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Introduction

The United States Coast Guard (USCGQG), 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 staft-
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.!

In 1861, Coastguardsmen fired the first maritime
shot of the American Civil War.? 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.?

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 of1915.*

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.®

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,® approximately 6,300 re-
servists,” and 26,000 to 32,000 volunteer auxil-
iary members.?

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.’

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.!° 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:

Organization,

e People,

Technology, and
e Contracts and Acquisitions."

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."* 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 2025 and 1,508 smaller
boats as of 2024."* 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."”

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.'* 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,"” 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.

e 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.'® The Polar
Star has also suffered from fires, maintenance
issues, and other problems.*

o Commissioned in 1999, the medium icebreaker
USCGC Healy has experienced numerous fires
and lacks spare parts.*°

e The newest, anon-military icebreaker, is the
USCGC Storis. Purchased from a private owner,
the Storis was commissioned on August 10,
2025.2' Tt is still waiting for its future homeport
in Juneau, Alaska, to be fitted with an up-
graded pier.>?
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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.? It also has extensive facilities and other
security architecture to supporticebreaking in the
Arctic. Canada has the world’s second largest fleet of
icebreakers: 18 with delivery of two more expected
by 2032.2* 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.?

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.”?¢
From 2024-2025, China has increasingly sent its
shipsinto the Arctic, particularly near the U.S. EEZ
and extended continental shelf. In 2024, three Chi-
nese icebreakers sailed near the Aleutian Islands.?
In August 2025, China sent five icebreakers north
of Alaska “in or near the U.S. Arctic.”?

Inlate 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.?

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.?** 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.* 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.%2

Since 2017, the USCG has intended to replace its
aging heavy icebreakers with what would become
the PSC.?® 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.”®* In May 2025, Bollinger
Mississippi Shipbuildingwas approved to begin pro-
duction on the first Polar Sentinel PSCs.*

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.”* 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 0f 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.”®” 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.® Systemic maintenance and issues related to
heavy use with its air fleet stretched the USCG to its
limitin 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.%°

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.*® 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.* 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.*

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.*

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.** 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.*

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 aresult 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.”*® 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.*” As aresult,
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.*®
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.* 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.*® 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.!

The USCG Auxiliary. The Auxiliary is a
26,000-strong to 32,000-strong volunteer element
of the U.S. Coast Guard.*> 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
abroad spectrum of talents and capabilities.?® 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,**

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.”

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.*® 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.’” 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.”®

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 I1, Auxiliarists could join or be
enrolled in the Coast Guard’s now-disbanded Tem-
porary Reserve.* 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.”*® 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.”®! In May 2025, the GAO noted that

“[h]eavy workloads, command leadership, and phys-
ical and technical infrastructure issues hurt morale
and affected retention.”s?

In 2022, in an attempt to alleviate recruit-
ment issues, the USCG removed some barriers to

518 2026 Index of U.S. Military Strength



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.®® 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.** 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.%°
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.”®® 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,% 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.*®

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.®® Since August
2025, the USCG has offered upwards of $75,000 as
an enlistment bonus,”® 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.””* 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.” 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, lllegal 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 2020-2024.7° 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, 2025.7
In March 2025, one seizure in the Pacific yielded
narcotics worth more than $500,000,000.7° Also
in 2025, during Operation Pacific Viper, the USCG
made the largest seizure of cocaine in its history:
61,740 pounds.”

In February 2025, the U.S. Department of State
listed eight Mexican, Central American, and South
American drug cartels as foreign terrorist organiza-
tions;”” 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.” In August 2025,
DHS Secretary Noem noted that “80% of illicit drug
seizures occur at sea.””®

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 2024.7%° 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.”®! According to one report, these

low-cost and difficult-to-detect vessels “have also

become more advanced.” # One intercepted nar-
co-submarine came equipped with a Starlink sys-
tem and antenna.®?

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.®* By mid-2025, the cartels were often com-
plementing their smuggling efforts by also using
underwater drones.®

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.
The addition of higher-technology approaches with
afocus 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.”¥”

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 2021-2023.8% 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.”®

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.?® 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.” 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.”?

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.?”® 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.””* Nearly a
decade later, the buildup of and reliance on these

“white-hulled constabulary forces” (the CCG) has
onlyincreased.” The CCG has exhibited close coop-
eration with the PLAN and China’s maritime militia
forces.”® 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.%”

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.”® 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.”” 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.»° Superficially, the CCG’s
strongest elements relate to its maritime patrol and
law-enforcement capabilities,'® although the CCG
was removed from its position under the Ministry
of State Security’s People’s Armed Police in 2018.12

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.'*®
The CCG even impeded the rescue of a drowning
Filipino fisherman in July 2024 near the disputed
Scarborough Shoal.'**

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.'® The USCG has also
increased assistance to its Filipino counterparts in
the Philippine Coast Guard.'°® 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.'”” 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.'®

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.'”

As amilitary support element for the U.S. Navy,
however, the USCG is at an extreme disadvantage
vis-a-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.''® 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.! In 2023, China and the Solomon Islands
also agreed to a pact on “law enforcement and secu-
rity matters.”"? 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

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.”® 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

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

USCQG 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.

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.”"*

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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aworkforce 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.”® 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

+ 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.¢

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.”*”
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.”"® 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.

Increase investment in unmanned aerial
systems. The USCG has put $350 million into
AT and robotics research but only $11 million
of its budget into upgrading and purchasing
current autonomous systems, many of them
short-range."® 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-
nalooms, the USCG requires larger numbers
of and more advanced equipment to maintain
alayered 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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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 influence 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
conflict (defense industrial base capacity, etc.).

CAPACITY. The U.S. military must have a sufficient 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.

drones came into service with the USCG in
September and quickly demonstrated their
worth in countering illegal immigration, smug-
gling, and illegal drugs.'?° 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.

o 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

L |

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 sufficiency 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 flexibilities to battlefield commanders; and

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

READINESS. While capacity and capability considerations are central to
the warfighting 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):

+ Sufficient staffing levels,

« Fulfillment of training requirements, and

+ Age and maintenance of equipment.

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.' This can serve as aneeded
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.’*? As
northern sea-lanes continue to open to billions
of dollars in trade and resource acquisition,
newer, more capable icebreakers can support
alonger-range U.S. strategic approach to the
Arctic. However, these icebreakers will need
specialized docking and maintenance facilities,
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and purchased icebreakers should have mod-
ular capabilities that comport with changing
Coast Guard requirements.

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.® 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.

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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