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Preface
Kay Coles James

he Heritage Foundation’s Index of U.S.

Military Strength is the only nongovern-
mental and only annual assessment of U.S.
military strength. This 2020 edition marks the
sixth anniversary of this publication.

Last year saw the first positive trends since
publication of the first edition of the Index
in 2015, as all military branches, especial-
ly the Army, have seen vast improvements
in readiness. The good news is that there is
room for optimism again this year as these
trends continue.

Unfortunately, we are not able to declare
victory just yet. We have yet to see a change
in size and capability large enough to ensure
the ability of our military to meet the grow-
ing threats from around the world. Our ships,
tanks, and planes remain largely carryovers
from the buildup in the 1980s under President
Ronald Reagan, and many of them are on the
verge of retirement.

For many years following the end of the
Cold War, the military was reduced in size
and, in many ways, ignored. Its prowess was
taken for granted by lawmakers eager to cash
a so-called peace dividend that they believed
resulted from the collapse of the Soviet Union
and spend it on other priorities.

When America was rocked by the terrorist
attacks of 9/11, America’s military was quick-
ly called into action. It has been “in action”
ever since.

Since 2017, Congress and the Administra-
tion have stabilized military budgets and pro-
vided resources for the military to improve its

condition, and this has led to improvements

in readiness for all military branches. Howev-
er, although that funding has aided America’s

military recovery, the defense budget is artifi-
cially capped for the next two years at well be-
low historical averages (and well below what is

actually needed). Additionally, future funding

levels will remain uncertain through chang-
ing Administrations and shifts in the makeup

of Congress.

Moreover, a few years of solid investment
in our armed forces during the Trump Admin-
istration are not enough to undo the damage
caused by years of neglect and constant use. It
is also insufficient to get our military in posi-
tion to compete against the growing threats
from nations such as Russia, China, and Iran,
as well as from terrorism.

Increased and sustained investment is ab-
solutely critical in this period of renewed mil-
itary competition among nations. The United
States faces potential adversaries with growing
militaries that desire to use them to reshape
the world to suit their needs at the expense
of others.

For the first time since the end of the Cold
War, the U.S. faces threats from nations that
may soon match or surpass our military power.
Russia and China are investing significantly in
the most modern forms of combat power and
technology with the express intention of chal-
lenging U.S. military dominance. We cannot af-
ford to allow our military to fall behind.

As George Washington said so eloquently
in his first annual address to Congress, “To be

The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/Military
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prepared for war is the most effectual means
of preserving peace.” A strategy centered on
this concept of peace through strength is the
best way to ensure our safety, freedom, and
prosperity at home. Maintaining American
military dominance also ensures a safer and
more peaceful world, as it reassures our allies
and deters potential adversaries.

Over the coming years, sustained invest-
ment will be necessary if we are serious about
strengthening our military. This Index, backed
by an irrefutable body of research, points out
exactly what investments are needed and

where so that the American people, both to-
day and in generations yet to come, will have a
military that is capable of defending them.

Peace through strength and funding a mili-
tary that is actually capable of fulfilling its con-
stitutional mandate of providing for the com-
mon defense should be a nonpartisan issue and
atop priority for all members of Congress and
the Administration.

Kay Coles James, President
The Heritage Foundation
October 2019

Xiv
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Introduction

he United States maintains a military

force primarily to protect the homeland
from attack and to protect its interests abroad.
There are secondary uses—such as assisting
civil authorities in times of emergency or de-
terring enemies—that amplify other elements
of national power such as diplomacy or eco-
nomic initiatives, but America’s armed forces
exist above all else so that the U.S. can physical-
ly impose its will on an enemy and change the
conditions of a threatening situation by force
or the threat of force.

Eachyear, The Heritage Foundation’s Index
of U.S. Military Strength gauges the ability of the
U.S. military to perform its missions in today’s
world and assesses how the condition of the
military has changed during the preceding year.

The United States prefers to lead through

“soft” elements of national power: diplomacy,
economic incentives, and cultural exchanges.
When soft approaches like diplomacy work,
their success often owes much to the knowl-
edge of all involved that U.S. “hard power”
stands ready, however silently, in the diplo-
matic background. Soft approaches cost less
in manpower and treasure than military action
costs and do not carry the same risk of damage
and loss of life, but when confronted by phys-
ical threats to U.S. national security interests,
soft power cannot substitute for raw military
power. In fact, the absence of military power or
the perception that one’s hard power is insuf-
ficient to protect one’s interests will frequent-
ly—and predictably—invite challenges that soft
power is ill-equipped to address. Thus, hard
power and soft power are complementary and
mutually reinforcing,.

The decline of America’s military hard
power, historically shown to be critical to de-
fending against major military powers and to
sustaining operations over time against lesser
powers or in multiple instances simultaneous-
ly, is thoroughly documented and quantified in
this Index. It is harder to quantify the growing
threats to the U.S. and its allies that are engen-
dered by the perception of American weakness
abroad and doubts about America’s resolve to
act when its interests are threatened.

The anecdotal evidence is consistent with
direct conversations between Heritage schol-
ars and high-level diplomatic and military of-
ficials from countries around the world: The
perception of American weakness—in the ag-
ing and shrinking of America’s military forces
and in their reduced presence in key regions
since the end of the Cold War—is contrib-
uting to destabilization in many parts of the
world and prompting old friends to question
their reliance on America’s assurances. For
decades, the perception of American strength
and resolve has helped to deter adventurous
bad actors and tyrannical dictators. Regretta-
bly, both that perception and, as a consequence,
its deterrent effect are eroding. The result is
an increasingly dangerous world threatening
a significantly weaker America.

This can seem odd to many observers be-
cause U.S. forces have dominated on the bat-
tlefield in tactical engagements with enemy
forces over the past 30 years. Not surprising-
ly, the forces built to battle those of the Sovi-
et Union have handily defeated the forces of
third-world dictators and terrorist organiza-
tions. These successes, however, have masked

The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/Military 1



the deteriorating condition of the military,
which has been able to undertake such oper-
ations only by “cashing in” on investments
made in the 1980s and 1990s. Unseen by the
American public, the rate of consumption of
military readiness has not been matched by
corresponding investments sufficient to re-
place the equipment, resources, and capacity
used up since September 11, 2001.

It is therefore critical that we understand
the condition of the United States military
with respect to America’s vital national securi-
ty interests, the threats to those interests, and
the context within which the U.S. might have
to use hard power. It is likewise important to
know how these three areas—operating envi-
ronments, threats, and the posture of the U.S.
military—change over time, given that such
changes can have substantial implications for
defense policies and investments.

