force Fighter Jets: Fewer, Older, and Less Ready
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program. A few years ago, there was an attempt to 
use synthetic and simulated means to increase pilot 
training, but the service ultimately determined that 
this approach was flawed. In its latest innovation, 
the service is now looking to outsource the first 110 
hours of pilot training to commercial flight schools 
at which point the Air Force would continue train-
ing to develop combat aviator skills.92 Although it is 
too early for a definitive assessment, the service has 
said this approach is showing promise.

Until the pilot production problem is solved, 
the Air Force will continue to feel the shortage in 
several ways. For one thing, fighter squadron man-
ning is below even peacetime requirements, which 
are themselves insufficient to meet the demands of 
sustained combat operations. The Air Force would 
not release fighter manning data, but these data 
are almost certainly below the standard peacetime 
ratio of 1.25 pilots per aircraft. In combat, however, 
the demands on flight hours, sortie rates, mission 
planning, and supervision increase significantly, 
and the manning ratios increase to at least 1.5 pi-
lots per aircraft. Pulling pilots from other units 
and inserting them into the deploying squadrons 
could help to mitigate this shortfall, just as it helps 
to stretch limited aircraft, parts, and support 

equipment, but it is not currently a viable option. 
In the past, the Air Force could “plus up” by pulling 
experienced pilots from non-flying assignments, 
but because the service has already reassigned 
most available fighter pilots from non-flying billets 
back to operational units, there is no one left to 
pull. While not germane to tactical flying readiness, 
pulling the fighter pilots from staffs, even though 
necessary, comes at a cost to strategic readiness by 
leaving higher headquarters with critical shortfalls 
in rated officer expertise.

Finally, because of the relatively low availability 
of aircraft cockpits, increasing the number of pilots 
in each operational squadron after increasing pilot 
production merely trades one problem (not enough 
pilots) for another problem (too many pilots who 
subsequently fly too few sorties). The Air Force re-
fers to this combination of factors as “absorption.” 
Rather than pulling non-flying pilots from their 
staff positions to fill operational cockpits, one might 
suggest keeping them in place and instead assigning 
new pilots to those flying roles. However, that ap-
proach fails because squadrons require a balanced 
mix of experience levels and cannot function effec-
tively if they are disproportionately saturated with 
unseasoned pilots.
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Given the downsizing of the fleet, it makes sense 
that the Air Force has been flying less from a mac-
ro perspective, but each individual pilot has also 
been flying less—considerably less than was true for 
previous generations. As Chart 18 depicts, monthly 
fighter pilot flight hours have been down substan-
tially for more than a decade. A review of data for 
the past 20 years reveals that from FY 2003 until FY 
2011, the number of monthly flight hours per fight-
er pilot was never less than 15 per month (except 
for FY 2008 when the average was 14.4 hours per 
month). Since FY 2011, there has not been one year 
in which Air Force fighter pilots averaged 15 flight 
hours per month; the data for the most recent five 
years show that monthly average flight hours broke 
double digits only once: 10.7 in FY 2022. These 
trends were corroborated by General Mark Kelly, 
Commander, Air Combat Command, on Septem-
ber 21, 2022, when he stated in a speech that the 
average fighter pilot received just 6.8 hours of flying 
time per month for a total of 81.6 hours in 2021.93

This flying time has become a reality despite the 
fact that Air Force regulations set minimum thresh-
olds for sorties based on experience levels, and the 
Ready Aircrew Program (RAP) dictates that inexpe-
rienced fighter pilots must fly nine sorties a month 
(experienced must fly eight).94 At a notional 1.3 
hours per sortie, which is conservative, nine flights 
would equate to a monthly average flight time of 11.7 
hours if each pilot was flying the minimum number 
of RAP-required flights. Some will say that simula-
tors are offsetting the shortage of flight hours, but 
the numbers directed by the RAP account for sim-
ulators (RAP requires three simulator “sorties” per 
month). These numbers, combined with numerous 
interviews of current fighter squadron and fighter 
wing commanders, reflect an Air Force in which 
aircrews are not receiving enough quality training 
sorties. While the factors driving the low hours and 
therefore low readiness are many, the poor health 
of the fleet is the most significant contributor to 
this problem.
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Scoring the U.S. Air Force
Capacity Score: Weak

As part of its overall assessment of capacity, the 
2026 Index looks for 1,200 active-duty combat-cod-
ed fighter aircraft to meet the baseline requirement 
for two major regional conflicts.95 As previously not-
ed, that number lines up well with the 2018 TAF-
WN’s fighter requirement.

The actual number of active-duty combat-coded 
fighters projected for the end of FY 2025 is roughly 
800, or 67 percent of the two-MRC/TAFWN bench-
mark. These forces are sufficient to fight and win a 
single MRC, but given their low mission capabili-
ty rates, it would take global sourcing to field the 
combat fighter force required for that MRC. The 
rest of the world would be largely uncovered, and 
virtually no active-duty forces would remain to re-
spond to a second MRC. For these reasons, the Air 
Force scores “weak” for capacity, unchanged from 
the 2024 Index.

Capability Score: Strong
The Air Force’s capability score is “strong,” based 

on scores of “strong” for “Size of Modernization 
Program” and “Health of Modernization Programs,” 

“marginal” for “Capability of Equipment,” and 
“weak” for “Age of Equipment.” This assessment is 
improved from the 2024 Index’s rating of “marginal” 
due to efforts to recapitalize the nuclear portfolio to 
include the B-21, the prospects of the F-47 teamed 
with Collaborative Combat Aircraft, and acquisi-
tions of the F-35 and F-15EX.

Readiness Score: Very Weak
The Air Force scores “very weak” for readiness, 

the same grade it received in the 2024 Index and 
the lowest on the five-grade scale. The Air Force’s 
sustained pilot deficit certainly contributes to this 
assessment, but aircraft age and availability, as well 
as low sortie rates and flight hours for its aircrew, 
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strongly suggest that the service is not ready for 
peer conflict. The FY 2025 Air Force Posture State-
ment states explicitly that:96

	l “Today, the Air Force is accepting risk…in order 
to maintain minimally acceptable near-term 
operational readiness.”

	l “This places additional risk on the Air Force’s 
ability to deter and defeat any adversary go-
ing forward.”

	l “The Air Force’s operational readiness is near 
the minimum level acceptable for the service 
to meet the Nation’s demands.”

Overall U.S. Air Force Score: Weak
This score is a result of the Force’s three scores: 

a capability score of “strong,” a capacity score of 
“weak,” and a readiness score of “very weak.” While 
some positive trends are encouraging, the size and 
age of the fleet, coupled with low flight training 
hours and mission-capable rates, demand con-
tinued attention and resourcing to ensure the Air 
Force’s ability to compete with China and deliver 
on what the 2026 NDS directs. 

Policy Recommendations
America’s ability to own the skies and hold tar-

gets at risk against a peer adversary has steadily 
eroded. As a result, the United States is accepting 
more strategic risk than it should—risk not just of 
conflict or not being able to deter a conflict, but risk 
of losing a conflict. Conversely, a properly sized, ca-
pable, and ready Air Force reduces strategic risk, de-
ters conflict, and ensures that the nation can prevail 
if deterrence fails.

The Air Force has been on a rough glide path 
since the turn of the century and at programmed 
funding levels cannot sustain today’s operational 
tempo while also building the capability and capac-
ity needed to compete with China. The strategic 
environment no longer permits delay: Continued 
underinvestment will only deepen the problem. 
Congress must therefore significantly increase 
funding for the Air Force to a level that enables 
the service to meet both present and future mis-
sion requirements. If Congress fails to act, then 
the Administration must choose between priori-
tizing near-term readiness at the expense of future 

capability or shifting focus to long-term prepared-
ness by reducing current operational commitments.

Thankfully, even though the FY 2026 budget is 
still being debated, encouraging signs suggest that 
Congress will sufficiently resource defense for to-
day’s strategic environment. For example, passage 
of President Trump’s OBBBA was an immediate 
shot in the arm for the military services. For the 
Air Force, the OBBBA “provides billions of dollars 
for aircraft development, production, and mainte-
nance, urging the Air Force to speed assembly of its 
new B-21 stealth bombers and buy more F-15EX 
fighters, as well as accelerate development of the 
next-generation F-47 fighter.”97 If the service gets 
its full request, combined with the OBBBA funding, 
the result will be an FY 2026 budget that is approxi-
mately 17 percent higher than the FY 2025 budget.98

The recommendations that follow are aligned 
with the 2026 National Defense Strategy and as-
sume a necessary increase in Air Force funding to 
enable the service to meet today’s operational de-
mands and compete effectively with China. With 
sufficient funding, Congress should:

	l Significantly increase the Air Force’s 
budget to account for the immense cost of 
nuclear modernization. America’s nuclear 
deterrent has helped to prevent global con-
flict on the scale of World War II. Because the 
readiness of America’s nuclear forces is a true 
no-fail mission, the Air Force needs to deliver 
on its two legs of the triad. However, the Air 
Force’s nuclear recapitalization bill is crippling 
and has forced the service to accept greater 
risk than it should accept in many nuclear and 
non-nuclear areas. For example, in its FY 2025 
budget request, the Air Force prioritized the 
following nuclear-related programs: $3.7 bil-
lion for the Sentinel, $2.7 billion for the B-21, 
$1.7 billion for the SAOC, and $243 million 
for the ABMS for a total of $8.343 billion. For 
context, $8 billion would fund acquisition of 
approximately 80 additional F-35s per year.

Given U.S. military defense spending’s ze-
ro-sum nature, Congress should acknowledge 
these exorbitant costs and temporarily en-
hance the Air Force’s budget to cover its nu-
clear obligations. Once the nuclear enterprise 
is fully recapitalized, Congress could readjust 
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the Air Force’s topline accordingly. This action 
would free resources for the service to pur-
sue the other key budgetary efforts required 
to deter and defeat China. The OBBBA was a 
step in the right direction as it significantly 
increased funding for the B-21 and Sentinel 
ICBM, but recapitalizing the service’s nuclear 
portfolio will take multiple years of signifi-
cantly increased funding. One way Congress 
could fulfill this recommendation is to extend 
the nuclear-related OBBBA funding increases 
until the Air Force’s nuclear capitalization 
is completed.

With sufficient funding, the Air Force should:

	l Prioritize funding of the core missions 
the service is uniquely tasked to do: air 
superiority and global strike. This includes 
accelerating the F-47 and B-21 programs along 
with the munitions required to maximize their 
effectiveness. Recent history has shown that 
aircraft requirements have continually been 
reduced to solve budgetary challenges. For 
example, the number of F-22s the Air Force re-
quired in the early 1990s was 750, but produc-
tion was halted in 2009 at a total of 187 aircraft. 
Similarly, the initial requirement for the B-2 
was 132 aircraft, but the final buy was 21. Air 
Force leadership has stated that the minimum 
number of F-47s is 185 and the minimum num-
ber of B-21s is 145, but those numbers essen-
tially only replace the existing number of F-22s, 
B-1s, and B-52s. Given the recent trends, it is 
not prudent to identify too small a number or 
too low a production schedule. In a June 2025 
article, Shawn Barnes and Robert Peters made 
a compelling argument to double production 
capacity of the B-21; this recommendation 
supports the concept and recommends ex-
tending it to the F-47 so that the Air Force can 
acquire 400 F-47s and 250 B-21s. For context, 
the last time the Air Force was prepared to 
fight major combat against a peer (1987), the 
service possessed more than 650 air superiori-
ty fighters and 300 bombers.

	l Increase the size of the fleet to meet the re-
quirements the Air Force laid out in 2018 
in “The Air Force We Need” for a 2030 

conflict with China. In 2018, the service 
defined the requirement for such a conflict as 
386 operational squadrons; it reaffirmed that 
requirement in 2022. The foregoing analysis 
further supports that requirement, which 
would increase the size of the fleet by one-
fourth. Unfortunately, even after factoring in 
the OBBBA, the FY 2026 budget request con-
tinues the trend of downsizing the Air Force’s 
fleet. Halting the drawdown would alleviate 
pressure on the pilot absorption pipeline, and 
over time, a larger, younger fleet would low-
er sustainment costs while improving force 
capacity, capability, and readiness. The Air 
Force must also deliver air power across the 
range of military operations, which makes its 
latest move to procure the F-15EX and F-35 
simultaneously a prudent one.99 Additional-
ly, because the Air Force cannot have global 
reach without sufficient air refueling capacity, 
addressing persistent issues with the KC-46 
should remain a priority. Aircraft divestitures 
cannot continue to outpace procurements. 
Ideally, new aircraft would exceed retirements, 
but even maintaining current numbers would 
be progress of a sort.

	l Be transparent about readiness. The Air 
Force should communicate its readiness chal-
lenges clearly and stop the seemingly annual 
changes in its force presentation and readiness 
models. These changes distract from the fun-
damental issue: The Air Force is too small and 
inadequately resourced to do what America 
needs it to do.

	l Improve the readiness of its combat units. 
History has shown that building a capable air 
force takes time, and readiness of both people 
and equipment is the foundation of air pow-
er. As observed previously, flying readiness 
depends on having the right mix of jets, main-
tenance capability, and aircrew. Pilots and air-
crew need to fly to gain and maintain proficien-
cy. As the Air Force climbs its way out of the 
pilot shortage by producing new pilots, it must 
be able to provide aircraft and flight hours to 
the newly created pilots. The current fleet age 
complicates the balance. The most cost-effec-
tive solution is to acquire new aircraft. Until it 
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can lower the age of its fleet through recapital-
ization, the Air Force must fully resource the 
maintenance enterprise with sufficient weap-
ons systems sustainment funding so that it can 
trend back toward an acceptable number of 
monthly flight hours for each of its pilots.

	l Start to rebuild strategic depth. This will 
require action in three areas:

1.	 Pilot Production. The pilot shortage is 
ubiquitous because it touches many aspects 
of the service. The Air Force should contin-
ue to work toward producing 1,500 pilots 
per year, but that will not completely solve 
the problem. The Air Force needed the T-7 
yesterday and must take the requisite steps 

to ensure that the program does not slip any 
further than it already has.

2.	 Industrial Surge Capacity. Investments 
in the infrastructure and supply chains that 
are needed to enable the rapid scaling of 
aircraft and munitions production during 
a conflict are essential. Surge capacity will 
not materialize on demand; current lead 
times are measured in dozens of months.

3.	 Maintenance. The maintenance and 
logistics enterprise must recognize and 
utilize the capabilities of field-level 
maintenance units. Reducing reliance on 
depot-level work will increase aircraft 
availability, which is especially critical with 
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OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.
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today’s older and smaller fleet. This is not 
to minimize the value of the outstanding 
work done by the professionals in the depot 
maintenance community, but to be effective, 
the service’s maintenance policies and pro-
cedures must reflect the realities of an older 
fleet and limited depot bandwidth.
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U.S. Marine Corps
Mike Jernigan

Introduction
The United States Marine Corps (USMC) serves 

as America’s expeditionary force positioned for 
rapid response to international crises. The Corps 
delivers a unique capability to deploy on short no-
tice with an inherent flexibility that is based on its 
employment of integrated Marine Air Ground Task 
Forces (MAGTFs). After 20 years of counterinsur-
gency, the Marine Corps is four years into reorga-
nizing itself to improve its ability to prevail against 
the military forces of the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) and challenges posed by other high-capabili-
ty adversaries. This modernization is based in part 
on the F-35 Lightning fifth-generation aircraft, the 
MQ-9 Reaper unmanned aircraft, and the develop-
ment of Marine Littoral Regiments (MLRs).

Evaluated against the two existing requirements 
for the Marine Corps—to provide three Marine Ex-
peditionary Units every day of the year and to sup-
port one major regional contingency (MRC)—the 
Marine Corps is evaluated as “strong” both overall 
and for capacity, capability, and readiness. The ca-
pacity rating is an increase from the 2024 Index of 
Military Strength and is largely due to changing the 
unit of measure from single infantry battalions to 
composite MAGTFs and not measuring the Marine 
Corps against the other services’ directive to sup-
port two MRCs.

However, capacity, capability, and readiness are 
all affected by a shortage of amphibious shipping, 
recurring budget uncertainty, and an austere re-
cruiting environment. The shortages of amphib-
ious shipping, sealift, long-distance transporta-
tion, and sustainment, while addressed in other 
chapters, particularly affect the Marine Corps but 
not to the point that they prevent the Corps from 
completing its assigned missions. Additionally, the 

technological gains being made by the PRC and oth-
er potential adversaries pose challenges to the en-
tire Joint Force, not just the Marine Corps.

Service Overview
2025 marked the 250th anniversary of the Unit-

ed States Marine Corps. On November 10, 1775, the 
Second Continental Congress directed that two 
battalions of Marines be established to seize and 
defend advanced naval bases. In the days of wooden 
sailing ships, the ability to go ashore to get fresh wa-
ter and food was critical, as was the ability to board 
other ships and repel boarders, and the Marines 
were able to perform all of those essential tasks for 
the nascent United States Navy. Five months later, 
the Marines conducted their first amphibious land-
ing, capturing cannons, muskets, and ammunition 
from the British garrison at Nassau in the Bahamas. 
George Washington would later use those captured 
arms and munitions against the British at the bat-
tles of Trenton and Lexington.

From that start, Marines have earned distinction 
in every American war. Their defense of Washington, 
DC, in the War of 1812 earned such respect from the 
British that, as a sign of admiration for fellow war-
riors, they did not burn the Commandant’s house 
when they sacked the city. Marines served on both 
sides during the American Civil War and notably 
fought each other at both battles for Fort Fisher. 
The Marines seized key objectives in the 1898 Span-
ish–American War, and all remain today as part of 
America. World War I found the Marines assigned in 
desperation to the most difficult areas. Blanc Mont, 
Soissons, and Belleau Wood went from nearly lost 
causes to legendary Marine victories. For their te-
nacity at Belleau Wood, their adversaries named 
them “devil dogs” because they fought like hounds 



﻿

434 2026 Index of U.S. Military Strength

KEY EQUIPMENT (estimated current inventory)

LAV-25 (488) Amphibious Combat Vehicle (324) JLTV (6,100)

M142 HIMARS (47) NMESIS (18)

MV-22B Osprey (297) F-35 (171)

F-18 (110) MQ-9 Reapers (18)

CURRENT BUDGET

IN BILLIONS FOR FY 2025

$52.7
CURRENT PERSONNEL

ACTIVE-DUTY MILITARY

170,000
RESERVE MILITARY

33,000
CIVILIAN

18,000

Pacific
Ocean

Pacific
Ocean

Indian
Ocean

Atlantic
Ocean

0°

1

1

2

2

33

4

4

5

5

6

6

7

7

Camp Pendleton
MCAS Miramar
Marine Corps Air Ground 

Combat Center 
Twentynine Palms

Marine Corps Air Station 
Yuma

MCB Quantico
Camp Lejeune
Camp Foster

MAJOR BASES

EST.
1775

MOTTO
Semper Fidelis, 
“Always Faithful”

Gen. Eric Smith
Commandant

John Phelan
Secretary of Navy

A  heritage.orgSOURCE: Heritage Foundation research.

U.S. MARINE CORPS AT A GLANCE



﻿

435The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/military

from hell. The nickname remains today. World War 
II found the Marines adding to their renown with 
key victories at Guadalcanal, Saipan, Tarawa, Iwo 
Jima, and Okinawa. The Korean War is famous for 
the Marines’ actions at the Chosin Reservoir and the 
epic amphibious landing at Inchon. One of the high 
points of the Vietnam War was the Marines’ success-
ful Combined Action Program with their South Viet-
namese allies. In the Persian Gulf War, the Marines 
captured the Kuwaiti airport while simultaneously 
conducting one of the largest amphibious feints in 
history. In Iraq, Marines liberated Baghdad, Tikrit, 
and Fallujah. In Afghanistan, Marines were again 
sent to and excelled in the most dangerous place on 
the planet at that time, Helmand Province.

Throughout its 250-year history, the United 
States Marine Corps has gone where others could 
not or would not go and has excelled in the most 
austere environments. It remains the nation’s expe-
ditionary force and ready to deploy again on short 
notice anywhere in the world, wherever America’s 
enemies choose to threaten American interests. As 
the 34th Commandant of the Corps, General James 
T. Conway, has said, “The Greeks had their Spartans. 
The Romans had their Centurions. The French had 
their Imperial Guard. America has her Marines.”1

Current Construct
The United States is a maritime nation, flanked 

by two oceans, and “the seas are the lifeblood of 
our economy, our national security, and our way of 
life.”2 The United States Marine Corps, in the words 
of 39th Commandant General Eric M. Smith, serves 

“as our Nation’s expeditionary force in readiness and 
as its elite soldiers from the sea.”3 Consequently, 
many of the USMC’s challenges are tied to the Na-
vy’s plan for amphibious shipping.

In 2020, 38th Commandant General David Berg-
er realized that “the Marine Corps [was] not orga-
nized, trained, equipped, or postured to meet the 
demands of the rapidly evolving future operating 
environment.”4 Accordingly, he directed that the 
Marine Corps’ structure and capabilities be revised 
to ensure that the Corps was better aligned to sup-
port the National Defense Strategy and Defense 
Planning Guidance. Force Design 2030 directed 
change away from “20 years of operations in the 
Middle East” to “preparing to counter a near-peer 
adversary in the Indo-Pacific: China,”5 an adversary 
that “continues to grow in capability, capacity, and 

boldness.”6 The essence of—and inherent challenge 
posed by—Force Design is “[a]ccepting near-term 
risk for long-term gain.”7

Something that has not changed is that Marines 
prefer to deploy and fight as composite units known 
as Marine Air Ground Task Forces. A MAGTF is 
built around a ground combat unit with supporting 
aviation and logistics units and a command element 
(a single commander) over the top of the organiza-
tion. When combined in this fashion, a MAGTF’s 
effectiveness and combat power are more than the 
sum of its components, bringing a synergy of com-
bined arms “to create single-battle effects.”8 “The 
greatest strength of this warfighting system,” ac-
cording to General Smith, “is its ability to be rapid-
ly tailored-to-purpose and subsequently scaled in 
accordance with the changing operating environ-
ment or threat.”9 At the tactical level, MAGTFs are 
commanded by colonels (O6).

When these MAGTFs are assigned to Amphibi-
ous Ready Groups (ARGs), they are known as Ma-
rine Expeditionary Units (MEUs). MEUs have been 
called the “crown jewel” of the Marine Corps and 
are in high demand because they “respond to crises 
all over the globe and prevent crises from turning 
into a larger conflict.”10 MEUs form the primary 
source of strategic advantage to Combatant Com-
manders and assure allies and partners.11 According 
to General Smith:

When an ARG/MEU is not present, it puts 
Americans at risk…. [E]very time you have a 
gap, you as an American citizen, a gap in an 
ARG/MEU off the coast of Africa, you have to 
consider is now the time to take the safari to 
Kenya? Is now the time that I want to go into 
West Africa? America should not have to pick 
and choose what windows its citizens travel. 
It should be able to evacuate its citizens from 
war torn countries 24x7x365. And that’s what 
we do as Marines.12

Challenges
Amphibious Shipping. If ARG/MEUs are “the 

coin of the realm,”13 they are having some prob-
lems with exchange rates. Force Design 2030 (now 
known as Force Design) specifies that “[a]mphibi-
ous warfare ships are the cornerstone of maritime 
crisis response, deterring adversaries, and building 
partnerships.”14
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One of the main challenges the Marine Corps 
faces is the dearth of capable and reliable amphib-
ious shipping. Other parts of this Index examine 
in detail how and why the United States is at this 
point and what a get-well plan could look like. With 
respect to the Marine Corps, “We can’t employ 
what we don’t have ready.”15 The Corps would ben-
efit from more amphibious shipping and a level of 
maintenance that ensures its ability to meet exist-
ing, scheduled commitments.

Congress has “demonstrated its support for the 
Marine Corps” and its continued role in crisis re-
sponse by establishing a minimum requirement of 
31 amphibious ships: 10 Landing Ships, Helicopter 
Assault (LHA) or Landing Ships, Helicopter Dock 
(LHD) (known as “big decks”) and 21 smaller Land-
ing Ships, Platform Dock (LPD) and Landing Ships, 
Dock (LSD).16 As General Smith has stated, anything 
less than 31 amphibious ships means “we risk being 
caught short when the Nation calls.”17 Yet the U.S. 
amphib program faces considerable challenges.

ARG/MEUs are designed to relieve each other 
“heel to toe,” which means there always is an ARG/
MEU on station in a particular part of the world, 
allowing no opportunity for a potential adversary. 
However, there are not enough amphibs ready to 
meet that requirement. For example, there was 
a gap of two months between ARG/MEUs in the 

Mediterranean in the spring of 2024.18 Did this 
gap embolden Hamas in their continuing conflict 
with Israel? Did the lack of an MEU/ARG off the 
coast discourage the Israelis? It can’t be known for 
certain, but deterrence and combat power have an 
effect, and their absence does as well.

In 2024, significant maintenance challenges 
affecting the USS Boxer (LHD-4) prevented the 
15th MEU from deploying with its F-35 detach-
ment, and maintenance issues affecting the USS 
America (LHA-6) similarly kept the 31st MEU 
from “fully support[ing] their presence and exer-
cise commitments.”19

Moreover, it looks as though the problem is go-
ing to become more serious. The challenge is two-
fold, and each aspect exacerbates the other: More 
ships are needed, and those that exist need better 
maintenance reliability. If maintenance reliabil-
ity is not consistently maintained, we need more 
ships. If we don’t have enough ships, we must cover 
the gap by increasing the use of our existing ships, 
which means extending the intervals between their 
scheduled maintenance.

An example of this shortage took place in 2024 
when ARG/MEU deployments were only 50 per-
cent of the Combatant Commanders’ desired tem-
po; “of the eight amphibious assault ships (LHDs 
and LHAs) that form the core of deploying ARGs 

In 2024, only 1.1 of these ships 
were deployed on any given day.

The 2024 requirement was
2.0 ships deployed per day.

The 2025 requirement is
3.0 ships deployed per day.

A  heritage.org

SOURCE: Lieutenant Colonel James W. Hammond III, “U.S. Marine Corps Year in Review,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings, 
Vol. 151/3/1,465, March 2025, https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2025/march/us-marine-corps-year-review 
(accessed January 21, 2026).

FIGURE 2

Amphibious Assault Ships: Availability vs. Requirement
The U.S. Navy has 9 amphibious assault ships (LHDs and LHAs) currently in inventory.
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from Norfolk, Virginia, and San Diego, California, 
on average, only 1.1 were deployed at any time 
during the year—less than the desired 2.0 and about 
14 percent of the available CONUS-based force.”20 
The 2025 requirement from the Geographic Com-
batant Commanders is 3.0, further underscoring 
these challenges.21 As one analyst recently put it, 
amphibious ships form 64 percent of the Navy’s 
remaining ship population that use antiquated, 
steam-powered technology from the 1980s.22

The drumbeat of warnings about the state of 
America’s amphibious warships has been steady. 
The Government Accountability Office (GAO) re-
ported in 2024 that “[h]alf of the Navy’s amphibious 
ships are in poor condition” and “not currently on 
track to meet their expected service lives,” and the 
Navy “is likely to face difficulties meeting a statu-
tory requirement to maintain a fleet size of at least 
31 operational amphibious warfare ships between 
2032 and 2040.”23 Additionally, “[i]n some cases, 
ships within the amphibious warfare fleet have not 
been available to support Marine Corps operations 
and training for years at a time.”24 The Comman-
dant of the Marine Corps testified in April 2024 
that “steady procurement for our amphibs is…the 
most vital thing…for our expeditionary warfighting 
capability.”25

While the shortage of amphibious shipping is a 
Navy problem, the consequences fall on the Marine 
Corps. Accordingly, the Corps is working to mitigate 
the shortage of amphibs. One potential option is to 
construct Landing Ship Mediums (LSMs). However, 
because of concerns about costs and survivability 
requirements, the LSM program is not currently 
active.26 As the Commandant recently put it, “This 
is a wicked, hard problem because we’re trying to 
find the knee in the curve between affordability and 
utility. I don’t want something that’s affordable that 
I can’t use.”27 The Corps is currently experimenting 
with another option: stern landing vessels.28 The 
need for such a transportation capability has been 
described by General Smith:

I’ve evacuated two embassies in my life. One in 
Monrovia, Liberia; and one in Freetown, Sierra 
Leone and they happen when they happen. 
They required evacuation and they required 
it immediately. When an ARG/MEU is not 
present, it puts Americans at risk. It puts the 
combatant commander at a disadvantage 

because he doesn’t have a credible, capable 
combat force that’s capable of spanning the 
ROMO—the Range of Military Operations.29

Aside from the obvious transportation and em-
ployment challenges that a lack of amphibious 
shipping represents, the Marine Corps faces an 
additional maritime challenge: sustainment. The 
Maritime Prepositioning Force (MPF) is a program 
of ships that are filled with Marine equipment, sta-
tioned around the world, and able to respond rapid-
ly to crises. These preloaded ships in their forward 
locations shorten the time needed to transport and 
equip Marines and are organized in two squadrons, 
each of which can support a Marine Expeditionary 
Brigade (MEB) of up to 16,000 Marines for 30 days.30

The challenge comes in the reduction of squad-
rons and corollary lack of support to MEBs. Since 
2014, the MPF fleet has been reduced from 16 ships 
to seven, and the result has been nearly a million 
square feet of lift reduction and the loss of an entire 
squadron. As the Marine Corps has three standing 
MEBs and can field nine other MEB-equivalent 
units on any given day, there is an MPF shortage 
of up to 10 squadrons. In the past, each of the three 
standing MEBs had its own dedicated MPF squad-
ron of ready equipment. Congress should there-
fore fund the construction of a third MPF squad-
ron (four ships) to ensure that each of the Marine 
Corps’ existing MEBs has the equipment needed 
to respond on short notice to crises anywhere 
in the world.

Congressional Funding. The Marine Corps 
also faces other challenges, chief among them be-
ing consistent funding from Congress. Congress’s 
recent habit of approving continuing resolutions in-
stead of budgets has deleterious effects on all of the 
services, but it is particularly acute for the Marine 
Corps as it works to enact Force Design, modernize, 
and conduct ongoing operations simultaneously. By 
law, continuing resolutions limit spending to the 
previous year’s level and prohibit “any new activities 
not funded in the previous fiscal year.”31

General Smith has been consistent in his re-
quest that Congress pass a budget and not rely on 
continuing resolutions. In May 2024, for example, 
he appeared before the House Armed Services 
Committee and was asked, “what can Congress do 
to help?” His response: “Congressman, the steady, 
reliable funding is—is really important, frankly. 
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When we go into…continuing resolutions…we have 
to spend at last year’s rate. And…all of our advance-
ments are in the current year.” This “retards…our 
progress and it slows us down.”32

In January 2025, he told a group of journalists 
that “[w]ith a continually delayed budget we’re los-
ing years on force design…. Whenever we have Con-
tinuing Resolutions we’re capped at the previous 
year’s spending numbers, and that doesn’t get you 
ahead of the pacing threat of the PRC who is moving 
at a cyclic rate.”33 And in April 2025, he told the Sea-
Air-Space Symposium that “we need predictable, 
on-time funding that only Congress can provide. 
Meaning, continuing resolutions aren’t continuing 
anything, they stop our progress.”34 The 2026 Con-
gress appears to be willing to address this liability.

The problem takes on a generational focus when 
one realizes that Congress has not passed a budget 
in seven of the past 15 fiscal years.35 How many of 
those years were consecutive? If a continuing res-
olution limits spending to last year’s amount and 
last year we had a continuing resolution, are we four 
years behind the PRC’s military investment or sev-
en? While Congress has authorized $1 billion more 
than the Marine Corps requested in the National 
Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) for fiscal year 
(FY) 2025,36 robust appropriations are necessary 
to meet Marine Corps requirements. Congress’s ad-
diction to continuing resolutions must stop; it must 
pass the budget and appropriate the money the Ma-
rine Corps needs to do what Congress told it to do.

Recruiting. Not unique to the Marine Corps 
but perhaps affecting it more because of the Corps’ 
higher physical standards for entry, fewer Ameri-
cans are qualified to enter the military. In 2022, the 
U.S. Department of Defense found that 77 percent 
of Americans who were 17–24 years old were not 
eligible for military service because of “being over-
weight, medical/physical disqualifiers, and mental 
health;” also discouraging, these trends appear to 
be increasing with the largest change over a 10-year 
period being in mental health.37 Not only are fewer 
people eligible to join the Marine Corps, but fewer 
people are even interested in joining the Corps (or 
other services). The Commandant of the Marine 
Corps recently explained the problem:

What I know is you can’t recruit a hundred 
percent of your force from [538] percent of 
your population. The math just doesn’t work. 

The propensity to serve is going down. It is 
going down. That’s a fact. And that’s an annual 
study, an annual survey that asks young peo-
ple, would you consider the military as a career. 
That number is going down. Again, what I 
know is you can’t get 100 percent of your force 
from [5] percent of the population. That math 
just doesn’t work….39

General Smith summed up the challenge suc-
cinctly: “Recruiting is existential to our Corps. If 
we don’t recruit, then we don’t have Marines, end 
of story.”40 The Marine Corps made its 2025 recruit-
ing objectives and is on its way to making the 2026 
goals, but the environment remains challenging.

Keeping Pace with Potential Adversaries’ 
Developments. On top of these internal-to-Amer-
ica challenges, the Marine Corps must keep up with 
and prepare to defeat potential adversaries. In his 
last speech as Secretary of the Navy, Carlos Del Toro 
highlighted that the PRC, Russia, and Iran have all 
made “consistent strides” in their unmanned attack 
capability investment and that the Marine Corps 
and Navy team “must continue to do the same.”41 
Current Secretary of the Navy Richard Phelan has 
said that America is operating “in one of the most 
dangerous strategic environments in our nation’s 
history.”42 The Marine Corps Commandant has 
echoed these views:

Every day the PRC practices illegal, coercive, 
aggressive, and deceptive tactics designed 
to slowly erode the international rules-based 
order and advance its own revisionist view 
of the world. The counter to these tactics 
requires a whole-of-government approach, in 
which our expeditionary forces play a critical 
role through campaigning, deterrence, rapid 
response to crisis, and contributing to joint 
and combined combat operations.43

At the close of 2024, the People’s Liberation 
Army Navy (PLAN) launched its first big deck am-
phibious ship with great celebration.44 This capa-
bility will be central to any PRC invasion of Taiwan.

Keeping pace with adversaries’ development re-
mains a necessary task for the United States Marine 
Corps. The PRC is both rapidly developing techno-
logical advantages and rehearsing their application. 
The Commander of U.S. Indo-Pacific Command 
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(INDOPACOM), Admiral Samuel J. Paparo, testi-
fied in April 2025 that:

China continues to pursue unprecedented 
military modernization and increasingly 
aggressive behavior that threatens the U.S. 
homeland, our allies, and our partners. China 
is developing and integrating cutting-edge 
technologies—AI, hypersonic and advanced 
missiles, and space-based capabilities—at an 
alarming pace. China's anti-access/area denial 
capabilities are designed to prevent U.S. forces 
from operating within the first and second 
island chains. China is outpacing the U.S. in 
testing not only these critical technologies but 
also technologies from across their military 
industrial base.45

Similarly, “[the PRC’s] aggressive maneuvers 
around Taiwan are not just exercises—they are 
dress rehearsals for forced unification. The PLA 
[People’s Liberation Army] escalated military pres-
sure against Taiwan by 300% in 2024.”46

According to General Smith, “there’s a saying…
that if America sends her Army, they’re going to 
change your zip code. We’re just going to change 
your attitude if you send the Marines. They’re there 
to change your attitude.”47 The Marine Corps is 
working to change the PRC’s attitude about invad-
ing Taiwan. Other parts of this Index address the 
propensity of the Chinese to take what they want, 
coerce access under the guise of short-term pay-
ments, export their population to areas of interest 
to exert majority control, and disregard interna-
tional laws and norms. When this becomes more 
than America and her allies are willing to stand, the 
United States Marine Corps likely will be called in 
to correct China’s attitude. “What I do know,” says 
General Smith, “is [that] every time you give China 
a foot they take a mile. They only understand one 
thing, which is a credible deterrent force. And that 
credible deterrent force has to be present to win, 
which to me means being in the First Island Chain.”48

Admiral Paparo knows that China, Russia, and 
North Korea are cooperating and consequently 
increasing security threats in the Pacific.49 Spe-
cifically, “China has provided 70% of the machine 
tools and 90% of the legacy chips to Russia to help 
Moscow ‘rebuild its war machine.’”50 Even “[m]ore 
troubling…is North Korea’s deepening relationship 

with Russia. North Korea has supplied Russia with 
ballistic missiles, rockets, and thousands of contain-
ers of munitions since late 2022 to support Russia’s 
war against Ukraine. North Korea expanded its 
support in October 2024 with at least 12,000 com-
bat forces.”51

Capacity
Former Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal 

has been quoted as saying that “[i]n the last and fi-
nal analysis, it is the guy with the rifle and machine 
gun who wins the war and pays the penalty to pre-
serve our freedom.”52 In past issues of the Index, the 
number and size of infantry battalions have been 
used as a measure of capacity. While infantry battal-
ions remain important, perhaps a better measure of 
capacity are the MAGTFs that can be built around 
those infantry battalions.

There are 22 infantry battalions in the Marine 
Corps active-duty force.53 Two of these, in the 3rd 
and 12th Marine Littoral Regiments, are construct-
ed differently. Most of the Marine infantry battal-
ions have 811 people in them and include specialists 
to conduct “persistent all-weather surveillance,” 

“anti-armor and indirect fire,” and “organic support 
and services.”54 The two outliers are in the Marine 
Littoral Regiments and named Littoral Combat 
Teams (LCTs). They are about the same size as 
typical infantry battalions but have their own en-
gineer, reconnaissance, and surveillance platoons 
and a medium missile battery.55 MAGTFs are built 
around these infantry-type battalions.

The aviation element of a MAGTF is pur-
pose-built around attack and heavy lift helicop-
ters (AH-1Z Vipers and CH-53E/K Super or King 
Stallions); long-range medium lift tilt-rotor air-
craft (MV-22 Ospreys); long-range refueler and 
transport aircraft (C-130 Super Hercules), which 
support from ashore or are assigned to land-based 
MAGTFs; and fixed wing attack aircraft (AV-8B 
Harriers, F-18C/D Hornets, and F-35B/C Light-
ning). New to the Marine Corps inventory since 
the 2024 edition of the Index is the multi-role, at-
tack, and reconnaissance unmanned aerial vehicle 
(MQ-9A Reaper).

