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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)' and the
one-time reconciliation bill known as the One Big
Beautiful Bill Act (OBBA).? 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-
nais 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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o “Strengthen Shipbuilding and the Maritime
Industrial Base,” which is a change from
“Strengthening Maritime Dominance” used
since FY 2024;

e “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

o “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.®

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.* 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.” 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.® 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 arapidly 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.” 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:

e Initsfirst 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.®

e 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.’
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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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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.

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."

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.” The method
is called Transferrable Rearming Mechanism
(TRAM) and is alimited 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.

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.'?

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.

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."* 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.’

On October 19, 2023, Iran’s proxy in Yemen,
the Houthis, began attacks on shipping in the
Red Seain 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.

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.”” It has not yet been fully
executed, but there has been some progress regard-
ing forward presence operations that challenge Chi-
nese maritime coercion.'®

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 areturn to the Indian Ocean."

Asthe 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:*°

e The December 2020 Advantage at Sea naval
strategy, and

e The Global Force Management Allocation
Plan (GFMAP).%

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:

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

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

e Todoso, 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

¢ 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
afree 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.>?

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 NAVPLANSs lacked a clear time-
line; now the deadline for delivering capabilities
and meeting readiness goals is set as no later than
January 1, 2027.2* This date is picked explicitly to
meet China’s own goal of being ready to prevail in
awar over Taiwan.? 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.?® 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.”?” While little detail
is given in his public statements since becoming
CNO, past comments as Fleet Forces Commander
indicate an awareness that nuclear maintenance
capacityis inadequate and that we need additional
public shipyards.?®

All told, NAVPLANSs 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
alarger fleet is required.” 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
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indicates that the Navy is short 80 warships (rath-
er than 50 per earlier plans) with which to execute

the National Defense Strategy.* 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.® 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:

« 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,

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

» 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.??

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.?® This 400-ship fleet is cen-
tered on providing:

o 13 Carrier Strike Groups (CSGs);

e 13 carrier air wings with a minimum of 624
strike fighter aircraft;* and

» 15 Expeditionary Strike Groups (ESGs).*

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, 2025%°—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.* 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.

AtaFebruary 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.”*® The Navy’s subsequent June 2023
Battle Force Ship Assessment and Requirement re-
port specified that the fleet needed to include:

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

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

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

o 3llarge amphibious warships (LSD, LPD, LHA,
LHD) (the Navy currently has 32);

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

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

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

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

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.*
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.*

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.*2 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.** Given Combatant
Commanders’ requirements for naval presence,
there is impetus to have as many ships forward de-
ployed as possible by:

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

e Forward Stationing. Only the ships are based
abroad, and crews are rotated out to the ship.**
This deployment model is currently used for
Littoral Combat Ships (L.CS) 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.* 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.*® 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

The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/military 379



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,*” 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 2006* 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.+°

World events demonstrated the danger of having
inadequate amphibious forces in April 2023 when
Americans were stranded amid factional war in Su-
dan.?® 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.%

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.”? 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.®

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 2024.7* As
a consequence, the sector’s labor pool shrank 1.5

percent in the third quarter of 2024.7 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 capacity®® 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.”

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.*® 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.*® 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.®®

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.®
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.5?

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 /ndex 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.”®® In addition, the Government
Accountability Office (GAO) has noted that a brittle
defense industrial base continues to drive up costs
and create delays.®*

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.®® The last time the
Navy had a similar number of ships was in 1997
when it had 359 ships and 398,847 personnel.®® As
of February 22, 2026, the Navy consisted of 340,000
active-duty officers and sailors,%” 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.%® 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.®® 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.”