In the opening paragraph of the U.S. Con-
stitution, “We the People” stated that among
their handful of purposes in establishing the
Constitution was to “provide for the common
defence.” The Constitution’s enumeration of
limited powers for the federal government in-
cludes the powers of Congress “To declare War,”

“To raise and support Armies,” “To provide and
maintain a Navy,” “To provide for calling forth
the Militia,” and “To provide for organizing,
arming, and disciplining, the Militia” and the
power of the President as “Commander in Chief
of the Army and Navy of the United States, and
of the Militia of the several States, when called
into the actual Service of the United States.”

With such constitutional priority given to
defense of the nation and its vital interests, one
might expect the federal government to pro-
duce astandardized, consistent reference work
on the state of the nation’s security. Yet no such
single volume exists, especially in the public
domain, to allow comparisons from year to
year. Recently, the Department of Defense has
moved to restrict reporting of force readiness
even further. Thus, the American people and
even the government itself are prevented from
understanding whether investments made in
defense are achieving their desired results.

What is needed is a publicly accessible ref-
erence document that uses a consistent, me-
thodical, and repeatable approach to assessing
defense requirements and capabilities. The
Heritage Foundation’s Index of U.S. Military
Strength, an annual assessment of the state of
America’s hard power, fills this void, address-
ing both the geographical and functional envi-
ronments relevant to the United States’ vital
national interests and threats that rise to a
level that puts or has the strong potential to
put those interests at risk.

Any assessment of the adequacy of military
power requires two primary reference points:
a clear statement of U.S. vital security inter-
ests and an objective requirement for the mil-
itary’s capacity for operations that serves as a
benchmark against which to measure current
capacity. A review of relevant top-level nation-
al security documents issued by a long string of
presidential Administrations makes clear that
three interests are consistently stated:

¢ Defense of the homeland;

e Successful conclusion of a major war that
has the potential to destabilize a region of
critical interest to the U.S.; and

e Preservation of freedom of movement
within the global commons: the sea, air,
outer-space, and cyberspace domains
through which the nations of the world
conduct their business.

Every President has recognized that pro-
tecting America from attack is one of the U.S.
military’s fundamental reasons for being.
While going to war has always been controver-
sial, the decision to do so has been based con-
sistently on the conclusion that one or more
vital U.S. interests are at stake.

This Index embraces the “two-war require-
ment”—the ability to handle two major wars
or two major regional contingencies (MRCs)
successfully at the same time or in closely
overlapping time frames—as the most compel-
ling rationale for sizing U.S. military forces. Dr.

2020 Index of U.S.
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Daniel Gouré provided a detailed defense of this
approach in his essay, “Building the Right Mil-
itary for a New Era: The Need for an Enduring
Analytic Framework,” in the 2015 Index, and it
is further elaborated in the military capabilities
section. The basic argument, however, is this:
The nation should have the ability to engage and
defeat one opponent and still have the ability
to guard against competitor opportunism (that
is, to prevent someone from exploiting the per-
ceived opportunity to move against U.S. inter-
ests while America is engaged elsewhere).

The Index is descriptive, not prescriptive,
reviewing the current condition of its sub-
jects within the assessed year and describing
how conditions have changed during the pre-
vious year, informed by the baseline condition
established by the inaugural 2015 Index. In
short, the Index answers the question, “Have
conditions improved or worsened during the
assessed year?”

This study also assesses the U.S. military
against the two-war benchmark and various
metrics explained further in the military ca-
pabilities section. Importantly, the Index mea-
sures the hard power needed to win conven-
tional wars rather than the general utility of
the military relative to the breadth of tasks it
might be (and usually is) assigned in order to
advance U.S. interests short of war.

Assessing the World and the
Need for Hard Power

The assessment portion of the Index is
composed of three major sections that ad-
dress the aforementioned areas of primary
interest: America’s military power, the oper-
ating environments within or through which
it must operate, and threats to U.S. vital na-
tional interests. For each of these areas, the
Index provides context, explaining why a given
topic is addressed and how it relates to under-
standing the nature of America’s hard-pow-
er requirements.

The authors of this study used a five-catego-
ry scoring system that ranged from “very poor”
to “excellent” or “very weak” to “very strong”
as appropriate to each topic. This approach

was selected as the best way to capture mean-
ingful gradations while avoiding the appear-
ance that a high level of precision was possible
given the nature of the issues and the informa-
tion that was publicly available.

Some factors are quantitative and lend
themselves to discrete measurement; others
are very qualitative in nature and can be as-
sessed only through an informed understand-
ing of the material that leads to an informed
judgment call.

By themselves, purely quantitative mea-
sures tell only part of the story when it comes
to the relevance, utility, and effectiveness of
hard power. Assessing military power or the
nature of an operating environment using only
quantitative metrics can lead to misinformed
conclusions. For example, the mere existence
of alarge fleet of very modern tanks has little to
do with the effectiveness of the armored force
in actual battle if the employment concept is
irrelevant to modern armored warfare. (Imag-
ine, for example, a battle in rugged mountains.)
Also, experience and demonstrated proficiency
are often so decisive in war that numerically
smaller or qualitatively inferior but well-
trained and experienced forces can defeat a
larger or qualitatively superior adversary.

However digital and quantitative the
world has become thanks to the explosion of
advanced technologies, it is still very much a
qualitative place, and judgment calls have to
be made in the absence of certainty. We strive
to be as objective and evenhanded as possible
in our approach, and as transparent as possible
in our methodology and sources of informa-
tion, so that readers can understand why we
reached the conclusions we reached—and per-
haps reach their own as well. The result will be
amore informed debate about what the United
States needs in terms of military capabilities
to deal with the world as it is. A detailed dis-
cussion of scoring is provided in each assess-
ment section.

In our assessment, we begin with the oper-
ating environment because it provides the geo-
strategic stage upon which the U.S. attends to
its interests: the various states that would play

The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/Military 3



significant roles in any regional contingency;

the terrain that enables or restricts military

operations; the infrastructure—ports, airfields,
roads, and rail networks (or lack thereof)—on

which U.S. forces would depend; and the types

oflinkages and relationships the U.S. has with a

region and major actors within it that cause the

U.S. to have interests in the area or that facilitate

effective operations. Major actors within each

region are identified, described, and assessed

in terms of alliances, political stability, the pres-
ence of U.S. military forces and relationships,
and the maturity of critical infrastructure.