Logistics elements of MAGTFs are frequently 
purpose-built and come in three types. Combat 
Logistic Battalions (CLBs) that support MEUs and 
their (mostly) scheduled deployments are stand-
ing headquarters with specialists and capability 
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sourced from Marine Logistic Groups (MLGs). 
These are known as “double-digit” CLBs (CLB-11, 
22, 31, etc., named to match their supported MEUs). 
MLGs are commanded by brigadier generals and in-
clude battalions of specialists across all functions of 
logistics. Seven double-digit CLBs are commanded 
by lieutenant colonels. Seven single-digit CLBs av-
erage around 625 people and conduct direct logistic 
support to infantry regiments (whose name they 
match: CLB-5 goes with 5th Marines, for example). 
Two other logistic battalions are part of the Marine 
Littoral Regiments and are designated Littoral Lo-
gistics Battalions.56

Adding to the Corps’ capacity is the Marine 
Corps Reserve (MARFORRES). The Marine Corps 
uses its reserve as a true operational reserve: to 
mitigate gaps or reinforce success by “augmenting 
and reinforcing the Active Component with trained 
units and individual Marines.”57 MARFORRES in-
cludes eight infantry battalions,58 four CLBs,59 and 
nine assorted squadrons of Super Cobras and Vi-
pers, Super Stallions, Ospreys, and Hornets.60

Based on these numbers, the Marine Corps has 
the capacity to produce seven MEUs and nine other 
regiment-level MAGTFS simultaneously (count-
ing the two MLRs as standing MAGTFs) with an 
ability to surge four more from the reserves. Reg-
imental-level MAGTFs are defined as a colonel 
commander with an infantry battalion, a logistics 
support battalion of whatever type, and a composite 
squadron of the necessary aircraft. Current Marine 
Corps capacity is 16 simultaneous MAGTFs with a 
surge capability to 20.

Aside from the shortage of amphibious shipping, 
this meets the Combatant Commanders’ stated re-
quirement of a 3.0-MEU presence61 and the abili-
ty to address one MRC. The problem, as General 
Smith has said, is that “there is one thing everyone 
wants more of: Our Marines.”62 The FY 2025 NDAA 
caps the Corps at 172,300 active-duty Marines, the 
same number authorized in the FY 2024 NDAA, and 
32,500 reserve Marines, 500 more than authorized 
in the FY 2024 NDAA.63

Capability
The Marine Corps’ prowess in combat is both 

legendary and historic. The reasons for this were 
aptly summed up many years ago by former Assis-
tant Commandant General Michael Williams:

No Service executes operationally better than 
the Marine Corps. In my opinion we are the 
best in the world at putting combined arms 
forces into the field with speed and precision. 
Once we are committed, we execute. Our 
reputation is that we can deliver on our prom-
ises. That’s why the Combatant Commanders 
want Marines. I attribute this excellence to our 
expeditionary mindset. We arrive ready to go 
to work. We can sustain ourselves with what 
we bring to the fight. This is not a slam on any 
other Service. We cannot do what the Army 
or the Air Force do; but what we can do, we 
do better than any other force. Operational 
excellence is a hallmark of our Corps.64

At the same time, however, as the former chief 
executive officer of both The Home Depot and 
Chrysler has said, “the things that can derail us are 
arrogance and complacency. This isn’t Hollywood; 
we don’t get paid royalties for something that we 
already did.”65 Thus, the Marine Corps is working 
to avoid complacency and improve its lethality and 
effectiveness: It is not “watch[ing] warfare evolve—
it is driving it forward.”66 “Investment is necessary,” 
according to General Smith, “but innovation is 
mandatory.”67

The Oxford English Dictionary defines “capa-
bility” as “the ability or qualities necessary to do 
something” and “the power or weapons a country 
has for war or military action.”68 Both definitions fit 
this discussion because the Marine Corps “does not 
have the luxury of focusing on a single threat, to the 
exclusion of all others.”69

At the heart of any discussion of Marine Corps 
capability is the trade-off between capability and 
capacity: trading quantity for quality or “more” for 

“more capable.” Generally, but consistently, Marine 
Corps leaders have chosen to trade on the side of 

“more capable but less of.” Could the Marine Corps 
be more capable if it had more widgets? Probably. 
Could it have more capacity if it had more Marines? 
Absolutely. But the Marine Corps, with congressio-
nal endorsement, has chosen to structure itself as 
an eminently capable but relatively small force. 
The Corps is working to increase its capability by 
increasing the range of weapons systems, lowering 
electronic signatures, increasing lethality, and be-
coming more distributed and dispersed in its oper-
ations.70 According to General Smith:
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To fight and win against a peer adversary, 
combined arms must now be all-domain, 
incorporating effects in and from cyberspace, 
space, and the electromagnetic spectrum.… 
This challenge will require a greater prolifer-
ation of capabilities that can provide those 
all-domain effects down to the lowest level. 
This requirement includes autonomous sys-
tems; precision fires; intelligence, surveillance, 
reconnaissance, and targeting (ISR-T); inte-
grated command and control; and increased 
ground and maritime mobility.71

The Marine Corps tackles the capability-vs.-ca-
pacity trade-off by investing in select technologies 
and concepts to become more lethal and surviv-
able. Marine Littoral Regiments, for example, are 
well on their way to becoming the most capable of 
MAGTFs. MLRs are designed to survive and thrive 
in the Weapons Engagement Zone (WEZ) with their 
organic air defense battalion, precision long-range 
fires, and anti-ship missile batteries. Littoral An-
ti-Air Battalions have the Marine Air Defense In-
tegrated System (MADIS), which is built around 
a pair of Joint Light Tactical Vehicles, one with a 
turret-launched Stinger anti-aircraft missile and 
the other with the necessary radars, optics, and 
communications equipment. MADIS provides a 

“credible, integrated, layered defense against threats 
from unmanned aerial systems, fixed and rotary 
wing aircraft, and cruise missiles.”72 For threats 
with smaller cross sections (rockets, mortars, and 
artillery), the Corps uses a Ground/Air Task Orient-
ed Radar (G/ATOR).73 In 2024, the Marine Corps 
deployed the G/ATOR system on a Japanese island 
only 68 miles from Taiwan in “the kind of presence 
that gets noticed.”74

In addition to the reinforced infantry battalion, 
an MLR has its own long-range strike capability 
in the form of HIMARS (High Mobility Artillery 
Rocket System) and the Navy–Marine Expedition-
ary Ship Interdiction System (NMESIS). HIMARS 
has a range of more than 300 miles,75 and NMESIS 
can hold ships at risk from a distance of 100 miles.76 
In April 2025, the Marine Corps sent NMESIS 

“into the heart of one of the world’s most strategic 
and tense bodies of water—the Luzon Strait,” 220 
miles from Taiwan, as part of the 40th anniversa-
ry of exercise BALIKATAN with the Philippines.77 
The exercise included live fire and a ship sinking 

exercise (SINKEX), and Marine Corps Forces Pa-
cific Commander Lieutenant General James Glynn 
described it as a “full battle test…intended to take 
into consideration all of the regional security chal-
lenges that we face today, beginning with the South 
China Sea.”78

As former Secretary of the Navy Carlos Del Toro 
told the House Armed Services Committee, “Our 
Marines need to move around long distances…in 
the Pacific as well as island to island and we need 
to give them the capabilities to do so.”79 In April 
2025, the Congressional Research Service advised 
that the Landing Ship Medium “remains a critical 
requirement.”80

The Marine Corps is increasing its aviation capa-
bility by adding two aircraft to every F-35 squadron 
with associated pilots and maintenance personnel.81 
Additionally, the Corps in 2025 positioned MQ-9 
Reapers in all three Marine Aircraft Wings for world-
wide availability.82 As General Smith has stated, the 
Corps’ Reaper capability “is growing quickly.”83

Reinforcing General Smith’s point that inno-
vation is mandatory, the Deputy Commandant for 
Aviation has stated that “linear incremental change 
will not be sufficient”84 and has directed investment 
in logistics, unmanned platforms, and aircraft sur-
vivability as well as manned-unmanned teaming 
in which pilots control detachments of unmanned 
aircraft and that send their sensor data to the pi-
lots of manned aircraft. The challenge for the Corps 
continues to be “balancing crisis response and mod-
ernization,” particularly in aviation.85

The Marine Corps is working to improve its ca-
pability in the logistics arena as well. Marines are 
modernizing and certifying World War II airfields 
in the Pacific86 and investing in “unmanned plat-
forms that support logistics.”87

It is also worth noting that the Marine Corps has 
increased its portfolio investment in classified ca-
pabilities by 435 percent over the past four years.88 
These capabilities enhance the ability of the Corps 
to fight inside the WEZ, accelerate force moderniza-
tion, and keep pace with rapidly changing battlefield 
technologies and “will only be apparent to our ad-
versaries at a time and place of our own choosing.”89

Readiness
As noted in 1997 by former Congressman Floyd 

Spence (R–SC), “The Marine Corps has followed 
congressional direction that it ‘remain most ready 
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when the nation is least ready.’”90 Readiness is a 
function of how much, how frequently, and how 
quickly a capability needs to be repaired so that it 
can complete its assigned tasks. The Department of 
War has a standardized readiness reporting system, 
the outputs of which are necessarily classified.91 It is 
helpful to understand that (1) the department mea-
sures readiness in general terms of resources and 
training and (2) the best time to plant a tree was 25 
years ago, but the second-best time is today. With 
those concepts in mind, readiness can be defined as 
what you need to do today to fight today, continue to 
fight tomorrow, and fight again in the future.

Aviation. The Air Force tends to care only about 
“flying things,” the Army evaluates its rotary-wing 
aircraft in terms of its appropriately preeminent 
ground combat mission, and the Navy has a high-
yield aviation component but must split its focus to 
include the priority of “floating things.” Only for the 
Marine Corps is the combination of air and ground 
power the focus of the optimal way to fight. Accord-
ingly, aviation successes and concerns are essential 
to measuring Marine Corps readiness, and the F-35 
aircraft is key to the readiness score. By the end of 

2025, the Marine Corps will have taken delivery of 
65 percent of its Program of Record allotment of 
F-35B (Vertical/Short Takeoff and Landing capa-
ble) and 37 percent of its F-35Cs (tailhook capa-
ble) for a total of 183 F-35B and 52 F-35C aircraft.92 
These will fill out two training squadrons and 11 
fleet squadrons.93 The F-35 now supports all MEU 
deployments from Japan and the West Coast that 
previously used AV-8B Harriers.94

The Marine Corps also flies F-18s and is phas-
ing out its remaining AV-8Bs. “The Marine Corps 
F/A-18 inventory includes 161 F/A-18 aircraft,” and 
Fleet Marine Force “will maintain four active 
squadrons and one reserve squadron through the 
end of FY25.”95 The Marine Corps has 39 AV-8Bs 
in two squadrons at Cherry Point, North Caroli-
na, and both squadrons are scheduled to complete 
transition to F-35 squadrons by 2026.96 Harrier 
squadrons support the East Coast MEUs and will 
continue to do so “until the platform’s operational 
sunset in FY26.”97

The KC-130J refueling aircraft is a critical 
enabler for forward deployed MAGTFs across 
all Combatant Commands; it increases MAGTF 
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mobility and enhances logistical capacity by oper-
ating from austere airfields.98 “As the sole Marine 
Corps tactical fixed wing lift and aerial refueling 
platform,” according to the Marine Corps Avia-
tion Plan (AVPLAN), “demand for KC-130Js will 
remain high.”99 The 75 KC-130Js currently in the 
Marine Corps inventory are allocated in four ac-
tive-duty squadrons, one reserve squadron, and 
one test squadron.100 The Corps has 80 percent of 
its allocated KC-130Js and will receive the remain-
der by 2027.101

With respect to the Corps’ rotary-wing aircraft, 
MV-22s and CH-53Ks provide transportation abil-
ity, and the AH-1Z viper provides close fire support. 

“The MV-22 Osprey provides medium lift assault 
support to ground forces in multiple theaters of 
operation from expeditionary sites and afloat. It 
also provides unmatched operational flexibility 
due to its combination of speed, range, payload, and 
aerial refueling capability.”102 MV-22B squadrons 
have conducted 109 operational deployments and 
flown over 588,000 flight hours since 2007. The MV-
22 flies “approximately twice as many flight hours 
per year as any other Marine Corps rotary-wing 
aircraft.”103 There are 360 MV-22s across 15 active 
squadrons, two reserve squadrons, and assorted 
training squadrons.104

The CH-53K heavy lift helicopter’s range and 
payload capacity are three times as great as those 
of its predecessor.105 The Marine Corps has 127 CH-
53K aircraft of 200 programmed with delivery of all 
200 to be completed in 2032.106 They are allocated 
in six active-duty squadrons, one reserve squad-
ron, and assorted test and training squadrons.107 
The Corps’ 349 AH-1Z Vipers are allocated in six 
active-duty squadrons, one reserve squadron, and 
the usual test and training squadrons.108

A recent addition to the Marine Corps’ aviation 
capability is the MQ-9 Reaper. The Corps’ 2025 Avi-
ation Plan explains that “Unmanned Aerial Systems 
(UAS) have become essential assets as a force mul-
tiplier in modern military operations.”109 General 
Smith has said that “[w]e still don’t have the volume 
of them we need, but…the MQ-9 is a vital part of 
our future.”110 One of the Secretary of the Navy’s an-
nounced priorities is to “push for more investment 
in uncrewed systems and enabler technologies—
such as autonomy, mission systems and commu-
nications—for manned-unmanned teaming by the 
Navy and jointly with the other military services.”111

The MQ-9 Reaper is larger and more capable 
than the older and more famous MQ-1 Predator.112 
The Marine Corps has two active-duty squadrons 
of MQ-9s and one training squadron for a total of 
12 aircraft with 20 more to be delivered by 2026.113 
Starting in 2029, the MQ-9s will be equipped with 
a “Detect and Avoid System,”114 which is important 
because Houthis have shot down more Air Force 
MQ-9s in Yemen since October of 2023 than the 
Marine Corps has in its entire inventory.115 The cur-
rent Secretary of the Navy noted this fact during his 
confirmation hearing.116

Finally, the aviation community is not exempt 
from a shortage of appropriate shipping. The two 
existing aviation support logistics vessels (SS 
Wright and SS Curtis) are currently beyond their ex-
pected service lives and not planned for retirement 
until 2030–2033.117 The Marine Corps has levied 
a requirement but will face “a critical shortfall” if 
they are not replaced.118

Personnel and Training. People remain the 
most valuable resource in organizations, and 
training is one of the best ways to enhance their 
contributions. The Marine Corps is modernizing 
and increasing the technical capabilities of its per-
sonnel, and the costs go beyond equipment price 
tags. Marine aviation adds an exponential level of 
capability to the MAGTFs, but it also adds com-
plexity. Marines need to be trained to operate in 
complex environments. Similarly, expertise in the 
multi-domain, data-centric world of autonomous 
vehicles, satellite communications, cyber opera-
tions, and the requirements of massively distribut-
ed operations working inside a WEZ demonstrates 
a “mastery of…evolution in warfare” and allows 
Marines to “punch above our weight class.”119 As 
the Marine Corps as a whole and particularly its 
aviation component become more data-centric 
and data-enabled, this change will require “in-
vestment in infrastructure, personnel, and train-
ing”120 and “a greater proliferation of capabilities 
that can provide those all-domain effects down to 
the lowest level.”121

In 2020, recognizing training’s impact on read-
iness, the Marine Corps elevated its Training and 
Education Command (TECOM) to a Lieutenant 
General–level command reporting directly to 
the Commandant.122 If the Marine Corps has 18 
lieutenant generals, then its investment in train-
ing and education represents 6 percent of the 
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total responsibility the Corps entrusts to its se-
nior leadership.

TECOM has adjusted the training pipeline so 
that Marines will be better prepared and able to get 
to their units more rapidly with the necessary qual-
ifications for all-domain operations.123 The TECOM 
annual report explains that the Marine Corps does 

“not have the luxury to wait for the final answers” 
as it manages “fight tonight” while simultaneously 
developing new capabilities.124 It is changing the 
training and education model to “develop experi-
enced warfighters who are experts in multi-domain 
and all-domain combined arms” faster.125

This rapid maturation is occurring because TE-
COM is moving away from the “sage on the stage” 
historical model of platform instruction and “in-
stead developing coaching and mentoring skills for 
instructors to serve as a ‘guide on the side.’”126 Spe-
cifically, TECOM is using technology to maximize 
instructors’ student contact time127 in order to “ma-
ture Marines’ technical and leadership skills faster” 
while providing “them with increased opportunities 
to think, decide, and act earlier in their careers.”128 
To this end, the Corps has launched a pilot program 
to deploy “digital transformation teams” to acceler-
ate the adoption of “emerging technology.”129

“[Q]ualified Marines remain key to our ability to 
meet operational requirements,” and “[we] need 
to ensure the right Marine with the proper train-
ing and qualifications arrives to the right unit on 
time.”130 Marine talent managers fill aviation needs 
based on the Type/Model/Series (TMS) of aircraft; 
skillsets and the Marines who possess them are 
not interchangeable. An Osprey mechanic cannot 
work on the avionics in an F-35, and an F-18 pilot’s 
qualifications are different from those of a CH-53 
pilot. To ensure that each TMS is properly staffed 
with the necessary skills and experience, Marine 
Aviation is “reestablish[ing] a manpower analy-
sis branch.”131

A tiny subset of Marine Corps personnel is made 
up of its General Officers (GOs). At the beginning 
of 2025, according to the Defense Manpower Data 
Center, the Marine Corps had three four-star gen-
erals (two are permanent as the Commandant and 
Assistant Commandant of the Marine Corps,132 and 
the third is a rotational joint assignment currently 
filled by a Marine as Combatant Commander of 

United States Africa Command) and 18 three-star 
lieutenant generals.133 As a means of comparison, 
the Army has more two-star GOs (92) than the Ma-
rine Corps has total GOs (88). The Marine Corps’ 
88 GOs form 0.0001 percent of the total active-du-
ty force in comparison to the other, larger services, 
in each of which GOs account for 0.0002% of the 
total force.134

Contested Logistics. A large part of readiness 
is logistics, which involves replacing, repairing, re-
fueling, rearming, and remanning and the neces-
sary transportation to get it all where it needs to 
be when it needs to be there. Logistics cannot be 
faked; these skills must be performed daily, wheth-
er at peace or at war. According to the Comman-
dant of the Marine Corps, “[t]he ability to conduct 
logistics in a contested environment will under-
write the success of any future naval campaign.”135 
Meeting logistics requirements in a counter-inter-
vention environment therefore remains a Marine 
Corps priority that “will require a combination of 
solutions” from across the Joint Force, allies, and 
partners and “will take a monumental effort across 
all the services.”136

The Marine Corps is experimenting with “over 
a dozen new manned and unmanned technologies 
and potential future capabilities focused on en-
abling logistics in a contested environment.”137 Oth-
er operational experiments include maximizing use 
of the CH-53K’s heavy lift capability; stern landing 
vessels; the Tactical Resupply Unmanned Aircraft 
System (TRUAS); the Medium Aerial Resupply Ve-
hicle for Expeditionary Logistics (MARV-EL); and 
an autonomous low-profile vessel.138

The TRUAS system “can detect obstacles along 
a delivery route without prior knowledge of the ter-
rain” to “deliver supplies to limited-access environ-
ments.”139 It has a range of nine kilometers with a 
speed of 50 knots and can carry a payload of 120 
pounds.140 The 120 pounds of cargo is not coinci-
dental: It is how much four cans of 5.56 ammunition 
weigh. The Marine Corps continues to plant trees 
for the future and is focused on readiness. As for-
mer Marine Forces Pacific Commander Lieutenant 
General Victor Krulak has cautioned, “being ready 
is not what matters. What matters is winning after 
you get there.”141
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Scoring the U.S. Marine Corps
Capacity Score: Strong

This score is raised from “weak” in the 2024 
Index to “strong” based on the following calcu-
lus. Two stated, simultaneous requirements exist 
for the Marine Corps. The first is to provide a 3.0-
MEU presence for the Combatant Commanders.142 
It takes seven colonel-led MAGTFS built around 
infantry battalions to meet this obligation. The 
second requirement is to support one MRC. (The 
other military services are evaluated against a two-
MRC construct.)

The 1st Marine Expeditionary Force (I MEF) has 
been designated as responsible for an MRC.143 The 
ground combat element of I MEF is the 1st Marine 
Division (1MARDIV). 1MARDIV has 12 infantry 
battalions used as components to generate four col-
onel-led MAGTFs.144 Therefore, these four MAGTFs 
are required to meet the Marine Corps’ require-
ments for one MRC. Seven colonel-led MAGTFs 
(built around seven infantry battalions) complete 
the MEU requirement, and four MAGTFs (built 
around 12 infantry battalions) to address an MRC 
yield a commitment of 11 colonel-led MAGTFs to 
meet the Marine Corps’ twin requirements of sup-
porting one MRC and three simultaneous MEUs 
deployed every day around the world. This calculus 
accounts for 19 of the Marine Corps’ 22 active-duty 
infantry battalions.

Two of those remaining are assigned to the col-
onel-led MLRs (which need an aviation squadron 
assigned to it to be counted as a “MAGTF”), yielding 
one unobligated active-duty infantry battalion to 
add to the eight reserve battalions around which 
other MAGTFs could be built as needed to contrib-
ute to surge operations. The Marine Corps current-
ly has the capacity to meet its two designated tasks.

Capability Score: Strong
The Marine Corps’ Capability score remains the 

same as the 2024 Index assessment. This assessment 
is based on the Corps’ modernization efforts and 
investment in critical weapons, technologies, and 
platforms. The Marine Corps has not yet missed any 
requirement levied on it by Combatant Commanders 
and is extremely averse to doing so in the future.

It is important to note that while the Marine 
Corps is disadvantaged by a lack of amphibious 

shipping and other transportation and sustainment 
challenges, it remains capable of accomplishing its 
assigned missions. The Marine Littoral Regiments 
are a key factor in maintaining and increasing the 
Corps’ capability as are increases in the numbers 
and redistribution of F-35s, MQ-9s, and CH-53Ks. 
As the 20th Commandant of the Marine Corps, Gen-
eral Lemuel Shepherd, once explained:

[T]he Marines…apply the old maxim: “Bite 
off more than you can chew—then chew it; 
promise more than you can do—then do it.” It 
is this challenge and the Marines’ ability to 
meet it that…[enables them to serve] as the 
nation’s basic ready-to-act military organiza-
tion, responsive specifically and directly to the 
President’s call to meet the crises which occur 
in both peace and war.145

Readiness Score: Strong
This score is determined by the quality and effec-

tiveness of the Marine Corps’ personnel, equipment, 
training, and operational execution. It remains the 
same as in the 2024 Index. The Marine Corps has 
upgraded its aviation fleet, has added new capabil-
ity with the MQ-9 Reaper, and is addressing head-
on the challenge of conducting logistics functions 
inside a WEZ. The Marine Corps is aggressively 
improving resilience in both units and individuals 
while continuing to maintain its traditions of rigor-
ous unit training and high personal standards.

Overall Score: Strong
The Marine Corps’ overall score is strong. The 

Marine Corps is comfortable in its assigned role 
within the Joint Force, knows its capabilities and 
gaps, and is actively enhancing its strengths and 
mitigating challenges. The paired ability of main-
taining MEUs and standing up other, purpose-built 
and event-driven regimental-level MAGTFs allows 
Combatant Commanders enormous flexibility in 
responding to, shaping, and deterring world events. 
Although the MLRs are explicitly focused on the Pa-
cific, their capability and “right fit for the problem 
set” have led Congress to ask whether they might be 
equally effective in other theaters as well.146
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Conclusion
The 31st Commandant of the Marine Corps, Gen-

eral Charles Krulak, was famous for saying, “The 
two most important things the Marine Corps does 
for America [are] make Marines and win battles.”147 
The 39th Commandant, General Eric Smith, has 
said, “We became Marines to do hard things.”148 And 
the 26th Secretary of Defense, James Mattis, has 
said, “When it’s time to move a piano, Marines don’t 
pick up the piano bench—we move the piano.”149

As for making Marines, the Marine Corps is the 
only service that has met its annual recruiting goals 
every year for the past 30 years,150 and it is on track 
to do it again in 2026.151

As for winning battles, only in one battle in 250 
years of existence have the Marines taken more 
casualties than they have given—a little place 
called Iwo Jima.152

As for doing hard things, in 2024, the Marine 
Corps was the only service to pass an independent 
audit to ensure that its “financial records were 
accurate, complete, and compliant with federal 
law”—and then the Corps did it again for the sec-
ond consecutive year.153 “This repeat achievement 
reinforces the service’s reputation for accountabil-
ity, discipline, and leadership”154 and confirms that 
when the Marine Corps is entrusted with “taxpay-
ers[’] money, it is money well spent and fully ac-
counted for.”155

As for the Marine Corps in 2026, just as a jour-
nalist cabled home 150 years ago, “the situation is 
well in hand.”156 Perhaps General Smith has said it 
best: “As we mark 250 years, we don’t know exactly 
what the next fight will look like. But we know this…
Marines will be there. We’re still America’s 911 force: 
first in, first to respond, and built to hold the line.”157

U.S. Military Power: Marine Corps

VERY WEAK WEAK MARGINAL STRONG VERY STRONG

Capacity %

Capability %

Readiness %

OVERALL %

ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.
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Recommendations
Congress should:

	l Consistently pass annual budgets to ensure 
that it does not retard the Marine Corps’ trans-
formation plan and innovation efforts.

	l Restore the priority of amphibious ship 
construction by both providing Department 
of the Navy funds that cannot be applied to 
other expenses while simultaneously incentiv-
izing American companies to accelerate ship 
construction.

	l Fund the creation of a third Maritime Prepo-
sitioning Force squadron (and the equipment 
required to fully load out those ships) to 
restore support to the Marine Expeditionary 
Brigade in Japan.

	l Fund and incentivize the accelerated con-
struction of two aviation support logistics 
ships to replace the SS Wright and SS Curtis, 
which are already operating past their expect-
ed service lives.

The Department of the Navy should:

	l Resolve the capabilities dispute regarding the 
Landing Ship Medium and submit the final 
design to Congress for funding.

	l Once funding is secured, accelerate the 
construction of Landing Ship Mediums to 
provide the Corps with consistent operational 
and tactical transportation within the First 
Island Chain.

The United States Marine Corps should:

	l Continue to invest in recruiting by assigning 
its best people to that mission.

	l Continue to experiment with new technolo-
gies and concepts to match the gains made by 
potential adversaries.
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U.S. Space Force
Shawn Barnes

Introduction
Space capabilities are increasingly vital to our 

national security and to the Joint Force warfighter. 
The U.S. Space Force was formed pursuant to the fis-
cal year (FY) 2020 National Defense Authorization 
Act (NDAA) with an initial budget of approximate-
ly $15 billion. This year’s budget request combined 
with funding in the One Big Beautiful Bill Act will 
provide the Space Force with over $40 billion in FY 
2026—a dramatic increase that must be sustained 
for several more years.

Several factors are driving the need for contin-
ued robust funding growth for the Space Force.

	l The Space Force must recapitalize existing 
capabilities providing strategic and tacti-
cal missile warning, global communication, 
weather forecasting, and position, navigation, 
and timing service. As it does this, new capa-
bilities must also be made resilient to a variety 
of existing and emerging threats from China, 
Russia, and other state and nonstate actors.

	l The Space Force must develop and field an 
extensive arsenal to deny our adversaries their 
access to space during conflict. China, Russia, 
and others must not be permitted to use their 
space systems to track, target, and conduct 
operations against our terrestrial warfighters.

	l The Space Force is taking on missions, such as 
tracking ground-based moving targets, that his-
torically have been performed by airborne plat-
forms. New space-based sensing, information 
processing, and intercept capabilities are neces-
sary for the Golden Dome missile defense system 
and will require significant additional resources.

	l The Space Force must be prepared to protect 
the expanding commercial space capabilities 
that are driving rapid economic vitality on 
Earth. It is estimated that the global space 
economy will far exceed $1 trillion in the 
next decade. Commercial space will evolve 
from purely sensing and communicating and 
soon will include resource extraction, manu-
facturing, and power generation. Just as our 
blue-water Navy ensures maritime commerce, 
so must our Space Force be the guarantor of 
space commerce.

Today’s Space Force provides extraordinary and 
essential support to the Joint Force warfighter. As 
our newest military branch moves into the second 
half of its inaugural decade, the nation will demand 
much more. The President must continue to re-
quest—and Congress must continue to provide—the 
resources necessary for our Space Force to answer 
the call of our nation’s future. As General B. Chance 
Saltzman, Chief of Space Operations, has said, “The 
Space Force we have is still not the Space Force we 
need. We have come a long way, but I think we can 
all acknowledge there is still work to be done.”1

Service Overview
Space has been important to U.S. national secu-

rity and national pride since the late 1950s.2 The 
Army, Navy, and Air Force all developed rockets that 
would serve as early Intercontinental Ballistic Mis-
siles (ICBMs) and satellite launchers, including the 
Atlas and Titan.3 The U.S. National Reconnaissance 
Office (NRO) flew a variety of electro-optical, radar, 
and signals intelligence satellites that helped to un-
derwrite the nation’s deterrence of nuclear war with 
the Soviet Union.4 Since the fielding of the Global 
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Positioning System (GPS) in the mid-1980s, space 
capabilities have provided direct support to the 
terrestrial warfighter on the ground, at sea, and in 
the air. In recognition of the growing importance 
of space to U.S. national security, Congress direct-
ed the establishment of our nation’s sixth military 
branch, the United States Space Force, in the FY 
2020 NDAA. With respect to the new service’s func-
tions, the act specified that Title 10, Section 9801, 
of the U.S. Code should be amended to reflect that:

“The Space Force shall be organized, trained, 
and equipped to provide—

(1) freedom of operation for the United States 
in, from, and to space; and

(2) prompt and sustained space operations.”

With respect to the service’s duties, the NDAA 
specified that the Code should be amended to 
reflect that:

“It shall be the duty of the Space Force to—

(1) protect the interests of the United 
States in space;

(2) deter aggression in, from, and 
to space; and

(3) conduct space operations.”5

That same NDAA directed substantial changes 
within the Offices of the Secretary of Defense and 
Secretary of the Air Force to focus and improve sup-
port for space policy and acquisition. Specifically, 
the law directed creation of two new positions: As-
sistant Secretary of Defense for Space Policy and 
Assistant Secretary of the Air Force for Space Ac-
quisition and Integration.6

The first few years of the Space Force were 
marked by organizational stand-up activities, in-
ternal reorganization, and consolidation. Like every 
other military branch, the Space Force is led by a 
four-star general officer, the Chief of Space Opera-
tions (CSO), and is headquartered in the Pentagon. 
The Space Force falls within the Department of the 
Air Force, just as the Marine Corps falls within the 
Department of the Navy. The CSO reports to the 

Secretary of the Air Force and is a member of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff. The Space Force’s headquar-
ters staff is similar to but much smaller than those 
of the other branches. “In order to create a leaner, 
more agile force, the USSF eliminated two levels of 
command that exist within the Air Force and now 
consists of: USSF Headquarters (at the Pentagon 
with the other services), FIELDCOMs [Field Com-
mands], Space Deltas (DELs); and Squadrons.”7

Space Force uniformed military personnel, 
called Guardians, focus on a few key areas, includ-
ing operations, acquisition, cyberspace, engineer-
ing, and intelligence. Additional necessary support 
such as legal, contracting, finance, human resources, 
medical/dental, security, chaplains, and many oth-
ers are provided by civilians or uniformed members 
of the U.S. Air Force.

The Space Force has three Field Commands 
led by subordinate general officers: Space Systems 
Command (SSC); Combat Forces Command (CFC), 
formerly Space Operations Command (SpOC); 
and Space Training and Readiness Command 
(STARCOM).8 Creation of a fourth, Space Futures 
Command, has been discussed, but prospects for its 
establishment are uncertain.9

The SSC is headquartered in Los Angeles, Cal-
ifornia, at the Los Angeles Space Force Base. The 
FIELDCOM is responsible “for acquiring, develop-
ing, and delivering resilient capabilities to outpace 
emerging threats and protect our Nation’s strategic 
advantage in, from, and to space.”10 It also manages 
a $15.6 billion space acquisition budget.11 The Space 
Force also has two other acquisition organizations 
assigned to it: the Space Development Agency (SDA) 
and Space Rapid Capabilities Office (Space RCO).

The CFC is headquartered in Colorado Springs, 
CO, at Peterson Space Force Base. The FIELDCOM 
generates and “present[s] combat-ready intelligence, 
cyber, space and combat support forces” to U.S. Space 
Command and the other combatant commands.12

The STARCOM is headquartered in Florida, at 
Patrick Space Force Base. The FIELDCOM “is re-
sponsible for the deliberate development, educa-
tion, and training of space professionals in addition 
to the development of space warfighting doctrine, 
tactics, techniques, and procedures, and the opera-
tional test and evaluation of Space Force systems.”13

The Space Futures Command has been proposed 
by the CSO. The location has not yet been deter-
mined. If established, it will “forecast the threat 
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environment, develop, and validate concepts, con-
duct experimentation and wargames, and perform 
mission area design.”14

Space Force, Space Command, 
NRO, NASA, and NOAA

The focus of this assessment is on the United 
States Space Force. It is important to note, however, 
that there are other U.S. government organizations 
that support national security with their space ca-
pabilities, authorities, and responsibilities.

Space Force. As described earlier, the U.S. Space 
Force is the military branch responsible for space 
capabilities. The roles of the military branches 
(Army, Navy, Marine Corps, Air Force, Space Force, 
and Coast Guard) are to organize, train, equip, and 
present forces to the geographic and functional 
combatant commands.15 As a military branch ded-
icated exclusively to space operations, the Space 
Force develops, trains, and sustains space profes-
sionals responsible for operating satellites, con-
ducting space surveillance, and providing crucial 

A  heritage.org
SOURCE: Karl A. Bingen et al. "U.S. Space Force Primer," Center for Strategic and International Studies, Aerospace 
Security Project, December 22, 2022, https://aerospace.csis.org/us-space-force-primer/ (accessed January 21, 2026).
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data for defense operations. They are tasked with 
enhancing the resilience of space systems against 
potential threats and ensuring uninterrupted ac-
cess to and use of space for military operations.

Space Command. U.S. Space Command 
(USSPACECOM) is the geographic combatant com-
mand responsible for overseeing space operations. 
It provides command and control of space forces 
and coordinates with other combatant commands 
to integrate space capabilities into national defense 
strategies. U.S. Space Command “plans, executes, 
and integrates military spacepower into multi-do-
main global operations in order to deter aggression, 
defend national interests, and when necessary, de-
feat threats.”16 The relationship between U.S. Space 
Force forces and U.S. Space Command is essentially 
the same as the relationship between U.S. Air Force 
forces and other combatant commands such as U.S. 
Indo-Pacific Command (INDOPACOM) or U.S. Cen-
tral Command (CENTCOM).

NRO. The National Reconnaissance Office de-
signs, builds, and operates reconnaissance satellites 
that provide critical intelligence to national securi-
ty leaders. NRO’s high-resolution imaging, signals 
intelligence, and other surveillance capabilities are 
essential for monitoring global events, detecting 
threats, and supporting military operations. Its sat-
ellites offer real-time data that enhance situational 
awareness, inform decision-making, and support 
defense and intelligence missions. The NRO is not 
part of the U.S. Space Force, but the two organiza-
tions collaborate closely on a variety of acquisition 
programs and efforts. Additionally, approximately 
800 Guardians are assigned to the NRO to support 
acquisition and operation of its reconnaissance 
satellites.17

NASA. The National Aeronautics and Space Ad-
ministration (NASA) focuses primarily on civilian 
space exploration and research, but its contribu-
tions to national security are substantial. NASA’s 
advancements in space technology, satellite com-
munications, and Earth observation support mil-
itary operations and national security objectives. 
NASA–Space Force–NRO collaborations enhance 
the capabilities of space systems used for reconnais-
sance, navigation, and communication. Additional-
ly, NASA’s research in space weather and its impact 
on satellite operations contributes to the protection 
and resilience of space infrastructure that is crucial 
for national defense.18

NOAA. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) is tasked with monitoring 
and understanding environmental conditions, in-
cluding space weather. NOAA’s satellites provide 
essential data for weather forecasting, climate 
monitoring, and environmental assessments. This 
information is vital both for planning and execut-
ing military operations and for ensuring the safety 
and effectiveness of defense missions. NOAA’s role 
in tracking space weather phenomena like solar 
flares and geomagnetic storms helps to protect 
space-based assets and communication systems 
from potential disruptions, thereby supporting 
national security.19

Key U.S. Space Force Capabilities
U.S. space capabilities, including those of the 

U.S. Space Force, NRO, NOAA, NASA, and a rapidly 
growing number of commercial space companies, 
are essential to the American way of war and the 
American way of life. Specifically:

[Space-based capabilities] provide the 
backbone for more than half of our nation’s 
infrastructure including communications, 
emergency services, energy, financial, agri-
culture and food, and transportation. Collec-
tively, space-enabled applications account for 
hundreds of billions of dollars in U.S. economic 
activity. Moreover, the modern U.S. military is 
built around the assumption that spacepow-
er will be there when needed. Military forces 
on land, in the air, and at sea rely on space 
capabilities to include global communication, 
command and control, navigation, precision 
targeting, missile warning and defense, and 
persistent battlespace awareness.20

Put simply, space is foundational to the Joint 
Force: National security depends on military 
spacepower. Admiral Samuel Paparo, Commander 
of USINDOPACOM, reinforced this sentiment in 
his written testimony to the House Armed Services 
Committee in April 2025:

Space superiority is essential to our operations 
across all domains. U.S. adversaries are rapidly 
developing sophisticated counter-space ca-
pabilities, including direct-ascent anti-satellite 
weapons, co-orbital threats, and advanced 
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jamming systems. To maintain our competitive 
advantage, USINDOPACOM and USSPACE-
COM require resilient space-based systems 
that operate through contested domains 

without capability degradation. This includes 
enhanced space domain awareness systems, 
combat credible defensive counter-space 
systems, and rapidly deployable satellite 
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constellations that provide redundancy and 
complicate adversary targeting.21

The importance of space to the U.S. way of war 
cannot be overemphasized. A key U.S. advantage is 
the ability to network an extensive variety of sen-
sors, shooters, and decision-makers—Command, 
Control, Communication, Computers, Intelligence, 
Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (C4ISR)—across 
all domains. The warfighter requires that the net-
work be resilient to myriad kinetic, electromagnetic, 
and cyber threats. Adversaries, particularly China, 
recognize this importance and are developing and 
fielding capabilities to deny the U.S. such an advan-
tage. They intend to disrupt and destroy the satel-
lites and ground stations critical to the U.S. C4ISR 
network. This is not a future problem: It is a “now” 
problem and one that requires resources and in-
novative capabilities, tactics, techniques, and pro-
cedures to improve resilience and constantly stay 
ahead of the threat.