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.” 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
0f 10,000 stretching back as far as 2016.7> 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.”
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
mostjunior sailors went into effect on April 1, 2025.7
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.””®
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.” With appropriate modification, the current
fleet of 20 National Security Cutters could be able
to support this critical mission.”” 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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CHART 13

Navy Ships Nearing—or Past—End of Service Life

Active  Average
Description Ships Age
Command Ship 2 55.2
Submarine Tender 2 46.5
Mine Countermeasures Ship 4 329
Guided Missile Submarine 4 43.1
Guided Missile Cruiser 7 34.5
Ballistic Missile Submarine 14 35.1
Dock Landing Ship 10 33,5
Aircraft Carrier 11 325
Amphibious Assault Ship 9 24.4
Submarine 49 20.0
Expeditionary Sea Base 5 154
Guided Missile Destroyer 78 20.5
Amphibious Transport Dock 13 12.6
Littoral Combat Ship 28 51

NOTE: Figures are based on calculations through February 3, 2026.
SOURCE: U.S. Navy, Naval Sea Systems Command, Naval Vessel Register,
(accessed February 3, 2026).

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.” 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.” 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.®° The
following are highlights by platform.
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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.%! 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.??
The lead ship’s keel-laying ceremony occurred on
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June 4, 2022.% 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.®*

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.”® 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.®® Construction of Block V submarines be-
gan in September 2019 with the Oklahoma (SSN 802)
tobe delivered in May 2027 and three more boats to
be delivered before the end of the decade.®” 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.®® 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.® The Ford began a planned deployment
cycle in June 2025 and has conducted allied naval
operations in the high North Atlantic region.®

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.°' 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.”2 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, Chinais 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.”® 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,”* and after a sprint by the shipyard, the
new 80,000-ton Type-003 aircraft carrier was
launched in June 2022.%° 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.

In a further indication of the rising threat to
American naval dominance, speculation has mount-
ed over anew 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.”” 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.”® 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.°° 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.'

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 I11.'' 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.02

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 along-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.!*®* In September
2022, the Zumwalt had conducted its first (albeit
truncated) deployment to Seventh Fleet’s Western
Pacific area of operations.’** 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 2025.1%°

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.¢
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.'” 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 (L.CS); 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.'°® In
the meantime, the top speed of affected ships (cur-
rently 40-plus knots) is reportedly limited to 34
knots.'”” 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 2034.1°
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.™

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."** 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."*

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 2022.1#
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.""* In March
2025, two LCS (Santa Barbara and Canberra) de-
ployed for the first time with operational ASW
mission modules."® In an unanticipated move, the
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Navy began to arm LCS with the naval strike missile,
giving these ships along-range anti-ship capability
that they had lacked despite notable operations by
the class in the South China Sea.’” On December 9,
2021, the San Diego-based Independence-variant
Oakland received this new capability."®

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.™ 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.”'2°

Rather than procuring additional LCS, the Navy
has been focused on a new frigate. On April 30,
2020, the Navy awarded Fincantieria $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.'” 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.'?? 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.'*?

In May 2021, the Navy contracted for the sec-
ond ship in the class, the USS Congress (FFG-63).'%
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,'* but the
Navy has yet to decide on a second shipyard to begin
construction of frigates that was supposed to begin
in FY 2023."2° 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.'%

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).?® The Commandant

envisioned a larger yet affordable fleet of smaller,
low-signature amphibious ships—the Landing Ship

Medium (LSM)'?—that enable littoral maneuver
and associated logistics support in a contested the-
ater.’® 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.”’®! 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.'** 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.'®® 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)*3*
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 2045.1%°

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."*¢ 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."”
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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).’*® 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)."* 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.'*°

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.**! 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.*?

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 IT 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.'*?
LPD-32 is the most recently purchased of the 13
originally envisioned San Antonio—class Flight I1s.

Decisions made in 2014 and 2018 committed the
Navy to building less capable and cheaper Flight I1
LPDs to replace the aging Harpers Ferry—class and
Whidbey Island-class amphibious warships.** The
Marine Corps has sought procurement of LPD-33
and had kept it at the top of its unfunded require-
ments list.'** 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,'*¢ but three of these Flight IT two LPDs are
nevertheless currently under contract.'*’

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 2026.1
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.*° 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."” SURFDESRON 1 operates MUSV Sea
Hunter prototypes, LUSV, and the Zumwalt destroy-
er to advance the Navy’s unmanned surface warship
capabilities.” 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.'>

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.'”® 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.’™* 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.’® 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.'*

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.'”” The Navy christened
ESB 6, USNS John L. Canley, on June 25, 202258
ESB 7, USNS Robert E. Simanek, began construction
in San Diego, California, with its keel laid in Octo-
ber 2021.%° Canley entered service with the Navy on
February 17, 2024, and Simanek joined the fleet on
September 12, 2024.1%°

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.'! The keel for EPF 14 configured
as ahospital ship was laid on January 26, 2022, and
construction of EPF 15 in the same configuration
commenced the same month.’** 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.'®?