Our assessment focuses on three key re-
gions—Europe, the Middle East, and Asia—be-
cause of their importance relative to U.S. vital
security interests. This does not mean that we
view Latin America and Africa as unimport-
ant. [t means only that the security challeng-
es within these regions do not currently rise
to the level of direct threats to America’s vital
security interests as we have defined them.
We addressed their current condition in the
2015 Index and will provide updated assess-
ments when circumstances make such assess-
ments necessary.

Next is a discussion of threats to U.S. vital
interests. Here we identify the countries that
pose the greatest current or potential threats
to U.S. vital interests based on two overarch-
ing factors: their behavior and their capabili-
ty. We accept the classic definition of “threat”
as a combination of intent and capability, but
while capability has attributes that can be
quantified, intent is difficult to measure. We
concluded that “observed behavior” serves as
areasonable surrogate for intent because it is
the clearest manifestation of intent.

We based our selection of threat countries
and non-state actors on their historical behav-
ior and explicit policies or formal statements
vis-a-vis U.S. interests, scoring them in two
areas: the degree of provocative behavior that
they exhibited during the year and their ability
to pose a credible threat to U.S. interests irre-
spective of intent. For example, a state full of
bluster but with only a moderate ability to act
accordingly poses a lesser threat, and a state

that has great capabilities and a pattern of bel-
licose behavior that is opposed to U.S. interests

still warrants attention even if it is relatively
quiet in a given year.

Finally, we address the status of U.S. mili-
tary power in three areas: capability (or mo-
dernity), capacity, and readiness. Do U.S. forces
possess operational capabilities that are rele-
vant to modern warfare? Can they defeat the
military forces of an opposing country? Do
they have a sufficient amount of such capabil-
ities? Is the force sufficiently trained and its
equipment materially ready to win in com-
bat? All of these are fundamental to success
even if they are not de facto determinants of
success (something we explain further in the
section). We also address the condition of the
United States’ nuclear weapons capability, as-
sessing it in areas that are unique to this mili-
tary component and critical to understanding
its real-world viability and effectiveness as a
strategic deterrent, and provide a descriptive
overview of current U.S. ballistic missile de-
fense capabilities and challenges.

Topical Essays

In January 2018, then-Secretary of De-
fense James N. Mattis released the 2018 Na-
tional Defense Strategy (NDS), his direction
to the Department of Defense on how it would
execute its portion of the National Security
Strategy. Driving all aspects of the NDS was a
single theme: a return to great-power compe-
tition. Secretary Mattis noted that a quarter of
acentury after the collapse of the Soviet Union
and 17 years after the terrorist attacks of Sep-
tember 11, 2001, world events had brought the
United States back into direct, long-term com-
petition with major powers, China and Russia
in particular. This context provides the theme
for the essays in this edition of the Index.

Our essayists address great-power competi-
tion and its implications for the United States
from various perspectives.

e There are profound implications for the
military if it is to prepare for conflict with
one or more major competitors. Combat

4 2020 Index of U.S. Military Strength



operations of any sort against China or
Russia, for example, would be far different
from those to which the U.S. military has
become accustomed against non-state or

irregular forces over the past several years.

Dr. Thomas Ehrhard kicks off this year’s
Index with such an assessment in “Treat-
ing the Pathologies of Victory: Hardening
the Nation for Strategic Competition.”

In “Being Realistic About Strategy,” Major
General Bill Hix, U.S. Army (Ret.), ad-
dresses the challenge of crafting strategy
that is relevant and pragmatic, that clearly
defines the objectives to be achieved,
prioritizes the use of resources, or recasts
objectives when means are limited and
options for their use are few. Clear-eyed
assessments are exceedingly important
when the stakes are high, as in the case of
great-power competition.

Dr. Rebecca Grant, in “Pragmatism, Popu-
lism, and How Americans Think About In-
vesting in Defense,” effectively raises the
tough question: How serious and realistic
are Americans about funding a military
that aligns with their stated national
security interests? It is one thing to say
the U.S. is in a strategic competition with
the likes of China and Russia. It is quite
another thing to put real money toward
having a military that is commensurate
with that objective.

In “The Economic Dimension of
Great-Power Competition and the Role
of Cyber as a Key Strategic Weapon,”

Dr. Samantha Ravich and Annie Fixler
explain how modern warfare has evolved
beyond the conventional tools of tanks,
ships, and aircraft. It now includes cyber
weapons and related tactics that blur the
line between war as a realm preserved for
military forces and a “field of battle” in
which opponents use cyber capabilities
to attack the U.S. economic infrastruc-
ture and steal sensitive technology and

weapons-relevant intellectual property in
order to undermine America’s ability to
project and sustain military power.

o Dr. Kathleen McInnis completes this set

of essays with one that addresses perhaps
the oldest and most enduring truism of
war: Going to war in the company of allies
is far better than going to war alone. In

“The Competitive Advantages and Risks of
Alliances,” Dr. McInnis explains how U.S.
alliances and partnerships, if properly man-
aged, could be the single most important
advantage possessed by America in its un-
folding competition with Russia and China.

Scoring U.S. Military Strength
Relative to Vital National Interests

The purpose of this Index is to make the na-
tional debate about defense capabilities better
informed by assessing the U.S. military’s ability
to defend against current threats to U.S. vital
national interests within the context of the
world as it is. Each of the elements can change
from year to year: the stability of regions and
access to them by America’s military forces;
the various threats as they improve or lose ca-
pabilities and change their behavior; and the
United States’ armed forces themselves as they
adjust to evolving fiscal realities and attempt to
balance readiness, capacity (size and quantity),
and capability (how modern they are) in ways
that enable them to carry out their assigned
missions successfully.

Each region of the world has its own set of
characteristics that include terrain; man-made
infrastructure (roads, rail lines, ports, airfields,
power grids, etc.); and states with which the
United States has relationships. In each case,
these factors combine to create an environ-
ment that is either favorable or problematic
when it comes to the ability of U.S. forces to
operate against threats in the region.

Various states and non-state actors within
these regions possess the ability to threaten—
and have consistently behaved in ways that
threaten—America’s interests. Fortunately
for the U.S., these major threat actors are
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currently few in number and continue to be
confined to three regions—Europe, the Mid-
dle East, and Asia—thus enabling the U.S. (if
it will do so) to focus its resources and ef-
forts accordingly.

As for the condition of America’s military
services, they continue to be beset by aging
equipment, shrinking numbers, rising costs,
and problematic funding. These four ele-
ments interact in ways that are difficult to
measure in concrete terms and impossible
to forecast with any certainty. Nevertheless,
the exercise of describing them and charac-
terizing their general condition is worthwhile
because it informs debates about defense pol-
icies and the allocation of resources that are
necessary for the U.S. military to carry out its
assigned duties. Further, as seen in this 2020
Index, noting how conditions have changed
during the preceding year helps to shed light
on the effect that policies, decisions, and ac-
tions have on security affairs that involve the
interests of the United States, its allies and
friends, and its enemies.