U.S. Space Force capabilities include both satel-
lites and a significant ground-based infrastructure. 
Satellites support the terrestrial warfighter with 
positioning/navigation/timing, missile warning and 
defense, communications, weather forecasting, and 
tactical surveillance/reconnaissance/tracking. Addi-
tionally, Space Force satellites provide space domain 
awareness. U.S. Space Force also flies experimental 
and developmental satellites in support of future 
space programs. Ground-based capabilities include 
launch facilities and related launch range support, 
satellite command and control, space domain aware-
ness sensors, and missile warning and defense sen-
sors. The Space Force does not control or operate the 
NRO’s exquisite intelligence satellites, nor does it 
have manned capabilities (although Guardians have 
flown missions on the International Space Station).

Positioning, Navigation, and Timing (PNT). 
PNT includes three distinct functions:

	l Positioning, the ability to accurately and pre-
cisely determine one’s location and orientation 
two-dimensionally (or three-dimensionally 
when required) referenced to a standard geo-
detic system (such as World Geodetic System 
1984, or WGS84);

	l Navigation, the ability to determine current 
and desired position (relative or absolute) and 

apply corrections to course, orientation, and 
speed to attain a desired position anywhere 
around the world, from sub-surface to surface 
and from surface to space; and

	l Timing, the ability to acquire and maintain 
accurate and precise time from a standard 
(Coordinated Universal Time, or UTC), any-
where in the world and within user-defined 
timeliness parameters. Timing also includes 
time transfer.22

PNT is provided by the U.S. Space Force’s Glob-
al Positioning System (GPS). The GPS is operated 
by Delta 8 at Schriever Space Force Base in Colo-
rado. The system includes satellites in nearly cir-
cular orbits approximately 12,550 miles above the 
Earth’s surface, a Master Control Station, six dedi-
cated monitor stations, four ground antennas, and 
receivers (or the user segment). The constellation 
requires a minimum of 24 operational satellites and 
can include as many as 32. Currently, there are 31 
operational satellites in the constellation.23

GPS is indispensable to the terrestrial warfighter. 
It offers unparalleled precision in navigation, posi-
tioning, and timing. It also enables the accurate and 
economical delivery of precision munitions so that 
targets are hit with minimal collateral damage. This 
capability is vital in contemporary warfare, where 
accuracy is paramount for both tactical and strate-
gic missions. Moreover, GPS supports the coordi-
nation of troops, vehicles, and aircraft, facilitating 
seamless movements and operations in complex 
environments. The integration of GPS with com-
mand-and-control systems enhances situational 
awareness and decision-making, thereby enabling 
forces to respond swiftly and effectively to emerg-
ing threats. In essence, GPS is foundational to all 
domains—land, air, sea, space, and cyberspace.24

Beyond its military applications, GPS holds im-
mense value for civil and commercial functions. It 
drives significant economic activity both in the U.S. 
and globally, and GPS technology facilitates opera-
tions and improves efficiency in various industries, 
including transportation, agriculture, telecom-
munications, and finance. For instance, GPS en-
ables precise navigation for commercial aviation 
and maritime shipping, which in turn enhances 
safety and reduces fuel consumption. In agricul-
ture, GPS-guided equipment allows for optimized 
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planting and harvesting that lead to increased crop 
yields and reduced resource use. The telecommuni-
cations sector relies on GPS for network synchro-
nization, which ensures reliable communication 
services. Financial markets use GPS timestamps 
for transaction accuracy to support high-frequen-
cy trading. Overall, GPS contributes hundreds of 
billions of dollars annually to the U.S. economy and 
trillions to the global economy. According to a 2019 
study by RTI International, GPS “has driven $1.4 
trillion in economic growth since 1983.”25

Ensuring the resilience of PNT capabilities is 
paramount for both military and civilian operations. 
The inherent resilience of the GPS system is further 
bolstered through allied Global Navigation Satellite 
Systems (GNSS) such as the European Union’s Gal-
ileo and Japan’s QZSS. These systems not only pro-
vide redundancy, but also enhance the robustness 
and reliability of global PNT services. In a contested 
environment, the interoperability and combined 
resilience of these GNSS networks ensure that crit-
ical operations, from precision munitions delivery 
to synchronized financial transactions, remain 
uninterrupted.26

Missile Warning and Defense. Mission Delta 
4, headquartered at Buckley Space Force Base in 
Colorado, operates and maintains a robust strate-
gic missile warning system that includes both sat-
ellites and ground-based radars to detect and track 
missile launches worldwide. This system includes 
a network of satellites in geostationary and high-
ly elliptical orbits that provide persistent global 
surveillance and early warning capabilities. Com-
plementing these satellites are advanced ground-
based phased-array radars in Alaska, California, 
Massachusetts, North Dakota, Greenland, and the 
United Kingdom that are strategically positioned 
to enhance detection and tracking accuracy, offer-
ing comprehensive coverage and resilience against 
potential threats. These same space-based and 
ground-based sensors provide tipping and cueing 
information to missile defense capabilities, enhance 
battlespace awareness to the geographic combatant 
commanders, and gather technical intelligence. To-
gether, these capabilities ensure constant vigilance 
and preparedness, safeguarding national security 
and supporting strategic decision-making in a con-
tested environment.27

Satellite systems include the Defense Support 
Program (DSP) and the Space-Based Infrared 

System (SBIRS). The notional constellation is four 
satellites in geosynchronous orbit (at approxi-
mately 22,500 miles altitude) and two sensors in 
highly elliptical orbits to provide coverage of the 
most northern latitudes. The DSP satellites, which 
have been a cornerstone of missile detection since 
the 1970s, feature infrared sensors to identify heat 
signatures from missile launches. These systems 
have been progressively enhanced by SBIRS, which 
offers improved surveillance, tracking, and missile 
warning capabilities through its constellation of 
geosynchronous satellites and sensors in highly 
elliptical orbit.

These enhanced capabilities result in improved 
prediction accuracy for global strategic and tactical 
warfighters. The ongoing evolution of the ground 
system includes improved mission processing soft-
ware that increases event message accuracy and 
reduces manpower for support and operations of 
the DSP and SBIRS portfolio.28 As missile threats 
continue to evolve, the Space Force is developing 
next-generation missile warning satellites to im-
prove detection accuracy and resilience. These fu-
ture systems will operate in low-Earth, mid-Earth, 
geosynchronous, and highly elliptical orbits. They 
will integrate advanced infrared technology, en-
hanced ground processing capabilities, and in-
creased interoperability with allied missile warn-
ing networks.

Communications. Satellite communications 
provide critical infrastructure for both military 
and civilian applications. At geosynchronous orbit, 
satellites maintain a fixed position relative to the 
Earth’s surface, ensuring continuous coverage and 
reliable communication links for strategic com-
mand and control and secure data transmission. 
Mid-Earth orbit satellites offer broader coverage 
and faster signal transmission, which are vital for 
real-time operations and global connectivity. Low-
Earth orbit satellites, with their closer proximity 
to the Earth, support modern demands for rapid 
data exchange and internet services by enabling 
high-speed communication with minimal latency. 
Together, these satellite systems underpin such es-
sential services as GPS, weather forecasting, tele-
communications, and emergency response and help 
to promote significant economic activity and foster 
global trade.

The United States Space Force operates a vari-
ety of satellites in support of strategic and tactical 
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communication as well as broadcast service. The 
current strategic communication satellite systems 
include MILSTAR (Military Strategic and Tactical 
Relay); AEHF (Advanced Extremely High Frequen-
cy); ESS (Evolved Strategic SATCOM); and EPS 
(Enhanced Polar System).

Operated by Space Delta 8 at Schriever Space 
Force Base in Colorado, “MILSTAR provides the 
President, Secretary of Defense, and America’s 
armed forces with assured, survivable satellite 
communications (SATCOM) with low probability 
of interception and detection, and is designed to 
operate through contested environments.”29

AEHF is the follow-on to MILSTAR and provides 
survivable, global, secure, protected, and jam-re-
sistant communications for high-priority military 
ground, sea, and air assets. AEHF enables the De-
partment of War to control tactical and strategic 
forces through all levels of conflict. It provides 
connectivity across the spectrum of mission areas, 
including land, air, and naval warfare; special oper-
ations; strategic nuclear operations; strategic de-
fense; theater missile defense; and space operations 
and intelligence. Multiple international partners 
support the AEHF program.30

ESS will eventually replace the AEHF satel-
lite constellation. The new system is projected 
to provide critical jam-resistant communication 
channels for the National Command Authorities 
and deployed forces worldwide, even in the North 
Polar region—a capability that the current system 
lacks. The Space Force plans to start production in 
2025 and field the constellation by 2030. The ESS 
constellation will include at least four satellites in 
geosynchronous and highly elliptical orbits.31

The Space Force’s tactical SATCOM capabilities 
are essential for maintaining resilient and secure 
communication links in diverse operational envi-
ronments. The Wideband Global SATCOM (WGS) 
system plays a pivotal role in this framework by 
providing high-capacity data transmission for mil-
itary and government users worldwide. Currently, 
10 WGS satellites, positioned in geosynchronous 
orbit, offer both X-band and Ka-band communica-
tion capabilities, enabling flexible and reliable con-
nectivity for tactical and strategic missions. Two ad-
ditional WGS satellites are in development. These 
satellites support a range of applications, including 
battlefield coordination, intelligence dissemination, 
and logistical support, to ensure that U.S. forces 

and their allies can maintain robust communica-
tions even in contested or remote areas. The WGS 
program is funded and supported by several allied 
nations including Canada, Australia, Denmark, Lux-
embourg, and the Netherlands.32

The WGS system consists of three princi-
pal segments:

	l The Space Segment (satellites), a constellation 
of satellites in geosynchronous orbit;

	l The Control Segment (operators), which con-
sists of the Delta 8 squadrons and resources for 
the planning, management, and control of the 
constellation; and

	l The Terminal Segment (users), which con-
sists of thousands of fixed, transportable, 
ground-mobile, air-mobile, ship-based SAT-
COM terminals with antennas the diameters of 
which range from about half a meter to almost 
20 meters in size.33

Narrow-band satellite communications are a 
crucial component of the Space Force’s strategic 
and tactical communications architecture. They 
provide reliable and secure communication chan-
nels in bandwidth-constrained environments, a 
capability that is essential for a range of users, in-
cluding ground troops, special operations forces, 
and maritime units, who require dependable com-
munication links in diverse and often contested op-
erational settings. The Space Force operates several 
narrow-band satellite communication programs, 
including FLEETSATCOM, UHF Follow-on (UFO), 
and the Mobile User Objective System (MUOS).34

FLEETSATCOM, the initial narrow-band SAT-
COM system, consists of a single operational sat-
ellite in geosynchronous orbit that provides vital 
communication links for naval and tactical forces. 
The operational satellites of the UHF Follow-on 
program, which succeeded FLEETSATCOM, offer 
enhanced reliability and coverage. These satellites 
support a wide array of users, from individual sol-
diers to entire fleet units, enabling coordinated and 
effective operations across the globe.35

The latest advancement in narrow-band commu-
nications is the MUOS program, which includes five 
operational satellites designed to provide next-gen-
eration capabilities. By enhancing communication 
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capacity and flexibility, MUOS ensures that users 
can maintain connectivity even in the most chal-
lenging environments.36

The Space Development Agency (SDA) is cur-
rently advancing its plans to develop and deploy 
a constellation of low-Earth orbit (LEO) satellites 
called the Proliferated Warfighter Space Architec-
ture (PWSA). The initial instantiation of PWSA, 
Tranche 1, is planned to include over 150 satellites 
to provide tactical communication and missile 
warning. The SDA operates several test and pro-
totype satellites in LEO, demonstrating essential 
communication links for strategic command, con-
trol, and secure data transmission.37 Currently, the 
Department of the Air Force and U.S. Space Force 
are reassessing their SDA plans, and the future of 
the SDA effort is uncertain.38

In addition to dedicated military satellite com-
munication systems, the U.S. military relies increas-
ingly on commercial communication satellite ser-
vices to enhance its operational capabilities.39 These 
services include satellites in geostationary, medi-
um-Earth, and low-Earth orbits, which offer vari-
ous advantages in terms of coverage, latency, and 
data transmission rates. Approximately 40 percent 
of military communications is facilitated through 
commercial satellites, highlighting their crucial role 
in augmenting the military’s capacity for resilient 
and secure communications across the globe.40

Weather. Weather satellites serve as indispens-
able tools for military, civil, and commercial activ-
ities by providing critical data that ensure safety, 
efficiency, and strategic advantage. For military 
operations, these satellites offer real-time weather 
information that is crucial for planning and execut-
ing missions, especially in diverse and challenging 
environments. Civil authorities, including disaster 
response agencies, rely on weather satellite data to 
predict and mitigate the impacts of natural disas-
ters, which helps to ensure public safety and timely 
emergency response. Commercial enterprises, par-
ticularly those in sectors like agriculture, aviation, 
and maritime, use weather forecasts to optimize 
operations, reduce risks, and enhance productivi-
ty. The comprehensive insights offered by weather 
satellites not only aid in immediate decision-mak-
ing, but also contribute to long-term planning and 
sustainability efforts across various fields.

The U.S. Space Force operates multiple weath-
er satellites that provide vital support for both 

military and civil operations. These satellites are 
strategically positioned in geostationary and polar 
low-Earth orbits to deliver comprehensive and re-
al-time meteorological data. Military users such as 
ground troops, aviation units, and naval forces use 
the indispensable insights into weather patterns, 
climate conditions, and environmental changes 
provided by the satellites to plan and execute their 
missions with precision and safety.

The Defense Meteorological Satellite Program 
(DMSP) includes two operational satellites in 
sun-synchronous, low-Earth polar orbits at an al-
titude of approximately 450 miles.41 The primary 
weather sensor is an optical system that provides 

“continuous visual and infrared imagery of cloud 
cover over an area approximately 1,600 miles wide.” 
The satellites provide global coverage of weather 
features every 14 hours. Additional DMSP sensors 

“measure atmospheric vertical profiles of moisture 
and temperature.” Military weather forecasters 
use this information to detect weather patterns 
and track existing weather phenomena including 
fog, thunderstorms, dust and sandstorms, and trop-
ical cyclones. Other DMSP sensors measure space 
weather such as charged particles, electromagnetic 
fields, and ionospheric characteristics to “track the 
impact of the natural environment on ballistic-mis-
sile early warning radar systems, long-range com-
munications, and satellite communications.”42

The first Weather System Follow-on–Microwave 
(WSF-M) satellite was launched in April 2024 and 
measures “ocean surface winds, tropical cyclone 
intensity, sea ice, soil moisture, and snow depth, 
as well as low Earth orbit (LEO) energetic charged 
particles.”43

The Space Force also operates weather satellites 
in geostationary orbit that previously were operat-
ed by NOAA. The satellites use an existing Remote 
Ground Station in Western Australia that was put in 
place in 2020 to support the mission. NOAA oper-
ates the satellites on behalf of the Space Force from 
the NOAA Satellite Operations Facility in Suitland, 
Maryland, and Wallops Command and Data Acqui-
sition Station in Wallops Island, Virginia.44

Tactical Surveillance, Reconnaissance, and 
Tracking. Historically, the Air Force and now the 
Space Force have not developed and operated ISR 
satellites. This mission has been within the purview 
of the NRO. More recently, the Space Force and the 
NRO have established a collaborative arrangement 
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to field and operate a constellation of satellites 
to develop the Ground Moving Target Indicator 
(GMTI), a mission previously met by the now-re-
tired Air Force E-8C aircraft’s Joint Surveillance 
Target Attack Radar System (JSTARS) program.45

Unrelated to the GMTI mission, the Space Force 
and the NRO are developing an arrangement to 
improve sharing of commercial satellite ISR prod-
ucts with the terrestrial warfighter.46 Scores of 
existing commercial ISR satellites could provide 
support to U.S. and allied warfighters. Companies 
provide electro-optical, radar, and radio frequency 
geo-location.47

Space Domain Awareness. The U.S. Space 
Force conducts Space Domain Awareness to mon-
itor and assess the space environment, supporting 
the safety and security of space operations and 
facilitating offensive and defensive space control 
operations. This mission is supported by a network 
of sophisticated ground-based and space-based sys-
tems. Key ground-based systems include a wide 
variety of geographically dispersed telescopes and 
radars.48 Space-based systems include the Space-
Based Surveillance System (SBSS)49 and Geosyn-
chronous Space Situational Awareness Program 
(GSSAP).50 These ground-based and space-based 
capabilities comprise the Space Surveillance Net-
work (SSN), which tracks space objects, predicts po-
tential collisions, warns of potential hostile actions, 
and enables offensive action.

Offensive and Defensive Space Control. The 
Space Force’s role in space control includes both of-
fensive and defensive operations, providing free-
dom of action in space while also protecting U.S. 
space assets from adversary interference. Offen-
sive space control aims to prevent adversaries from 
using space capabilities against the U.S.; defensive 
space control focuses on protecting U.S. space sys-
tems from attack or interference.51 According to the 
current Chief of Space Operations, “Domain con-
trol is the special province of warfighters, a unique 
responsibility that only military services hold…. It 
is the thing that distinguishes the Navy from the 
merchant marine and the Air Force from South-
west Airlines. It is the purpose of the Space Force 
to achieve space superiority.”52

Specific capabilities to control the domain are 
generally classified, but open-source reporting on 
the adversary sheds light on the types of offensive 
capabilities the U.S. Space Force might pursue. Such 

capabilities could include ground or sea-based di-
rect ascent missiles; powerful lasers to dazzle or 
damage satellite sensors and components; on-or-
bit kinetic, electromagnetic, and directed energy 
weapons; and cyber tools to interfere with adver-
sary satellite command and control. The Space 
Force acknowledges ground-based capabilities to 
jam adversary satellites.53

Launch. Space launch serves as the gateway to 
deployment of satellites that enable communica-
tions, navigation, weather forecasting, and surveil-
lance capabilities that are vital to both civilian and 
military operations. These launches ensure that the 
United States maintains its strategic edge in space 
by allowing for the monitoring of potential threats, 
rapid response to emerging situations, and the ad-
vancement of technological innovations that drive 
economic growth.

The U.S. Space Force owns and operates two 
launch bases and related ranges: Cape Canaveral 
Space Force Station on the east coast of Florida 
and Vandenberg Space Force Base on the central 
coast of California. Space Force procures launches 
from commercial providers to put national security 
satellites into space. Technological innovation in 
launch vehicles (rockets) and launch range oper-
ations has dramatically reduced the cost of launch 
and increased launch range capacity. These devel-
opments reduce financial barriers for both satellite 
and launch companies and allow government to 
develop and field large constellations of relatively 
small and relatively inexpensive satellites for na-
tional security.54

Satellite Command and Control. The Space 
Force operates the Satellite Control Network, a sys-
tem of 19 antennas around the globe that supports 
launch and day-to-day control of U.S. government 
satellites, including both defense and Intelligence 
Community satellites. According to the GAO, in-
creasing demand could compromise satellite 
missions, and the system is in need of significant 
modernization.55

Test and Experimentation Satellites. The 
Space Force routinely launches satellites to test 
new technologies, tactics, techniques, and proce-
dures. Among the more notable is the X-37B Orbit-
al Test Vehicle, an unmanned reusable space plane. 
Two of these spacecraft have flown at least seven 
times in both low-Earth and highly elliptical orbits 
and have remained in space for as long as 908 days.56
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Space Force Budget
The FY 2025 enacted budget for the Space Force 

was $28.7 billion, a decrease of $0.6 billion from the 
FY 2024 budget and $800 million less than request-
ed.57 The total requested for FY 2026—which nota-
bly includes $13.8 billion provided by the One Big 
Beautiful Bill reconciliation legislation signed into 
law on July 4, 202558—is $40.2 billion, an increase 
of more than $11 billion over the FY 2025 enacted 
amount.59 The nation needs to sustain a Space Force 
budget of at least this magnitude.

The FY 2025 Operation and Maintenance 
(O&M) budget of $5.2 billion is about 18 percent of 
total Space Force funding. The budget funds 81 per-
cent of Weapon System Sustainment requirements 
and a 2 percent civilian pay raise. It also “sustains 
mission operations and supports headquarters and 
field commands for doctrine development, warfare, 
intelligence, and professional military education.”60

The FY 2025 Military Personnel (MILPERS) 
budget reflects 4 percent of the budget at $1.2 bil-
lion. It includes “end strength growth from 9,400 
military authorizations to 9,800 military authori-
zations” and “a 4.5% pay raise, 4.2% Basic Allow-
ance for Housing, and 3.4% Basic Allowance for 
Subsistence.”61 The FY 2026 budget request for 
Space Force MILPERS is $1.5 billion.62 It increases 
military authorizations end strength to 10,400 and 
includes “an across-the-board 3.8 percent pay raise, 
an increase of 4.2 percent for Basic Allowance for 
Housing, and 3.4 percent for Subsistence.”63

The FY 2025 Research, Development, Test & Eval-
uation (RDT&E) budget of $18.7 billion is the largest 
portion of the Space Force’s annual funding—almost 
64 percent of the total. It includes “funding for Resil-
ient Missile Warning/Missile Tracking capabilities, 
Space Technology Development and Prototyping, 
Ground/Space Domain Awareness, Next-Genera-
tion Overhead Persistent Infrared (OPIR), Evolved 
Strategic Satellite Communication (SATCOM) (ESS), 
Protected Tactical SATCOM (PTS), and Tech Transi-
tion (Space).”64 The FY 2026 budget request includes 
$15.5 billion (a decrease of ~$3 billion), but the One 
Big Beautiful Bill Act adds $13.5 billion for a total of 
$29 billion.65 Much of this increase will likely fund el-
ements of the Golden Dome with money specified for 

“Long Range Kill Chains;” “Resilient Missile Warning 
Missile Tracking—Low Earth Orbit (LEO);” and “Re-
silient Missile Warning Missile Tracking—Medium 
Earth Orbit (MEO).”66

The FY 2025 $4.3 billion Procurement budget 
reflects approximately 15 percent of total Space 
Force funding. It “funds acquisition of space vehi-
cles and terminals, ground control systems, launch 
services for seven National Security Space Launch-
es and four SDA launches, and related communi-
cations security and training products.”67 The FY 
2026 budget request for Space Force procurement 
is $0.9 billion less than FY 2025’s at $3.4 billion.68 
The decrease reflects three fewer National Security 
Space Launches than in the prior year.
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Although the FY 2025 Space Force budget is al-
most twice as large as the initial FY 2020 budget, 
most of this increase reflects consolidation of other 
funding previously managed by the Air Force, Navy, 
Army, and Space Development Agency. The Chair-
man of the House Appropriations Subcommittee on 
Defense expressed skepticism as to whether the FY 
2025 Space Force budget request would keep pace 
with the capabilities needed.69

Space Threats
Any discussion of space threats must include 

the threats against U.S. and allied space capabili-
ties (threats to space) and the threats against U.S. 
and allied terrestrial capabilities posed by adversary 
space systems (threats from space).

Threats to Space. For many decades, the De-
partment of Defense recognized that adversaries 
could threaten U.S. space capabilities through a 
variety of ground-based and space-based capa-
bilities. These threats include kinetic attacks and 
cyberattacks against ground infrastructure such 
as launch infrastructure, command-and-control 
antennas, and missile warning radars; the use of 
lasers to blind, damage, or destroy satellites; elec-
tronic warfare to jam ground-to-space, space-to-
ground, and space-to-space communication and 
command-and-control links; ground-based kinet-
ic attacks (missiles) against satellites; space-based 
kinetic attacks from one satellite to another; and 
the use of nuclear weapons in space (an exo-atmo-
spheric explosion that instantly destroys systems 
and creates a nuclear environment that disrupts 
and destroys satellites over time).

China. According to the U.S. Space Force, “China 
is the PACING CHALLENGE and is rapidly improv-
ing its space capabilities to TRACK & TARGET U.S. 
military forces. China & Russia are pursuing a wide 
range of counterspace capabilities to DISRUPT & 
DEGRADE U.S. space capabilities.” The Space Force 
assesses that “[t]he People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 
expects space to play an important role in future 
conflicts by enabling long-range precision strikes 
and denying other militaries the use of space-based 
information.” In addition, “the PLA likely sees coun-
terspace operations as means to deter and counter 
U.S. military intervention in a regional conflict.”70

In 2007, China used a direct-ascent antisatellite 
missile (DA-ASAT) to destroy one of its defunct 
weather satellites in low-Earth orbit, “creating 

more than 2,700 pieces of trackable debris that 
remain in orbit.” Since 2007, China has advanced 
that missile “into an operational system intended 
to target LEO satellites.” In addition:

	l China likely intends to field ASAT weapons 
capable of destroying satellites up to geosyn-
chronous altitudes, effectively holding at risk 
all U.S. and allied satellites.

	l China is developing satellite “inspection and 
repair” systems which could have a dual-use 
function as weapons. In January 2022, the Chi-
nese Shijian-21 satellite moved a non-function-
ing Chinese navigation satellite to a “graveyard 
orbit” above the geosynchronous belt. This 
technology could be used in future systems to 
grapple and move U.S. and allied satellites.

	l The Space Force has observed many Chinese 
experimental satellites conducting “unusual, 
large, and rapid maneuvers” in the geosyn-
chronous belt. These are tactics that “could 
have several military applications.”

	l China “has multiple ground-based laser 
weapons able to disrupt, degrade, or damage 
satellite sensors.” The Space Force believes 
that China “could have higher-power systems 
able to damage satellite structures” later 
this decade.

	l Chinese military exercises routinely include 
jamming “against space-based communica-
tions, radars, and navigation systems like GPS.” 
The Space Force also believes that China “may 
be developing jammers to target SATCOM 
over a range of frequencies, including U.S. 
military protected extremely-high-frequency 
(EHF) systems.”71

Russia. Russia continues to develop, test, and de-
ploy counterspace systems “to take advantage of a 
perceived vulnerability of U.S. military dependence 
on space.” For example:

	l In November 2021, Russia tested a DA-ASAT 
missile against a non-operational Soviet satel-
lite in low-Earth orbit, “creating 1,500 pieces of 
trackable debris.”
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	l A large missile observed on a MiG-31 aircraft in 
2018 “may be related to an air-launched ASAT 
missile…that will be ‘capable of destroying 
targets in near-space.’”

	l Russia has deployed several orbital ASAT pro-
totypes in low-Earth orbit in 2017, 2019, 2022, 
2024, and 2025. “The four most recent were all 
placed in orbits matching those of U.S. national 
security satellites, and one ejected an object 
near a Russian satellite while testing a space-
based ASAT weapon.”

	l Starting in 2018, “Russia deployed laser weap-
ons to five strategic missile divisions.” The sys-
tem is intended to “mask missile deployments 
by blinding satellite sensors.” The Space Force 
believes “Russia may deploy more powerful 
lasers by 2030.”

	l Russia is “developing an ASAT capability using 
a satellite designed to carry a nuclear weapon.”

	l Russia told international regulators in 2025 
that “it considered European satellites aiding 
Ukraine’s military as ‘legitimate targets,’” 
and its “continuing electronic attacks on 
GPS and SATCOM across Europe have been 
called ‘extremely worrisome and unaccept-
able[’] by the International Telecommunica-
tions Union.”72

Threats from Space. U.S. adversaries, particu-
larly China and Russia, understand the value that 
space provides to terrestrial warfighting and have 
developed significant capabilities to communicate, 
sense the battlefield, provide navigation, and target 
U.S. and allied forces in conflict.

China. According to the Space Force, “CHI-
NA’s ambitious space program is…key to Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) plans for a powerful and 
prosperous nation” and, as noted above, is expect-
ed “to play an important role in future conflicts 
by enabling long-range precision strikes and by 
denying other militaries the use of space-based 
information.”73

In 2015, the CCP “organized its military space 
capabilities under the newly-established Aerospace 
Force which was subsequently aligned under the 
Central Military Commission in Beijing.” By July 

2025, China had conducted 42 space launches, 41 of 
which were successful, and had placed 112 payloads 
into orbit, 17 percent of which “were intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance capable satellites.” 
In addition:

	l “Since the end of 2015, China’s on-orbit pres-
ence has grown by approximately 927% (+1,049 
satellites). As of July 2025, China had more 
than 1,189 satellites in orbit.”

	l The Chinese military “benefits from 510+ 
ISR-capable satellites with optical, multi-
spectral, radar, and radio frequency sensors, 
increasing its ability to detect U.S. aircraft 
carriers, expeditionary forces, and air wings.”

	l China’s “improving space-based capabilities 
combine with its growing arsenal of stand-
off weaponry to enable long-range precision 
strikes against U.S. and allied forces.”

	l “China has launched three reusable space-
planes that released unidentified objects.” 
They were in orbit for two days, more than 
nine months, and almost nine months, 
respectively.74

Russia. According to the Space Force, “Russia 
has one of the world’s largest space programs and 
is among the world’s most capable space actors. Its 
experience and pedigree are unmatched outside the 
U.S.” Moreover, “Russia views space as a warfight-
ing domain and believes space supremacy will be a 
decisive factor in future conflicts.”75

Russia’s military space capabilities and person-
nel were integrated into the Aerospace Forces in 
2015, “in part to better integrate space-based capa-
bilities into larger operations.” More recently, its 
space technology has declined as a result of such 
problems as funding shortfalls and growing inter-
national isolation. Moscow still hopes to maintain 
its constellations and develop next-generation ca-
pabilities. However:

	l Russia conducted only 17 launches in 2024 
and “remained largely absent from the inter-
national launch market, launching only five 
foreign payloads.”
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	l Despite its expertise in rocket engines and 
space launch, Russia increasingly lags behind 
the U.S. and China in launch activity.

	l Russia operates some of the world’s most capa-
ble ISR satellites for optical imagery, SIGINT, 
and missile warning but relies increasingly on 
civil and commercial satellites. Russian private 
military companies, for example, have pur-
chased imagery from Chinese company Space-
ty to support combat operations in Ukraine.76

Readiness
Any discussion of military readiness should be-

gin with a fundamental question: “Ready for what?” 
Historically, the U.S. Space Force and the earlier 
space forces of the Air Force, Army, and Navy have 
maintained high levels of readiness to operate in a 
benign, uncontested environment. However, the 
Space Force is not ready to operate successfully in a 
contested space environment. Current Space Force 
capabilities are vulnerable to myriad adversary 
counterspace systems, and the Space Force does 
not have sufficient capacity or capability to hold 
adversary space systems at risk.

The Space Force has taken and continues to 
take steps to address this situation. There is a Field 
Command (Space Training and Readiness Com-
mand) dedicated to the task of implementing robust 
training and developing the tactics, techniques, and 
procedures necessary to operate during wartime. 
The proposed Space Futures Command would de-
fine the set of resilient capabilities as well as offen-
sive and defensive space control capabilities nec-
essary to operate in and through a contested space 
environment. The Space Development Agency is 
fielding a constellation of data transport and threat 
tracking satellites that are inherently resilient to 
many adversary threats.

All of this action is warranted, but significant 
additional resources and people will be required. 
Flat budgets of approximately $30 billion are not 
enough to address the readiness challenges that the 
Space Force must confront.

Future Capabilities, Challenges, and Issues
Future Space-based Capabilities. The Space 

Force is being asked to take on new missions to sup-
port the Joint Force. In addition to traditional Com-
munication, Position/Navigation/Timing, Weather, 

and Missile Warning missions, the Space Force is 
collaborating with the Intelligence Community to 
develop and operate a constellation of radar satel-
lites to track ground-based and sea-based moving 
targets. Heretofore, this mission was accomplished 
by the now-retired Joint Surveillance Target Attack 
System (JSTARS) E-8 aircraft. The Air Force and 
Space Force are also considering how the Space 
Force can support the Air Battle Management mis-
sion currently conducted by the Airborne Warning 
and Control System (AWACS) E-3 Sentry aircraft.77

The Space Force might consider global logistics 
as an additional mission in the coming years. As 
the price of launch continues to drop and launch-
es become increasingly routine, using rockets to 
move material and even manpower becomes prac-
tical. Suborbital launches could move critical ma-
terial to any place on the planet within a couple of 
dozen minutes.78

The Space Force might also consider applying 
kinetic or electromagnetic force from space to the 
air, land, and maritime domains. China has already 
demonstrated the capability to do so with its launch 
and reentry of a hypersonic test vehicle.79 Such 

“force application” capabilities are not prohibited by 
existing treaties, although they might be perceived 
as destabilizing.

An Expanding Area of Responsibility (AOR). 
Historically, the Space Force and its predecessors 
have operated in relatively near-Earth space—out 
to approximately 22,500 miles above the Earth’s 
surface. Both the PRC and the U.S. are now devot-
ing increasing attention to the environment that 
extends to the moon—approximately 275,000 
miles away—commonly called the “cislunar space.” 
Both nations recognize the geopolitical, military, 
and potential economic value of operating be-
yond the traditional near-Earth altitudes.80 This 
emerging recognition presents significant techni-
cal and budgetary challenges that the Space Force 
will need to address in the coming years. For now, 
the men and women of the Space Force will have 
their hands full satisfying the Joint Force’s needs 
and ensuring dominance of the traditional near-
Earth Space AOR.

Acquisition Reform. The current House ver-
sion of the FY 2026 NDAA focuses significant atten-
tion on acquisition reform. Key themes include de-
livering capabilities at speed and scale, revitalizing 
the defense industrial base, leveraging commercial 
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innovation, and developing a mission-oriented de-
fense acquisition workforce.81

All of these themes are applicable to space ac-
quisition, and many are underway. The Space De-
velopment Agency has made significant progress in 
delivering space capabilities at speed and scale. On 
September 10, 2025, the SDA launched 21 “Tranche 
1” data transport spacecraft into low-Earth orbit. 
The agency plans to launch the remaining 120-plus 
Tranche 1 data transport and missile warning and 
tracking satellites over the next couple of years.82

In April 2024, the Space Force published the 
“U.S. Space Force Commercial Space Strategy.” In 
the foreword to the document, the CSO and Assis-
tant Secretary of the Air Force for Space Acquisition 
and Integration wrote that:

In this increasingly congested and contested 
space domain, we must seize the opportunity 
to capitalize on significant innovative com-
mercial space solutions. As outlined in the 
National Defense Strategy (NDS), we must tap 
into the spirit of American entrepreneurship, 
innovation, and vibrant competitive markets 
to be successful and sustain our competitive 
advantage across the spectrum of conflict in 
this era of Great Power Competition.83

Additionally, the Space Force is organizing its 
forces into “Mission Deltas.” According to the 
Space Force:

Mission Deltas oversee all aspects of mission 
area functions—people, training, equipment 
and combat sustainment. The MD frame-
work consolidates the units in SpOC [Space 
Operations Command, now Combat Forces 
Command] that perform crew force opera-
tions, cyber defense and intelligence support 
with the program offices in Space Systems 
Command that perform Level 1 and Level 2 
maintenance, operational enhancements and 
application-layer software development.84

This organizational construct will help to rein-
force the NDAA goal of developing a mission-ori-
ented defense acquisition workforce.

However, while all of these internal Space Force 
reforms are laudable, there is much more to be done. 
The department’s most senior leadership must 
foster an environment that prudently accepts and 
manages risk. Congressional oversight must ac-
count for the need to “fail forward.” Otherwise, ac-
quisition professionals will default to risk aversion 
and process compliance.

Potential Organizational Changes. There 
are several important organizational changes that 
Congress, the President, and the War Department 
might do well to consider in the coming years. The 
first would be to make the service a department sep-
arate from the Department of the Air Force. Propo-
nents of such a change argue that there is a need for 
dedicated senior leadership (Secretary and Under 
Secretary of the Space Force); dedicated support 
functions (manpower, environment and engineer-
ing, financial management, legislative liaison, gen-
eral counsel, surgeon general, etc.); and champions 
for budget. Supporters of the status quo argue that 
recent and current Secretaries of the Air Force have 
been staunch supporters of the new service and that 
adding support functions would be an unnecessary 
growth in staff and bureaucracy with a negative re-
turn on investment.85

The second potential organizational change 
would be to combine the National Reconnaissance 
Office and the Space Force into a single organiza-
tion. Perceived benefits of such an arrangement 
would include closer collaboration on space ac-
quisition and operations; improved intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance support for the 
Joint Force; and reduced bureaucracy. Arguments 
for maintaining separate organizations focus on the 
need to satisfy national requirements of the Intel-
ligence Community, the complexity of the current 
NRO budget sources and processes, and existing 
congressional oversight committee jurisdiction.86
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Scoring the U.S. Space Force
Capacity Score: Marginal

The current capacity of the U.S. Space Force is 
sufficient in certain areas and inadequate in others. 
There are sufficient numbers of satellites providing 
PNT and missile warning. Additional communica-
tion, weather, and space domain awareness satel-
lites are necessary to support terrestrial and space 
operations. Ground infrastructure supporting satel-
lite command and control and space domain aware-
ness is insufficient. Based on publicly available un-
classified information, the Space Force has little to 
no capacity to protect existing and planned space 
systems. It also is woefully short of the resources 
required to hold adversary space systems at risk.

Capability Score: Marginal
The Space Force maintains and operates many 

highly capable systems. Its current communica-
tion, weather, PNT, and missile warning systems 
provide extraordinary capability. However, the Air 
Force has divested the Ground Moving Target Indi-
cator mission, and there are no Space Force space 
systems to satisfy this mission. The Air Force will 
likely continue to divest certain missions historical-
ly conducted from the air that are no longer tenable 
in a contested air domain. The Space Force must be 
funded properly to develop and procure these capa-
bilities. Additionally, the Space Force is years away 
from fielding the data transportation capability that 
is needed to support a way of war that remains de-
pendent on a vast network of sensors, shooters, and 
decision-makers. Finally, the Space Force does not 
have the capability that is needed to protect U.S. 
space systems and hold adversary systems at risk.