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.'** 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.'® The lead ship
of the class, John Lewis, was delivered to the Navy
in July 2022!%¢ and conducted its first at-sea refuel-
ing in March 2025.'" As of February 24, 2026, four
oilers of this class had been delivered.!*®

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.'® 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.””® 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.**

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."7 Block V Maritime Strike
Tomahawk (MST) kits with improved targeting
procurement are entering their sixth year.”” In late
2024, the Navy revealed its plan to procure 1,345 of
these anti-ship cruise missiles.'

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.'”” 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.'” 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."””

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
firstisland 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.'”® 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.””” The FY 2021 budget
included an additional $59.6 million to procure
36 ground-based anti-ship missiles.'®® 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."8' 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.'®> 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.’®® 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.® 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.'®®> To ensure that the EA-18G
remains relevant on the battlefield until 2030, an
anticipated upgrade or Block IT 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 2024.15¢

The Navy’s earlier proposal to retire all of its ex-
peditionary electronic attack squadrons by FY 2025
came as a surprise.'®” 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.”'®8 The status of that report is unknown,
and the most recent Defense Department Strategic

Management Plan includes few details.'®

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.””® 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."! 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)*2—on destroyers in 2021 beginning with
the USS Preble."?

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.** The FY 2025 budget continues modest in-
vestments in this capability: $5.7 million to include
at-sea testing on Preble.'”®
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.'®
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.””” 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 arange on which to test these systems under re-
al-world combat conditions until the Army’s White
Sands Missile Range updates are completed.'®
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 October1, 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."”® The
CNO also directed the Navy to leverage related Air
Force efforts on the Joint All-Domain Command
and Control program (JADC2),%*° 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.?*' 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.?0? 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.?%?
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.?** 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.?

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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CHART 14

Comparison of Chinese and U.S. Naval Fleets in the Pacific
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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.”2

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

R’ heritage.org

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.?”” 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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CHART 15

Total Launch Capacity for Long-Range Strike or Anti-Ship Missiles
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and Recapitalization Plan in September 2018.2%%
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 $1billion, [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.”?®

Attempts by Congress to accelerate this effort
have not been effective.?’® 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 2022,2" but a
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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.”?'2
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.?® 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
isa 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.**

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
apotential war in the Pacific, the nation will need a
ready naval force to include the Navy, Coast Guard,
and Merchant Marine.?"®

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.?!® The National Defense Authorization
Act for Fiscal Year 2023 details the way ahead with
expectations of future resourcing to achieve the
needed improvements.?"” 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.?®

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.?" 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.??° 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

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 toreveal a service that is much too small relative
toits tasks. Contributing to alower assessment is the
Navy’s persistent inability to arrest and reverse the

of the subsequent investigations, which highlight-
ed the importance of operational risk management

and unit readiness, remain relevant.??! To ensure

that these tragic events are not repeated, the Secre-
tary of the Navy’s Strategic Readiness Review made

several broad institutional recommendations:

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

e “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.”

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

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

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.?®® 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.

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.
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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

Chinais 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:

» 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.?**

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

» 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.?2¢

* 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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U.S. Military Power: Navy

VERY WEAK WEAK MARGINAL STRONG VERY STRONG
Capacity
Capability v
Readiness
OVERALL I I

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.

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.?*”

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.

e Get firepower to sea. Chinais 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.??

o 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.?*’

o 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.?°

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 Chinais upon usin a
new cold war that has no clear endpoint.
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