It should be borne in mind that each annual
Index assesses conditions as they are for the
assessed year. This 2020 Index of U.S. Mili-
tary Strength describes changes that occurred
during the preceding year, with updates cur-
rent as of mid-September 2019.

Assessments for U.S. Military Power, Global
Operating Environment, and Threats to Vital
U.S. Interests are shown in the Executive Sum-
mary. Factors that would push things toward

“bad” (the left side of the scale) tend to move
more quickly than those that improve one’s
situation, especially when it comes to the ma-
terial condition of the U.S. military.

Of the three areas measured—U.S. Military
Power, Global Operating Environment, and
Threats to Vital U.S. Interests—the U.S. can
directly control only one: its own military. The
condition of the U.S. military can influence the
other two because a weakened America argu-
ably emboldens challenges to its interests and
loses potential allies, while a militarily strong
America deters opportunism and draws part-
ners to its side from across the globe.

Conclusion

During the decades since the end of the
Second World War, the United States has un-
derwritten and taken the lead in maintaining a
global order that has benefited more people in
more ways than at any other period in history.
Now, however, that American-led order is un-
der stress, and some have wondered whether it
will break apart entirely as fiscal and econom-
icburdens continue to plague nations, violent
extremist ideologies threaten the stability of
entire regions, state and non-state opportun-
ists seek to exploit upheavals; and major states
compete to establish dominant positions in
their respective regions.

America’s leadership role remains in ques-
tion, and its security interests are under signif-
icant pressure. Challenges are growing, old al-
lies are not what they once were, and the U.S. is
increasingly bedeviled by debt that constrains
its ability to sustain its forces commensurate
with its interests.

Informed deliberations on the status of the
United States’ military power are therefore
desperately needed. It is our hope that this
Index of U.S. Military Strength will help to fa-
cilitate those informed deliberations.
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Executive Summary

“As currently postured, the U.S. military is
only marginally able to meet the demands of
defending America’s vital national interests.”

he United States maintains a military

force primarily to protect the homeland
from attack and to protect its interests abroad.
There are secondary uses—for example, to as-
sist civil authorities in times of emergency
or to deter enemies—but this force’s primary
purpose is to make possible the physical im-
position of will on an enemy when necessary.

Understanding the condition of the United
States military with respect to America’s vital
national security interests, any threats to those
interests, and the context within which the U.S.
might have to use “hard power” is therefore of
critical importance. Knowing how these three
areas—operating environments, threats, and
the posture of the U.S. military—change over
time, given that such changes can have sub-
stantial implications for defense policies and
investment, is likewise important.

Eachyear, The Heritage Foundation’s Index
of U.S. Military Strength employs a standard-
ized, consistent set of criteria, accessible both
to government officials and to the American
public, to gauge the U.S. military’s ability to
perform its missions in today’s world. The in-
augural 2015 edition established a baseline as-
sessment on which each annual edition builds,
assessing the state of affairs for its respective
year and measuring how key factors have
changed from the previous year.

What the Index Assesses

The Index of U.S. Military Strength assesses
the ease or difficulty of operating in key regions
based on existing alliances, regional political
stability, the presence of U.S. military forc-
es, and the condition of key infrastructure.
Threats are assessed based on the behavior
and physical capabilities of actors that pose
challenges to U.S. vital national interests. The
condition of America’s military power is mea-
sured in terms of its capability or modernity,
capacity for operations, and readiness to han-
dle assigned missions successfully. This frame-
work provides a single-source reference for
policymakers and other Americans who seek
to know whether our military power is up to
the task of defending our national interests.

Any discussion of the aggregate capaci-
ty and breadth of the military power needed
to protect U.S. security interests requires a
clear understanding of precisely what inter-
ests must be defended. Over the past few de-
cades, three vital interests have been specified
consistently and in various ways by a string
of Administrations:

o Defense of the homeland;

e Successful conclusion of a major war that
has the potential to destabilize a region of
critical interest to the United States; and

o Preservation of freedom of movement
within the global commons (the sea, air,
outer-space, and cyberspace domains)
through which the world conducts
its business.
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To defend these interests effectively on a
global scale, the United States needs a mili-
tary force of sufficient size, or what is known in
the Pentagon as capacity. The many factors in-
volved make determining how big the military
should be a complex exercise, but successive
Administrations, Congresses, and Department
of Defense (DOD) staffs have managed to ar-
rive at a surprisingly consistent force-sizing ra-
tionale: an ability to handle two major wars or
major regional contingencies (MRCs) simulta-
neously or in closely overlapping time frames.

At its root, the current National Defense
Strategy (NDS) implies the same force require-
ment. Its emphasis on a return to long-term
competition with major powers, explicitly
naming Russia and China as primary compet-
itors,' reemphasizes the need for the United
States to have:

o Sufficient military capacity to deter or
win against large conventional powers in
geographically distant regions;

o The ability to conduct sustained opera-
tions against lesser threats; and

o The ability to work with allies and main-
tain a U.S. presence in regions of key im-
portance that is sufficient to deter behav-
ior that threatens U.S. interests.

No matter how much America desires the
world to be a simpler, less threatening place,
more inclined to beneficial economic interac-
tions than it is to violence-laden friction, the
patterns of history show that competing pow-
ers consistently emerge and that the U.S. must
be able to defend its interests in more than one
region at a time. Consequently, this Index em-
braces the two-war or two-MRC requirement.

Since World War 11, the U.S. has found it-
selfinvolved in a major “hot” war every 15-20
years while simultaneously maintaining sub-
stantial combat forces in Europe and several
other regions. The size of the total force has
roughly approximated the two-MRC model,
which has the inherent ability to meet multiple

security obligations to which the U.S. has com-
mitted while also modernizing, training, edu-
cating, and maintaining the force. Accordingly,
our assessment of the adequacy of today’s U.S.
military is based on the ability of America’s
armed forces to engage and defeat two major
competitors at roughly the same time.

We acknowledge that unless a dramatic
change in circumstances occurs, such as the
onset of a major conflict, a multitude of com-
peting interests that evolve during extended
periods of peace and prosperity will lead Ad-
ministrations and Congresses to deempha-
size investing in defense and instead to favor
domestic programs. Consequently, garnering
sufficient support to increase defense spend-
ing for a two-war-capacity force is problemat-
ic. However, this political condition does not
change the patterns of history, the behavior of
competitors, or the reality of what it takes to
defend America’s interests in an actual war.