Readiness Score: Weak
Previous versions of this assessment scored 

Space Force readiness as “Marginal.” Space Force 
readiness has deteriorated both because of the 
increasing capability and capacity of the adver-
sary and because of the increased likelihood that 
the adversary will seek to disrupt and destroy U.S. 
space capabilities. Put simply, the Space Force is 
not ready to operate in a contested environment. 
It is likely that any conflict with a major adversary 
will begin in space. Most of today’s Space Force 
capabilities are highly effective in an uncontested 

environment, but unlike the other services, whose 
readiness challenges can be addressed by additional 
training, exercises, and improved maintenance, the 
Space Force lacks the capacity and capability to be 
ready for conflict in space.

Overall Assessment: Marginal
The Space Force is woefully short of the resourc-

es required to hold adversary space systems at risk 
and is not ready to operate in a contested environ-
ment even though conflict with a major adversary 
will likely begin in space. While most of its current 
capabilities are highly effective in an uncontested 
environment, the Space Force lacks the capacity 
and capability to be ready for conflict in space. The 
Space Force is years away from fielding the data 
transportation capability that is needed to sup-
port a way of war that remains dependent on a vast 
network of sensors, shooters, and decision-mak-
ers. Space Force readiness has deteriorated both 
because of the increasing capability and capacity 
of the adversary and because of the increased like-
lihood that the adversary will seek to disrupt and 
destroy U.S. space capabilities. While still capable, 
for these and many other reasons, the Space Force 
is assessed as “Marginal.”

Policy Recommendations
Consistent with the criticality of the Space 

Force’s function in our nation’s way of war, coupled 
with the need to resource and organize most effec-
tively, the President should:

	l Re-energize the National Space Council. 
The first Trump Administration used the 
National Space Council to drive key organi-
zational and cultural change, including the 
creation of U.S. Space Command and the U.S. 
Space Force. Given the multitude of chal-
lenges the nation faces, the President should 
direct the Vice President to lead the National 
Space Council.

	l Develop a national vision and strategy for 
space. The President’s leadership is vital if the 
nation is to realize the necessary space capa-
bilities, innovation, collaboration with allies, 
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acquisition reform, and cultural change. In 
his first Administration, the President signed 
a number of critical space policy documents. 
Each one should be reviewed and, as necessary, 
updated or rewritten.

	l Emphasize the importance of space to 
deterrence. The President should consider 
a declaratory statement regarding the im-
portance of space-based capabilities and how 
the U.S. will consider both kinetic attacks and 
non-kinetic interference with such systems. 
Additionally, Congress should direct the 
Department of War to provide an unclassi-
fied report (with an appropriately classified 
annex) on how robust offensive space control 
capabilities can deny adversaries the benefits 
of space and how a declaratory policy and 

acknowledged set of capabilities can deter 
adversary hostile actions in space, at sea, in the 
air, on the ground, and in cyberspace.

For its part, Congress should:

	l Order an assessment of Space Force 
readiness. Congress should direct the Chief 
of Space Operations to provide a detailed 
classified report on the state of Space Force 
readiness to operate in and through an increas-
ingly contested domain. The report should 
identify shortfalls and a plan to establish high 
levels of readiness consistent with a multi-
tude of emerging and evolving threats to U.S. 
national security, civil, and commercial space 
capabilities.

U.S. Military Power: Space Force

VERY WEAK WEAK MARGINAL STRONG VERY STRONG

Capacity %

Capability %

Readiness %

OVERALL %

ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.
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	l Pursue organizational opportunities. Con-
gress should hold hearings and direct reports 
on the Department of War’s plans to consider 
such Space Force organizational opportuni-
ties as establishing a Space National Guard; 
raising the U.S. Space Force to a Secretary-led 
department on organizational par with the 
Departments of the Army, Navy, and Air Force; 
and combining the U.S. Space Force with the 
National Reconnaissance Office. The hear-
ings and reports should include detailed costs 
and benefits.

	l Require the executive branch to report on 
progress in promoting competition and 
commercial capabilities. Congress should 
direct the Chief of Space Operations and the 
Secretary of the Air Force to report on the 
progress implementing their plan to integrate 
commercial capability into Space Force archi-
tectures and operations. Congress should also 
direct the Secretary of War to report on the 
need for and plan to ensure a robust competi-
tive space industry environment to drive down 
costs and drive up innovation.
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America’s Strategic Deterrent
Robert Peters

Introduction
After decades of neglect, the United States is 

finally building new missiles, new bombers, new 
submarines, and—most important—new nuclear 
warheads. This massive nuclear modernization is 
driven by China’s “breathtaking” nuclear breakout,1 
Russia’s 10-to-1 advantage over the United States in 
non-strategic nuclear weapons, the breakdown in 
arms control following China’s refusal to engage in 
any forms of arms control or strategic stability dis-
cussions and Russia’s abrogation of the New START 
and Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces treaties, 
and lesser nuclear threats that include the ever-ad-
vancing North Korean nuclear program and even 
Pakistan’s nuclear buildup, which includes the pur-
suit of nuclear-capable missiles with the potential 
to hit targets in North America.

Although this deterioration in the security en-
vironment is bad enough, the U.S. nuclear modern-
ization program is not going well. The United States 
is years behind schedule on fielding the Sentinel 
missile, the Columbia-class submarine, and new 
nuclear warheads; as of 2025, the National Nucle-
ar Security Administration (NNSA) was nine years 
behind schedule in producing new plutonium pits, 
the fissile core of a nuclear weapon; and the United 
States still does not have a credible non-strategic 
nuclear option forward deployed in the Indo-Pa-
cific theater despite the Chinese and North Korean 
nuclear buildups.

For these reasons, the U.S. deterrent is a mixed 
bag. America’s strategic deterrent remains strong, 
but the ability of the U.S. to deter multiple nucle-
ar-armed peers at the strategic level, as well as at 
the theater non-strategic level, will come under 
increasing strain. Accordingly, the U.S. strategic 
deterrent earns a very mixed rating.

History of America’s Nuclear Deterrent
Born of the Second World War, America’s nucle-

ar deterrent remains the cornerstone and ultimate 
guarantor of American security.

Beginning in 1942, the Manhattan Project un-
folded at laboratories and facilities across America, 
from the University of Chicago to Oak Ridge, Ten-
nessee, and the mesas of Los Alamos, New Mexico. 
Academics, physicists, engineers, and military offi-
cers worked together to build the bombs that finally 
ended the Second World War.

The advent of the Cold War brought about larger 
arsenals of atomic weapons and new generations of 
ever more powerful weapons on a variety of plat-
forms and delivery systems. In time, the United 
States fielded tens of thousands of nuclear weapons 
designed to deter Communist aggression. By the 
end of the Cold War, the United States maintained 
a strategic triad of nuclear-capable bombers, nu-
clear-armed ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs), 
and intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) 
that could carry high-yield nuclear warheads to 
any target in the world. At the same time, it fielded 
shorter-range, lower-yield non-strategic weapons.

America’s strategic deterrent consists largely of 
the missiles, bombers, and weapons developed in 
the Cold War. This deterrent is undergoing a sig-
nificant modernization process, and that process 
has not gone well with significant cost and sched-
ule overruns.

The question then becomes: How credible is 
America’s strategic deterrent, and where does it 
need to be strengthened?

Capacity, Capabilities, and Readiness
As noted, America’s strategic deterrent consists 

of a triad of ICBMs, bombers, and ballistic missile 
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submarines. In addition, the United States main-
tains a small arsenal of non-strategic nuclear weap-
ons that are designed to deter limited nuclear attack.

ICBMs. The American intercontinental ballistic 
missile force consists of Minuteman III ICBMs dis-
persed across a number of states in 450 silos. These 
missiles are the most promptly responsive leg of the 
nuclear triad because of their constant readiness 
and direct communication with America’s leader-
ship. Their payload and speed also make their in-
terception by adversary missile defenses difficult.

Each ICBM is currently loaded with a single 
high-yield, highly accurate warhead that can hold 
targets at risk throughout Europe and Asia in less 
than an hour. Each missile also has the capacity to 
carry additional uploaded nuclear warheads if there 
should be a policy decision to upload.

The ability to launch the ICBM force promptly 
means that our adversaries cannot be sure that they 
will be able to destroy our ICBMs prior to a launch—
which means that even a large-scale nuclear strike 
on America’s ICBM force could fail to destroy the 
ICBMs and also trigger the large-scale American 
nuclear response that our adversaries were trying 
to avoid by targeting our ICBMs in the first place. In 
this sense, the ICBM force’s very existence contrib-
utes to deterrence and strategic stability because 
neither the United States nor an adversary has an 
incentive to launch a nuclear first strike on the oth-
er’s homeland.

Because the ICBMs are stationed in hardened 
silos, they are highly survivable against all but mul-
tiple strikes from high-yield nuclear warheads. This 
survivability means that our adversaries cannot de-
stroy a large number of our strategic bombers and 
ballistic missile submarines as part of an exquisite 
first strike without also committing significant (and 
nearly prohibitive) numbers of their high-end forc-
es to the neutralization of America’s missile fields. If 
the United States were to abandon its ICBM force, 
adversaries might be tempted to destroy our bomb-
ers and SSBNs while they are in garrison, thereby 
destroying a large percentage of America’s strategic 
deterrent with relatively few weapons as part of an 
exquisite first strike.

America’s Minuteman III force was first de-
ployed in 1970 with an expected service life of 
roughly 10 years.2 The last Minuteman was meant 
to retire during the Reagan Administration; how-
ever, for more than 30 years, the United States has 
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been using life extension programs (LEPs) to ex-
tend the Minuteman III’s service life. The Sentinel 
missile, the Minuteman III’s replacement, is sched-
uled to come online in the 2030s.3

Bombers. The air leg of America’s deterrent 
force consists of B-52 and B-2 nuclear-capable 
bombers. During the first Cold War, America’s stra-
tegic bombers were kept on day-to-day strip alert; 
today’s nuclear-capable bombers are de-alerted but 
remain ready to respond to crises and deterrence 
requirements.4

Bombers are not as prompt as the missile force 
and take hours to reach their target. This longer 
flight time between the decision to employ nucle-
ar weapons and the time of weapon on target gives 
policymakers the ability to recall bombers while in 
flight—a flexibility that is unique among America’s 
strategic deterrent capabilities.

Also, because bombers are globally deployable, 
they provide an important signaling capability that 
can be directed both at America’s allies, thus pro-
viding a visible assurance of America’s extended 
deterrence commitment to them, and at America’s 
adversaries as a visible demonstration of Ameri-
ca’s willingness to employ nuclear capabilities in 
defense of its interests and allies. The ability to de-
ploy nuclear-capable bombers forward visibly and 
openly can demonstrate will and ultimately de-es-
calate tensions in a region by signaling that America 
is willing to use force and that an adversary may be 
crossing a red line.

Bombers are also able to carry a variety of mu-
nitions, including standoff air-launched cruise mis-
siles, and a variety of gravity bombs with a number 
of different explosive yields. This flexibility in pay-
load makes bombers of particular utility in the mis-
sion as a hedge against uncertainty.

The totality of the bomber leg of the nuclear 
triad is currently modernizing with the B-61 Mod 
11 gravity bombs being replaced by the more ad-
vanced-yield B-61 Mod 12 bombs and the high-
yield B-83 gravity bombs being replaced by the 
B-61 Mod 13 bombs. The standoff air-launched 
cruise missile is being replaced by the Long-Range 
Standoff (LRSO) cruise missile, and the B-2 stealth 
bomber will be replaced by the B-21 Raider bomber 
later this decade. This modernization of the weap-
ons, missiles, and the bomber itself means that the 
bomber leg of the triad will be more survivable in 
a conflict and therefore more likely to carry out 

deterrence missions and deliver munitions suc-
cessfully if deterrence fails.5

Ballistic Missile Submarines. SSBNs equipped 
with Trident II (D5) submarine-launched ballistic 
missiles (SLBMs) are the backbone of America’s 
strategic deterrent. Taken as a whole, this sea-based 
leg of the triad is the most survivable component of 
America’s strategic deterrent. Patrolling the Pacific 
and Atlantic oceans, SSBNs are virtually undetect-
able, which means that even if an adversary could 
carry out a cataclysmic attack on the American 
homeland, the submarine force could respond with 
an assured second-strike capability.

The Ohio-class submarine force, which first 
entered service in 1981, is in the twilight of its ser-
vice life. The service life of these vessels, originally 
intended for 30 years, has been extended to more 
than 40 years.6 Further significant life extensions 
are not feasible beyond the emergency LEPs the 
Navy is currently considering as a stopgap mea-
sure. Beginning in the early 2030s, the Ohio-class 
submarines will be replaced by the next-generation 
Columbia-class submarines.7

Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons. Since the 
early days of the Cold War, the United States has 
forward deployed low-yield theater-range nucle-
ar weapons to nations on the front lines. Nuclear 
munitions were stored in Korea, and North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) pilots in Europe were 
trained to fly their nations’ dual-capable aircraft, 
which could carry and employ American nuclear 
weapons. This was called nuclear burden-sharing.

NATO allies continue to host American B-61 
nuclear gravity bombs to deter regional aggression. 
NATO allies are transitioning their Dual Capable 
Aircraft (DCA) squadrons from fourth-generation 
aircraft to fifth-generation F-35 DCA aircraft. Be-
cause of their stealthy nature, F-35s will have a 
greater chance of penetrating enemy air defenses 
and servicing relevant targets. This upgrade will 
enhance NATO’s deterrent posture in the face of 
Russian attempts at nuclear coercion. Therefore, 
the United States will maintain the ability to for-
ward deploy nuclear-capable bombers and U.S. and 
allied DCA globally.

In addition, the U.S. Departments of War and 
Energy will continue two programs established by 
the 2018 Nuclear Posture Review: the sea-launched 
cruise missile-nuclear (SLCM-N) and the low-yield 
SLBM. The SLCM-N is a major defense acquisition 
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program that is slated for fielding in 2035.8 It fills 
a hole in the U.S. arsenal that was created with the 
retiring of the TLAM-N nuclear Tomahawk cruise 
missile as directed by the 2010 Nuclear Posture 
Review.9 The SLCM-N will be launched from a 
submarine or surface vessel without having to rely 
on host nation support. It may have a range of be-
tween 1,000 and 2,000 nautical miles, making it an 
important intermediate-range, penetrating theater 
capability with a low-yield warhead.10

The SLCM-N will serve as a visible or overt as-
surance to allies in the Indo-Pacific and Europe. 
Its non-ballistic trajectory, combined with its 
non-visible generation characteristics, will give 
our adversaries pause and therefore contribute to 
America’s ability to deter strategic attacks on allies. 
The SLCM-N’s deployability to the Western Pacific 
or Europe during times of crisis would signal to our 
adversaries that, despite their theater nuclear ad-
vantage, they cannot use nuclear threats or nuclear 
employment to coerce or gain advantage without 
risking a U.S. theater nuclear response in kind.11

The United States should continue to field the 
W76-2, the low-yield SLBM introduced following 
the 2018 Nuclear Posture Review and meant to give 
the United States a prompt, low-yield nuclear op-
tion delivered through a ballistic trajectory, even 
after SLCM-N is fielded to ensure that America 
fields a deterrent that is diverse in characteristics 
and composition. Because the so-called 2025 One 
Big Beautiful Bill Act includes increased funding 
for both the missile and the warhead,12 SLCM-N’s 
future should be secure.

Importance of the Modernization Program 
of Record. The United States began its current nu-
clear modernization program in 2010—when rela-
tions with China were mostly positive and before 
Russia set fire to the global arms control regime, in-
vaded Ukraine, and began its now-tiresome series 
of nuclear threats against the West—to replace the 
Cold War legacy triad one-for-one with new war-
heads, missiles, bombers, and submarines. Every 
existing legacy platform or warhead would be re-
placed by a successor system.13
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Modestly amended in 2018 to include the low-
yield SLBM and the SLCM-N, the 2010 moderniza-
tion program is a multi-decade endeavor to produce 
a modernized arsenal. However, the current nuclear 
modernization program of record is characterized 
by cost overruns and schedule delays in virtually 
every major aspect of the nuclear enterprise.

Most nuclear warheads in the arsenal are older 
than the median age of the average American. While 
it is safe to assume that the current force of bombers, 
submarines, missiles, and associated warheads will 
continue to perform their military function until 
they are replaced with the new arsenal in the com-
ing decade, our nation cannot accept further delays 
in the modernization of its strategic deterrent.14

In many cases, this investment in America’s 
strategic deterrent will pay dividends for the next 
half-century, including in the 2070s and 2080s 
when it is expected that the new warheads, ballis-
tic missile submarines, and many of the missiles 
will be retired. This twice-in-a-century moment 
of recapitalizing our nuclear enterprise and en-
suring that the cornerstone of American security 
remains strong is of paramount importance in pro-
tecting our nation.

Role and Function of America’s 
Strategic Deterrent

America’s nuclear deterrent has a number of 
important functions and is spread across a triad of 
capabilities, including land-based intercontinental 
ballistic missiles (ICBMs), ballistic missile subma-
rines, and bombers as well as a set of non-strate-
gic nuclear weapons.15 The totality of America’s 
strategic triad is being modernized to ensure that 
America’s deterrent remains credible for the next 
half-century. However, while this modernization 
is necessary, it is also not enough to meet the chal-
lenges at hand effectively.16

As noted above, nuclear weapons are the ulti-
mate guarantor of American security. For decades, 
both Republican and Democratic Administrations 
have sought to maintain a robust strategic deterrent 
capable of (1) deterring strategic attack, (2) assuring 
our allies, (3) achieving U.S. objectives if deterrence 
fails, and (4) hedging against future uncertainty.17

Deterring Strategic Attack. The primary goal 
of nuclear weapons is to deter a strategic attack on 
the American homeland, U.S. forces abroad, and al-
lies around the world. Such an attack is most often 

thought of as a nuclear attack. The American nu-
clear arsenal therefore is meant to convey to our 
adversaries that the United States has the will and 
capability to deter nuclear attacks under any condi-
tions and respond to such attacks with the full range 
of force in the nation’s arsenal.

However, strategic attack does not necessarily 
have to be nuclear. Other strategic, non-nuclear at-
tacks could include a biological weapons attack on the 
American homeland, a significant chemical weapons 
employment against U.S. forces or citizens, a devas-
tating cyberattack against critical U.S. capabilities, or 
other forms of strategic attack that take place in space 
or against space-based targets. While this list is not 
exhaustive, our adversaries should understand that 
the types of capabilities used in such an attack are 
less important than their impact and that the United 
States will respond to any type of attack that has a 
strategic effect on the American homeland, U.S. citi-
zens, or U.S. interests with overwhelming force.

Assuring Allies. For decades, the United States 
has extended nuclear deterrence commitments to 
allies in the Indo-Pacific and Europe.18 Assuring 
our allies of America’s commitments advances 
our mutual interests by deterring and, if necessary, 
defeating adversary aggression before it reaches 
America’s shores. Assurance is built upon decades 
of trust, joint force deployments, strategic dia-
logues, and personnel exchanges. No one—not our 
own people, our allies, or our adversaries—should 
doubt the credibility and capability of America’s 
nuclear umbrella. America’s nuclear arsenal has 
been its most successful tool in assuring allies that 
they do not need to pursue their own nuclear weap-
ons programs.

Achieving U.S. Objectives if Deterrence Fails. 
No one seeks to employ nuclear weapons, nor would 
anyone do so lightly.19 Every U.S. President in the 
atomic age has considered employing nuclear 
weapons only in the most extreme circumstances 
and only for defensive use. Credibility, however, 
demands that the United States must maintain a 
reliable nuclear arsenal that is capable of achiev-
ing a variety of effects so that if deterrence fails and 
America’s adversaries choose to secure their objec-
tives by using violence and force, the United States 
is able to achieve its objectives.

Hedging Against Future Uncertainty. The 
United States has pursued and always should pur-
sue a stable security environment that allows for 
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freedom and prosperity for all of the world’s peo-
ples, but it also must be prepared for a significant 
degradation of the security environment. Just as 
the world security environment degraded from 
2010 to 2024, it is entirely possible that further deg-
radations could manifest in heretofore unseen ways. 
Nuclear weapons must therefore remain a credible 
deterrent against unknown and unknowable devel-
opments in the years to come.20

As Russia increasingly relies on nuclear coercion 
as a means of “diplomacy” and China continues on 
its path as the world’s fastest-growing nuclear pow-
er, nuclear weapons will become more important 
than ever as a hedge against uncertainty.21 This is 
particularly true during a period when Russia and 
China have invested so heavily in their defense 
industrial bases and are seemingly prepared for 
large-scale, protracted conflict.22 However, this 
also means that the United States must maintain 
the ability to produce nuclear warheads and asso-
ciated delivery mechanisms—to include missiles, 
bombers, and submarines—at scale and rapidly in 
order to shore up deterrence in times of global un-
certainty. This will require sustained investment 
both in the defense industrial base and across the 
nuclear enterprise itself.

The Force Today
Since the 1950s, the United States has relied on 

a triad of nuclear systems—ICBMs, bombers, and 
ballistic missile submarines—as the backbone of 
its strategic deterrent. Each leg of this triad per-
forms specific functions that, while different, are 
mutually supportive and contribute to a nuclear 
posture that is meaningful to allies and adversar-
ies alike. These functions and attributes mean that 
the nuclear triad is:

	l Survivable—Ensures that the force and 
associated nuclear command and control are 
resilient and robust enough to survive adver-
sary attack and function throughout the course 
of a conflict.

	l Deployable—Is able to relocate to allied or 
partner territory for the purposes of political 
signaling or to enable military effect.

	l Diverse—Has a number of range options, yield 
options, warhead and delivery types, and flight 

profiles; is able to engage multiple geographic 
locations despite adversary defenses; and is 
able to change targets quickly to enable adap-
tive planning and employment, thus giving the 
United States the ability to craft effective, cred-
ible, and tailored deterrent strategies.

	l Accurate—Is able to strike targets with 
precision, thus minimizing the effects on 
non-targeted areas.

	l Penetrating—Is able to overcome adversary 
active defenses while still holding at risk hard-
ened and deeply buried targets.

	l Responsive—Has the ability to deploy and 
deliver military effects as quickly as possible.

	l Visible—Has the ability during crisis and 
conflict to signal to allies and adversaries the 
political message of America’s willingness to 
employ nuclear weapons.

Assessing America’s Nuclear Deterrent
The U.S. strategic deterrent includes nuclear 

warheads, associated delivery systems, and the 
ability to assure America’s allies. Taken together, 
they make it possible to assess the effectiveness of 
America’s nuclear deterrent.

Nuclear Warhead Stockpile. The United 
States currently has roughly 1,550 operationally 
deployed strategic nuclear weapons and around 
200 operationally deployed non-strategic nucle-
ar weapons.23 Although the nuclear warheads are 
old—the newest was assembled in 1989, and some 
are decades older—all of the NNSA’s computer mod-
eling suggests that they will perform the military 
functions for which they were designed.24 The B-61 
gravity bombs, W76 and W88 warheads deployed on 
submarine-launched ballistic missiles, and W78 and 
W87 warheads on ICBMs should therefore be able 
to fulfill their military requirements if employed.25 
The W80, the sole warhead for the nuclear-armed 
air-launch cruise missile, is similarly effective.

Assessment: Strong.
Strategic Delivery System. America’s ability 

to put nuclear weapons on target remains strong. 
As it embarks upon a significant recapitalization, or 
nuclear modernization, of the missiles, submarines, 
bombers, and weapons that comprise its strategic 
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deterrent, the United States also maintains a robust 
set of capabilities that can hit any fixed target any-
where in the world with a strategic nuclear weapon. 
There is no question that, if called upon, the U.S. de-
terrent will be able to execute its mission.

Assessment: Strong.
America’s Extended Deterrent. If nuclear 

weapons deter America’s adversaries, they also as-
sure its closest allies, who benefit from America’s 
extended deterrent, under which the United States 
would come to their defense, potentially with nucle-
ar weapons, in the event of strategic attack. Increas-
ingly, however, America’s allies are questioning the 
credibility of its willingness to defend them.

This problem is particularly acute in Asia where 
allies in Seoul and, to a lesser degree, Tokyo desire 
ever more concrete examples of America’s willing-
ness to defend them. In Europe, the situation is 
different. Some in Europe’s capitals are suggesting 
that American demands that Europeans assume 
a more active role in their own conventional de-
fense indicates a hesitancy to come to Europe’s de-
fense—particularly with nuclear weapons—if Russia 
overtly threatened Europe with armed aggression. 
Although no American ally has yet embarked upon 
an indigenous post–Cold War nuclear weapons 
program, it is increasingly common to hear them 
question the role and functionality of America’s 
nuclear umbrella.

Assessment: Strong.
Nuclear Enterprise Modernization Program 

of Record. The current nuclear modernization 
program of record falls into two major buckets. The 
first is the warhead production program of record, 
which focuses on producing new warheads designed 
to meet 21st century military requirements. This is 
overseen by the National Nuclear Security Admin-
istration. The second is the modernization of the 
platforms needed to deliver warheads to the target. 
This includes the bombers, ICBMs, and ballistic 
missile submarines that constitute the triad.

Nuclear Stockpile. More than 20 years ago, the 
Administration of President George W. Bush estab-
lished the National Nuclear Security Administra-
tion within the Department of Energy to ensure the 
ability of the United States to maintain and produce 
nuclear warheads in a timely fashion. The NNSA is 
responsible for America’s nuclear weapons infra-
structure; is responsive to military-generated war-
head requirements; and oversees the assessment, 

design development, production, test, and research 
programs that respond to War Department war-
head requirements.

The NNSA must focus on the mission of design-
ing and building nuclear warheads above all else, 
even at the cost of other presumably worthy efforts 
within the NNSA or the Department of Energy. The 
fact is that the NNSA is taking too long to produce 
warheads at scale and putting our nation at risk in 
the process.26

Recalibrating Where and How the NNSA Accepts 
Risk. The United States has not produced new plu-
tonium pits (the fissile material central to a nuclear 
detonation) at scale since Rocky Flats ceased pro-
duction in 1989, and current efforts to restart the 
capability are years behind schedule.27 The Los Al-
amos National Laboratory began to produce pluto-
nium pits at a small scale in late 2024—14 years after 
the modernization program began—and the Savan-
nah River site’s ability to produce plutonium pits in 
any meaningful quantity is approximately a decade 
away.28 Other key projects, such as the Uranium 
Processing Facility and Lithium Processing Facil-
ity, are similarly over budget and behind schedule.29

After not having built nuclear weapons or pro-
duced nuclear fissile material in almost three and a 
half decades, the United States is having to relearn 
how to enrich uranium for defense purposes. De-
spite some attempts by the government to shelve 
critical projects, such as the Tritium Finishing 
Facility in South Carolina and the High Explosive 
Synthesis, Formulation, and Production (HESFP) 
Facility in Texas, the modernization program of re-
cord must be not only sustained, but also accelerat-
ed and expanded.30

Construction of the Rocky Flats, Colorado, plu-
tonium facility began in 1952, and Rocky Flats was 
producing plutonium pits by 1954. By 1962, our na-
tion was producing more than 2,000 nuclear war-
heads a year. As of 2025, however, the United States 
had built roughly a dozen new plutonium pits and 
no new nuclear warheads despite being in the 15th 
year of the 2010 nuclear modernization program.31 
Considering that China is building more than 100 
new nuclear warheads a year—every year—the 
NNSA has to do better.

Nuclear Enterprise Workforce. The nuclear en-
terprise workforce consists of the skilled people 
who design, develop, and produce nuclear warheads 
according to military requirements and sustain the 
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nuclear stockpile to ensure its continued safety, se-
curity, and effectiveness. They also extend the life of 
nuclear warheads and design, develop, and produce 
new nuclear weapons.32

The workforce also assesses and certifies that the 
reliability of the nuclear stockpile can be assured 
in the absence of nuclear testing and maintains a 
nuclear test capability that can be employed if test-
ing becomes necessary. It provides an effective re-
sponse to technical problems with a warhead or to 
adverse global security developments that call for 
force augmentation by uploading reserve nuclear 
warheads onto existing systems.

America’s nuclear enterprise workforce is with-
out peer. They must understand the importance of 
and the stakes involved in their work. They must be 
empowered to build the arsenal of the 21st century 
without being hamstrung by bureaucratic and reg-
ulatory paralysis—which is the situation in which 
far too many of today’s workers operate: a “no risk” 
environment characterized by more concern for 
workplace safety and environmental regulations 
than is shown for executing the mission at hand: 
producing warheads.33

NNSA’s Role in Building a 21st Century Arsenal. 
Today, North Korea can illicitly produce nucle-
ar warheads, China is building 100 new nuclear 
weapons a year, and the United States does not 
have the sustained plutonium pit manufacturing 
capability that it needs to avoid stockpile age-out, 
support life-extension programs, and prepare for 
future uncertainty.34 Plutonium pits are critical 
components of every nuclear warhead, and nearly 
all current stockpile pits were produced between 
1978 and 1989.35 The NNSA’s limited ability to pro-
duce plutonium pits is creating a strategic risk for 
the United States.36

Assessment: Marginal.
Nuclear Delivery Systems Modernization. 

Much has been written about delays in the Sentinel 
missile and Columbia programs. Both projects are 
behind schedule and over budget.

The Sentinel program’s challenges resulted in 
a Nunn–McCurdy review, in which the Pentagon 
in 2024 had to certify that Sentinel was a defense 
critical program. Such reviews are triggered when 
U.S. Department of War programs reach a certain 
threshold of cost overrun and are required by law.37 
The Air Force now says that certain Minuteman III 
missiles may be in operation well into the 2040s 

or even until 2050 given programmatic delays.38 
Many have said that, because of these overruns 
and delays, the United States should terminate the 
Sentinel and move to a strategic “dyad” of bombers 
and submarines, but the primary driver of the cost 
and budget overruns is not that the rocket itself is 
troubled, but rather that the missile infrastructure—
silos, tunnels, and command-and-control centers 
built in the 1960s for the Minuteman program—is 
old and needs to be replaced. This replacement of 
the missile infrastructure is the primary driver of 
programmatic cost overruns.

The Columbia program is increasingly chal-
lenged with schedule overruns that impose even 
greater requirements on Ohio-class submarines 
to continue to patrol beyond their programmed 
lifespans. The first Columbia subs should be con-
ducting operations by the early 2030s, but it is 
possible that the program could instead fall further 
behind schedule.

The B-21 bomber—designed to supersede the 
B-2 stealth bomber—is more on track and will be 
flying within the next few years, but it was originally 
scheduled to be flying by 2018.39

In short, all of the nuclear delivery systems mod-
ernization programs are underway—but all are at 
least behind schedule, and some are significantly 
over budget.

Assessment: Marginal.
Overall Assessment: Strong.

Policy Recommendations
China’s nuclear breakout, Russia’s advantage 

in non-strategic nuclear weapons, North Korea’s 
slow but steady nuclear expansion, and the death 
of arms control make it imperative that the United 
States builds the arsenal it needs to deter America’s 
adversaries. This will require action to achieve at 
least six broad goals by 2035. These goals include:

	l Enhancing America’s Global Posture. The 
United States, in coordination with its allies, 
must strengthen deterrence and shrink the 
deterrence gap, but building more capabilities 
by itself is not a sufficient response to the prob-
lems that face us. Global posture must change 
as part of a broad strategic reset. To this end, 
the United States, working with allies in Asia 
and Europe, should reexamine the forward 
stationing of non-strategic nuclear weapons in 
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both theaters to help stabilize their deteriorat-
ing security environments. The United States 
should also consider returning to intermittent 
strip alerts for our strategic bomber forces 
so that a number of nuclear-armed bombers 
are loaded with munitions and ready to take 
off for nuclear operations missions within 
minutes, establish a new U.S.-based and glob-
ally deployable DCA squadron, and develop 
procedures for the regular movement of 
road-mobile ICBMs.

	l Updating NATO’s Nuclear Posture. During 
the Cold War, the United States had nuclear 
weapons stationed on the front lines. In ad-
dition to ground-launched systems stationed 
in Germany, they included forward deployed 
fighter-bombers certified to carry nuclear grav-
ity bombs. The United States also trained allied 
pilots and certified allied aircraft to carry and 
employ U.S. nuclear weapons in the event that 
NATO found itself in a nuclear conflict with 
the Warsaw Pact. The mission of such aircraft 
and munitions was to deter and, failing that, 
rapidly defeat Warsaw Pact aggression against 
NATO members.

Today, NATO maintains a residual nuclear 
capability of U.S. and allied fighter-bombers 
that are prepared to employ nuclear weapons, 
but what was forward deployed and near the 
NATO borders in 1989 is now in the center 
of NATO, and the nuclear gravity bombs and 
nuclear-capable aircraft remain in the same 
bases where they were stationed when the 
Berlin Wall fell. Germany and Italy, which were 
on the front lines of the Cold War, are 1,000 
nautical miles or more from the Russian threat 
to NATO. Fighter-bombers that would carry 
nuclear weapons would almost certainly have 
to conduct an aerial refueling as part of the em-
ployment of a nuclear weapon against non-NA-
TO targets. Additionally, there is a growing 
risk of nuclear “haves” and “have-nots” within 
NATO with only those allies that were part of 
NATO during the Cold War participating in 
the nuclear DCA mission and newer member 
countries, which are now the front lines of the 
Alliance and arguably most at risk of Russian 
aggression, relegated to non-DCA status.

In view of Russia’s attempts at nuclear co-
ercion and even nuclear blackmail against 
Ukraine and NATO member states, it is time 
to reexamine the utility of a Cold War nuclear 
force posture and particularly Cold War–era 
basing.40 The United States, in concert with its 
allies, should examine the forward deployment 
of nuclear-capable fighters and the storage 
of nuclear gravity bombs. This examination 
should include the training of new DCA pilots 
in new NATO DCA-participating nations, to 
include nations like Poland and Finland that 
are currently defending NATO’s borders from 
potential Russian aggression.41 The United 
States and its NATO allies should also examine 
the utility and implications of diversifying the 
Alliance’s nuclear arsenal within Europe to 
include, in addition to nuclear gravity bombs, 
long-range air-launched nuclear cruise mis-
siles stationed in Europe. Updating NATO’s 
deterrence posture may be expensive, but it is 
also necessary as part of a 21st century deter-
rence posture that is both credible and effec-
tive at deterring Russian aggression.

	l Forward Stationing Non-Strategic Nucle-
ar Weapons in Asia. At the end of the Cold 
War, the United States unilaterally removed 
its non-strategic nuclear weapons from Asia as 
part of the Presidential Nuclear Initiatives.42 
In the 2010s, the United States officially retired 
the TLAM-N, the final nuclear system that 
was seen by many allies as the “Asian” deter-
rence capability.43 While the development of 
the SLCM-N is a good step toward providing a 
theater-range nuclear deterrent in the West-
ern Pacific, allies in Korea and, increasingly, 
Japan are questioning the viability of America’s 
extended deterrent commitments. Such ques-
tions could cause those nations to seek indig-
enous nuclear weapons capabilities. Further, 
the continued expansion of both China’s and 
North Korea’s nuclear weapons could further 
destabilize an already tense region.

The United States should therefore discuss 
with Korea the reopening of nuclear weapons 
storage sites on the Korean Peninsula and the 
possible forward deployment of non-strategic 
nuclear weapons to Korea.44 Such a move is not 
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to be taken lightly, but given that the United 
States and its allies have attempted for two 
decades to engage in denuclearization discus-
sions with North Korea only to be rewarded 
with continued threats of nuclear holocaust 
against the United States, South Korea, and 
Japan, it is time for a different approach.

	l Updating America’s Nuclear Posture at 
Home. In addition to updating its nuclear 
posture in Europe and Asia to reflect the 
changed global security environment, the 
United States should update its nuclear pos-
ture at home. The Air Force should regularly 
conduct strip alert exercises so that nucle-
ar-capable bombers are ready to execute 
deterrence operations at a moment’s notice. 
The Air Force should also certify an addi-
tional squadron of U.S.-based F-35s as nucle-
ar-capable. This additional squadron should 
be globally deployable and ready to conduct 
deterrence operations from allied nations or 
overseas American territory on order. Final-
ly, the Air Force should develop the tactics, 
techniques, and procedures needed to enable 
exercises for road-mobile Sentinel operations. 
Although these actions represent an increase 
in nuclear deterrence activities from levels 
over the past 30 years, they still constitute a 
deterrence posture that is more relaxed than 
the posture the United States maintained 
throughout most of the Cold War.

	l Building a Larger, More Diverse Strategic 
Arsenal. To prepare for the emerging security 
environment, the United States must field a 
credible strategic deterrent that is moderately 
larger and somewhat more diverse than the 
current arsenal. To that end, the United States 
should seek to field the following force by 2035.

Strategic Bombers. The United States should 
continue to field a mix of B-52 and B-21 nu-
clear-capable bombers into the 2030s. At least 
100 of the B-21s should be nuclear-capable. 
Within the strategic arsenal, the United States 
should field 200 B-61 gravity bombs of various 
configurations. It should also field a stockpile 
of 1,000 LRSO nuclear cruise missiles.

ICBMs. The United States should field an 
arsenal of 450 Sentinel ICBMs, 400 of which 
should be silo-based. Each missile should 
carry a mix of one to three warheads of various 
yields. The United States should also field a 
road-mobile variant of the Sentinel missile to 
ensure that it has an additional second-strike 
capability throughout the program life of the 
Columbia-class SSBN fleet. The Columbia-class 
boats have an expected lifespan of roughly 40 
years, which means that they should be operat-
ing into the early 2080s.

It is assumed that the Columbia-class subma-
rines, built using 2020s technology, should 
remain undetectable throughout most of the 
21st century; that U.S. adversaries should not 
develop new technologies with which they can 
detect the submarines; and that the U.S. should 
therefore retain an assured second-strike 
capability that can disincentivize U.S. adver-
saries from attempting a first strike. However, 
these assumptions raise critical issues. It is not 
certain that the Columbia-class submarines will 
be undetectable a half-century from now. Nor is 
it certain that the technologies and capabilities 
developed in the 2020s will not be overcome by 
heretofore undeveloped detection technologies.

Because it is not certain that 2020s technology 
will be undetectable through the 2080s, it is 
in America’s interest to consider an additional 
survivable, second-strike capability as a hedge 
against the day when SSBNs may no longer be 
undetectable. The United States should there-
fore field a small road-mobile Sentinel force as 
a hedge against an advancement in anti-sub-
marine warfare by our adversaries. The Air 
Force should design and field vertical erector 
launchers that can be attached to heavy trucks 
that are capable of holding and launching 
either the Sentinel ICBM or modified Sentinel 
ICBMs as may be required. Combined with 
security details on accompanying vehicles, the 
Sentinel becomes a road-mobile ICBM—some-
thing that it is, while not impossible, exceed-
ingly difficult to target.

Road-mobile Sentinels should be permanently 
stationed in garrisons on existing missile bases 
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but able to exit those garrisons and move on 
randomized circuits during exercises or times 
of crisis as a signaling tool. Air Force missileers 
may operate and drive them on designated 
public and U.S. Department of War roads and 
highways. Road-mobile Sentinels may be 
armed with up to three nuclear warheads of 
variable yield, giving them the equivalent of a 
submarine-launched ballistic missile’s striking 
power. Road-mobile Sentinels may operate 
inside American territory along preapproved 
(but not preplanned) routes in relatively 
unpopulated areas, thereby—given the flight 
times that even extremely fast missiles need 
to traverse from Russia or China to the United 
States—creating significant targeting challeng-
es for our adversaries. Should a launch against 
the American homeland be detected, the 
ICBMs would be able to move to any number of 
launch sites to await further orders (to include 
launch or alert orders). In this way, road-mo-
bile Sentinels may provide the United States 
with a backup second-strike capability for 
most of the rest of the 21st century.45

Columbia-Class SSBNs. First fielded in the 
1960s, nuclear ballistic missile submarines 
patrol the waters of the North Atlantic and 
Pacific Oceans undetected with only the ships’ 
captains knowing exactly where they lie. The 
value of these submarines lies in their secrecy 
and ability to deliver scores of nuclear war-
heads in a relatively brief period of time. Amaz-
ingly silent to the point of being undetectable, 
they represent the assured second-strike leg of 
the American nuclear triad.

The Columbia-class SSBNs will perform a 
function similar to that of the Ohio-class 
submarines, albeit in smaller quantity. The 
current program of record calls for the United 
States to replace the 14 Ohio-class SSBNs with 
12 Columbia-class boats at the rate of one boat 
per year beginning in 2031. Although the Navy 
will field a smaller fleet, the current program 
of record calls for the Columbia-class SSBNs to 
carry fewer missiles than the current Ohio-
class SSBNs carry. When originally deployed, 
the Ohio class operated 24 ballistic missile 
tubes. After the 2010 New START nuclear 

arms control treaty entered into force, the U.S. 
Navy shuttered four ballistic missile tubes to 
comply with the treaty.46 The Columbia class is 
currently programmed to have a smaller mis-
sile capacity, fielding only 16 missile tubes per 
boat. With the current Trident II (D5) missile, 
this fleet of 12 Columbia SSBNs could deploy a 
maximum of 1,920 warheads versus the nearly 
5,000 possible warheads loaded onto the origi-
nal Ohio-class ballistic missile fleet.

The new Columbia SSBNs are designed to be 
the quietest ever built and therefore unde-
tectable by current technologies. Averaging 
between $8.4 billion and $9.2 billion per boat 
for the 12 to be built, they are admittedly ex-
pensive, but they will be patrolling the world’s 
oceans and providing a continuous deterrence 
presence into the 2080s.47

Given the increasing number and diversity 
of adversary nuclear weapons, which create 
additional targets that the United States must 
consider holding at risk both to deter strategic 
attack on the United States or its allies and to 
hedge against future uncertainty and further 
degradation of the security environment, it 
is incumbent upon the United States to field 
a larger SSBN force for the next half-century 
to ensure that it can field a credible deterrent. 
The fundamental question facing the U.S. Navy 
is therefore how the current ballistic missile 
submarine program of record, conceptualized 
in 2010, can be amended to ensure that we 
have a fleet of SSBNs that is sufficient to main-
tain this deterrent into the 2080s.

The U.S. Navy has a duty to ensure the via-
bility and credibility of the nation’s assured 
second-strike capability in a way that is 
flexible and responsive to the evolving threat 
environment. For this reason, it is time to 
revisit America’s at-sea deterrent writ large. 
Specifically, the United States will need to take 
immediate action on the existing Ohio-class 
SSBN fleet and longer-term actions on the Co-
lumbia-class fleet. Beginning in February 2026, 
the Navy should reopen the missile tubes that 
were shuttered on Ohio-class SSBNs as a result 
of the New START treaty limitations, thus 
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bringing the total number of tubes to 24 on 
each Ohio-class submarine. Each Ohio should 
carry the full complement of D5 Trident 
SLBMs akin to their pre–New START loadout.

The Navy should expand the Columbia pro-
gram of record to include four additional 
SSBNs and should make the necessary budget-
ary and industrial plans for such an expansion. 
This programmatic expansion is necessary not 
only to hedge against an uncertain 21st century 
future and maintain a credible deterrence pos-
ture against a single nuclear peer—the driving 
construct that led the U.S. Navy to program for 
12 Columbia SSBNs in 2010—but also to deter 
two nuclear peers in the 2030s. Assuming that 
the build rate of one Columbia a year by 2031 
is sustained, the United States should build a 
total of 16 SSBNs by 2045.48

	l Building a Significantly Larger, Far More 
Diverse Non-Strategic Arsenal. The cur-
rent nuclear force posture was designed for a 
benign security environment in which ad-
versaries did not engage in nuclear coercion 
against their neighbors and were not rapidly 
expanding their strategic and non-strategic 
nuclear arsenals. Today, additional U.S. the-
ater, non-strategic nuclear capabilities are 
necessary in both Europe and the Indo-Pacific 
to deter adversary theater nuclear advantage 
and offset potential adversary conventional 
advantage.49 Such additional theater, non-stra-
tegic nuclear capabilities must be deployable, 
survivable, and variable in their available 
yield options.

While it is not necessary to match the number 
or diversity of non-strategic systems fielded 
by adversaries of the United States in order to 
present a credible deterrent, it is necessary to 
field a credible arsenal of variable yields that 
is capable of holding a variety of theater-range 
targets at risk from multiple launch points 
within the theater. The importance of this ca-
pability should not be overlooked or discount-
ed. If the United States needed to respond 
to adversary theater-range nuclear strikes 
with relatively high-yield U.S. nuclear strikes 
generated from the American homeland, the 

chances of retaliatory nuclear strikes against 
those bases might well increase. By fielding 
a capable theater nuclear arsenal that can 
generate effects from within theater, the 
United States can reduce the chances that the 
homeland will be struck with nuclear weapons 
and limit the chances of horizontal escalation. 
This is not to say that the United States seeks 
a theater nuclear war—but it does seek to field 
a credible force that will deter our adversaries. 
Theater-range nuclear weapons—particularly 
those that are of variable yield—strengthen 
deterrence and therefore promote stability 
by limiting the chances for escalation and 
increasing the options for tailored deterrence 
strategies.50

Gravity Bombs. Given Russia’s staggering ad-
vantage in theater-range nuclear weapons, the 
United States should increase the number of 
B-61 gravity bombs in Europe by 75. In addi-
tion, given China’s dual-capable theater-range 
systems, particularly the nuclear-capable 
DF-21 anti-ship missile and nuclear-capable 
intermediate-range DF-26 land attack missile, 
the United States should dedicate 75 nuclear 
weapons to the Indo-Pacific theater.

Anti-Ship Nuclear Weapons. As noted above, 
the United States must be able to hold adver-
sary targets at risk in order to deter adversaries 
from pursuing escalation pathways during a 
conflict. Increasing the types of targets that 
the military can hold at risk with either con-
ventional or nuclear weapons gives the United 
States more flexible—and therefore more 
tailorable—deterrence options.

There is reason to believe that America’s ad-
versaries are developing theater-range, nucle-
ar-capable anti-ship missiles. Therefore, the 
United States obviously has good reasons for 
doing so as well. The ability to target enemy 
capital ships with nuclear weapons offers a 
leader the ability to employ low-yield the-
ater-range weapons against legitimate military 
targets with virtually no chance of civilian 
casualties and with minimal nuclear fallout be-
cause of the maritime nature of the target set. 
Adding naval vessels to potential target lists 
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further expands the attack surface from which 
that actor can select. The U.S. Department 
of War should therefore field an integrated 
sensor and targeting package that will enable 
a long-range anti-ship missile to find, fix, and 
finish moving adversary naval assets with a 
nuclear warhead.

An anti-ship nuclear capability should give the 
President more graduated nuclear response 
options in the face of an adversary’s use of 
nuclear weapons, thereby better deterring the 
adversary’s limited nuclear strikes.51 Accord-
ingly, the United States should build 100 the-
ater-range, nuclear-capable anti-ship missiles 
with 50 allocated to the Indo-Pacific and 50 
held in reserve for contingencies in other areas 
of operation.

Nuclear-Capable Hypersonic Weapons. Amer-
ica’s adversaries are developing nuclear-ca-
pable hypersonic systems. These platforms 
allow them to hold key U.S. and allied targets 
at risk with fast-traveling and maneuverable 
delivery systems that are difficult to intercept 
with missile defenses. They are prompt, pene-
trating, and potentially responsive and can be 
delivered from a variety of platforms. Taken 
together, the combination of hypersonic-speed, 
long-range maneuverable missiles and nuclear 
warheads presents an asymmetric capability 
that could erode strategic stability and incen-
tivize our adversaries to be the first to employ 
nuclear weapons in a conflict.

By fielding a similar capability, the United 
States should provide the President with more 
options by which he can hold enemy tar-
gets—particularly those protected by missile 
defenses deep inside their homelands—at risk. 
While the development and fielding of such 
capabilities might not necessarily strengthen 
or compensate for the erosion of strategic 
stability triggered by adversary development 
of hypersonic nuclear weapons, it would 
address some of the asymmetry that results 
from such adversary capabilities. Accordingly, 
the United States should field nuclear-capable 
variants of the Army’s Long-Range Hypersonic 
Weapon and the Navy’s Mako Multi-Mission 

Hypersonic Missile for a total of 150 nucle-
ar-capable hypersonic missiles.

Ground-Based, Intermediate-Range Nuclear 
Weapons. The dissolution of the Interme-
diate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty 
because of Russian treaty violations is unfortu-
nate, but it is also a reality.52 Moreover, China’s 
breathtaking expansion of its theater-range 
conventional and nuclear-capable missile 
force creates an opportunity for it to hold at 
risk maritime and ground targets from Japan 
to Northern Australia.53

The ability to strike adversary targets with 
ground-based, road-mobile, intermedi-
ate-range nuclear-capable missiles compli-
cates the adversary targeting calculus. Such a 
deployment would also help to deter conven-
tional and nuclear aggression against allies by 
presenting adversaries with the demonstrable 
threat of America’s non-strategic arsenal, which 
is forward deployed for use in the defense of 
America’s interests and allies. Such a step would 
also assure U.S. allies of the credibility of the 
American security commitment and therefore 
reduce proliferation risks among key allies who 
enjoy but may be questioning America’s extend-
ed deterrence commitments. The United States 
should therefore develop and field an arsenal of 
intermediate-range, nuclear-capable missiles 
that can be deployed to American and allied 
bases in the Indo-Pacific, European, and Middle 
Eastern areas of operation.54

Conclusion
Given the increasingly dangerous threat envi-

ronment, the United States must work with pur-
pose, urgency, and determination to ensure that it 
fields a strategic deterrent that can deter strategic 
attack on the American homeland and limited the-
ater nuclear attack overseas. It must think about 
strategies that can deter and, if necessary, defeat 
multiple nuclear-armed adversaries simultaneously 
or sequentially. It must also field a force that is qual-
itatively second to none even if adversaries field a 
combined force that is quantitatively superior to 
that of the U.S.

The stakes involved in America’s nuclear deter-
rent are nothing less than America’s global interests 
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and—more important—the welfare of the American 
people and continuation of the American constitu-
tional republic. A credible nuclear deterrent is not 
cheap, but it is far cheaper than fighting a nuclear 
war, even if the United States were to “win” such a 
war. The goal is not to fight such a war, but to deter 
the war from unfolding in the first place.55

If the autocrats in Beijing and Moscow are not 
deterred, they will become increasingly embold-
ened. They will become increasingly threatening 

and, in the absence of a credible American deter-
rent, more likely to use nuclear coercion to achieve 
their goals, not only against their neighbors, but 
also against America’s allies—and, potentially, the 
United States itself.

The United States should not let such a world 
come about. Instead, it should build and field the 
arsenal that is needed to keep the American people 
safe for the next half-century. It cannot afford to do 
anything else.
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OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.
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Missile Defense for the 21st Century
Robert Peters

Introduction
Today, as demonstrated in real-world combat en-

vironments in the Middle East and Ukraine as well 
as in realistic, live-fire exercises, the United States 
fields a missile defense capability that is second 
to none. However, because adversaries continue 
to enhance their missile capabilities and expand 
their nuclear arsenals, the United States is now em-
barked upon the largest missile defense buildup in 
world history.

Missile defense is a critical part of the national 
security architecture that enables U.S. military ef-
forts, deters attacks, and protects such critical in-
frastructure as population, industrial centers, and 
politically and historically important sites. It can 
strengthen U.S. diplomatic and deterrence efforts 
and give senior decision-makers the time and op-
tions they need to respond effectively during cri-
ses involving missiles that fly on both ballistic and 
non-ballistic trajectories.

The United States is now embarked on building 
the Golden Dome missile defense system, which 
is designed to intercept adversary missile threats 
before they reach the U.S. homeland. The boldest 
endeavor in missile defense since 1983’s Strate-
gic Defense Initiative, Golden Dome offers a way 
to protect the American people from enemy mis-
sile attacks.

History of America’s Missile Defense
The current U.S. missile defense system is a 

result of investments made by successive U.S. Ad-
ministrations with the support of Congress. In 1983, 
President Ronald Reagan envisioned a defensive 
shield—the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI)—as a 
layered ballistic missile defense (BMD) system that 
ultimately would render nuclear missiles “impotent 

and obsolete.”1 The system’s layers would have 
boost, ascent, midcourse, and terminal interceptors, 
including directed-energy interceptors, providing 
the United States with more than one opportunity 
to shoot down an incoming missile.

In the end, however, the United States stopped 
far short of this goal even though the SDI program 
generated tremendous technological advances 
and benefits.2 Instead of a comprehensive layered 
system, the United States now has no boost-phase 
BMD systems and extremely limited midcourse de-
fense against the advanced ballistic missile threats 
from China and Russia.

The volatility and inconsistency of priority and 
funding for missile defense by successive Adminis-
trations and Congresses—controlled by both major 
political parties—have yielded a system that is limit-
ed both numerically and technologically, extremely 
limited in defending against more sophisticated or 
more numerous long-range missile attacks, and 
part of the current impetus behind building more 
and more capable missile defenses.

In 2002, citing the growing rogue state missile 
threats, the United States withdrew from the 1972 
Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, which limited the abil-
ity of the United States to field ballistic missile de-
fenses.3 In the years that followed this withdrawal, 
the United States built and fielded 44 missile de-
fense interceptors in Alaska and California. These 
interceptors were limited in numbers as they were 
designed not to intercept advanced ballistic mis-
siles such as those from Russia or China, but rath-
er to intercept missiles from emerging rogue states 
that were investing in both nuclear and long-range 
missile technologies, such as North Korea and Iran.4

For a decade and a half, the United States’ mis-
sile defense posture remained largely unchanged, 
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focusing on a limited capability and capacity. By the 
latter half of the 2010s, however, the vision for mis-
sile defense started to change with the deterioration 
of the global security environment. The National 
Missile Defense Act of 1999 had made it official U.S. 
policy to protect the homeland only from a “limited 
ballistic missile attack.”5 The National Defense Au-
thorization Act (NDAA) for Fiscal Year 2017, howev-
er, dropped the word “limited” even as it continued 
to focus on ballistic missiles.6

In January 2019, the Trump Administration 
published its congressionally mandated Missile 
Defense Review (MDR), a statement of policy in-
tended to guide the Administration’s missile de-
fense programs. The 2019 MDR addressed the dan-
gerous threat environment that had evolved since 
the previous MDR in 2010 and recognized that fu-
ture missile defense systems might have to defend 
against cruise and hypersonic missiles in addition 
to ballistic missiles.7

The 2020 NDAA made it a matter of policy to 
rely on nuclear deterrence to defend against “near-
peer intercontinental missile threats” and focus on 
improving missile defense against “rogue states.”8 
During roughly the same period, the Missile De-
fense Agency (MDA) began to solicit proposals for 
the Next Generation Interceptor (NGI), meant 
to be a more effective missile defense interceptor 
capable of intercepting not just rudimentary in-
tercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) such as 
those fielded by North Korea or Iran, but also from 
more advanced missile threats, to include Rus-
sia and China.9

The Biden Administration’s 2022 Missile De-
fense Review recognized that the “evolution of 
offensive air and missile threats has accelerated 
greatly since the United States began developing 
its first ballistic missile defense systems over fifty 
years ago” and that “[t]his trend represents a grow-
ing national security challenge expected to multiply 
in scope and complexity over the coming decade.”10

In January 2025, President Trump released Ex-
ecutive Order 14186, “The Iron Dome for America,” 
mandating the establishment of a multilayered mis-
sile defense system (now known as Golden Dome) 
that includes a space-based platform.11 The 119th 
Congress has identified close to $24 billion in fiscal 
year (FY) 2026 to begin work on President Trump’s 
missile defense system, to include a robust space-
based layer.12

In the future, as technological trends progress 
and modern technologies become cheaper and 
more widely available, North Korean or Iranian 
ballistic missiles and countermeasures may rival 
in sophistication, if not in numbers, those of Rus-
sia or China. It is for this reason, coupled with the 
adversary threats of coercive or limited-escalation 
nuclear attacks, that the United States is committed 
to building Golden Dome.

The Evolving Air and Missile 
Threat Environment

America’s adversaries—particularly China, Iran, 
North Korea, and Russia—are building more and 
more diverse capabilities that can target not only 
their regional neighbors, some of whom are Amer-
ican allies, but the United States itself. Such new 
weapons systems, including ICBMs, long-range 
cruise missiles, hypersonic missiles, and even or-
bital bombardment systems, are coupled with in-
creasing attempts at coercion, particularly against 
America’s regional allies. This coercion sometimes 
takes the form of attempted nuclear coercion, as is 
the case with North Korea both against the Amer-
ican homeland and against U.S. allies in the Pacific 
and Russia’s regular threats of nuclear use against 
the U.S. homeland and our allies in Europe. Other 
times, it takes the form of outright attacks on civil-
ian and military targets as evidenced by the Iranian 
attacks on Israel and Russian attacks on Ukraine.

It is clear that America’s adversaries increas-
ingly see potential missile and autonomous sys-
tems strikes on not only military targets, but also 
on homelands and civilian population centers, as 
legitimate. This is true not only for targets in the 
homelands of America’s allies, but for the United 
States as well.

This development in adversary perception is be-
cause America’s adversaries see the U.S. homeland 
to be not only a valid target, but a vulnerable one 
as well. It also explains both why they are building 
a growing array of long-range strike capabilities—
and why the United States must develop and field a 
credible multilayered missile defense architecture.

The Evolving Long-Range Strike Threat
Adversaries seek to threaten and potentially ex-

ploit America’s vulnerability to long-range attacks 
as a means to achieve their own wide-ranging revi-
sionist goals, be they breaking up the North Atlantic 
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Treaty Organization (NATO), diminishing Amer-
ican global influence, or projecting power to the 
Western Pacific. As noted, America’s adversaries are 
increasingly building long-range threats, many of 
which may be nuclear-capable, in order to achieve 
the above goals. These long-range threats include 
ballistic missiles, long-range cruise missiles, hyper-
sonic missiles, and  threats that potentially could be 
deployed from orbital platforms.

Ballistic Missiles. States have built ballistic 
missiles for purposes of warfare since the 1940s. By 
the 1950s, with the Atlas missile program, both the 
United States and the Soviet Union were pursuing 
ICBMs as delivery vehicles for nuclear warheads, 
capable of striking each other’s homelands.

Russia and China have had ICBMs capable of 
carrying nuclear warheads for decades, and both 
countries are modernizing their ICBM arsenals. 
Russia is pursuing the “super-heavy” SS-28 Sar-
mat ICBM, capable of carrying multiple nuclear 
warheads to targets in North America.13 China is the 
fastest-growing nuclear power on the planet and is 
building nuclear ICBM silos in its western desert 
at a breathtaking pace.14 North Korea, meanwhile, 
is advancing its Hwasong-18, a road-mobile three-
stage ICBM capable of carrying nuclear weapons 
and reaching targets in North America.15

Long-Range Cruise Missiles. In recent years, 
Russia has shown a proclivity to proclaim the de-
velopment of new systems and capabilities, many 
of which never materialize. One of interest was 
outlined in a Defense Intelligence Ballistic Missile 
Committee report, which identified the SSC-X-09 
Skyfall as a program of concern.16 The Skyfall is 
reportedly a cruise missile with a range of up to 
20,000 kilometers that is maneuverable and can fly 
at low altitude.17 The range of the missile means that 
Russia can base the missile anywhere in its territory 
and still be able to reach targets in the continental 
United States; because of its maneuverability and 
low flight altitude, such a system can evade most 
missile defense radars and interceptors. While this 
and other long-range cruise missile systems remain 
in the development and testing stage, it is possible 
that Russia is seeking to deploy such capabilities 
with an eye to having an additional capability of 
striking the United States with a limited number 
of nuclear weapons from a platform that could 
evade existing missile defenses. The 2024 annual 
assessment of Military and Security Developments 

Involving the People’s Republic of China published 
by the U.S. Department of Defense (now U.S. De-
partment of War) suggests that China is pursuing 
its own arsenal of such long-range cruise missiles.18

Hypersonic Missiles. Hypersonic flight, gen-
erally described as beginning at around five times 
the speed of sound, is gaining more interest from 
advanced militaries around the world. Hypersonic 
weapons are divided into two general categories: 
hypersonic cruise missiles and hypersonic glide 
vehicles. Hypersonic cruise missiles use a scram-
jet thrust that enables them to sustain speed and 
maneuver as necessary at lower altitudes of flight. 
Hypersonic glide vehicles use rockets to acceler-
ate to high speeds during a boost phase and then 
glide in the atmosphere at enormous speeds with 
significant maneuverability during the terminal 
phase of flight. Their speed, range, and maneuver-
ability mean they can be effective against regional 
targets or against targets in North America while 
complicating enemy efforts to detect, track, and 
prevent attack.

The speed and maneuverability of hyperson-
ic weapons present real challenges from defense 
perspectives—which is one reason adversaries are 
building them. Hypersonic weapons’ maneuverabil-
ity at low altitudes makes targeting and engagement 
with traditional missile defenses such as Terminal 
High Altitude Air Defense (THAAD) and Patriot 
Air Defense difficult if not impossible. Faster in-
terceptors and battle management systems, along 
with more precise radars, can likely ensure greater 
effectiveness of missile defenses, but much needs 
to be done to counter the novel threats posed by 
hypersonic weapons.

Russia has been interested in hypersonic capa-
bilities since the 1980s. It claims that the Kinzhal, 
which has seen service in the Ukraine war, is a jet-
launched hypersonic missile and that its Avangard 
hypersonic glide vehicle is nuclear-capable.19 Mos-
cow is also pursuing a ship-based hypersonic cruise 
missile, the Tsirkon.20 Russia seems to be pursuing 
hypersonic capabilities as part of a broader strategy 
of fielding long-range precision fires that could be 
nuclear or conventionally armed.

For the past several years, U.S. Department of 
Defense officials have warned of China’s interest in 
hypersonic capabilities. According to the Defense 
Department’s 2020 assessment of China’s military 
power, the People’s Liberation Army Rocket Force 
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(PLARF) “paraded the DF-17 missile [its first hyper-
sonic glide vehicle] for the first time as part of the 
PRC’s 70th anniversary parade in 2019.”21 An un-
classified Congressional Research Service report 
noted that China had the potential both to evade 
U.S. missile defenses and to be nuclear-capable.22 
More recent reports suggest that China is pursu-
ing a variety of hypersonic capabilities, to include 
ground-launched, air-launched, and even subma-
rine-launched capabilities, many of which could 
support a nuclear warhead.23

Beyond Russia and China, in March and April 
of 2024, North Korea claimed to have tested a hy-
personic glide vehicle capable of striking targets in 
Japan and South Korea.24 Although there has yet to 
be a confirmed test of a North Korean hypersonic 
capability, it is very possible that North Korea seeks 
hypersonic capabilities.

One positive characteristic of hypersonic weap-
ons is that their high speed may make them more 
vulnerable to disruption by smaller impacts of in-
terceptors or changes in their structures. Put an-
other way, the tight performance margins needed 
to ensure that they perform high-speed maneuvers 
over extended spaces may make them far more vul-
nerable to interception than traditional and gener-
ally more robust ballistic missiles are.

Fractional Orbital Bombardment System 
(FOBS). FOBS is an orbital platform that could 
launch strikes from space against terrestrial tar-
gets, using kinetic, high-explosive, or even nuclear 
weapons. FOBS has never been fielded, but it has 
been discussed for more than half a century.

However, it is now known that the Russians 
sought nuclear-armed FOBS for a number of rea-
sons: unlimited flight range; lesser flight time from 
launch to target than is the case with missiles; the 
impossibility of predicting the target of a FOBS 
platform during flight time; the likely high degree 
of accuracy of such a system; the lack of strategic 
warning of such an attack; and—most important—
the ability to overcome American missile defenses 
due to the speed of a FOBS-launched weapon.25 The 
Soviets understood that FOBS can put warheads 
on a target with no warning and are impossible 
to intercept.

FOBS was largely ignored for decades, but in the 
past few years, two major reports have indicated 
that China and Russia were potentially interest-
ed in putting nuclear weapons on FOBS. In 2021, 

Under Secretary of Defense Frank Kendall noted 
that China was potentially pursuing a FOBS capa-
bility,26 and in October 2023, the U.S. Department 
of Defense noted that “[t]he PRC probably is devel-
oping advanced nuclear delivery systems such as a 
strategic hypersonic glide vehicle and a fractional 
orbital bombardment (FOB) system.”27 In Feb-
ruary 2024, reports suggested that Moscow once 
again was interested in putting nuclear weapons in 
orbit—potentially as antisatellite weapons but also 
potentially as a FOBS capability.28

The Lower-Escalation Pathway Temptation
China, Iran, North Korea, and Russia are chal-

lenging American interests and seeking to con-
strain American influence and freedom of action 
around the world. Russia is attempting to use nu-
clear weapons to coerce the West due to its support 
for Ukraine and has hinted at pursuing a possible 
low-escalation pathway attack on NATO states in 
pursuit of such a goal. Other actors may also pursue 
a lower-escalation pathway attack as their missile 
forces expand and diversify.

In a lower-escalation pathway, an enemy would 
attack an American homeland site, potentially in-
cluding military assets, with a limited number of 
conventional or low-yield nuclear weapons limit-
ing civilian casualties, in an attempt to change the 
behavior of the United States.

In a low-escalation pathway attack, China or 
Russia may try to escalate its way out of a conven-
tional conflict it is losing against the United States 
by conducting a series of limited conventional or 
nuclear strikes at key targets in the U.S. homeland. 
These coercive strikes would be intended to demon-
strate enough resolve and result in significant dam-
age to convince U.S. political leaders to give in to 
adversary demands but limited enough in scope and 
scale (meaning not catastrophic) to not prompt an 
overwhelming U.S. response.

This lower-escalatory pathway of forcing a na-
tion to negotiate has not been tested, but the logic is 
sound, and there is some indication that America’s 
adversaries are considering such a strike. China is 
building a nuclear arsenal that in the coming years 
could enable it to carry out such a strike, and Russia 
openly discusses the prospects of limited nuclear 
strikes against targets in the West.

The United States’ existing approach to missile 
defense, as enacted through the Missile Defense 
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Agency, is not comprehensive and can neither ad-
dress lower-escalation coercive attacks from China 
or Russia nor compete with China’s pacing chal-
lenge. Specifically:

In 2020, DoD estimated the PRC’s operational 
nuclear warhead stockpile was in the low-200s 
and was expected to at least double by 2030. 
However, Beijing has accelerated its nuclear 
expansion, and DoD estimates this stockpile 
has surpassed 600 operational nuclear war-
heads as of 2024, on track to exceed previous 
projections….29

By 2030, DoD estimates that the PRC will 
have over 1,000 operational nuclear warheads, 
most of which will be fielded on systems 
capable of ranging CONUS [the Continental 
United States].30

As a consequence of these developments, the 
United States requires a comprehensive set of missile 
defense layers to counter an adversary’s lower-esca-
lation temptation. A set of comprehensive missile 
defense layers that can destroy at least a hundred ad-
versary nuclear-armed missiles—be they from China, 
North Korea, or Russia—would incentivize adversar-
ies’ leaders to abandon plans for “easy coercion” or 

“cheap shot” attempts with a few missiles to coerce or 
intimidate American political leaders. Forcing adver-
sary leaders to consider the lower likelihood of suc-
cess for attacks below 100 missiles, in addition to the 
potential for provoking an unacceptably damaging 
U.S. response, may help to improve deterrence and 
raise the threshold for missile-based strikes against 
the U.S. homeland. Making escalation more difficult 
and riskier to achieve lowers the risk of adversaries’ 
seeing value in escalation.

While adversaries might be tempted to execute a 
lower-escalation pathway strike (say, by firing only 
a dozen nuclear-armed missiles at the American 
homeland) as a high-risk but potentially high-re-
ward strategy to end a conflict on terms acceptable 
to them, they would be far more cautious about fir-
ing more than a hundred nuclear-armed missiles 
at the United States. Such a strike would almost 
certainly trigger the kind of massive U.S. nuclear 
retaliation that they would otherwise try to avoid, 
in addition to the uncertainty of success for the 
initial attack.

In this way, a credible and effective multilayered 
missile defense architecture could deter America’s 
adversaries from pursuing an otherwise attractive 
lower-escalation pathway in the near future. The 
existing Ground-Based Interceptor (GBI) architec-
ture, first fielded in 2004 and designed to defend 
against limited attacks from North Korea, may no 
longer be sufficient to defend against even a rogue 
state attack, given the expansion and maturation 
of North Korea’s missile program.31 To put it an-
other way, effective and credible missile defenses 
are not a “future nice to have;” they are a “near-
term must have.”

Missile Defense in America’s Strategic Posture
The United States maintains credible nuclear 

capabilities and highly lethal, battle-proven con-
ventional capabilities that give its adversaries pause, 
deter aggression, assure allies, and defeat threats 
should deterrence fail. A credible, integrated, and 
multilayered missile defense architecture as envi-
sioned by Golden Dome is a strategic imperative on 
par with maintaining a credible and diverse nuclear 
arsenal, particularly in an era when America’s ad-
versaries are developing, deploying, and employing 
ever more capable and lethal missile threats.

Adversaries may grow more desperate during a 
prolonged conventional conflict with a superpow-
er like the United States, and this could lead them 
to take riskier strategies like conventional or even 
nuclear strikes on America’s homeland and critical 
infrastructure. To counter this threat, the United 
States should deploy integrated air and missile 
defense (IAMD) systems that can deter and defeat 
such coercive attacks. It should also be prepared 
to defeat multiple salvos conducted over extend-
ed periods of time. It is likely to strain credibility 
to have defenses that can defeat just a single sal-
vo. A credible missile defense architecture such as 
Golden Dome must be able to defeat (or seem to be 
able to defeat) multiple waves of attacks during a 
protracted conflict.

There are three possible ways the United States 
may respond to adversaries’ long-range missile 
threats—be they lower-escalation pathway strikes, 
repeated salvos on the American homeland during 
a protracted conflict, or even larger-scale strategic 
attacks—to its allies and the American homeland. 
Washington can:
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	l Acquiesce to the wishes of adversaries by, for 
example, accepting a fragmented NATO, re-
duced American global influence, and limits to 
its ability to project power;

	l Rely solely on the threat of punishment to 
deter a growing list of ever more capable 
adversaries from striking civilian popula-
tion centers; or

MISSILE 
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Boost 
stage

Exoatmospheric/apogee

Terminal 
stage

TARGET 
SITE

OVERLAYER:
Networked Satellites
A network of 1,000 satellites 
would share launch and 
targeting data with each other 
and the command center. 
Satellites would engage 
targets with kinetic, 
non-explosive kill vehicles 
while the missile is still in 
boost phase.

1 CURRENT LAYER:
Ground-Based Interceptors
Missiles that exit the 
atmosphere or are near 
apogee would be targeted by 
the current arsenal of
ground-based interceptors 
and next-generation 
interceptors stationed in 
Alaska and on the East and 
West Coasts of the U.S.

2 UNDERLAYER:
Short-Range Missile Defenses
Incoming missiles at their 
terminal phase would be 
targeted by existing systems 
such as Patriot PAC-3, Aegis 
Afloat, and THAAD. These 
systems would be positioned 
near key locations such as 
bases, ports, and command 
centers.
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FIGURE 4

A Layered Missile Defense System
To defend the U.S. against missile attacks more e�ectively, key sites should be protected 
with an integrated defense system that consists of multiple layers of protection. If one layer 
is unable to neutralize a threat, another layer can be deployed.
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	l Build effective missile defenses to deny adver-
saries the ability to coerce the United States 
or its allies.

Given the emerging threats and the apparent de-
sire of America’s adversaries to field an arsenal of 
ICBMs, long-range cruise missiles, hypersonic ca-
pabilities, and FOBS—many of which are optimized 
to overwhelm or evade U.S. missile defenses—the 
United States can and should build an integrated, 
multilayered missile defense architecture that can 
deter and defeat coercive strikes on the homeland 
while also providing a regional defense of key capa-
bilities overseas.

A credible Golden Dome that incorporates exist-
ing homeland missile defenses, to include existing 
GBIs and regional missile defenses in the Indo–Pa-
cific, Europe, and the Middle East, and builds addi-
tional capacity and capabilities in several key areas 
is required given the expanding threats. Such a mis-
sile defense architecture must perform a number of 
functions, including:

	l Defending the homeland. The United States 
must ensure that its population centers and 
critical locations are protected and preserved.

	l Defending key overseas nodes. Such nodes 
could be key bases, logistical sites, or allied 
population centers.

	l Defending the U.S. and its allies against a 
variety of inbound threats. Typically, the 
United States has focused its missile defense 
on intercepting ballistic missiles and cruise 
missiles overseas and ballistic missiles at home. 
Given the evolving nature of the threat, the 
United States should field the capabilities nec-
essary to defeat all types of inbound threats, to 
include long-range cruise missiles, hypersonic 
threats, and those delivered from orbit.

	l Defending the U.S. and its allies against 
a variety of actors. No longer should the 
United States optimize its missile defenses 
only against rogue actors, such as Iran or 
North Korea. It can also field capabilities that 
can destroy threats from other, more advanced 
adversaries, such as China and Russia.

An effective Golden Dome would support a num-
ber of U.S. defense objectives, including:

	l Deterring attack. Deterrence by denial, 
which is the ability to prevent an attacker from 
achieving its operational objectives, can be 
a powerful tool. An effective missile defense 
architecture that could credibly intercept a 
variety of long-range threats from a variety 
of actors could deter U.S. adversaries from 
launching an attack in the first place because 
they believe that such an attack would not 
achieve their objectives and instead would 
leave them vulnerable to significant reprisals 
from the United States.

	l Limiting damage should deterrence fail. 
Even if a missile defense architecture is not 
perfect, it could significantly limit the extent 
of damage through a partial success rate. That 
is, if an adversary seeks to destroy six critical 
targets, even a partially effective missile de-
fense could ensure that some quantity of those 
targets survived an attack.

	l Assuring allies. Regional allies, particular-
ly those located close to U.S. adversaries and 
would therefore be on the front line should a 
conflict erupt, often seek assurance that the 
United States will support them during times 
of crisis or conflict. In many cases, their need 
for assurance drives their calculations about 
whether they need an independent nuclear 
arsenal. In many ways, the more insecure they 
feel, the more likely they are to pursue an inde-
pendent nuclear weapons program, which it has 
been U.S. policy to oppose since 1963. Forward 
deploying nuclear weapons is one way to assure 
allies and convince them not to pursue their 
own nuclear weapons programs. Integrated 
missile defenses are another important tool.

Finally, it is America’s policy that no nation 
should be allowed to put nuclear weapons in orbit 
for the purposes of targeting sites on Earth. There-
fore, the United States reserves the right to destroy, 
preemptively, any adversary orbital platform that 
carries nuclear weapons, and may do so using any 
tool best suited to the purposes—whether that tool 
is based terrestrially or in orbit.
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Framing Missile Defense 
Capabilities and Missions

The U.S. missile defense system has three critical 
physical components:

	l Sensors,

	l Interceptors, and

	l Command-and-control infrastructure that 
provides data from sensors to interceptors.

Of these, interceptors receive much of the 
public’s attention because of their visible and 
kinetic nature. Components of missile defense 
systems may be classified based on the phase of 
flight during which intercept occurs, although 
some—for example, the command-and-control 
infrastructure or radars—can support intercepts 
in various phases of flight. Interceptors can shoot 
down an adversary ballistic missile in the boost, 
ascent, midcourse, or terminal phase of its flight. 
As cruise missiles and hypersonic glide vehicles 
continue to proliferate, the MDA and the military 
services must therefore consider intercepts in all 
four phases of flight.

Another way to classify missile defense systems 
is by the range of an incoming missile (short-range, 
medium-range, intermediate-range, or intercon-
tinental-range). An interceptor’s flight time de-
termines both the time available to conduct an in-
tercept and the optimal interceptor placement to 
improve intercept probability. The United States 
has “30 minutes or less” to detect an ICBM, track 
it, provide the information to the missile defense 
system, find the optimal firing solution, launch an 
interceptor, and shoot down the incoming missile, 
ideally with enough time to fire another interceptor 
if the first attempt fails—a tactic known as “shoot-
look-shoot.” The time needed to intercept short-
range, medium-range, and intermediate-range 
ballistic missiles is shorter.

Finally, missile defense can be framed by the 
origin of interceptor launch. At present, U.S. inter-
ceptors are launched from the ground or from the 
sea. In the past, the United States explored possible 
ways to intercept ballistic missiles from the air or 
in space, but such efforts have been limited since 
the U.S. withdrawal from the ABM Treaty in 2002.32

Assessing America’s Missile Defense
An effective and credible missile defense ar-

chitecture must include a number of components, 
such as an integrated sensor architecture that takes 
multiple data streams from multiple U.S. and allied 
or partner sources and creates an integrated com-
mand-and-control and management structure and 
three different engagement levels:

	l A short-range defense to protect key 
high-value nodes in the U.S. homeland 
and overseas,

	l A ground-based system to give general cover-
age over North America, and

	l A space-based overlayer that can engage a 
number of threats across the world in various 
stages of flight.