This Index’s benchmark for a two-MRC
force is derived from a review of the forces
used for each major war that the U.S. has un-
dertaken since World War II and the major
defense studies completed by the federal gov-
ernment over the past 30 years. We concluded
that a standing (Active Duty component) two-
MRC-capable Joint Force would consist of:

e Army: 50 brigade combat teams (BCTs);

e Navy: 400 battle force ships and 624
strike aircraft;

e Air Force: 1,200 fighter/ground-attack
aircraft; and

e Marine Corps: 36 battalions.

This recommended force does not account
for homeland defense missions that would
accompany a period of major conflict and are
generally handled by Reserve and National
Guard forces. Nor does it constitute the total-
ity of the Joint Force, which includes the ar-
ray of supporting and combat-enabling func-
tions essential to the conduct of any military
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operation: logistics; transportation (land, sea,
and air); health services; communications and

data handling; and force generation (recruit-
ing, training, and education), to name only a

few. Rather, these are combat forces that are

the most recognizable elements of America’s

hard power but that also can be viewed as sur-
rogate measures for the size and capability of
the larger Joint Force.

The Global Operating Environment

Looking at the world as an environment
in which U.S. forces would operate to protect
America’s interests, the Index focused on three
regions—Europe, the Middle East, and Asia—
because of the intersection of our vital inter-
ests and actors able to challenge them.

Europe. Overall, the European region re-
mains a stable, mature, and friendly operating
environment. Russia remains the preeminent
military threat to the region, both convention-
ally and unconventionally. America’s closest
and oldest allies are located in Europe, and the
region is incredibly important to the U.S. for
economic, military, and political reasons.

Perhaps most important, the U.S. has treaty
obligations through NATO to defend the Euro-
pean members of that alliance. If the U.S. needs
to actin the European region or nearby, there is
a history of interoperability with allies and ac-
cess to key logistical infrastructure that makes
the operating environment in Europe more fa-
vorable than the environment in other regions
in which U.S. forces might have to operate.

The past year saw continued U.S. reengage-
ment with the continent, both militarily and
politically, along with modest increases in Eu-
ropean allies’ defense budgets and capability
investment. Despite allies’ initial concerns, the
U.S. has increased its investment in Europe,
and its military position on the continent is
the strongest it has been for some time.

NATO’s renewed focus on collective de-
fense has resulted in a focus on logistics, newly
established commands that reflect a changed
geopolitical reality, and a robust set of exercis-
es. NATO’s biggest challenges derive from ca-
pability and readiness gaps for many European

nations, continuing improvements and exer-
cises in the realm of logistics, a tempestuous
Turkey, disparate threat perceptions within
the alliance, and the need to establish the abil-
ity to mount a robust response to both linear
and nonlinear forms of aggression.

For Europe, scores this year remained
steady, as they did in 2018 (assessed in the 2019
Index), with no substantial changes in any indi-
vidual categories or average scores. The 2020
Index again assesses the European Operating
Environment as “favorable.”

The Middle East. For the foreseeable
future, the Middle East region will remain a
key focus for U.S. military planners because
of the immediacy of its security challenges,
even though the National Defense Strategy
has called upon the DOD to reorient toward
major-power competition with China and Rus-
sia. Once considered relatively stable, mainly
because of the ironfisted rule of authoritarian
regimes, the area is now highly unstable and a
breeding ground for terrorism.

Overall, regional security has deteriorated
in recent years. The Islamic State appears to
have been defeated in a conventional sense,
but the nature of its successor is unclear. In
Iraq, future relations between Baghdad and
the U.S. will remain difficult as long as a gov-
ernment that is sympathetic to Iran is in power.
The regional dispute with Qatar has made U.S.
relations in the region even more complex and
difficult to manage.

In countries like Iraq, Libya, Syria, and Ye-
men, the supremacy of the nation-state is chal-
lenged by a multitude of non-state actors. The
region’s principal security and political chal-
lenges are linked to the unrealized aspirations
of the Arab Spring, surging transnational ter-
rorism, and meddling by Iran, which seeks to
extend its influence in the Islamic world. All of
this is made more difficult by the Arab-Israeli
conflict, Sunni-Shia sectarian divides, the rise
of Iran’s Islamist revolutionary nationalism,
and the proliferation of Sunni Islamist revo-
lutionary groups.

America’s relationships in the region are
based pragmatically on shared security and

The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/Military 9



Global Operating Environment: Summary
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economic concerns. As long as these issues re-
main relevant to both sides, the U.S. is likely to
have an open door to operate in the Middle East
when its national interests require that it do so.

Though circumstances in all measured ar-
eas vary throughout the year, in general terms,
the 2020 Index assesses the Middle East Op-
erating Environment as “moderate,” although
the region’s political stability continues to be

“unfavorable.”

Asia. The Asian strategic environment is
extremely expansive, as it includes half the
globe and is characterized by a variety of po-
litical relationships among states that have
wildly varying capabilities. The region in-
cludes long-standing American allies with re-
lationships dating back to the beginning of the
Cold War as well as recently established states
and some long-standing adversaries such as
North Korea.

American conceptions of the region must
therefore recognize the physical limitations
imposed by the tyranny of distance. Moving
forces within the region (never mind to it)
will take time and require extensive strategic
lift assets as well as sufficient infrastructure,
such as sea and aerial ports of debarkation
that can handle American strategic lift assets,
and political support. At the same time, the
complicated nature of intra-Asian relations,
especially unresolved historical and territo-
rial issues of the type most recently exhibited
in renewed tension between South Korea and
Japan, means that the United States, unlike
Europe, cannot necessarily count on support
from all of its regional allies in responding to
any given contingency.

For Asia, we continue to assess it as “fa-
vorable” to U.S. interests in terms of alliances,
overall political stability, militarily relevant
infrastructure, and the presence of U.S. mili-
tary forces.

Summarizing the condition of each region
enables us to get a sense of how they compare
in terms of the challenges the U.S. would face
in projecting military power and sustaining
combat operations in each one. As a whole,
the global operating environment currently
maintains a score of “favorable,” which means
that the United States should be able to project
military power anywhere in the world as neces-
sary to defend its interests without substantial
opposition or high levels of risk.

Threats to U.S. Interests

Our selection of threat actors discounted
troublesome states and non-state entities that
lack the physical ability to pose a meaningful
threat to vital U.S. security interests. This re-
duced the population of all potential threats to
a half-dozen that possess the means to threat-
en U.S. vital interests and exhibit a pattern of
provocative behavior that should draw the fo-
cus of U.S. defense planning. This Index charac-
terizes their behavior and military capabilities
on five-point, descending scales.