This is the essence of Golden Dome, President 
Trump’s groundbreaking missile defense architec-
ture unveiled in 2025.33 Taken together, such an 
architecture can increase America’s ability to ad-
dress adversary threats and strengthen deterrence 
by denying adversaries the benefit of missile strikes 
on key targets.

While some of the critical components for a 
Golden Dome exist today, including regional com-
mand-and-control nodes, theater air defense sys-
tems, and GBIs, there is important work to be done 
in (1) integrating disparate systems into a cohesive 
architecture and (2) expanding existing systems to 
include more capacities and building capabilities in 
orbit if the United States is to field a credible missile 
defense architecture.

Integrated Command and Control. An in-
tegrated command-and-control system can more 
effectively coordinate the tracking and intercep-
tion of enemy missile launches by developing and 
fielding a Hypersonic and Ballistic Tracking Space 
Sensor Layer, and integrating shots from the vari-
ous layers, missile defenses can get more shots at in-
coming missiles, thereby increasing the likelihood 
of a successful interception. Put another way, if the 
overlayer misses the interception, GBIs have the 
opportunity to engage the incoming target. If the 
GBIs miss, the underlayer can have some utility in 
potentially intercepting inbound missiles or war-
heads at a limited number of critical sites.
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Assessment: Strong.
An Effective Underlayer for Protecting Crit-

ical Sites. Current off-the-shelf missile defenses 
such as Patriot PAC-3s, Aegis Afloat, air-to-air mis-
siles and surface-to-air missiles, directed-energy 
weapons (DEW), and THAAD systems may provide 
robust missile and autonomous systems defenses 
around a limited number of key locations within the 
U.S. homeland, at forward bases, and at key allied 
locations.34 Locating such systems near key bases, 
ports of embarkation, and command-and-control 
nodes provides multiple interception opportunities 
of enemy missiles that target critical, high-value 
nodes. Accordingly, the United States should de-
velop and deploy an underlayer that leverages ter-
minal phase intercept capabilities that are postured 
to defeat a countervalue attack.

Assessment: Strong.
Ground-Based Layer. The current missile 

defense layer comprises 44 ground GBIs at sites 
in Alaska and California. They are optimized for 
targets coming from North Korea and were built 
when North Korea had a very modest ability to tar-
get North America with missiles. Later this decade, 
the next-generation interceptors (NGIs) should 
augment the existing GBIs on the West Coast with 
20 additional interceptors.35

The fielding of NGIs is a necessary step, but one 
that is inadequate for the current threat. A modest 
expansion of missile interceptors is necessary to 
contain not only the expanding North Korean and 
Iranian missile threats but also threats posed by 
Russia and China. To that end, the United States 
should expand the number of NGIs it purchases 
from 44 to approximately 64 and plan to station 
a significant portion of the new interceptors on a 
new missile defense site on the East Coast to better 
target incoming adversary missiles from Eurasia.36 
These 64 NGIs should replace the older GBIs cur-
rently deployed in Alaska and California.

These capabilities, needed today given the grow-
ing threat from adversary long-range fires, are an 
important interim step to a more robust, space-
based missile defense layer and will form a critical 
component of Golden Dome.

Assessment: Strong.
A Space-Based Overlayer. The “overlayer” is 

a capability that can field a network of microsatel-
lites in orbit that would serve as both sensors and 
communication relays, as well as platforms for 

launching interceptors capable of destroying long-
range threats regardless of point of origin, destina-
tion, or delivery mechanism. Of particular utility 
against rogue states such as Iran and North Korea, 
an overlayer can make an important contribution 
on threats posed by China and Russia.

The constellation’s networked sensors auto-
matically would share launch and targeting data 
with each other and with ground-based com-
mand-and-control networks. They can carry small 
kinetic, non-explosive kill vehicles or directed-en-
ergy weapons that can engage targets across multi-
ple stages of flight, including the boost phase, mid-
course flight, or coasting phase.

The technology to share launch and targeting 
data among the orbital sensors exists today. Sim-
ilar to how ride-share applications use networked 
artificial intelligence (AI) to identify which vehicles 
are closest to a customer’s location, networked sat-
ellites can identify a threat and identify which in-
terceptors are best positioned to engage and destroy 
an enemy’s launched missile.

A constellation of satellites in orbit through the 
development and deployment of a Proliferated War-
fighter Space Architecture can engage enemy mis-
siles far sooner than a ground-based system, par-
ticularly those that are located thousands of miles 
away in North America. Because they are closer to 
the target in space and en masse, they can get not 
only multiple shots at enemy missiles during their 
trajectory but the satellites can engage some tar-
gets while the targets are still in their ascent phase, 
thereby increasing the chances that interceptors 
may destroy inbound targets.

In addition, an orbital sensor and engagement 
capability addresses many of the challenges posed 
by terrestrial-based engagement, particularly its 
ability to surveil huge portions of the Earth’s sur-
face from orbit. This expanded sensor coverage, 
coupled with redundant interceptors, increases 
the likelihood of a successful interception before 
the missile strikes its intended target.

A proliferated constellation of orbital satellites 
may address a variety of terrestrial or space-based 
threats. Further, a robust space-launched resup-
ply capability that leverages commercial launch 
capabilities would be able to replace expended 
satellites quickly during a conflict, thus strength-
ening the resilience (and therefore, efficacy) of 
such a capability. Building such satellites at scale 
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enables cost-efficiency, resilience, and rapid 
reconstitution.

Assessment: Marginal.
Allied and Theater Missile Defenses. The 

United States can strengthen its homeland defenses 
while at the same time strengthening missile de-
fenses for forward deployed U.S. forces and with 
allies and partners against missile threats from 
any adversary. By strengthening, integrating with, 
and operating with allied and partner missile de-
fense systems, the United States may better deter 
and, if necessary, defeat missile and autonomous 
systems threats globally, thereby reducing the risk 
to deployed American forces, the lives and citizenry 
of America’s allies and partners, and, ultimately, the 
American homeland.

Threats from adversary missile and autonomous 
systems increasingly blur the line between theater 
or regional missile threats and missile threats to 
the American homeland. To combat such threats, 
regional Combatant Commanders can now and 
may increasingly work with key allies and part-
ners in the Indo–Pacific, Europe, and the Middle 
East on information-sharing (both pre-launch 
and post-launch), targeting data, and intercep-
tions. Iran’s 2024 attacks on Israel—which mixed 
ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, and autonomous 
systems—failed due to the integration of Ameri-
can and partnered missile defense capabilities and 
command-and-control nodes.37 This type of collab-
oration may be a model for successful capability 
integration among American, allied, and partner 
missile defense architectures. Cooperation with 
like-minded allies and partners can be crucial both 
for real-world interceptions but also, increasingly, 
on development of ever more advanced and capable 
missile defense systems.

Such advances can be crucial to counter adver-
sary anti-access/area-denial (A2AD) strategies 
that increasingly rely on advanced missile threats 
to deny American access to forward theaters. Col-
laborating with allies and partners to build and de-
ploy advanced missile interceptors, both at home 
and abroad, may enable American freedom of ac-
tion and key access to the most critical parts of the 
globe. Regional missile defense architectures in the 
Western Pacific, including national missile defenses 
in Japan and South Korea, NATO missile defense 
architectures and the effective missile defense sys-
tems employed by U.S. partners in the Middle East, 

only strengthen America’s position, standing, and 
freedom of action.

Where appropriate and feasible, the United 
States should work with allies and partners on 
IAMD detection and defeat capabilities that may 
be concealed or disguised to enhance deterrence 
and complicate adversary targeting.

Assessment: Strong.
An Ever-Evolving Architecture. In addition to 

the above layers, which are designed to prevent ad-
versaries from launching a long-range strike on the 
United States or its regional allies, the United States 
must continue to develop new capabilities both to 
strengthen defenses and to introduce uncertainty 
into the minds of adversaries. With these two goals 
in mind, the U.S. Department of War should con-
tinue to explore new capabilities while employing 
existing capabilities in innovative ways.

For instance, placing missiles on autonomous 
aerial systems and on drones to shoot down enemy 
missiles in the boost phase or placing missile inter-
ceptors, such as the SM-6, in shipping containers 
in overseas ports that could target enemy missiles 
close to their homelands would not only help to pro-
tect key areas, but also keep America’s adversaries 
guessing. To this end, the War Department should 
embark on an aggressive campaign to identify key 
capabilities that can mitigate today’s adversary 
missile threat.

Assessment: Strong.

Policy Recommendations
The single most urgent recommendation is for 

Congress to fund and for the Department of War 
to build and field Golden Dome, to include the or-
bital constellation of sensors and shooters, a third 
ground-based missile defense site on the East 
Coast, and the associated Golden Dome battle man-
agement systems. To this end, the United States 
should build on the GOLDEN DOME for America 
Act, sponsored by Senator Dan Sullivan and Senator 
Kevin Cramer and Representative Mark Messmer, 
to field a robust and integrated multilayered de-
fense architecture with a heavy emphasis on space-
based interceptors.

Between the GOLDEN DOME for America Act 
and the One Big Beautiful Bill,38 the United States is 
on track to fund Golden Dome with an initial bud-
get of ~$25 billion to begin building the architec-
ture. Such an architecture should include an initial 
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space-based capability of a few dozen interceptors, 
on the way to an overall space-based interceptor ar-
chitecture of between 1,500 and 2,200 interceptors.

Eventually, Golden Dome should examine the 
threats posed by non-arctic trajectories. While not a 
direct threat now, it is not beyond the realm of pos-
sibility that an adversary could forward deploy nu-
clear-capable missiles in the Western Hemisphere, 
from which they can range the United States with-
out having to overfly missile interceptors in Alas-
ka or the West Coast. Further, it may be possible 
at some point in the future for adversaries to build 
a super long-range ICBM that is able to attack the 
United States not from a polar-arctic trajectory, but 

from a polar-Antarctic trajectory using rockets with 
a range of more than 20,000 kilometers. While still 
a future possibility, it is one that an evolving 21st 
century missile defense architecture should take 
into account and be prepared to address.

Conclusion
America is well on its way to building a robust 

missile defense architecture that can deny our ad-
versaries from carrying out a strategic attack on 
the American homeland. This will require patience, 
innovation, and resources, but from an engineer-
ing perspective, building a credible orbital missile 
defense shield such as Golden Dome is simple in 

U.S. Military Power: Missile Defense
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ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.
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comparison with putting a man on the moon within 
seven years or coming up with the idea for an atom-
ic bomb and then building and employing it in less 
than four years.

The time is now.
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U.S. Coast Guard
Phillip Smyth

Introduction
The United States Coast Guard (USCG), after 

years of underfunding, particularly during the 
Biden years, is on the verge of major changes fol-
lowing the infusion of $25 billion from President 
Trump’s One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA) and 
the announcement of Force Design 2028. However, 
needed programs, ships, and other equipment still 
face delays and cancellations, and recruitment has 
been abysmal. In the face of competition from near-
peer and peer competitors, especially the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC), the Coast Guard remains 
at a severe disadvantage.

The USCG maintains a unique place as both 
an armed service and a civilian law-enforcement 
entity. Along with providing port security and 
mass-mobilization capabilities to support the U.S. 
Navy, it must deal with such serious problems as 
marine safety and the flow of illegal immigration, 
illegal criminal narcotics, and illegal fishing in ad-
dition to assisting partner and allied states around 
the world in building their own naval and coast 
guard capabilities.

The USCG is still woefully underprepared and 
ill-equipped to deal with a peer competitor such as 
the PRC. China’s distant-water fishing fleet, People’s 
Liberation Army Navy (PLAN), Maritime Militia, 
and China Coast Guard (CCG) have grown exponen-
tially during the past decade. Additionally, China 
continues to increase deployments of its state-con-
trolled fishing fleets, research ships, and military 
vessels not just in the seas around Southeast and 
Northeast Asia, but into the U.S.’s Exclusive Eco-
nomic Zone (EEZ) and extended continental shelf. 
All of these multiplying threats pose serious chal-
lenges to the USCG’s policy of “meeting presence 
with presence.”

Heavy use, old age, maintenance problems, and 
lack of funds continue to undermine USCG capabil-
ities. The USCG’s shorter-range HH-65 helicopter 
is being decommissioned after 36 years of service, 
and its workhorse HH-60 helicopters, the platform 
on which the USCG was hoping to base future heli-
copter purchases and strategy, have been grounded 
because of safety issues resulting from their decrep-
it state and overuse.

The United States also needs to replace and ex-
pand its aging polar icebreaker fleet. With more 
than 1,000 miles of coastline in the Arctic, a pres-
ence in other Arctic states and Antarctica, and defi-
cient capabilities, the U.S. is strategically vulnerable. 
One of its two active polar icebreakers is nearly 50 
years old; to continue deployments, the USCG was 
forced to cannibalize from a sister ship. China, a 
state with no Arctic coastline, was able to deploy 
five new polar icebreakers to the Arctic (near Alas-
ka) in August 2025.

Nor are new platforms and equipment all the 
USCG needs to remain viable. Maintaining and staff-
ing the Coast Guard requires a more concerted effort 
to recruit and retain servicemembers. The USCG 
has a strong auxiliary volunteer element that can be 
utilized in time of war; it should also be used to in-
crease participation in rebuilding the organization. 
The USCG will need both to reinvigorate its reserve 
elements and to attract new active-duty members.

A service that is charged with protecting the 
homeland should not be allowed to continue its 
rudderless drift, especially as competitors and other 
threats are actively increasing their capabilities.

Service Overview
Since the beginning of the Republic, the U.S. 

Coast Guard has taken on countless roles in defense 
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of the United States. Founded in 1790 as the Unit-
ed States Revenue Cutter Service, the Coast Guard 
served as America’s first and only official naval force 
until the creation of the U.S. Navy in 1798.1

In 1861, Coastguardsmen fired the first maritime 
shot of the American Civil War.2 During World War 
II, off the coast of Greenland, the Coast Guard seized 
the Busko, a Norwegian Nazi-aligned Quisling gov-
ernment ship. It was the first capture of an enemy 
surface vessel by the United States during the war.3

Today’s Coast Guard is also the result of an amal-
gamation of numerous governmental organizations 
dealing with safety, port security, and smuggling. 
It includes what was once the U.S. Revenue Cutter 
Service, the U.S. Life-Saving Service, and several 
other former sections of the U.S. government re-
lated to managing lighthouses. The combination of 
these elements culminated in the U.S. Coast Guard 
Act of 1915.4

As the only armed service that performs law-en-
forcement duties, the USCG has operated under 
shifting authorities since its beginning. From 
1790–1967, it belonged to the U.S. Department of 
the Treasury. The U.S. Navy took over leadership 
of the Coast Guard during the War of 1812 as well 
as from 1941–1945 during the Second World War. 
From 1967–2003, the USCG was under the U.S. De-
partment of Transportation, and in 2003, following 
the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, it was 
transferred to the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS).

As a mission-oriented organization, the U.S. 
Coast Guard has a number of set programs that fall 
under both homeland and non-homeland security 
tasks. Specifically:

The Coast Guard manages six major operation-
al mission programs: The operational mission 
programs oversee 11 Missions codified in the 
Homeland Security Act of 2002. That act de-
lineates the 11 missions as “homeland security” 
or “non-homeland security” missions.

1.	 Ports, Waterways & Coastal Security
2.	 Drug Interdiction
3.	 Aids to Navigation (ATON: including main-

taining the nation's lighthouses, buoys & 
VTS; also legacy ATON missions including 
lightships & LORAN)

4.	 Search & Rescue (SAR)

5.	 Living Marine Resources
6.	 Marine Safety
7.	 Defense Readiness (National Security & 

Military Preparedness)
8.	 Migrant Interdiction
9.	 Maritime Environmental Protection
10.	Polar, Ice & Alaska Operations (including 

the International Ice Patrol)
11.	 Law Enforcement (including Prohibition 

Enforcement History)

Homeland Security Missions: Ports, Water-
ways, and Coastal Security; Drug Interdiction; 
Migrant Interdiction; Defense Readiness; and 
Other Law Enforcement

Non-Homeland Security Missions: Marine 
Safety; Search and Rescue; Aids to Navigation; 
Living Marine Resources; Marine Environmen-
tal Protection; and Ice Operations.5

The contemporary USCG safeguards over 
100,000 miles of U.S. coastline, the U.S.’s Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZ) and extended continental 
shelf, and such inland waters as major rivers and 
lakes. It also operates with partner states and al-
lies in law enforcement to prevent illegal fishing, 
smuggling, and narcotics. As a force, it has 39,000 
active-duty members,6 approximately 6,300 re-
servists,7 and 26,000 to 32,000 volunteer auxil-
iary members.8

Search and rescue efforts continue to be a prin-
cipal focus for the Coast Guard, which was heavily 
utilized to rescue those on disabled or sinking ships, 
survivors of natural disasters, and victims of other 
incidents throughout 2025. The Coast Guard also 
has continued to aim for a two-hour search and res-
cue response time within USCG sectors.9

The contemporary Coast Guard has been 
plagued by chronic underfunding, major recruit-
ment shortfalls, old or declining equipment, ex-
tensive maintenance problems, and the lack of 
enough key ships to carry out the missions it has 
been tasked with performing. If a conflict with Chi-
na over Taiwan were to develop, the USCG’s strong 
search and rescue, seamanship, vessels, and aircraft 
would play a major role in assisting the U.S. Navy 
and protecting the U.S. homeland. However, in its 
current state, it is doubtful that the service could 
execute many of its other assigned missions.
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Nevertheless, 2025 saw a number of major 
changes that will have a positive impact on the ser-
vice as it continues into the 21st century. The most 
significant were the creation of Force Design 2028 
and the funding provided by the OBBBA.10 The ad-
ditional funding has allowed the USCG to put more 
attention into acquisition and shipbuilding. These 
efforts have also helped the USCG to demonstrate 
what systems have not worked or what newer tools 
might be needed in the future.

Force Design 2028. In an effort to reconfig-
ure and modernize the U.S. Coast Guard, DHS and 
Coast Guard leaders issued a new strategy in 2025: 
Force Design 2028, a program to rebuild the orga-
nization around four major themes:

	l Organization,

	l People,

	l Technology, and

	l Contracts and Acquisitions.11

Focusing on these four major issues sets a clear 
standard for where and how the Coast Guard is to 
be rebuilt with new funds and focuses attention on 
the need to ready the service for the future.

Decline of Coast Guard Assets and Forces
Chronic underfunding has undermined the U.S. 

Coast Guard’s capabilities. In May 2025, DHS Secre-
tary Kristi Noem told Congress that the USCG was 
underfunded by at least $21 billion.12 The purchase 
and acquisition of new cutters, ice breakers, and air-
craft and the updating of facilities to remove back-
logged maintenance issues are all needed to restore 
the Coast Guard as an effective multi-mission force 
that can tackle its multi-mission focus.

Cutters. The USCG’s cutters are the backbone 
of its fleet of vessels, which also includes smaller 
boats. Cutters are ships that have crew accommoda-
tions and are over 65 feet in length. The USCG had 
241 cutters as of January 202513 and 1,508 smaller 
boats as of 2024.14 These ships take on roles related 
to port security, drug interdiction, surveillance, and 
illegal fishing, among many others. Unfortunately, 
however, many of these vessels have suffered from 
maintenance backlogs, and cutters are often un-
available for major anti-drug missions, in addition 

to which many cutters currently in the fleet are 
quite old: Many inland and river cutters average 
around 55 years of age, and medium endurance 
cutters average between 30 and 50 years of age.15

Newer cutters were beset by delays in design and 
production, but the OBBBA enabled Coast Guard 
shipbuilding programs to receive $162 million for 
inland buoy tenders (Waterways Commerce Cut-
ters); $1 billion to buy more of the service’s small 
but successful Fast Response Cutters; and $4.3 bil-
lion to acquire more Offshore Patrol Cutters, the 
long-delayed replacements for the aging medium 
endurance cutter fleet.16 However, until shipbuild-
ing is ready to take on and deliver these orders, 
the delivery process for these cutters will likely 
be a slow one.

Icebreakers and the Arctic. Given the geopo-
litical and climatological changes in the Arctic, the 
USCG’s need for new icebreakers has never been 
more pressing. Icebreakers protect the sea-lanes 
needed for commerce, scientific research, and the 
maintenance of presence and projection in both the 
Arctic and the Antarctic. However, there is a seri-
ous shortage of the vessels that the United States 
requires for these tasks. A 2023 U.S. Coast Guard 
analysis said the service would need “eight to nine” 
new icebreakers,17 but efforts to produce these ships 
have been undermined by cost overruns, issues with 
design, and numerous delays.

As of August 2025, the USCG was operating only 
three polar-capable icebreakers.

	l The USCGC Polar Star is 49 years old, the 
USCG’s only heavy icebreaker, and currently 
the only Coast Guard ship capable of Antarctic 
missions to the McMurdo Station.18 The Polar 
Star has also suffered from fires, maintenance 
issues, and other problems.19

	l Commissioned in 1999, the medium icebreaker 
USCGC Healy has experienced numerous fires 
and lacks spare parts.20

	l The newest, a non-military icebreaker, is the 
USCGC Storis. Purchased from a private owner, 
the Storis was commissioned on August 10, 
2025.21 It is still waiting for its future homeport 
in Juneau, Alaska, to be fitted with an up-
graded pier.22
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Compared to America’s deficient icebreaker 
capabilities, Russia currently operates the world’s 
largest and best-equipped fleet of polar icebreak-
ers: 57 ships including the world’s only nuclear ice-
breaker.23 It also has extensive facilities and other 
security architecture to support icebreaking in the 
Arctic. Canada has the world’s second largest fleet of 
icebreakers: 18 with delivery of two more expected 
by 2032.24 Nordic states such as Sweden, Norway, 
and Finland heavily utilize icebreakers in their ice-
filled coastal waters, and Finland is a world leader 
in icebreaker construction.25

For its part, China, a state with no coastline in 
the Arctic and an initially limited albeit expanding 
presence in the Antarctic, claims to be a “near-Arc-
tic state” and seeks to create a “Polar Silk Road.”26 
From 2024–2025, China has increasingly sent its 
ships into the Arctic, particularly near the U.S. EEZ 
and extended continental shelf. In 2024, three Chi-
nese icebreakers sailed near the Aleutian Islands.27 
In August 2025, China sent five icebreakers north 
of Alaska “in or near the U.S. Arctic.”28

In late 2024, the Icebreaker Collaboration Effort 
(ICE) Pact was created to facilitate the delivery of 
additional icebreakers, in part by partnering with 
Finnish and Canadian shipbuilders. The tripar-
tite ICE Pact would also facilitate the exchange of 
knowledge to American shipbuilders by allowing 
Finnish and Canadian expertise in icebreaking de-
sign and construction of icebreakers to be utilized 
within America’s ailing shipbuilding apparatus.29

President Trump has affirmed the importance 
of closing the U.S.’s growing icebreaker gap. In 
June 2025, the President announced that he in-
tended to buy 40 icebreakers, potentially from 
Finland.30 The OBBBA allotted $4.3 billion for 
three new PSCs; $3.5 billion for up to three new 
medium Arctic Security Cutters (ASCs); and $816 
million for small and medium cutters.31 This fund-
ing certainly allowed for more to be done on the 
acquisition of new icebreakers. However, for al-
most a decade, shipyards tasked with building and 
designing the PSCs have experienced delays and 
cost overruns. The ASC, a vessel that the Coast 
Guard needs to accomplish its Arctic goals, is still 
in need of a design; a Request for Information was 
not submitted until April 2025.32

Since 2017, the USCG has intended to replace its 
aging heavy icebreakers with what would become 
the PSC.33 Yet, according to the Congressional 

Budget Office, despite having been authorized in 
2019, “[a]s of July 2024, the design of the PSC was 
only 59 percent complete.”34 In May 2025, Bollinger 
Mississippi Shipbuilding was approved to begin pro-
duction on the first Polar Sentinel PSCs.35

Increased funding is a positive development, but 
delays and the need for new vessels quickly require 
a faster and more proactive approach. As former 
Coast Guard Captain Luke Slivinski has suggested, 
allowing the Coast Guard “to bypass the traditional 
acquisitions process and go straight to…an existing 
medium polar icebreaker warship design in current 
operation…would enable an immediate start to 
construction” and eliminate “years’ worth of time 
devoted to establishing requirements; advertising, 
bidding, and awarding the contract; and vessel de-
sign.”36 The United States should also buy available 
non-military icebreakers as it did with the USCGC 
Storis to fill critical gaps. The U.S. may be forced to 
buy from overseas shipyards to fulfill its icebreaker 
needs, and while continued multilateral coopera-
tion with partners and allies is a net benefit for U.S. 
policy and projection, the Coast Guard should seek 
out foreign options that are affordable and include 
U.S. shipbuilders in the building of the vessels. The 
United States needs icebreakers and the capabilities 
to construct them now.

Aviation. Funding increases in the OBBBA have 
given the Coast Guard the ability to purchase newer 
aircraft that comport with its Force Design 2028. 
Specifically, $1.1 billion was included for six new 
long-range HC-130J aircraft, along with simulators; 
$2.3 billion was included for more than 40 MH-60 
helicopters; and $266 million was allocated for 
long-range unmanned aircraft systems (UAS), pro-
viding the Coast Guard with another increasingly 
required asset both for surveillance and for search 
and rescue. Such funding of specific and more pur-
pose-built aircraft will enable the Coast Guard to 
move forward with a more streamlined fleet.

“As of 2024,” according to the Congressional Bud-
get Office, “the Coast Guard had about 200 aircraft. 
About three-quarters were helicopters, and the rest 
were fixed-wing aircraft.”37 These aircraft perform 
missions ranging from search and rescue to drug 
interdiction, surveillance, security, and environ-
mental protection. Due to the harsh extremes of 
their operating environments and issues with sup-
ply, many of these aircraft require more intensive 
maintenance services.
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Reduced budgets under the Biden Administra-
tion, repairs, and the number of different airframes 
operated by the USCG have affected the ability of 
the service to field needed aircraft. From fiscal year 
(FY) 2018–FY 2022, according to the U.S. Govern-
ment Accountability Office (GAO), USCG fixed-wing 
and rotary-winged aircraft failed to meet availability 
targets.38 Systemic maintenance and issues related to 
heavy use with its air fleet stretched the USCG to its 
limit in 2023–2024 following a series of groundings.

Fixed-Wing Aircraft. The Coast Guard’s fixed-
wing aircraft often perform transportation, patrol, 
rescue, surveillance, command and control, and 
interdiction duties. Additionally, some of these 
platforms’ longer ranges allow the USCG to patrol 
larger zones—a necessity in the Pacific, Arctic, and 
stretches of the Atlantic. It was the Coast Guard’s 
longest-range platform, the HC-130Js, that were 
key elements in monitoring Chinese ship move-
ments near Alaska, for example, in 2025.39

The fixed-wing fleet has been undergoing a pro-
cess of modernization, and many older airframes 
have been retired. The last long-range HC-130H 
was retired in 2024. The platform had been in ser-
vice for 56 years.40 The Gulfstream C-37A, a long-
range command-and-control aircraft acquired in 
2007, was complemented by a C-37B, which was ac-
quired in 2022.41 However, the fixed-wing fleet also 
has had maintenance-related problems. In 2023, all 
of the USCG’s 14 C-27J Spartan Patrol Aircraft had 
to be grounded when it was discovered that all had 
structural cracks.42

Rotary-Winged Aircraft. The Coast Guard was 
an early adopter of rotary-winged aircraft, and be-
cause of the multitude of missions that helicopters 
can perform, they form a large and core portion of 
the USCG aviation force. In 1944, for example, it 
was the USCG that flew the first lifesaving mission 
using a helicopter.43

Around 100 MH-65 helicopters are currently in 
service with the USCG. A workhorse for the service, 
particularly with search and rescue, since its first 
delivery in 1984, the aircraft have cumulatively 
logged over 1.8 million flight hours.44 Although the 
MH-65 is currently being phased out in favor of the 
MH-60 Jayhawk, the USCG has signed a memoran-
dum of understanding with Airbus that could keep 
the helicopter operating until 2037.45

The USCG intends to have the MH-60 as its sole 
helicopter platform, a move to a single platform that 

would allow a level of standardization for the USCG 
to invest more in new attachments, perform more 
functional maintenance, and streamline training, 
but the helicopter has been beset by operation stress-
es as a result of its high usage. “By late 2023,” accord-
ing to Forbes, “over 90 percent of the Coast Guard’s 
MH-60T helicopters were operating with more than 
16,000 flight hours,” and “[a]s of early December, al-
most 18 percent of the Coast Guard’s 45-strong MH-
60T ‘Jayhawk’ medium range recovery fleet [was] out 
of service.”46 After the November 2023 crash of an 
MH-60 in Alaska, the USCG cut the service life of the 
helicopter from 20,000 hours to 19,000.47 As a result, 
six MH-60s were immediately grounded.

Despite these issues, Coast Guard aviation’s 
talent and mission focus have allowed the service 
to perform its essential duties. In July 2025, while 
flying in an MH-65, one Coast Guard swimmer res-
cued 165 people following major floods in Texas.48 
However, Coast Guard aviation’s readiness and re-
sources have not recently been tested in a major na-
tional crisis such as a Hurricane Katrina–type event. 
Even with funding increases, the Coast Guard’s per-
formance vulnerabilities are still present.

The Coast Guard requires a cohesive plan and 
evaluation of its aircraft assets. When there are nu-
merous aircraft types with different maintenance re-
quirements, training regimens, and complex supply 
chains, costs rise and efficiency diminishes. This is 
partly why the USCG has not been meeting availabil-
ity targets. The recently grounded C-27Js came into 
the Coast Guard by way of an ultimately unneeded 
U.S. Air Force procurement program when the USCG 
was already integrating a more purpose-built aircraft, 
the HC-144 Ocean Sentry, into its fleet.

As more funding arrives, the USCG must address 
its pressing maintenance issues. Increasing the 
availability of and access to parts supplies to meet 
immediate needs should also be factored into its 
plans. The USCG should explore options for long-
range aircraft and unmanned systems that can 
be utilized for longer-range intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance (ISR) equipment. Lon-
ger-range ISR assets that can allow other resources 
to be prepositioned would also help the USCG to 
maintain presence and support DHS and other na-
tional security missions.

Facilities and Maintenance. The maintenance 
issues that have plagued the Coast Guard, in addi-
tion to reflecting ongoing funding neglect, have 
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directly affected mission readiness and capacity to 
operate. Because the Coast Guard’s facilities, ves-
sels, and aircraft operate in harsh environments 
and are heavily used, major maintenance short-
falls have caused cutters and air assets to be un-
able to deploy, thereby hurting their capability to 
perform missions. The OBBBA gave the USCG $2.2 
billion to maintain readiness through depot main-
tenance.49 Without these funds, the service would 
likely continue to experience major maintenance 
shortfalls. However, according to a 2025 GAO re-
port, the USCG would need upwards of $7 billion 
for infrastructure facilities.50 This money would not 
be needed just for rebuilding, overhaul, and regular 
maintenance, but also to compensate for the exten-
sive backlog created by years of neglect.

Access to spare parts has been another long-term 
readiness problem for the Coast Guard. During an 
August 2024 event, then-USCG Vice Commandant 
Admiral Kevin Lunday told the audience that:

On the asset side we’re struggling to sustain 
the readiness of our current fleet of ships, of 
boats, of aircraft, and offshore infrastructure, 
and our IT systems, and networks. Let me give 
you an example: If you want to get underway 
on a major Coast Guard cutter today, you 
have to do what we call a ‘controlled parts 
exchange’ with other ships at the pier. That’s a 
fancy term for cannibalization. We’ll steal parts 
or borrow…from the other ships just to get 
another ship underway. Now, you can do that 
for a short amount of time, but when you do 
it over a number of years, you're eating your 
own readiness. And that's what we’re seeing.51

The USCG Auxiliary. The Auxiliary is a 
26,000-strong to 32,000-strong volunteer element 
of the U.S. Coast Guard.52 Any adult who meets el-
igibility requirements and is over the age of 17 can 
join the Auxiliary, and this allows it to recruit from 
a broad spectrum of talents and capabilities.53 Nev-
ertheless, the force includes many individuals of re-
tirement age, and many lack skills beyond assisting 
in search and rescue. The Auxiliary does not carry 
out the Coast Guard’s military or law-enforcement 
duties, but it does act as a cost-effective and increas-
ingly important force multiplier.

Costing less than $20 million annually and sav-
ing taxpayers approximately $240 million a year,54 

Auxiliary flotillas raise their own funds. As noted, 
the Auxiliary acts as a force multiplier for the USCG 
by assisting in safety, maintenance of facilities and 
vessels, inspection duties, public education, public 
affairs, and search and rescue.55

The U.S. military is currently hard-pressed to 
find enough translators and interpreters who spe-
cialize in Indo-Pacific languages; the Auxiliary has 
an Interpreter Corps that serves with Coast Guard 
operations around the world.56 Another major goal 
of Force Design 2028 is to strengthen the Coast 
Guard’s cyber capabilities; members of the Auxil-
iary could be used to further enhance the USCG’s 
cyber assets and in a cost-effective manner.57 And 
during 2010’s Deep Water Horizon oil rig explo-
sion and spill, Auxiliarists were there to provide 
extensive environmental, rescue, and other forms 
of support.58

In a potential war—for example, a war with Chi-
na—U.S. Naval militias, potentially under National 
Guard auspices, would be required for the war effort. 
However, only Alaska, California, New York, Ohio, 
and South Carolina can currently call upon such 
units. In World War II, Auxiliarists could join or be 
enrolled in the Coast Guard’s now-disbanded Tem-
porary Reserve.59 In a contemporary conflict, the 
Auxiliary could be called upon once more to fill the 
ranks of state-run maritime militias and activities 
within the USCG.

Recruitment and Retention. The U.S. mili-
tary’s multi-year recruitment crisis has not left the 
USCG unscathed. The USCG must do more to ad-
dress its recruitment and retention of officers, en-
listed members, and reserves. This is a particularly 
challenging issue given that recruitment issues have 
long plagued the USCG, especially from 2019–2023 
when the service did not meet its recruitment goals. 
In 2022, the Coast Guard “recruited 2,793 service 
members out of a goal of 4,200,” which was just “a 
little over 66.5 percent of its annual objective.”60 In 
2024, then-Vice Commandant Admiral Kevin Lun-
day told an audience at the Brookings Institution 
that “we’ve had to lay up three…of our major cutters 
because we don’t have enough enlisted personnel 
to crew them.”61 In May 2025, the GAO noted that 

“[h]eavy workloads, command leadership, and phys-
ical and technical infrastructure issues hurt morale 
and affected retention.”62

In 2022, in an attempt to alleviate recruit-
ment issues, the USCG removed some barriers to 



﻿

519The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/military

enlistment. The enlistment age was raised from 
34 to 42, single parents were allowed to join, and 
restrictions on those with higher debt-to-income 
ratios were relaxed.63 In 2024, the Coast Guard 
finally exceeded its recruitment goal with about 
200 more recruits than their target number of 
4,200. New recruiting stations and about 100 new 
recruiters were largely credited with meeting the 
2024 goals.64 The USCG’s continued use of more re-
cruiters and recruitment offices, along with more 
targeted marketing of the service, would certainly 
assist in recruitment efforts.

Nevertheless, the USCG continued to lose ser-
vicemembers faster than it could replace them.65 
Citing the GAO, Stars and Stripes reported in May 
2025 that because of retention issues, the USCG 
was “short about 3,000 members” and “operating 
below the workforce level that it deems necessary 
to meet operational demands.”66 The GAO has rec-
ommended that the Coast Guard focus on collecting 
and analyzing more data to make up for recruitment 
shortfalls and for future targeted recruitment,67 but 
the growing need for specialized skills within the 
USCG indicates that a more immediate focus on 
certain areas is required. Increasingly, individuals 
with key skills that assist with retention and/or 
missions, such as those with a cyber or technolo-
gy background and those with medical experience, 
should be a targeted recruitment focus.68

The USCG’s demand for medical, technology, 
and other professionals, both for its missions and 
to meet the needs of USCG servicemembers, faces 
stiff private-sector competition. Salaries for those 
in the technology and medical fields, for example, 
are higher in the private sector.69 Since August 
2025, the USCG has offered upwards of $75,000 as 
an enlistment bonus,70 and additional financial in-
centives may be required for more specialized skill-
sets. Retention among those stationed in isolated or 
rural areas, often key zones for USCG presence, has 
suffered because of issues related to the provision of 
health care. Therefore, notes USCG Lieutenant ( ju-
nior grade) Victoria Folz, “increasing recruitment 
efforts targeting medical students and professionals 
could yield positive results.”71 Attracting individuals 
working for technology companies and those attain-
ing degrees for technology positions should also be 
goals for USCG recruiters.

Attracting those in technology fields often re-
quires a more dynamic approach beyond direct 

recruitment at schools and universities focused on 
those skillsets. Many in the cyber field maintain ir-
regular schedules and do not match Coast Guard 
physical fitness requirements.72 Using the USCG’s 
Auxiliary to appeal to volunteers would save money 
and create a new opportunity for recruiting outside 
of the normal paradigms of direct recruitment into 
the Coast Guard.

Countering Narcotics, Illegal Immigration, 
Human Smuggling, and Human Trafficking

Illegal Narcotics. The U.S. Coast Guard’s nar-
cotics interdiction efforts have increased signifi-
cantly since 2024. Approximately 1,024 metric 
tons (2,257,534 pounds) of cocaine were seized 
from 2020–2024.73 The Eastern Pacific, the Carib-
bean, and the border with Mexico have been key 
areas of focus. In July 2025, the USCG stated that 
it had “seized over 242,000 pounds [around 109 
metric tons] of cocaine” since January 20, 2025.74 
In March 2025, one seizure in the Pacific yielded 
narcotics worth more than $500,000,000.75 Also 
in 2025, during Operation Pacific Viper, the USCG 
made the largest seizure of cocaine in its history: 
61,740 pounds.76

In February 2025, the U.S. Department of State 
listed eight Mexican, Central American, and South 
American drug cartels as foreign terrorist organiza-
tions;77 the USCG’s efforts to counter the threat of 
illegal narcotics have never been greater than they 
have been since then. In view of the 2026 actions 
in Venezuela and continued efforts to counter drug 
flows, elements of the USCG’s special operations 
Maritime Security Response Team might be better 
utilized if they were more integrated with the ranks 
of the United States Special Operations Command. 
Along with the use of dedicated aircraft devoted to 
deploying fast-ropers, the USCG could better assist 
in many of these efforts.