All of the six threat actors selected—Russia,
China, Iran, North Korea, and terrorist groups
in the Middle East and Afghanistan—remained
actual or potential threats to U.S. interests over
the past year. All amply demonstrated a com-
mitment to expanding their capabilities to
pursue their respective interests that directly
challenged those of the U.S.

Compiling the assessments of threat sourc-
es, the 2020 Index again rates the overall global
threat environment as “aggressive” and “gath-
ering” in the areas of threat-actor behavior and
material ability to harm U.S. security interests,
respectively, leading to an aggregated threat
score of “high.”

Just as there are American interests that are
not covered by this Index, there may be addi-
tional threats to American interests that are

Threats to U.S. Vital Interests: Summary
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countries that are hostile to U.S. interests. It also
hasincreased its investment in modernizing its
military and has gained significant combat ex-
perience while continuing to sabotage U.S. and
Western policy in Syria and Ukraine.

The 2020 Index again assesses the threat
emanating from Russia as “aggressive” in its
behavior and “formidable” (the highest cate-
gory on the scale) in its growing capabilities.

China, the most comprehensive threat the
U.S. faces, remained “aggressive” in the scope
of its provocative behavior and earns the score
of “formidable” for its capability because of its
ongoing military modernization and buildup.
The People’s Liberation Army continues to
extend its reach and military activity beyond
itsimmediate region and engages in larger and
more comprehensive exercises, including live-
fire exercises in the East China Sea near Tai-
wan. It also has continued to conduct probes
of the South Korean and Japanese air defense
identification zones, drawing rebukes from
both Seoul and Tokyo. In addition, there is lit-
tle evidence that Chinese cyber espionage and
computer network exploitation have abated.

Iran remains the state actor that is most
hostile to American interests in the Middle
East. The 2020 Index assesses Iran’s behavior
as “aggressive” and its capability as “gathering.”

In the years since publication of the 2015
Index, Iran has methodically moved closer to
becoming a nuclear power, and it continues
to enhance its ICBM, missile defense, and un-
manned systems capabilities. Iran also con-
tinues to perpetuate and exploit instability to
expand its influence in the region, both in its
direct involvement in regional engagements
and through its proxies, particularly in Syria.
This year also saw aggressive activity in the
Strait of Hormuz, including the downing of a
U.S.drone ininternational airspace and attacks
on merchant shipping.

North Korea’s level of behavior remained

“testing” in the 2020 Index. North Korea’s ca-
pability level has also remained at “gathering”
as Pyongyang continues to develop and refine
its missile technology, especially in the area of
submarine-launched ballistic missiles. With its

ICBM program, North Korea remains both a
threat to U.S. allies and assets in the region and
an ongoing threat to the U.S. homeland.

The terrorist threats emanating from the
Afghanistan-Pakistan region remained “test-
ing” in the 2020 Index. Fatalities attributed to
terrorism inside Pakistan continue to fall as
various terrorist groups within the region find
themselves in competition with each other for
recruits, territory, and resources.

Abroad array of terrorist groups remain the
most hostile of any of the threats to America
examined in the Index. As of mid-2018, the
Islamic State had been decimated, having lost
more than 98 percent of its previously held
territory, and its further reduction continued
in 2019. However, it has not been completely
eliminated and has made efforts to reassert
itself in the region. Fortunately, Middle East
terrorist groups are the least capable of the
threats facing the U.S.

Our combined score for threats to U.S. vi-
tal interests is “high,” the fourth on a five-level
scale, just below “severe.”

The Status of U.S. Military Power

Finally, we assessed the military power of
the United States in three areas: capability,
capacity, and readiness. We approached this
assessment by military service as the clearest
way to link military force size; moderniza-
tion programs; unit readiness; and (in gener-
al terms) the functional combat power (land,
sea, and air) represented by each service. We
treated the United States’ nuclear capability
as a separate entity because of its truly unique
characteristics and constituent elements, from
the weapons themselves to the supporting in-
frastructure that is fundamentally different
from the infrastructure that supports conven-
tional capabilities.

These three areas of assessment (capabil-
ity, capacity, and readiness) are central to the
overarching questions of whether the U.S. has
a sufficient quantity of appropriately modern
military power and whether military units are
able to conduct military operations on demand
and effectively.
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As reported in all previous editions of the
Index, the common theme across the services
and the U.S. nuclear enterprise is one of force
degradation caused by many years of under-
investment, poor execution of modernization
programs, and the negative effects of budget se-
questration (cuts in funding) on readiness and

capacity in spite of repeated efforts by Congress
to provide relief from low budget ceilings im-
posed by the Budget Control Act of 2011 (BCA)
through two-year budget agreements that either
waived the BCA caps or provided extra funding
in contingency accounts not subject to BCA
limits. Subsequent to new guidance provided
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by then-Secretary of Defense James Mattis in
the 2018 NDS, the services undertook efforts to
reorient from irregular warfare to large-scale
combat against a peer adversary, but such shifts
take time and even more resources.

While the military has been heavily engaged
in operations, primarily in the Middle East but
elsewhere as well, since September 11, 2001,
experience in warfare is both ephemeral and
context-sensitive. Valuable combat experience
is lost as the servicemembers who individu-
ally gained experience leave the force, and it
maintains direct relevance only for future op-
erations of a similar type: Counterinsurgency
operations in Iraq, for example, are fundamen-
tally different from major conventional opera-
tions against a state like Iran or China.

In general, the withdrawal of U.S. military
forces from Iraq in 2011 and the steady reduc-
tion of forces in Afghanistan have amplified
the loss of direct combat experience across the
Joint Force. Thus, although portions of the cur-
rent Joint Force are experienced in some types
of operations, the force as a whole lacks experi-
ence with high-end, major combat operations
toward which it has only begun to redirect its
training and planning. It is also still aged and
shrinking in its capacity for operations even
though limited quantities of new equipment

R’ heritage.org

like the F-35 Lightening I1 fighter are gradually
being introduced.

We characterized the services and the nu-
clear enterprise on a five-category scale rang-
ing from “very weak” to “very strong,” bench-
marked against criteria elaborated in the full
report. These characterizations should not be
construed as reflecting the competence of indi-
vidual servicemembers or the professionalism
of the services or Joint Force as a whole; nor do
they speak to the U.S. military’s strength relative
to the strength of other militaries around the
world. Rather, they are assessments of the insti-
tutional, programmatic, and material health or
viability of America’s hard military power.