Drug cartels, particularly many of these recently 
listed groups, have been expanding their traffick-
ing through maritime routes. According to DHS, 
non-commercial go-fast boats, fishing boats, and 
sailing vessels have transported a majority of ille-
gal drugs into the United States.78 In August 2025, 
DHS Secretary Noem noted that “80% of illicit drug 
seizures occur at sea.”79

Increasingly, the drug cartels are using nar-
co-submarines to traffic illegal narcotics. Accord-
ing to InSight Crime, “A near-record number of 
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narco-submarines were intercepted crossing the 
Atlantic and Pacific in 2024.”80 USCG Lt. Com-
mander Stephen Brickey told CNN in 2019 that 

“[t]hey blend in…. Most of the vessel is underwater, 
so it’s hard to pick out. They’re painted blue. They 
match the water.”81 According to one report, these 
low-cost and difficult-to-detect vessels “have also 
become more advanced.” 82 One intercepted nar-
co-submarine came equipped with a Starlink sys-
tem and antenna.83

Narco-submarines are also traversing greater 
distances, traveling to Europe and Australia. The 
Wall Street Journal has characterized their utili-
zation as the equivalent of a “secret cocaine super-
highway under the Atlantic,” noting that narco-sub-
marines were transporting narcotics as far away as 
Spain.84 By mid-2025, the cartels were often com-
plementing their smuggling efforts by also using 
underwater drones.85

As the quality and technological capabilities of 
narco-submarines have increased, the USCG has re-
lied primarily on human intelligence generated by 
partner states in intercepting narcotics shipments.86 
The addition of higher-technology approaches with 
a focus on ISR and combining new passive sensors 
and unmanned systems would certainly aid in the 
anti-narcotics mission. Additionally, given that 
the USCG must continue its patrols over expan-
sive areas, the further integration of these systems 
would help it to cover more ground. In keeping with 
Force Design 2028, the USCG has been looking at 
capabilities and systems that can better integrate 
a wider spectrum of information to “Sense, Make 
Sense, and Act.”87

The USCG must also look at its core capabilities. 
Increased access to newer and better-maintained 
cutters would also be beneficial. The Coast Guard’s 
extensive maintenance issues have had a negative 
effect on its missions. According to the DHS Inspec-
tor General, “Coast Guard cutters were unavailable 
for 2,058 cumulative days over a 3-year period” 
from 2021–2023.88 In 2024, citing a Coast Guard 
statement, the GAO noted that the USCG’s medi-
um endurance cutters, “a key asset for interdicting 
drugs,” were not available because “the declining 
condition of the cutters risked decreased capability 
for meeting mission requirements.”89

Illegal Immigration, Human Smuggling, 
and Human Trafficking. Illegal immigration 
utilizing sea routes expanded during the Biden 

Administration, and illegal immigrants, profession-
al human smugglers, and human traffickers have 
continued to use them.90 Moreover, smuggling and 
illegal immigration attempts have not abated. By 
March 2025, the USCG had “tripled” its person-
nel commitment to dealing with these issues.91 At 
around the same time, the USCG announced that 
it had diverted cutters, aircraft, and other patrol 
craft to heighten its “operational presence near 
southwest border between [the] U.S. and Mexico.”92 
While distinct issues, illegal immigration, human 
smuggling, and human trafficking often overlap and 
require specialized expertise and resources.

Countering China
The PRC has aggressively promoted a strategy 

of grey-zone conflict with the U.S. and its Pacific 
partners. From 2024–2025, the Chinese have in-
creasingly been sending icebreakers, ostensible re-
search vessels, and their CCG into the U.S. EEZ off 
the coast of Alaska. In October 2024, a China Coast 
Guard vessel entered the Arctic for the first time 
and was later joined by another CCG vessel for exer-
cises with Russia.93 Thus, the USCG is increasingly 
coming into contact with Chinese vessels that are 
both creeping closer to U.S. claims and challenging 
America’s ability to protect the homeland.

As China has continued its efforts to copy and 
then utilize lessons gleaned from the United States, 
it has invested heavily in its CCG. In 2017, analyst 
and researcher Ryan Martinson noted that “Chi-
na’s expansion in maritime East Asia has relied 
heavily on non-naval elements of sea power, above 
all white-hulled constabulary forces.”94 Nearly a 
decade later, the buildup of and reliance on these 

“white-hulled constabulary forces” (the CCG) has 
only increased.95 The CCG has exhibited close coop-
eration with the PLAN and China’s maritime militia 
forces.96 In fact, it has been so close that a PLAN 
warship collided with a CCG vessel in the South 
China Sea as they were harassing Filipino fisher-
men in August 2025.97

Known by Western observers as the PRC’s 
“Second Navy” or “Shadow Navy,” the China Coast 
Guard was created in 2013 and modeled after its 
U.S. counterpart.98 The CCG has also undergone a 
meteoric rise in its adoption of new types of ship-
ping, equipment, tasking, and restructuring as well 
as its contribution to China’s militant posturing in 
the Pacific.
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A 2019 Naval War College study reported that 
the CCG had 1,275 hulls. By 2024, the CCG had 150 
oceangoing patrol vessels.99 Compared to the USCG, 
which has around 200 cutters and 1,400 smaller 
boats, the CCG’s vessels are newer and have not suf-
fered from the same maintenance issues. CCG ships 
have been widely utilized in the disputed waters of 
the South China Sea. Many of the CCG’s ships have 
had a more naval than white-hulled focus. Many of 
China’s ships can be fitted with anti-ship missiles.

Like the USCG, the CCG is an amalgamation 
of different capabilities with a multi-mission fo-
cus. The China Marine Surveillance, China Fish-
ery Law Enforcement Command, China Maritime 
Police, and some seaborn units belonging to the 
PRC’s General Administration of Customs were all 
combined into the CCG.100 Superficially, the CCG’s 
strongest elements relate to its maritime patrol and 
law-enforcement capabilities,101 although the CCG 
was removed from its position under the Ministry 
of State Security’s People’s Armed Police in 2018.102

The combining of these disparate entities and 
their centralization through the creation of a new 
force bears many hallmarks similar to the U.S.’s 1915 
Coast Guard Act and the later incorporation of dif-
ferent agencies into the USCG. Unlike the USCG’s, 
the CCG’s goals appear to be more military-focused 
and law enforcement–focused with search and res-
cue as a distant secondary goal.

The CCG has been involved in “rescue” opera-
tions that were made necessary by its ramming of 
other ships. In January 2025 and in rough seas, the 
CCG shadowed and did little to assist in the Filipino 
effort to recover the body of a Filipino fisherman.103 
The CCG even impeded the rescue of a drowning 
Filipino fisherman in July 2024 near the disputed 
Scarborough Shoal.104

These incidents also show how the USCG can 
better assist regional partners in their efforts to 
counter the Chinese menace. In fact, the USCG 
has conducted a number of deployments to the 
Western Pacific, including assisting with the mon-
itoring of fisheries in the Marshall Islands in July 
2025 and joint exercises with Japan, South Korea, 
and the Philippines in June.105 The USCG has also 
increased assistance to its Filipino counterparts in 
the Philippine Coast Guard.106 Through continued 
joint training, the promotion of interoperability, 
and collaboration with the Philippines and other 
regional partners and allies, the United States can 

better counter China’s grey-zone tactics. The US-
CG’s exchange of tactics and new knowledge about 
how to counter China with overseas partners is a 
great asset in U.S. military planning.

In 2022, the USCG launched its first anti–illegal, 
unreported, and unregulated fishing (IUU) effort 
for the intergovernmental South Pacific Regional 
Fisheries Management Organization. The South 
Pacific Ocean covers nearly a quarter of the world’s 
oceans and is plied regularly by ships belonging 
to China’s distant-water fishing fleet, which has 
deep links to the PRC’s maritime militias and has 
contributed to depleting the seas of numerous re-
sources.107 Near the Galapagos Islands, the USCG 
has shadowed Chinese fishing vessels that have 
plundered local fisheries. The Chinese maritime 
militia fleet also fields several skilled units, some 
of which have been used repeatedly to advance Chi-
nese geopolitical goals in the South China Sea.108

The increase in the use of Chinese “research” 
vessels, CCG, and maritime militias will require 
the USCG to move at a faster pace to acquire ice-
breakers, cutters, and longer-range ISR equipment 
to assist in countering Chinese grey-zone warfare. 
The USCG has a valuable role in countering Chinese 
illegal fishing maneuvers and penetrations into U.S. 
territory and claims, along with backing partners 
and allies in the Pacific and Arctic.

Assisting regional partners and allies must also 
include the construction and modernization of 
bases that can give the Coast Guard a more forward 
operating position. Geographically, the Pacific is 
incredibly vast, and the area between USCG in Ho-
nolulu, Hawaii, and other USCG facilities in Guam 
is around 4,000 miles. A Coast Guard facility that 
could host cutters in American Samoa, an Ameri-
can territory in the South Pacific, would improve 
America’s ability to assist allies and safeguard large 
swaths of ocean against Chinese projections.109

As a military support element for the U.S. Navy, 
however, the USCG is at an extreme disadvantage 
vis-à-vis a militarized China and a CCG set up to act 
as a support element for China’s PLAN. The USCG’s 
main tasks in wartime would include the execution 
of anti-submarine warfare (ASW) and convoy escort, 
but its personnel lack the training, weapons, and 
equipment that would enable them to assume those 
functions quickly. In order to counter narco-subs 
in the Pacific, for example, the USCG has had to 
ask the U.S. Navy to provide ASW capabilities and 
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support.110 Given the USCG’s maintenance backlogs 
and demonstrated inability to deploy cutters to deal 
with drug flows in the Caribbean and Pacific, the 
extent to which the U.S. Navy could depend on the 
Coast Guard’s capabilities in an all-out fight against 
China becomes a matter of some doubt.

Beijing has shown a keen interest in pushing 
the United States out of the South Pacific. In 2022, 
China signed a security pact agreement with the 
Solomon Islands. That year, the island country 
turned away a USCG cutter engaged in patrols in 
the area.111 In 2023, China and the Solomon Islands 
also agreed to a pact on “law enforcement and secu-
rity matters.”112 In 2024, the island nation of Nauru 
switched its diplomatic recognition from Taiwan to 
China. A direct and more formidable USCG pres-
ence in the region would do much to let the Chinese 
know that the South Pacific is not their property.

Conclusion
The USCG’s 2025 adoption of Force Design 2028 

and the needed funds provided by the OBBBA will 

go far to ready the USCG for the future. The chal-
lenge of systemic institutional dysfunction within 
the Coast Guard is beginning to be addressed. The 
USCG has executed record-breaking drug busts, 
countered Chinese projections near the United 
States, assisted partners and allies abroad, contin-
ued missions for port security, and performed many 
search and rescue operations. However, the service 
continues to suffer from the residual effects of years 
of neglect and underfunding.

As the U.S. Coast Guard finds a firmer footing 
with new fiscal support, there are still many ques-
tions to be resolved with regard to how many and 
how effectively missions can be executed. Despite 
significant investments in the Coast Guard, the road 
to being a fully functional service with negligible 
backlogs—particularly with regard to new ships, 
maintenance, and aircraft—is still years away. The 
USCG will require sustained support to become the 
service it needs to be in case of any potential conflict 
with China over Taiwan.

Scoring the U.S. Coast Guard
Capacity Score: Weak

Funds allotted to the USCG by the OBBBA com-
bined with Force Design 2028 will push the Coast 
Guard in a more positive direction, but its current 
capacity score is “weak.” Maintenance issues con-
tinue to undermine the effectiveness of the service’s 
nearly 240 cutters, and facilities needed to maintain 
newer ships have not yet been constructed. More 
recruitment and retainment mechanisms are nec-
essary along with the acquisition of new ships and 
aircraft and an extensive rebuilding of the Coast 
Guard’s maintenance capabilities. In 2025, the Gov-
ernment Accountability Office reported that “the 
Coast Guard is short about 2,600 active-duty staff 
and operating below the workforce level it thinks 
necessary to meet mission needs.”113 Lacking suf-
ficient staff and maintenance capacity, the Coast 
Guard struggles to remain mission ready.

Capability Score: Weak
The USCG’s capability score is “weak” trend-

ing toward “marginal.” The lack of icebreakers in 
the Arctic puts the United States at a severe dis-
advantage with peer competitors and near-peer 

competitors, particularly China and Russia. Be-
cause of maintenance issues, the USCG had prob-
lems deploying cutters to the Caribbean. In the 
Arctic and Pacific, China’s newer and more modern 
vessels make it harder to meet “presence with pres-
ence” against its increasingly frequent aggressive 
advances. The inability to field functional cutters, 
helicopters, and fixed-wing aircraft in a variety of 
zones has had a detrimental effect on the USCG’s 
ability to execute its missions. As a warfighting en-
tity, the USCG lacks anti-submarine and convoy 
escort capabilities, and “as competition with Chi-
na accelerates,” in the words of Navy Lieutenant 
Commander James Halsell, “the homeland once 
again is not secure from undersea threats. Chinese 
and perhaps Russian submarines could interdict 
logistics, disrupt critical infrastructure, or threaten 
the American public’s sense of security.”114

Readiness Score: Very Weak
The USCG’s readiness score is “very weak.” Mod-

ernization has hit numerous snags that have forced 
the service to rely on older and/or deficient equip-
ment. Inadequate maintenance infrastructure and 
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a workforce that is not large enough to meet current 
needs continue to be major problems. In 2025, the 
DHS Inspector General observed that “Coast Guard 
cutters were unavailable for 2,068 cumulative days 
over a 3-year period” and “calculated that the Coast 
Guard could have interdicted an additional 57 to 
89.1 metric tons of cocaine had these cutters been 
performing the counterdrug mission.”115 The fact 
that the need for parts and need for cannibaliza-
tion are ever-present issues means that entire air 
fleets have been grounded because of maintenance 
issues that, along with a lack of personnel, make the 
USCG’s readiness to face a peer competitor such as 
China a matter of serious concern.

Overall USCG Score: Weak
Maintenance issues have been a major problem 

for the U.S. Coast Guard, and significant backlogs 
were a significant issue from 2024–2025. With the 
passing of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, the USCG 
finally has much of the funding (approximately $25 
billion) it needs to be less dysfunctional than it has 
been for many years. Even as the Coast Guard’s air 
and sea fleets are modernized, there will likely be 
continued shortfalls in its ability to deploy assets. 
The USCG still lacks the icebreaking capabilities 
required to compete with China and Russia in the 
Arctic, and in the Eastern Pacific and Caribbean, as 
noted above, the lack of enough key vessels and air-
craft has hurt the Coast Guard’s ability to complete 
drug interdiction missions and carry out other crit-
ical operations.

Policy Recommendations

	l End the maintenance backlog. As it receives 
needed funding, the USCG can assess its main-
tenance needs, refit some facilities, buy needed 
parts, and improve training. Security infra-
structure in the Caribbean, Pacific, and Arctic 
should take precedence because of their harsh-
er operating environments and security needs.

Too many bases, particularly smaller facilities 
that are placed closely together, are in disre-
pair and unnecessary. As the USCG contin-
ues its efforts to become a more modern and 
well-organized force, some base closures and 
consolidations may be necessary. Due to faster 
boats, helicopters, and other equipment, and 

as assessed by the GAO and by the Coast Guard, 
some of these bases are functionally obsolete. 
Although closing USCG facilities would be a 
relatively unprecedented move, the closing 
and consolidation of some bases might be very 
effective in assisting the USCG in its modern-
ization and deployment efforts.116

	l Improve recruitment and retention. De-
spite the dedication of its servicemembers and 
having recruited at a desired level in 2024, the 
Coast Guard is still woefully undermanned. As 
of August 2024, the Coast Guard had “more 
than 4,000 empty billets in its military work-
force” out of an authorized “active duty end 
strength of 44,500.” Specifically, “according to 
the latest figures from the Defense Manpower 
Data Center, from the end of June [2024], the 
active force only [had] 40,358 members.”117 
In 2023, recruitment and retention issues 

“forc[ed] the Coast Guard to take ten cutters 
out of service, transfer five tugs to seasonal 
activation, and shutter 29 boat stations.”118 The 
USCG should continue to offer financial incen-
tives for new recruits, increase its marketing 
for recruitment, target recruits that can bring 
added value to the service, and create facilities 
(particularly in more isolated areas) that better 
cater to the needs of its servicemembers. Ad-
ditionally, a more focused utilization of volun-
teer elements, such as the Coast Guard Auxil-
iary, might do more to provide some services 
needed by the USCG.

	l Increase investment in unmanned aerial 
systems. The USCG has put $350 million into 
AI and robotics research but only $11 million 
of its budget into upgrading and purchasing 
current autonomous systems, many of them 
short-range.119 Upgrading current systems and 
bringing more onboard should be a primary 
focus. As drug flows through the eastern Pacific 
and Caribbean increase and the threat of Chi-
na looms, the USCG requires larger numbers 
of and more advanced equipment to maintain 
a layered approach to interdiction and military 
support. The adoption of further unmanned 
aerial systems, particularly medium-range 
and longer-range vehicles, would significantly 
enhance these efforts. The first MQ-9 Reaper 
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drones came into service with the USCG in 
September and quickly demonstrated their 
worth in countering illegal immigration, smug-
gling, and illegal drugs.120 These systems help 
the USCG to maintain a more constant pres-
ence, are cheaper to operate and maintain, and 
do not require the same levels of training that 
are needed for the USCG’s aviation wing.

	l Significantly increase the number of USCG 
icebreakers. The United States has only three 
operational icebreakers, and only one is capa-
ble of reaching U.S. facilities in Antarctica. At 
a time when a focus on security infrastructure 
in the Arctic should be a priority, the USCG 
lacks the icebreakers it needs, particularly as 
the Arctic becomes a zone for great-power 
competition. In October 2025, the Trump 

Administration announced that it would 
purchase 11 Arctic Security Cutter icebreak-
ers from Finland; four would be produced in 
Finland, and seven would be produced in the 
United States.121 This can serve as a needed 
stopgap before the Arctic Security Cutters 
can be brought into service, but the U.S. will 
still need to accelerate domestic efforts and 
produce at least 20 heavy and medium-sized 
vessels. In the shorter term, a mix of at least 
nine medium and heavy icebreakers would 
help to fill gaps in the Arctic for the U.S.122 As 
northern sea-lanes continue to open to billions 
of dollars in trade and resource acquisition, 
newer, more capable icebreakers can support 
a longer-range U.S. strategic approach to the 
Arctic. However, these icebreakers will need 
specialized docking and maintenance facilities, 

U.S. Military Power: Coast Guard

VERY WEAK WEAK MARGINAL STRONG VERY STRONG
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ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.
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and purchased icebreakers should have mod-
ular capabilities that comport with changing 
Coast Guard requirements.

	l Replace old and outmoded cutters. The 
USCG’s cutters are old and need to be replaced. 
The age and poor maintenance of these cutters 
have undermined the USCG’s ability to count-
er the activities of cartels operating in Central 
and South America. Replacing its 29 medium 
endurance cutters should be a priority. Addi-
tionally, the USCG has requested funding for 
two more fast response cutters for deployment 
to the Pacific, but more should be commis-
sioned and brought online.123 Despite many 
successful missions countering drug cartels 
and Chinese IUU in the Caribbean and East-
ern Pacific, the lack of key vessels and aircraft 
has hurt the Coast Guard’s ability to complete 
other drug interdiction missions and carry out 
other critical operations.

	l Increase forward positioning in the South 
Pacific. American Samoa provides a need-
ed base for the USCG to project American 
strength and counter Chinese advances in the 
region. The United States cannot afford to 
ignore this region and its importance to the se-
curity of key American allies such as Australia.
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U.S. Merchant Marine
Salvatore R. Mercogliano, PhD

Introduction
On June 12, 1775, the British armed sloop HMS 

Margaretta found herself pursued by the citizens 
of Machias, Maine. Following the Battles of Lex-
ington and Concord in Massachusetts, American 
Captain Jeremiah O’Brien, on board the sloop Unity, 
followed by another sloop, Falmouth Packet, aimed 
to seize and arrest British sloop-of-war commander 
Midshipman James Moore. The capture of Moore’s 
Margaretta, while only a small footnote in the Revo-
lutionary War, is seen as the beginning of the Amer-
ican Merchant Marine.1

Two hundred and fifty years later, the U.S. Mer-
chant Marine is ranked as the world’s 22nd largest 
merchant marine.2 In January 2025, the U.S. Mar-
itime Administration identified only 188 ships of 
over 1,000 gross tons in the active fleet.3 That placed 
the United States commercial fleet at only 0.55 per-
cent of the world’s fleet by deadweight tonnage. In 
terms of shipbuilding, the United States pales in 
comparison with nations like China (54.57 percent 
of world shipbuilding); South Korea (28.02 per-
cent); and Japan (12.56 percent); in fact, as of De-
cember 2, 2025, the United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development’s “Maritime Profile” entry 
for the United States says only “No value reported 
or collected.”4

With a small commercial fleet and a diminutive 
commercial shipbuilding infrastructure, the Unit-
ed States finds itself in the strange position of be-
ing the most significant naval power in the world 
while also lacking the key commercial component 
to make it a true maritime power. This is a strate-
gic vulnerability that leaves the U.S. exposed to eco-
nomic coercion by China.

On April 9, 2025, President Donald Trump 
signed Executive Order 14269, “Restoring America’s 

Maritime Dominance,” which announced his new 
shipping strategy:

Section 1. Purpose. The commercial shipbuild-
ing capacity and maritime workforce of the 
United States has been weakened by decades 
of Government neglect, leading to the decline 
of a once strong industrial base while simul-
taneously empowering our adversaries and 
eroding United States national security. Both 
our allies and our strategic competitors pro-
duce ships for a fraction of the cost needed in 
the United States. Recent data shows that the 
United States constructs less than one percent 
of commercial ships globally, while the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (PRC) is responsible for 
producing approximately half.

Rectifying these issues requires a compre-
hensive approach that includes securing 
consistent, predictable, and durable Federal 
funding, making United States-flagged and 
built vessels commercially competitive in 
international commerce, rebuilding America’s 
maritime manufacturing capabilities (the 
Maritime Industrial Base), and expanding and 
strengthening the recruitment, training, and 
retention of the relevant workforce.

Sec. 2. Policy. It is the policy of the United 
States to revitalize and rebuild domestic 
maritime industries and workforce to promote 
national security and economic prosperity.5

The President’s action was preceded by issuance 
of the United States Trade Representative’s Report 
on China’s Targeting of the Maritime, Logistics, and 
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Shipbuilding Sectors for Dominance and reintroduc-
tion of the Shipbuilding and Harbor Infrastructure 
for Prosperity and Security (SHIPS) for America 
Act, sponsored by Senators Mark Kelly (D–AZ) 
and Todd Young (R–IN) and Representatives John 
Garamendi (D–CA) and Trent Kelly (R–MS), on 
April 30, 2025.6

These three actions represent the most signif-
icant reform in American maritime legislation 
since the Merchant Marine Act of 1970. Moreover, 
the reconciliation budget enacted in the summer 
of 2025, the so-called One Big Beautiful Bill, allo-
cated limited resources to the commercial mari-
time sector—$450 million “for maritime industrial 
workforce development programs” and $600 mil-
lion “for the lease or purchase of new ships through 
the National Defense Sealift Fund”—but within 
defense spending and not for the lead agency, the 
U.S. Maritime Administration.7 As the assessment 
in this chapter will make clear, more resources will 
be required.

The Fall of the American Maritime Sector
The United States Merchant Marine and mari-

time infrastructure finds itself in this situation as 
a result of a series of actions dating back to the end 
of the Second World War. During World War II, the 
United States transformed itself into the Arsenal 
of Democracy, but it was the U.S. Merchant Marine 
and the American maritime sector that allowed for 
delivery from the home front to the battle front. 
That victory did not come without a cost: The Unit-
ed States lost 733 ships and approximately 9,500 
American merchant mariners. With the defeat of 
Germany and Japan, the United States found it-
self with a Navy and Merchant Marine that were 
second to none. United States ships delivered 63 
percent of the cargo for the Allies in the Second 
World War, and the U.S. Maritime Commission, 
the precursor to the modern Maritime Admin-
istration (MARAD), oversaw the construction of 
5,777 ships and the training of nearly 250,000 mer-
chant mariners.8

At the end of the Second World War, the United 
States was in a position akin to that of the British 
Empire before the First World War with a massive 
Navy, a worldwide network of bases, and a com-
mercial fleet that could transport the products 
from its factories to a world devastated by war in 
1945. However, from the beginning, the United 

States adopted a series of policies to minimize its 
commercial dominance, and these policies in turn 
undermined the ability of the U.S. to sustain its mar-
itime infrastructure.

	l The Ships Sale Act of 1946 provided Allied 
merchant marines with 1,113 replacement 
vessels to repopulate their fleets.

	l The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) lowered American tariffs but allowed 
for higher reciprocal tariffs against the United 
States to foster industries overseas.

	l Before its entry into World War II, the Unit-
ed States used the Panama registry to avoid 
neutrality laws, particularly the transportation 
of 100-octane fuel to the United Kingdom. The 
use of these open registries proliferated with 
creation of the Liberian Registry by the U.S. in 
1948. The aim was to provide one of the few 
independent states in Africa with an income 
source (registration fees) with lower regulato-
ry thresholds to provide a registry for low-cost 
ocean transportation for emerging nations 
around the world.

	l The Marshall Plan of 1949 provided loans to 
nations to restore their industry—in this case, 
to rebuild their shipyards using the pre-fabri-
cation methods adopted in American shipyards 
by American industrialist Henry J. Kaiser, who 
brought assembly-line manufacturing tech-
niques to shipbuilding.

	l In 1949, the new U.S. Department of Defense 
(DOD) created its own military merchant ma-
rine, the Military Sea Transportation Service 
(renamed Military Sealift Command in 1970), 
which would manage the transportation of 
DOD cargo but still relied on the U.S. Merchant 
Marine for its crews and sustainment during 
times of war.

	l The Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 led to 
the creation of the Interstate Highway System 
and shifted coastal cargo off of ships and onto 
shore. This had the effect of reducing demand 
for domestic U.S. shipping.
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	l The introduction of the Boeing 707 and Mc-
Donnell Douglas DC-8 jetliner freed space on 
intercontinental rail lines for more cargo.

	l The Colonial Pipeline in 1962 diminished the 
need for tanker transportation between the 
U.S. Gulf Coast and East Coast.9

	l The Vietnam War demonstrated the need for 
a commercial merchant marine to meet initial 
demands in 1965, but the prolonged nature of 
the war required the breakout of ships from 
the National Defense Reserve Fleet, using 
ships left over from the Second World War 
(largely the Victory class) to free commercial 
ships to return to commercial service.

	l In 1981, it was decided that the construction 
differential subsidy, which had been initiated 
under the Merchant Marine Act of 1936 to 
offset the higher costs of building American 
merchant ships involved in international 
trade, should be ended. This led to the shifting 
of commercial ship construction to nations 
in Europe, Japan, and Korea. (For a time in 
the 1980s, the U.S. Navy’s goal of building and 
maintaining a 600-ship fleet to counter the So-
viet Union did keep domestic shipyards busy.)10

All of these issues led to the overall decline of the 
U.S. merchant fleet from its commanding position 
in 1945. The U.S. Merchant Marine continued its 
significant fall, accelerating downward in the 1990s 
and early 2000s as the nation chased a supposed 
Cold War “peace dividend.” This occurred despite 
the emergence of China’s military to challenge 
America’s former maritime dominance.

Composition and Functions of 
U.S. Merchant Marine Fleets

The Merchant Marine Act of 1920, commonly 
referred to as the Jones Act—one of its authors 
was Senator Wesley Jones (R-WA)—laid out the 
purpose and policy of the United States toward its 
merchant marine:

It is necessary for the national defense and for 
the proper growth of its foreign and domestic 
commerce that the United States shall have 
a merchant marine of the best equipped and 

most suitable types of vessels sufficient to 
carry the greater portion of its commerce and 
serve as a naval or military auxiliary in time 
of war or national emergency, ultimately to 
be owned and operated privately by citizens 
of the United States; and it is declared to be 
the policy of the United States to do whatever 
may be necessary to develop and encourage 
the maintenance of such a merchant marine, 
and, insofar as may not be inconsistent with 
the express provisions of this act, the Secre-
tary of Transportation shall, in the disposition 
of vessels and shipping property as hereinafter 
provided, in the making of rules and regula-
tions, and in the administration of the shipping 
laws keep always in view this purpose and 
object as the primary end to be attained.11

This statement lays out both the American Mer-
chant Marine’s national security role and its com-
mercial role. In 2025, both are in question because 
of the size, age, and infrastructure needed to sustain 
the service.

There are four different categories of fleets that 
make up the U.S. Merchant Marine:

1.	 The Maritime, Tanker, and Cable Se-
curity Fleets,

2.	 The Jones Act/Cabotage Fleet,

3.	 The Military Sealift Command Fleet, and

4.	 The Ready Reserve Force.

The three security fleets—Maritime, Tanker, and 
Cable—maintain a fleet of commercially viable, mil-
itary useful merchant ships that are active in inter-
national trade. These fleets would be available to 
the U.S. Department of War (DOW) in times of con-
flict or national emergency. Established on October 
8, 1996, the Maritime Security Program (MSP) res-
urrected the operational differential subsidy from 
the Merchant Marine Act of 1936, which had been 
phased out in the 1980s and early 1990s. The initial 
contracts were for 47 ships, which was later expand-
ed to 6012 as depicted in Table 1.

Maritime Security Program (MSP). The Mar-
itime Security Fleet provides a worldwide presence 
for U.S.-flagged ships and taps into the commercial 
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networks of some of the largest shipping companies 
in the world, including Maersk, CMA CGM, HA-
PAG-Lloyd, Hoegh Autoliners, and Wallenius Wil-
helmsen. The 60 ships are all built overseas, under 25 
years of age, and engaged in commercial service. They 
are also available and in many cases under contract 
to transport DOW cargo, either as part of their sched-
uled voyages or when chartered for exclusive use by 
the DOW. The ships provide nearly 2,000 at-sea bil-
lets for American licensed merchant mariners. Their 
presence on all the world’s oceans gives the armed 
services the ability to move critical equipment and 
supplies. The MSP has three types of vessels: roll-on/
roll-off ships (ro/ro); containerships (both non-sus-
taining and self-sustaining); and heavy-lift ships.13

The MSP’s 20 roll-on/roll-off ships are operat-
ed by American Roll-on Roll-off Carrier (ARC); US 
Ocean; Farrell Lines; and Liberty Global Logistics.14 
They cover the globe with services from the United 
States to Europe, the Middle East, and Asia includ-
ing some round-the-world voyages. These ships are 
commonly used for military resupply and deploy-
ments to Europe in support of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) and provide 3.5 mil-
lion square feet of military useful capacity to the 
nation on a ready basis.

The 35 containerships include ships operated by 
Maersk Lines from the U.S. East Coast to Europe 
and the Middle East. Since Yemen’s Houthi attacks 
against ships in January 2024, U.S.-flagged ships 
have avoided the Red Sea and the Bab el-Mandeb 
Strait and instead have routed around the Cape of 
Good Hope. Other operators include APL, a subsid-
iary of the French-owned CMA CGM. APL recently 
swapped its six ships for newer ones and operates 
in the Pacific. Plans are for CMA CGM to transfer 
more ships to the U.S. registry, but those ships will 
operate under the CMA CGM banner, and it is un-
clear whether the MSP will be expanded to include 
them. HAPAG recently shifted their ships from Eu-
rope to the Pacific. Seven of the 35 containerships 
have cranes that allow them to operate in ports 
without shore cranes and operate around Africa 
and Asia. These ships are important if the ship-to-
shore (STS) cranes in ports are damaged by com-
bat, weather, or cyberattacks. Overall, the contain-
erships provide the capability to transport 131,147 
20-foot-equivalent units (TEUs) and are utilized to 
move DOW sustainment equipment and material 
around the world.

The final segment of the MSP consists of the five 
heavy-lift ships of US Ocean, LLC. These ships fea-
ture heavy-lift cranes with a maximum lifting capac-
ity of 900 tons, a ro/ro ramp capacity of 150 metric 
tons, and the ability to carry watercraft. The ships 
demonstrated their versatility when they transport-
ed Army LCU-2000s back to the United States from 
Gaza relief operations in 2024.15 The ships also have 
the highest ice ratings, which makes them ideal for 
the yearly supplies to McMurdo Station in Antarc-
tica and Pituffik Space Base in Greenland. All five of 
these ships were built in yards across China.

Tanker Security Program (TSP). In 2022, 
Congress approved funding for a 10-ship Tanker 
Security Program.16 Prior to creation of the TSP, 
there were two tankers in the MSP that the State 
Department used to transport fuel to Israel. The 
TSP was created to ensure that a core fleet of U.S.-
based product tankers can operate competitively 
in international trade and enhance U.S. supply 
chain resiliency for liquid fuel products. Each ship 
receives an annual stipend of up to $6 million. Un-
like the MSP containerships, which operate on 
set routes, TSP tankers, much like the ro/ros and 
heavy-lift ships of the MSP, depend on individual 
charters and voyages. The TSP targeted Medium 
Range (MR) product tankers of between 30,000 
and 60,000 deadweight tons with a fuel capacity of 
230,000 barrels. For comparison, a new John Lew-
is–class Military Sealift Command oiler can carry 
156,000 barrels.17

The initial contract was for nine tankers, evenly 
split among three companies. Crowley, in conjunc-
tion with Stena Bulk, reflagged Stena Immaculate, 
Stena Imperative, and Stena Impeccable. Overseas 
Shipping Group (OSG) added one tanker to the two 
that were in the MSP to make three: Overseas San-
torini, Overseas Mykonos, and Overseas Sun Coast. 
The final company, TORM, teamed up with Seabulk 
and reflagged the ships Torm Thunder, Torm Thor, 
and Torm Timothy. The tenth ship, Shenandoah 
Trader, came from US Marine Management.18

The 10-ship program did not remain in place 
long. The provisions of the TSP prevented the ships 
from being chartered by the U.S. Department of 
Defense for longer than 180 days. This meant that 
when Military Sealift Command advertised con-
tracts for U.S.-flagged tankers, these ships were 
excluded if the terms went beyond half a year.19 
Overseas Mykonos was withdrawn from the TSP so 
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that OSG could charter the ship to MSC. On March 
10, 2025, Stena Immaculate, on a short-term con-
tract to Military Sealift Command to haul U.S. Air 
Force fuel to the United Kingdom, was rammed by 
the MV Solong, a Portuguese-flagged containership 
under the command of a Russian master. Stena Im-
maculate survived a massive fire, and all of the crew 
were saved, but one on board Solong perished. It is 
unclear whether Stena Immaculate will be able to 
return to service, leaving just eight ships operation-
al in the TSP.20

Plans to increase the TSP to 20 ships will depend 
on the global tanker market, the availability of MR 
tankers on the open market, and whether future 
contracts will allow for longer charters to the U.S. 
Department of War. With the closing of the Red 
Hill fuel facility in Hawaii and the need for distrib-
uted logistics across the Indo-Pacific theater, the 
growing demand for floating tanker storage means 
growing demand for TSP tankers.21

Cable Security Program (CSP). The final se-
curity fleet is comprised of the cable security ships. 
Recent anchor drags in the Baltic Sea have high-
lighted the danger to undersea telecommunication, 
power, gas, and fuel pipelines and cables. The Mil-
itary Sealift Command has operated just one cable 
repair ship since the 1980s, USNS Zeus (T-ARC 7). 
The CSP added two ships to the U.S. registry: MV 
Decisive and MV Dependable, both of which were 
built in Singapore in 2003 and 2002, respectively. 
In August 2024, then-Secretary of Transportation 
Peter Buttigieg announced plans to cut the $10 mil-
lion in funding for the CSP, but the ships remain 
under U.S. registry.22

The protection of U.S. coastal trade has always 
been of vital importance. The second law adopted 
by the First Congress in 1789 imposed “a duty on 
goods, wares, and merchandizes, imported into the 
United States” and was followed by an act imposing 

“duties on tonnage.” In 1817, following the War of 
1812 with Great Britain, the U.S. passed legislation 
to prohibit foreign shipping from operating in the 
coastwise trade. Since then, most famously with 
Section 27 of the Merchant Marine Act of 1920, 
protection of domestic transportation or cabotage 
has been the law.23 Under its current version, “a 
vessel may not provide any part of the transporta-
tion of merchandise by water, or by land and water, 
between points in the United States to which the 
coastwise laws apply, either directly or via a foreign 

port” unless it “is wholly owned by citizens of the 
United States for purposes of engaging in the coast-
wise trade.”24

In January 2025, the Maritime Administration 
identified 92 of the 188 ships over 1,000 gross tons 
and engaged in carrying cargo between U.S. ports 
as “Jones Act Eligible” (although certain sectors 
and ships are omitted). Freighters (a combination 
of containerships, general cargo, and ro/ro) and 
tankers make up the 92-ship fleet.