Our analysis concluded with
these assessments:

e Army as “Marginal.” The Army’s score
remains “marginal” in the 2020 Index.
The Army has continued to increase its
readiness, earning the score of “very
strong” with 77 percent of its BCTs
assessed as ready. However, it continues
to struggle to rebuild end strength (at-
tempting to grow from nearly 480,000
to 500,000) and to modernize the force
for improved readiness in some units for
current operations.
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« Navy as “Marginal.” The Navy’s overall
score remains “marginal” in the 2020
Index. The Navy’s emphasis on restor-
ing readiness and increasing its capac-
ity signals that its overall score could
improve in the near future if needed
levels of funding are sustained. However,
manpower presents a potential problem
as does obtaining adequate funding to
increase the number of ships in the fleet
more rapidly. Shortfalls in funding and a
general shortage of available shipyards
have led to a substantial backlog in ship
maintenance, placing an additional
burden on those ships and crews that are
available for deployment.

o Air Force as “Marginal.” This score
has trended downward over the past few
years largely because of a drop in capacity
that has not effectively changed (sitting at
just under 80 percent of needed fighter/
attack aircraft, for example) and a read-
iness score of “marginal,” better than its
score of “weak” in the 2019 Index but still
not where it needs to be. Shortages of
pilots and flying time have degraded the

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

Marine Corps as “Marginal.” The
Corps has prioritized regaining combat
readiness across the force, elevating it
above expanding the size of the service.
Aviation remained one of the largest chal-
lenges for the Corps in 2019, driven by sus-
tainment challenges within its legacy fleet
of aircraft and shortfalls in key mainte-
nance support personnel. The increase in
readiness among ground units and some
advances in introducing new platforms,
such as completion of MV-22 fielding in
the active component, somewhat offset
shortfalls in capacity and a “ready bench”
to return the Marine Corps to an overall
strength score of “marginal.”

Nuclear Capability as “Marginal.” The
U.S. is not taking full advantage of current
technologies to field modern warheads
that could be designed to be safer and
more secure with increased effectiveness
and could give the United States better
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In the aggregate, the United States’ military posture is rated “marginal” and features

both positive and negative trends: progress in bringing some new equipment into the force,
filling gaps in manpower, and rebuilding some stocks of munitions and repair parts alongside
worrisome trends in force readiness, declining strength in key areas like trained pilots, and
continued uncertainty across the defense budget.

The 2020 Index concludes that the current U.S. military force is likely capable of meeting

the demands of a single major regional conflict while also attending to various presence

and engagement activities but that it would be very hard-pressed to do more and certainly
would be ill-equipped to handle two nearly simultaneous major regional contingencies. The
military services have prioritized readiness and seen improvement over the past couple of years,
but modernization programs continue to suffer as resources are redirected toward current
operations and sustainment of readiness levels. The services have also normalized the reduction
in size and number of military units, and the forces remain well below the level needed to meet

the two-MRC benchmark.

Congress and the Administration took positive steps to stabilize funding for FY 2018 and FY
2019 through the Bipartisan Budget Agreement of 2018 and managed, through the Bipartisan
Budget Act of 2019, to sustain such support for funding above the caps imposed by the Budget
Control Act of 2011 (BCA). While this allays the most serious concerns about a possible return
to the damaging levels of the BCA, more will be needed in the years to come to ensure that

the U.S. military is properly sized, equipped, trained, and ready to meet the missions that the

services are called upon to fulfill.

As currently postured, the U.S. military is only marginally able to meet the demands of

defending America’s vital national interests.

options for strengthening a credible deter-
rent. Instead, the U.S. has elected largely
to maintain aging nuclear warheads that
were in the stockpile when the Cold War
ended nearly 30 years ago. In addition to
warheads, the U.S. nuclear enterprise has
many other components, some of which
also support conventional military and ex-
tended deterrence missions. Thus, assess-
ing whether any one piece of the enter-
prise is sufficiently funded, focused, and
effective is difficult. That said, this Index

assesses the nuclear complex as “marginal,
trending toward strong,” but this assumes
that the U.S. maintains its commitment to
modernization and allocates needed re-
sources accordingly. Although bipartisan
attention has led to continued progress
on U.S. nuclear forces modernization and
warhead sustainment, these programs re-
main threatened by potential future fiscal
uncertainties, as are the infrastructure,
testing regime, and manpower pool on
which the nuclear enterprise depends.
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1. James Mattis, Secretary of Defense, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the United States of America: Sharpening
the American Military’s Competitive Edge, p. 2, https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-
Strategy-Summary.pdf (accessed August 25, 2019).
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Treating the Pathologies of
Victory: Hardening the Nation
for Strategic Competition

Thomas P. Ehrhard, PhD

or years after the Cold War ended, it was

hard to make the case in polite company
that the United States should continue to fo-
cus on major-power competition in its nation-
al security strategy.! America won. The Soviet
Union vanished, its republics flew apart, and
its client states went their own way. The vaunt-
ed Soviet military returned home and rapidly
atrophied. The Soviet Union’s brutal history
made it hard enough for American national
security experts to imagine the Soviet Union’s
swift demise, let alone the relatively bloodless
way it happened.

Given the fortuitous outcome, it was easy,
expedient, and popular to imagine that this
marked the end of history. The global alliance
of representative governments had triumphed
over a seemingly implacable foe, and weak au-
thoritarian states suddenly seemed vulnera-
ble. Events had their own way of highlighting
the exceptional nature of this strategic turn-
ing point. Operation Desert Storm cemented
that conclusion as America ejected Saddam
Hussein’s Soviet-equipped army from Kuwait
using a blizzard of military technology built
to prevail against the Red Army in Central
Europe. It seemed entirely pessimistic, even
paranoid, to insist that the U.S. military should
use these events as an opportunity to config-
ure itself to prevail against major powers in the
21st century.

In many respects, America’s Cold War tri-
umphalism was not exceptional. Winners al-
most always fall prey to hubris; dramatic win-
ners always do. This is the pathology of victory.

But history exacts a price for hubris. The
U.S. national security bureaucracy has been
afflicted by a multitude of strategic viruses
over the past 30 years, and the accompanying
incremental, almost imperceptible corrosions
of the U.S. military accrued after the Cold War
now threaten to undermine the basic competi-
tive advantages that caused America to prevail.
Not all of these maladies are physical, and for
many in the national security enterprise, they
are deeply embedded and generational. Itis all
they know.

Normalized dysfunction infused Penta-
gon thinking, dialogue, and actions, resulting
in a general reluctance to accept the security
environment as it presented itself. As with
all things, strategic pragmatists who saw the
post—-Cold War “unipolar moment” as anom-
alous were forced to swim against this bu-
reaucratic current, absorbing derision and
marginalization.> Thus, embedded ideas may
be hard to dislodge in the search for strate-
gic reawakening,.