Freighters are used to move cargo between the 
continental United States and its non-contiguous 
states and territories. Matson Navigation Compa-
ny operates in the Pacific, principally between the 
U.S. West Coast, Hawaii, and Alaska, but also Guam, 
China, and Okinawa. PASHA operates between Ha-
waii and the Mainland; TOTE operates between the 
U.S. and Alaska and between the continental U.S. 
and Puerto Rico and the Caribbean; and Crowley 
services Puerto Rico. Coastal Transportation and 
Trident Seafoods operate exclusively in and around 
Alaska in the fishing trade.25

The second major group of ships in the Jones Act 
are the 55 tankers owned and operated by a variety 
of firms: Fairwater—a joint venture between SEA-
COR Holdings and Crowley—and Maritime Part-
ners, OSG, BP Exploration, and Polar Tankers. They 
operate between Alaska and the U.S. West, Gulf, and 
East Coasts. Some haul crude oil directly to refin-
eries in the mid-Atlantic from the Gulf, and others 
sail to Florida because the state is not serviced by 
pipelines. All of these tankers are double hulled, 
having been replaced following the Oil Pollution 
Act of 1990.26

The other component of the Jones Act fleet are 
those directly involved in the inland waters of the 
United States. These include the tugs and barges 
along the coasts and inland water, and the Great 
Lakes cargo fleet that operates between March 
and January. According to the Lake Carriers’ Asso-
ciation, U.S.-flagged Great Lake freighters moved 
78.2 million tons, including sand, salt, iron, grain, 
coal, cement, and limestone, in 2024.27 The replace-
ment of U.S. Coast Guard icebreakers on the Great 
Lakes has been delayed, and the current 140-foot 
icebreaking tugs are now beyond their 40-year life 
cycle. The one positive aspect has been the contin-
ued progress on the new Sault Ste Marie (Soo) lock 
in Michigan. Currently, only the Poe Lock can han-
dle the largest Lakers, which means that a crucial 
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component of our national economic security is 
reliant on a single piece of infrastructure.28

Military Sealift Command (MSC). The third 
major fleet in the U.S. Merchant Marine is operated 
by the Navy’s Military Sealift Command. Created 
in 1949, as the Military Sea Transportation Service 
(MSTS), MSC is the largest single employer of mer-
chant mariners with more than 5,500 directly em-
ployed by the U.S. Department of War as civil service 
mariners and another 1,500 on contract operated 
ships. When MSTS was created at the beginning of 
the Cold War, its mission was to transport troops, 
fuel, and cargo for the U.S. military. Over its 75-year 
history, MSC has adopted new missions such as 
oceanographic surveys and support to missile de-
fense, and its current fleet reflects that evolution.29

In 1972, the Navy oiler USS Taluga was redes-
ignated as the United States Naval Ship (USNS) 
Taluga (T-AO 62), and its crew of naval sailors was 
replaced by civilian merchant mariners. The ship 
was the first oiler transferred to MSC and proved 
that civilians could support the underway replen-
ishment mission of refueling vessels off the coast of 
Vietnam.30 By the 2010s, MSC operated all of the U.S. 
Navy’s auxiliary vessels, including several with hy-
brid crews (a combination of civil service mariners 
and U.S. Navy sailors). By 2025, one out of every five 
ships in the U.S. Navy had civil service mariners on 
board, and many of the ships were integrated into 
the force structure and operation of the fleet.31

Combat Logistics Force. The first of MSC’s five 
major missions is that of the Combat Logistics 
Force. They are the descendants of Taluga and are 
broken into three groups. Two of the Supply-class 
fast combat support ships—USNS Supply (T-AOE 
6) and USNS Arctic (T-AOE 8)—are based on the 
East Coast. Both ships recently proved their value 
in supporting the deployments of the Eisenhower 
and Truman strike groups to the Red Sea against 
the Houthis.32 All of the civilian-manned U.S. Navy 
replenishment ships are unarmed and defenseless 
and could well be at serious risk in a future peer-to-
peer conflict on the world’s oceans.

The largest group in the Combat Logistics Force 
is comprised of the fleet replenishment oilers. The 
mainstay of the fleet is the aging Henry J. Kaiser 
class. The first of these ships, which are capable of 
hauling 180,000 barrels of fuel at 20 knots, entered 
service in the mid-1980s, so they are approaching 
the end of their operational life. The plan is to retire 

them as new John Lewis–class oilers come online 
from the National Steel and Shipbuilding Company 
(NASSCO).33 However, delays in production of the 
first three ships necessitated prolonged post-deliv-
ery availability: USNS John Lewis (T-AO 205) con-
ducted its first deployment in mid-2025.

In September 2024, the oiler USNS Big Horn (T-
AO 198) ran aground while supporting the Lincoln 
strike group off Oman. The ship suffered flooding of 
its engine room and damage to the propellers and 
rudders. Towed back to the United States, Big Horn 
was withdrawn from service. The loss of Big Horn 
demonstrated the vulnerability of naval logistics 
when a single oiler was tasked to support an air-
craft carrier and its escorts. The Lincoln group had 
to dispatch several of its escorts into the Red Sea to 
refuel, and a commercial tanker, fitted to conduct 
underway replenishment, had to refuel the carrier.34

The last of the Combat Logistics Force are the 
14 ships of the Lewis and Clark–class dry cargo/
ammunition ships. As the name implies, the Lewis 
and Clark ships marry the capabilities of store ships 
(AFS) and ammunition ships (AE), into a composite 
T-AKE ship. Two of the ships are allocated to the 
afloat prepositioning force, and the other 12 are 
based around the world to support the Navy. Typi-
cally, two are forward deployed in the Persian Gulf: 
USNS Alan Shepard (T-AKE 3) and USNS Amelia 
Earhart (T-AKE 6). Some are based in the western 
Pacific and rotate between Singapore, the Philip-
pines, Korea, and Japan. The remaining are on the 
West and East coasts with the latter being deployed 
to Europe and the Mediterranean as needed.35

Special Missions. Special Missions dates to 1958 
and involves survey ships exploring the ocean 
depths and range instrumentation vessels such as 
USNS Howard O. Lorenzen (T-AGM 25) and SBX-1 
monitoring ballistic missile tests by China, Russia, 
and North Korea. Seven ships provide a unique 
form of ocean surveillance by towing passive and 
active sonar arrays. The five MSC T-AGOS operate 
in the western Pacific amid the First Island Chain to 
monitor Chinese submarines, and the two commer-
cial ships are on the U.S. East Coast. The venerable 
cable ship USNS Zeus completed its last mission in 
early 2024, and the chartered CS Global Sentinel has 
taken its place.36

Prepositioning and Seabasing. The third area, 
Prepositioning and Seabasing, goes back to the ear-
ly 1960s when U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert S. 
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McNamara decided to load and preposition Victory 
ships near potential trouble spots around the world. 
Only three were activated, and all of them were off-
loaded in Vietnam in 1966. In 1979, the Rapid De-
ployment Joint Task Force, the forerunner of U.S. 
Central Command, needed shipping preloaded and 
prepositioned to marry with troops flying in from 
the United States. The Near Term Prepositioning 
Force, later the Afloat Prepositioning Force, took 
form in the anchorage of Diego Garcia in the Indian 
Ocean. By the time of the Persian Gulf War, the U.S. 
Marine Corps had three squadrons with a total of 13 
ships stationed in the Atlantic, Indian, and Pacific 
Oceans. Another dozen ships carried equipment for 
the Navy, Air Force, and Army along with fuel and 
even water. By 2001, the Army had added its own 
brigade afloat along with the combat support and 
combat service support for an entire corps.37

The concept of afloat prepositioning has large-
ly fallen out of favor with the Department of War. 
From a high of four squadrons of ships—three Ma-
rine Corps and one Army—just a handful of ships 
remain. The Marine Corps operates a few ro/ros 
around Korea, Japan, and the Marianas. The Army 
decided to shift its afloat war reserves (AWR-3) to 
shore bases in western Asia and the Middle East. 
The Air Force, which once operated four contain-
erships, has halved its program.

The newest element in prepositioning/seabas-
ing consists of the new Lewis B. Puller–class expe-
ditionary support bases (ESBs). The ESBs are des-
ignated as USS with a Navy O-6 in command but 
a civilian mariner crew to handle the engine room, 
navigation, and feeding for the ship. A modification 
of the commercial Alaska-class supertankers built 
by NASSCO, ESBs feature an immense landing 
platform and facilities for embarked personnel to 
launch and recover aerial and surface drones.38

Fleet Support. This fourth area of the MSC 
fleet includes a host of specialized ships, both pur-
pose-built and converted. They include many off-
shore support ships that are used to support the 
submarine force and special forces as well as some 
that are used for fleet experimentation. This second 
group includes the fleet’s two venerable hospital 
ships—USNS Mercy (T-AH 19) and USNS Comfort 
(T-AH 20)—along with rescue and salvage ships, 
which are about to be replaced by the new Navajo 
Nation–class salvage ships, and a fleet of fast trans-
ports. The fast transports were designated by the 

commander of Military Sealift Command, Rear Ad-
miral Philip Sobek, and U.S. Fleet Forces for layup 
in order to free crews to support the ships in the 
Combat Logistics Force.39

Chartered Ships. The final area is made up of ships 
chartered from the U.S. Merchant Marine and used 
to transport dry cargo and tankers. According to 
MSC, the latter category has grown with 10 tankers 
under charter as of December 2025. Many are used 
to distribute fuel to Defense Logistics Agency depots 
worldwide, but with the closing of Red Hill in Hawaii, 
the Indo-Pacific Command required afloat storage 
for some of its fuel as part of distributed logistics.

Additionally, since 2015, MSC had returned to 
outfitting its leased tankers with the capability 
and requisite training to conduct Consolidating 
Operations (CONSOLs) with ships of the Combat 
Logistics Force, and those warships were fitted with 
underway replenishment rigs. It was one of these 
ships, MV Overseas Mykonos (the ship that with-
drew from the Tanker Security Program), that was 
dispatched to provide needed fuel to USS Abraham 
Lincoln (CVN 73). The tankers in the MSC charter 
fleet are a mix of vessels and demonstrate one of the 
reasons why the United States needs once again to 
begin constructing commercial tankers.40

Ready Reserve Force (RRF). The fourth U.S. 
Merchant Marine fleet is designated not as a fleet, 
but as the Ready Reserve Force. Following the Viet-
nam War, the U.S. Department of Defense realized 
it needed a pool of vessels that would be available 
when the Merchant Marine was unable to respond. 
In 1965, the U.S. commercial fleet answered the call, 
but as the war progressed, the shipping lines needed 
their ships to return to their normal service. In their 
place, 172 ships were activated from the National 
Defense Reserve Fleet, but those ships were poorly 
maintained, took weeks if not months to activate, 
and were excessively costly while reliability was low. 
In 1977, the RRF was created, and in January 2025, 
it consisted of 51 ships: 45 ro/ros, four crane ships, 
and two aviation logistics support ships.41

The RRF was maintained in a five-day reduced 
operating status with the ships operated by com-
mercial shipping firms on a 10-year contract. Ships 
were berthed evenly among the U.S. West, Gulf, and 
East Coasts. The heart of the fleet was the 45 ro/ros, 
which provided over 10 million square feet of car-
go space. The ships were a mix of designs, and the 
majority were foreign built with propulsion varying 
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from steam boilers to gas turbines and diesels. Their 
average age was 45 years. In 2019, during a massive 
readiness exercise—Turbo Activation 19—28 ships 
received no-notice orders to activate. Of these, 
23 activated, just below the required 85 percent 
threshold, but the test demonstrated some other 
major issues.42

In the fleet, 22 ships were in a non-mission ca-
pable status, meaning they could not meet the five-
day activation if alerted. This reduced the RRF’s 
overall capability by 3.7 million square feet. The 
ships that were activated and did not sail experi-
enced a myriad of issues. The final finding was the 
most damning: When all factors were considered, 
including the performances and tests conducted on 
the ships that did activate, the RRF’s overall rating 
was 40.7 percent.

This poor performance in 2019 and again in 
2021 pushed the need to accelerate the RRF Re-
capitalization Program. Since its inception, seven 
ro/ros—have joined the RRF, but the reflagging of 
the first two (Cape Arundel and Cape Cortes) ran 
into difficulties with the U.S. Coast Guard, which is 
ironic as the ships had previously been U.S.-flagged. 
As new ships entered the fleet, older ships were 
retired, including the venerable Fast Sealift ships 
and several ships in some of the major classes, to 
provide parts.43 It is expected that some of the 
LMSRs (Large, Medium-Speed Roll-On/Roll-Offs) 
used in the Marine Corps and Army prepositioning 
programs will join the RRF, but efforts to revitalize 
the surge sealift force have just barely maintained 
the status quo.

Scoring the U.S. Merchant Marine
Capacity Score: Marginal

The current size of the U.S. Merchant Ma-
rine—188 commercial ships (those in the security 
fleets and cabotage trade), over a hundred ships 
in the Military Sealift Command, and 51 ships in 
Ready Reserve Force—along with the personnel 
and maritime infrastructure, is not sufficient to 
support the U.S. military and economy adequately 
including, when required, in a protracted conflict. 
Despite current efforts to reverse this trend, such as 
the SHIPS for America Act and the President’s ex-
ecutive order on shipbuilding, the aging of the surge 
sealift fleet and reduction in the number of active 
ships in the MSC fleet because of critical crewing 
issues cause the U.S. Merchant Marine’s capacity 
to be rated as “marginal.”

Capability Score: Weak
The current Merchant Marine, Military Sealift 

Command, and surge sealift fleets meet the require-
ments as set out by the U.S. Department of War and 
commercial needs. Issues with delayed entry of re-
placement vessels, such as the Lewis-class replac-
ing the Kaiser-class oilers, have further strained 
the fleet. However, the reduced overall size of afloat 
prepositioning and the age of the surge sealift fleet 
cause the ability of the Merchant Marine to meet its 
required capabilities to be rated as “weak.”

Readiness Score: Very Weak
It is in readiness that the U.S. Merchant Marine 

scores lowest. The loss of USNS Big Horn while 
supporting the Abraham Lincoln battlegroup 
and the collision involving MT Stena Immaculate 
demonstrate the vulnerability of afloat support for 
naval and military forces around the world. Tests 
involving the Ready Reserve Force have highlighted 
concerns about readiness, and issues remain with 
respect to whether there are adequate personnel to 
fully crew the RRF in an emergency lasting more 
than six months. The Merchant Marine’s overall 
readiness is therefore rated as “very weak.”

Overall U.S. Merchant Marine Score: Weak
With a Merchant Marine ranked as 22nd in 

the world, the reduced readiness of 17 ships in the 
MSC fleet, and the aging of the Ready Reserve Force 
and inability to keep up vessel replacement versus 
retirement, the overall capacity and capability of 
the U.S. Merchant Marine are clearly in decline. 
Given the lack of current shipbuilding—the ship-
yard in Philadelphia is the only one building any 
commercial vessels for the merchant marine—the 
fleet will likely continue to age without adequate 
replacements. These issues have an impact on di-
rect support to the Navy; on maritime infrastruc-
ture as shipyards and repair facilities have no com-
mercial alternatives to sustain them; and on the 
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U.S. Department of War as any deployments will 
be forced to rely on a shrinking and aging fleet and 
workforce that are potentially unable to support 
them at required levels. The U.S. Merchant Marine’s 
overall score is therefore “weak.”

Policy Recommendations
The U.S. Merchant Marine serves as a crucial 

auxiliary for the military in time of war and national 
emergency while providing an essential service in 
the transportation of goods in the coastwise cabo-
tage trade. A potential peer-to-peer conflict would 
severely strain the Merchant Marine’s capabilities, 
and the shifting of ships from domestic and inter-
national trade into military support missions would 
have a disruptive effect on the American economy.

Several studies that have been conducted point 
to a significant deficit in American sealift; one re-
port commissioned by the Maritime Administra-
tion remains embargoed a year after its conclusion 
in late 2024. Nevertheless, several reviews that 
are publicly available and a workshop hosted at 
The Heritage Foundation with industry and mil-
itary experts confirm the need for approximately 
1,300 commercial ships to mitigate Chinese mari-
time dominance. Specifically, the nation will need 
the following U.S.-flagged and U.S.-crewed vessels, 
augmented perhaps with allied assured sealift, for 
a total of 1,315 ships of six different classes:

	l 960 containerships;

	l 122 tankers;

	l 33 liquefied natural gas (LNG) carriers;

	l 77 roll-on/roll-off ships;

	l 106 bulk carriers;

	l Seven heavy-lift ships (four for military dam-
age repairs and three for cargo that can be 
delivered only on this class of ships); and

	l 10 cable-laying and repair ships.

This total represents a conservative estimate 
that still assumes significant risk of Chinese inter-
ference.44 Regarding wartime sealift needs, ongoing 
TIDALWAVE wartime campaign simulations being 

conducted by The Heritage Foundation validate a 
need for no fewer than 45 oilers (TAO): As of De-
cember 26, 2025, the Navy had only 20.

The sealift capacity of the Military Sealift Com-
mand and the Maritime Administration’s Ready Re-
serve Force is adequate based on current estimates, 
but the readiness, age of the fleet, and personnel for 
any conflict lasting more than six months are in se-
rious question. Not factored into the current fleet 
are any attrition or losses and how to replace such 
displacements. In the First World War, this was ac-
complished through the seizure of the interned Ger-
man fleet; the chartering of neutral shipping; and, 
in a final instance, the seizing of the neutral Dutch 
merchant marine in American harbors in March 
1918. In the Second World War, the United States 
initiated a building program before the outbreak of 
the war through the Merchant Marine Act of 1936 
and then used a series of emergency construction 
programs to produce the Liberty-class and Victo-
ry-class freighters.

In terms of international trade, the diminutive 
size of the U.S. Merchant Marine means that about 
2 percent of imports and exports is handled on 
board U.S.-flagged ships, the majority of which are 
in the Maritime or Tanker Security Program fleets. 
This small amount—less than 1 percent of world 
trade—would clearly not be enough if the United 
States were to suffer disruptions from conflict or 
boycotts from major shipping lines. U.S. opera-
tion of ships with higher costs to build, crew, and 
maintain against ships employing foreign mari-
ners and in open registries would be cost prohib-
itive. However, national registries do not merely 
provide reserves of ships to carry trade; they em-
ploy mariners and maintain the maritime indus-
trial base with shipyards, repair facilities, and the 
supply chain.

The diminutive and aging workforce also pres-
ents a challenge because the U.S. Department of 
War relies on the surge ships to transport forces 
overseas. With only one-third of the required crew 
personnel on board, the shortfall must be drawn 
from the commercial merchant marine. This does 
not factor in crew reliefs or casualties in a protract-
ed conflict. With graduates from the U.S. Merchant 
Marine Academy, along with the state maritime 
academies and union schools, the nation can pro-
duce mariners, but issues with credentials and 
certifications have led many mariners to leave the 
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profession, and there is a lack of senior licensed and 
unlicensed personnel.

Beyond the current programs that support the 
Merchant Marine, new programs such as revised 
cargo preferences that would require a certain 
percentage of American goods to be shipped on 
U.S.-flagged ships could increase the demand for 
domestic shipping: Cargo is king. Current proposals 
such as the U.S. Trade Representative’s port fees for 
Chinese-built and Chinese-owned ships, the SHIPS 
Act, and President Trump’s executive order can pro-
duce a new framework of maritime laws akin to the 
Merchant Marine Acts of 1920, 1936, and 1970.

There remain many challenges for and crit-
icisms of the U.S. Merchant Marine. Open reg-
istries overseas with fewer regulatory costs and 
oversight, offshore corporations, foreign mariners, 
and heavily subsidized shipbuilding programs make 

an American alternative appear non-competitive. 
New legislation and reforms must address this, but 
it should be clear that a truly level playing field is 
likely not achievable without forceful federal ac-
tion. However, U.S.-flagged vessels do come with 
the advantage of U.S. government support and the 
protection of the U.S. military. What is currently 
needed is proactive action to address these issues, 
not more reactive policies like those that have been 
present since 1970.

Overall, the aging ships and personnel, limited 
global market share, higher operating costs, and 
lack of readiness make the U.S. Merchant Marine 
a liability in any potential situation, both today 
and in the future. Proposals by the Trump Admin-
istration have aimed to address these challenges, 
but actions to address them adequately have yet 
to be taken. Plans to resume building LNG carriers 
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Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
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capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
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support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
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a potential adversary, and
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CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and
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covering potential vulnerabilities, maximizing strengths, and gaining 
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narrowly stovepiped, linear approaches to war.

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.
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domestically constitute a positive development, but 
it will be years before they yield the desired results. 
Proposals to reflag ships in the U.S. Merchant Ma-
rine by CMA CGM and other shipping firms are a 
good initial step.

Nevertheless, 2025 marked the most significant 
year in U.S. Merchant Marine development and ac-
tion in more than 50 years. The United States ap-
pears to be awakening from its period of sea blind-
ness toward commercial shipping. This is attracting 
nearly $200 billion in new investments in Ameri-
ca’s waterfront communities from allies like South 

Korea and Japan; notable is the purchase and $5 
billion of renovations begun by Hanwha shipbuild-
er in Philadelphia.45 Events like the grounding of 
Ever Given in the Suez Canal, the backlog of ships 
off the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach, and the 
closing of the port of Baltimore after Dali struck the 
Francis Scott Key Bridge have highlighted the vital 
role of commercial shipping. Naval shipbuilding 
issues have also demonstrated the need for work 
in domestic yards to maintain personnel and infra-
structure as government contracts wane.
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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, operates 

equipment that is older than it should be, and is 
burdened by readiness levels that are more prob-
lematic than they should be. To the extent that 
progress has been made, it has been at the expense 
of both capacity and modernization. Accordingly, 
this Index assesses:

	l The U.S. Army as “Marginal.” Based on the 
historical use of its ground forces in combat, 
the Army has less than two-thirds of the forces 
in its Active Component that it would need to 
handle more than one major regional contin-
gency (MRC). This shortfall in capacity might 
be offset if the modernity or technological 
capability of its forces were very high, but this 
is not yet the case, and the Army has a long way 
to go in modernizing its key systems. The Army 
has fully committed to modernizing its forces 
for great-power competition, but its programs 
are still in their development phase, and it will 
be a few years before they are ready for acqui-
sition and fielding. Insufficient capacity for 
more than one MRC might also be offset if ca-
pabilities and readiness in the National Guard 
and Reserves were to be enhanced.

In other words, the Army is aging faster than 
it is modernizing, in addition to which it has 
faced relatively stagnant budgets in compari-
son to the Navy and Air Force. At the broadest 
strategic level, this makes sense, as the Navy 
and Air Force are more central to Indo-Pacific 
planning and need major investments to keep 
up with the People’s Liberation Army. The 
Army, however, also has an important role 
to play in the Indo-Pacific and needs target-
ed investment in new capabilities like the 

Multi-Domain Task Force (MDTF). More gen-
erally, the Army also needs to maintain an edge 
over all potential adversaries in the traditional 
aspects of ground power. The Army remains 

“weak” in capacity with 62 percent of the force 
it should have but has significantly increased 
the force’s readiness, exceeding its own inter-
nal requirement that 66 percent of its Brigade 
Combat Teams (BCTs) must be at the highest 
readiness levels, thereby earning the highest 
score of “very strong” for readiness.

	l The U.S. Navy as “Weak.” The technology 
gap between the Navy and its peer competi-
tors is narrowing in favor of competitors, and 
the Navy’s ships are aging faster than they are 
being replaced. The fleet is too small relative 
to mission workload, and supporting shipyards 
are overwhelmed by the repair work that is 
needed to ensure that ships are available. This 
inadequate maintenance infrastructure con-
tributes to ships not returning to the fleet in a 
timely manner, which in turn causes readiness 
problems as steaming days needed to train 
crews to levels of proficiency are lost. The 
Navy is projected to have a fleet of 280 ships by 
2027, which is smaller than the current force 
of 290 and well below the 400 needed to meet 
operational demands. Current and projected 
funding shortfalls will make it harder to deal 
effectively with any of these serious deficien-
cies. This leaves the Navy unable to arrest and 
reverse the decline of its fleet as adversary 
forces grow in number and capability.

	l The U.S. Air Force as “Weak.” The Air 
Force is smaller, older, and less ready than at 
any point in its history. This matters because 
America’s asymmetric military advantage is 
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the ability to own the skies and hold adversary 
targets at risk across the globe. The Air Force’s 
responsibility to America is to field an appro-
priately sized, capable, and ready force that can 
execute these critical, Joint Force–enabling 
military functions. Yet during the decades 
following the Cold War, this sacred respon-
sibility has been gradually marginalized, and 
America’s ability to own the skies and hold 
adversary targets at risk has been steadily 
eroded. As a result, the United States is accept-
ing more strategic risk than it should—risk not 
just of conflict or deterring a conflict, but risk 
of losing a conflict. For example, the Air Force 
has only two-thirds the number of active-duty 
combat-coded fighter aircraft required to fight 
two MRCs. Additionally, its warfighting readi-
ness is very low because of aircraft age, aircraft 
availability, and low sortie rates and flight 
hours for its aircrew. Finally, the Air Force’s 
fleet seemingly gets smaller every year, and 
the FY 2026 budget continues this downsiz-
ing trend despite President Trump’s One Big 
Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA).

Overall, the service is not ready for peer con-
flict at a time when the world is increasingly 
dangerous. Fortunately, a properly sized, capa-
ble, and ready Air Force can reduce strategic 
risk, deter conflict, and ensure that the nation 
could prevail if deterrence fails, and there are 
encouraging signs, including passage of the 
OBBBA in July 2025, that Congress may be 
ready to resource the Air Force in line with 
today’s strategic environment. To this end, 
Congress should increase the Air Force’s bud-
get to account for the immense cost of nuclear 
modernization, grow the size of the service’s 
fleet to meet the requirements the Air Force 
identified in 2018’s “The Air Force We Need” 
for a 2030 fight with China, and assist the 
service in improving the readiness of combat 
units with the right mix of jets, maintenance 
capability and capacity, and trained aircrew, all 
while prioritizing the core missions the service 
is uniquely tasked to execute: air superiority 
and global strike. These actions would ensure 
that America’s Air Force is ready to “fly, fight, 
and win” anytime and anywhere.

	l The U.S. Marine Corps as “Strong.” The 
Marine Corps’ capacity is evaluated against a 
one-MRC standard, whereas the other services 
are evaluated against a two-MRC construct. 
The Corps consistently meets its unique 
requirement to produce three simultaneous 
Marine Expeditionary Units every day of the 
year. The Corps’ strong capacity and capability 
ratings stem in large part from the inherent 
flexibility of fighting as O6-led Marine Air 
Ground Task Forces (MAGTFs). MAGTFs com-
bine ground and air combat power with their 
associated logistics support under a single 
commander and can be modified as mission 
sets dictate. The Marine Corps’ strong readi-
ness rating comes from a consistent equipment 
modernization campaign and being five years 
into reorganizing itself to fight the PRC more 
effectively if needed.

The Marine Corps is not without its challenges. 
The shortages of amphibious shipping, sealift, 
long-distance transportation, and sustainment 
affect the entire Joint Force, but the Marines 
may feel those impacts most acutely in their 
role as the rapidly responsive expeditionary 
force. However, while these challenges are 
significant, they do not yet prevent the Marine 
Corps from completing its assigned missions.

	l The U.S. Space Force as “Marginal.” The 
Space Force is assessed the same in this year’s 
Index as it was in the 2024 Index. The Space 
Force has made significant progress in the six 
years it has existed. The FY 2026 budget is 
projected to be more than 250 percent larger 
than the service’s first-year budget. The Space 
Force established a field command dedicated 
to testing, training, education, and readiness. 
It has fielded many new domain awareness 
sensors and C2 systems. It has launched many 
next-generation GPS satellites and opera-
tionally accepted the long-beleaguered GPS 
command-and-control program. The Space 
Force is taking advantage of commercial 
space capabilities and international allies 
and partners. It has architected and begun to 
field resilient data transportation and missile 
warning constellations of satellites. The Space 
Force has embraced and initiated many of the 
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acquisition reforms directed by the FY 2026 
National Defense Authorization Act and Secre-
tary of War Pete Hegseth.

At the same time, however, the Space Force 
has not kept pace with the rapidly advancing 
threats to and from space. China and Russia 
are fielding ground-based and space-based 
threats to our space assets that outpace the 
Space Force’s efforts to develop resilient ar-
chitectures and defensive capabilities. China 
is also rapidly fielding space systems that will 
target our fixed and mobile air, land, and mari-
time forces in the Pacific Area of Responsibility 
(AOR). The Space Force must field capabilities 
to defeat these space-based threats. Addition-
ally, our nation continues to ask more of the 
Space Force, which will need, for example, to 
provide critical sensors and interceptors as 
part of the Golden Dome missile defense pro-
gram. The Air Force has retired or will retire 
airborne intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance (ISR) and air battle management 
sensors; the Space Force is racing to field capa-
bilities to mitigate these retirements. The na-
tion’s growing economic dependence on space 
capabilities suggests that the Space Force will 
need to have the capability to defend all of our 
interests in the domain. In short, while the 
Space Force has made remarkable progress 
in a few short years, it will need to accelerate 
its capabilities and capacities if it is to be fully 
capable of answering our nation’s demands.

	l U.S. Strategic Deterrent as “Strong.” Amer-
ica's strategic deterrent remains strong and 
credible and is able to impose significant—even 
catastrophic—costs on any who would carry 
out a strategic attack on the United States or 
its allies. However, challenges in moderniza-
tion of delivery systems, particularly the Sen-
tinel missile, and the production of plutonium 
pits prevent a rating of “very strong.” Moreover, 
as time progresses, America’s nuclear-armed 
adversaries—particularly China—will field 
larger arsenals that will create ever larger 
deterrence challenges for the United States. 
Consequently, the United States in the com-
ing years must field a larger and more diverse 
nuclear arsenal, particularly among theater 

nuclear weapons, to deter adversary aggres-
sion successfully. This means not only that the 
nuclear modernization program of record (to 
include the relevant components within the 
Department of War and Department of Ener-
gy) must be put back on schedule, but also that 
the United States will likely have to augment 
the program of record to increase the number 
of operationally deployed nuclear weapons.

	l U.S. Missile Defense as “Strong.” Missile 
defenses have shown—from Ukraine to the 
Middle East to live-fire tests—that they work 
remarkably well. Integrated air and theater 
missile defenses continue to demonstrate their 
value in deterring and, if necessary, mitigating 
the impact of adversary missile strikes. As the 
United States builds Golden Dome, which will 
integrate existing homeland missile defenses 
with regional missile defense architectures, 
and expands global sensor coverage while 
at the same time fielding additional ground-
based and space-based missile interceptors, it 
will be better postured to deter and, if neces-
sary, defeat enemy missile threats.

	l The U.S. Coast Guard as “Weak.” Despite 
some successes in 2025, such as record-break-
ing drug seizures, a continued fast response 
to disasters and search and rescue missions, 
an improvement in recruitment, and a 
much-needed increase in funding from the 
One Big Beautiful Bill Act, the U.S. Coast Guard 
remains burdened by a variety of negative 
issues. Historically, the Coast Guard has been 
an underfunded service, and many of its ships 
and aircraft are old and experience heavy 
usage, which causes further deterioration. In 
addition, newer vessel designs have been beset 
by delays. The USCG’s cutters, the backbone of 
its fleet, have suffered from poor maintenance, 
maintenance backlogs, and delays in programs 
that are intended to bring new, more advanced, 
and more functional modular cutters online. 
This necessarily has a negative effect on the in-
terdiction of narcotics and illegal immigration 
insofar as they involve the Coast Guard.

Faced with over 2,500 miles of U.S. Arctic 
coastline along with missions to U.S. bases in 
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the South Pole, the USCG operates only two 
medium icebreakers and one heavy icebreak-
er—and its only heavy icebreaker is now 50 
years old. Coast Guard helicopters, particular-
ly the workhorse HH-60s, have experienced 
maintenance issues and groundings as a result 
of accidents and heavy use. Although recruit-
ment improved in 2025, retention issues 
persist. The Coast Guard has also gone without 
antisubmarine training, a deficiency that, in 
view of the drug cartels’ increased use of nar-
co-submarines and the service’s duty to escort 
U.S. vessels during wartime, puts it at a distinct 
disadvantage. As a result, the USCG would also 
be at a disadvantage in the event of a conven-
tional great-power conflict, particularly in the 
Pacific. Acquiring newer modular vessels, air-
craft, unmanned systems, and newer training 
regimens can help to reverse these trends, but 
the process will necessarily be a slow one.

	l The U.S. Merchant Marine as “Weak.” 
Most emblematic of this sad state of America's 
sealift is the sidelining of 17 Military Sealift 
Command ships because of crew shortages. 
That too few seaworthy commercial ships is a 
persistent problem that drives low readiness 
assessments is borne out in activation exer-
cises like Turbo Activation 19 Plus. Moreover, 
there is little good news on the horizon as both 
future classes of logistic ships and the revival 
of America’s commercial maritime industry 
seem to be stalled and delayed. Action is ur-
gently needed to reverse this trend and begin 
a serious effort to fill gaps in the military and 
assured commercial shipping that the nation 
would need to sustain a prolonged major war.

In the aggregate, America’s overall military 
posture must be rated “marginal.” The Space 
Force and Army are rated “marginal,” and the Navy, 
Air Force, Coast Guard, and Merchant Marine are 
rated “weak.” Only the Marine Corps, nuclear forc-
es, and missile defense are rated “strong,” but the 
Corps is a one-war force, and its overall strength is 

therefore not sufficient to compensate for the short-
falls of the larger services. Moreover, if the Unit-
ed States should need to employ nuclear weapons, 
the escalation into nuclear conflict would seem to 
imply that handling such a crisis would challenge 
even a fully ready Joint Force at its current size and 
equipped with modern weapons. Additionally, the 
war in Ukraine, which threatens the economic and 
political stability not just of Europe, but of other 
regions as well, shows that some actors (in this case 
Russia) will not necessarily be deterred from con-
ventional action even though the U.S. maintains 
a strong nuclear capability. Strong conventional 
forces of necessary size are therefore essential to 
America’s ability to respond to emergent crises in 
areas of special interest.

The 2026 Index concludes that the current U.S. 
military force is at significant risk of being unable 
to meet the demands of a single major protracted 
regional conflict while also attending to various 
other presence and engagement activities. The 
force would probably not be able to do more and 
is certainly ill-equipped to handle two nearly si-
multaneous MRCs—a situation that is made more 
difficult by the generally weak condition of key mil-
itary allies.

In general, the military services continue to pri-
oritize readiness and have made some progress over 
the past few years, but modernization programs, 
especially in shipbuilding and the production of 
fifth-generation combat aircraft, continue to suf-
fer as resources are committed to preparing for the 
future, recovering from 20 years of operations, and 
offsetting the effects of inflation. With respect to 
the Air Force, some of its limited acquisition funds 
are being spent on aircraft of questionable utility in 
high-threat scenarios while research and develop-
ment receives a larger share of funding than efforts 
meant to replace quite aged aircraft are receiving. 
As observed in the 2021, 2022, 2023, and 2024 edi-
tions of the Index, the services have normalized re-
ductions in the size and number of military units, 
the forces remain well below the level needed to 
meet the two-MRC benchmark, and past difficul-
ties involved in trying to recruit young Americans 

U.S. Military Power: Summary
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U.S. Military Power: Air Force
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Capacity %

Capability %

Readiness %

OVERALL %

ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.

U.S. Military Power: Army
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Capacity %
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Readiness %
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ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.

U.S. Military Power: Space Force
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ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.

U.S. Military Power: Marine Corps
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Capacity %

Capability %

Readiness %

OVERALL %

ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.

U.S. Military Power: Navy
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Capacity %
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Readiness %
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ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.
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U.S. Military Power: Merchant Marine
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Capacity %

Capability %

Readiness %

OVERALL %

ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.

U.S. Military Power: Nuclear
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ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.

U.S. Military Power: Missile Defense
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ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.

U.S. Military Power: Coast Guard
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Capacity %

Capability %

Readiness %

OVERALL %

ABOUT THE ASSESSMENT CATEGORIES

OVERALL ASSESSMENT. The overall assessment of a military service is 
measured against its ability to perform its respective role in a two-major 
regional contingency (MRC) scenario. The assessment of the U.S. 
Marine Corps is sized against a single major regional contingency (MRC) 
scenario. This benchmark is the minimum standard for U.S. hard-power 
capacity with the understanding that maintenance, operational tempo, 
training cycles, crisis response, treaty commitments, and/or strategic 
reserve considerations can cause some forces to be unavailable. Other 
factors that infl uence this assessment are the availability of logistical 
support to enable combat power (fueling ships, supply ships, cargo 
aircraft, etc.) and the ability to reconstitute combat power for protracted 
confl ict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a su�  cient quantity of the right 
capability or capabilities to meet its mission sets. 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 opera-

tions across a wide range of potential missions as measured against 
a potential adversary, and

• As measured against a set benchmark for total national capability.

CAPABILITY. Examining the capability of a military force requires 
consideration of: 
• The proper tools (material and conceptual) with the design, perfor-

mance characteristics, technological advancement, and suitability 
that the force needs to perform its function against an enemy 
successfully;

• The su�  ciency of armored vehicles, ships, airplanes, and other 
equipment and weapons needed to win against the enemy;

• The appropriate variety of options to preclude strategic vulnerabili-
ties in the force and give fl exibilities to battlefi eld commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to 
the warfi ghting ability of the U.S. military, readiness performs a crucial 
role in determining whether combat power is prepared when it is need-
ed. Factors that are considered include (among others):
• Su�  cient sta�  ng levels,
• Fulfi llment of training requirements, and
• Age and maintenance of equipment.
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to join the military services have had their effect 
on service end strength even as recruiting has re-
cently improved.

As currently postured, the U.S. military is at sig-
nificant risk of not being able to defend America’s 
vital national interests with assurance. It is rated 

“marginal” relative to the force needed to defend 
national interests on a global stage against actual 
challenges in the world as it is rather than as we 
wish it were. As demonstrated by The Heritage 
Foundation’s recent TIDALWAVE war simula-
tion, these challenges are particularly grave in a 
protracted conflict. This is the inevitable result of 
years of sustained use, underfunding, unclear pri-
orities, shifting security policies, poor discipline in 
program execution, and a lack of seriousness across 
the national security establishment even as threats 
to U.S. interests have surged.

Although the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, signed 
by President Trump on July 4, 2025, added more 
than $150 billion in defense spending on top of 
annual defense appropriations, more investment 
is needed. The President’s call on January 7, 2026, 
for a $1.5 trillion defense budget—more than $500 
billion more than the current budget—is a positive 
sign that greater investment is on the way, but this 
must be done in a disciplined and fiscally respon-
sible manner that also seeks savings, reforms, and 
efficiencies from the U.S. Department of War.1 The 
focus of the United States should be on restoring 
peace through strength, and while some work has 
been done in this regard, much remains to be fin-
ished to reverse the effects of years of defense bud-
getary decline and lack of prioritization.

U.S. Military Power
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Endnote
1.	 See U.S. Senate Committee on Armed Services and U.S. House Committee on Armed Services, “SASC/HASC Defense Reconciliation Overview,” 

undated, https://armedservices.house.gov/uploadedfiles/obbb_hasc_and_sasc_defense_legislation_summary.pdf (accessed January 13, 2026).

https://armedservices.house.gov/uploadedfiles/obbb_hasc_and_sasc_defense_legislation_summary.pdf