Major-power competition is back—al-
though, of course, it never really left—but the
pathologies of victory remain. For America
to rise to the challenge once again, we must
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understand how the end of the Cold War led
the American defense bureaucracy to evolve
ways of thinking that left America in a posi-
tion of competitive inferiority. In this essay,
we will explore some of the most damaging
pathologies and recommend prescriptions
to return the U.S. to a position of purpose-
ful competitiveness.

Although there are many, four pathologies
of victory stand out:

e The triumphalism of the 1990s led to the
ultimately corrosive seduction of overseas
engagement and constant intervention;

o After 9/11, strategic distraction delayed a
more comprehensive understanding and
reaction to China’s rise and Russia’s re-
emergence as self-identified and seriously
dangerous enemies;

o The analytic focus of the Cold War atom-
ized to the point where, as a nation, we
lost our ability to mobilize our brainpower
for major-power competition and, as a
necessary precondition, to conduct deep,
strategically focused studies of our adver-
saries; and

e As major-power competition reemerged,
anew and powerful brand of wishful
thinking surfaced that actively resisted
strategic reform on the scale required by
the emerging security environment.

This essay explores each of these Amer-
ican post-Cold War pathologies, revealing
their deleterious, if unintended, effect on
our ability to compete with Russia and Chi-
na in the coming decades. The triumphalism
of the 1990s forms the foundational mindset.
Its bookend, wishful thinking, infuses all of
the pathologies, so it can be thought of as the
key enabler. In the concluding section, six
key strategic judgments about today’s secu-
rity environment, resisted by a bureaucracy
bathed in this acquired mindset, demonstrate
the deleterious effects on our contemporary

strategic dialogue that hamstring America’s
competitive rebirth.

The essay focuses on the Department of De-
fense (DOD), for that is the center of gravity
of this publication and the epicenter for some
of the worst cases of pathological strategic
dysfunction. To be sure, the entire national
security enterprise fell prey to these afflic-
tions, and they all deserve careful retrospec-
tive treatment, but we concentrate mostly on
the Pentagon.

The reader should be aware that this essay
contains challenges. It specifically calls into
question deeply embedded ways of thinking
that have been parroted by many national se-
curity commentators. Interestingly (and some-
what ironically), many of these themes align
with propaganda coming from Russia and Chi-
na, so the reader must retain a healthy skepti-
cism, fight confirmation bias, and consider the
consequences of how distortions in our collec-
tive thinking affect strategic competitiveness,
all of which may lead the reader to conclude
that a fundamental correction is required.

Pathology #1: Triumphalism

The Cold War’s decisive end virtually guar-
anteed triumphalism in America. Some com-
mentators believe we overexploited our victory
in foreign policy, for example, by expanding the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
into previous Warsaw Pact and even, in the
case of Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia, into
formerly Soviet territories. From a broader
perspective, however, history will treat Amer-
ica as a remarkably forgiving victor. Perhaps
more important, as a matter of rediscovering
competitive discipline and focus, we must gain
greater awareness of and become more allergic
to parroting Russian and Chinese propaganda.
Externally, by any historical standard, Ameri-
ca served as a magnanimous victor, but the in-
ternal effects of such a dramatic victory sowed
seeds of dysfunction that act as a competitive
anchor restricting vital strategic reform.

Bureaucratically, the remarkable end of
the Cold War led to the elimination of bed-
rock institutions by decisions that catalyzed
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a corrosion of our nuclear deterrence forces
and setin motion a series of conventional force
distortions in force posture, war planning, and
force modernization and recapitalization that,
unless challenged and reformed, will hamper
our ability to compete effectively against two
dedicated foes. More ominously, the 1990s
served as a prime catalyst for the rise of China
and Russia’s resurgence.

The abandonment and subsequent neglect
of our nuclear strength represents a clear ex-
ample, and it happened quickly. In 1991, the
George H. W. Bush Administration ordered
dramatic, unilateral nuclear weapon reduc-
tions (called Presidential Nuclear Initiatives or
PNIs) in which Russian reciprocity was merely

“encouraged.” The entire PNI process occurred
in abackroom manner with little consultation
or debate. Although the PNIs contained some
strategic logic, such as attempting to induce
areduction of Russian tactical nuclear weap-
ons, the Russians never reciprocated. Thus, we
were left with a massive Russian superiority in
tactical nuclear weapons that, together with
the rise of Vladimir Putin and the volatility of
his regime, presents a major threat to strate-
gic stability.

Additionally, the PNIs affected strategic nu-
clear forces in a way that significantly exceeded
arms control agreements, including the uni-
lateral, accelerated retirement of the Minute-
man IT ICBM and the cancellation of mobile
Peacekeeper and small ICBM programs. PNIs
also ended Peacekeeper production; capped
the B-2 stealth bomber program at a “plati-
num bullet” level of 20 aircraft; terminated the
stealthy (nuclear) Advanced Cruise Missile;
and ended production of the advanced W-88
D-5 submarine-launched ballistic missile
(SLBM) warhead.? Perhaps most important,
the PNIs dissolved the Air Force’s venerable
Strategic Air Command (SAC).

Thus, on June 1, 1992, a mere five months
after the December 26,1991, dissolution of the
Soviet Union, SAC disbanded. Air Force nucle-
ar capabilities lost their powerful advocate in
Omaha and were placed under Air Combat
Command, a fighter-dominated organization

in Langley, Virginia. Conventional force lead-
ers opined that the dramatic increases in con-
ventional military effectiveness created by the

Second Offset Strategy could supplant nucle-
ar weapons.* As a result, officers with nuclear

experience gradually found their careers cur-
tailed, and nuclear unit morale plummeted.

The dramatic anti-nuclear maneuvers of
the immediate post-Cold War period and
their aftermath now seem shortsighted in
light of the atrophy and institutional neglect
within the Air Force’s nuclear enterprise. Af-
ter a series of embarrassing incidents involv-
ing the loss of control of a nuclear weapon
and related firing of the Air Force Secretary
and Chief of Staff in 2009, the Air Force was
compelled to reincarnate a SAC-like insti-
tution in the form of the Air Force Global
Strike Command, led by a four-star general.’
Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel, address-
ing the obvious morale problem in the force,
declared that “we must restore the prestige
that attracted the brightest minds of the Cold
War era.”® Unfortunately, however, they had
already, as airmen like to say, fallen behind
the power curve on nuclear. No amount of re-
po