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Quadrennial Defense Review: 
Building Blocks for National Defense

Baker Spring and Mackenzie M. Eaglen

Pursuant to law, the Department of Defense
(DOD) will release its Quadrennial Defense Review
(QDR) strategy in just over one year. The QDR is
designed to establish a 20-year defense program
that is clear and consistent. Completing the QDR
will require tremendous work, effort, coordination,
and significant manpower.

Minding the Budget Calendar. Because of the
relentless demands of the budget calendar, the
Obama Administration needs to set the stage for
proper delivery of the QDR by creating a buffer
between the demands of the budget calendar and
the strategy policy process. Further, to become an
enduring strategy for years to come, the QDR must
serve the broader purposes of the National Security
Strategy. Therefore, both the initial budget decisions
and the conduct of the National Security Strategy
should precede the QDR.

By giving the Administration significant time to
craft a longer-term budget request for defense and
other areas of the federal government, the budget
process will allow the President and his team to
answer the most pressing question: How much
government can the economy afford? Assuming rea-
sonable spending restraints by state and local gov-
ernments, the answer is no more than 20 percent of
gross domestic product.

Global Stability and U.S. National Security.
America’s interests span the world, and its military
has global reach and responsibilities. The U.S. mili-
tary’s primary purpose is to deter attacks on and to

defend the homeland. When required, America’s
military must fight and win wars to protect U.S.
security interests. Success requires a military capa-
ble of defeating traditional threats posed by nation-
states, transnational threats from terrorist organiza-
tions and organized crime, and dangers from col-
lapsed states, such as piracy. The United States
cannot arbitrarily pick the enemies that it wants to
fight or ignore potential threats that may become
challenges or conflicts.

Building Blocks for Defense. No defense
review can precisely anticipate the full array of oper-
ations that the U.S. military may be asked to per-
form up to two decades in advance. Because not
every potential threat can be predicted and because
procurement cycles typically take decades to field a
particular system, the U.S. military must plan its
forces around a grand strategy and hedge with spe-
cific capabilities to meet any future requirements.
These core capabilities—many of which the military
possesses today—should be the mainstays of strate-
gic planning.
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The unavoidable fact is that acquiring the man-
power and weapons for a strong military takes
many years. A defense review that attempts to meet
specifically defined operational needs will be short-
sighted. Instead, military leaders should focus the
QDR on putting in place the basic building blocks
to provide the military with assets that may be used
to perform the necessary operations as they arise.
These building blocks must be sufficiently robust
and redundant to permit an effective response to
surprises. These essential building blocks include:
(1) strategic defense and deterrence; (2) seizing and
holding territory against organized ground forces;
(3) counterinsurgency capabilities; (4) growing and
modernizing the Reserve component; (5) special
operations forces; (6) air superiority; (7) long-range
bombing; (8) projecting power through the mari-
time domain; (9) space access and denial; (10)
deterring, protecting, denying, and attacking in
cyberspace; and (11) global logistics.

Force Structure. To be effective, the defense
strategy must then effectively translate the basic
building blocks of U.S. military power into spe-
cific force structure recommendations. Military
force structure should be divided into five compo-
nents. The first component should describe the
U.S. strategic force structure, including ICBMs,
submarine-launched ballistic missiles, bombers,
long-range ballistic missile defenses and air
defenses including cruise missile defenses. The
remaining four components of the U.S. military
force structure should correspond to the military
services, specifically: Air Force wings, Army bri-
gade combat teams, Marine Corps expeditionary
forces, and Navy ships and aircraft.

Funding. Fiscal policy alone cannot determine
whether the U.S. should continue to devote 4 per-
cent of GDP to defense. Defense policy also plays an
essential role in answering this question, primarily
through the upcoming QDR. Maintaining the basic
building blocks of defense and the associated force

structure and end strength can be achieved based
on current defense budget commitments to prop-
erly fund military requirements. This projection for
funding the core defense program consciously
excludes the costs of larger-scale military opera-
tions. Such operations should be funded as they
arise through supplemental appropriations.

Coordinating with Congress. The defense
strategy should outline the broad military capabili-
ties required to defeat a myriad of threats and
emerging challenges as well as hedge against the
unknown. To bolster its relevance, the next QDR
should delineate how the strategy could be imple-
mented on an operational level instead of creating
yet another fruitless budget-driven exercise.
Defense and military leaders should include Mem-
bers of Congress in the ongoing strategy dialogue to
avoid irrelevance once completed and achieve
movement toward consensus.

The 2009 Quadrennial Defense Review does not
need to be a radical departure from current Defense
Department plans. Instead, it should seek to ensure
that the military means for securing the nation and
its vital interests are sufficient to the ends of national
security. If the Obama Administration establishes a
National Security Strategy in keeping with Amer-
ica’s tradition of leadership since the end of World
War II and uses the Quadrennial Defense Review to
keep America’s military of sufficient size and
strength to meet the needs of this strategy, then it
will have done its duty by the Constitution, the
American people, and the brave men and women
who serve in uniform.

—Baker Spring is F. M. Kirby Research Fellow in
National Security Policy and Mackenzie M. Eaglen is
Senior Policy Analyst for National Security in the
Douglas and Sarah Allison Center for Foreign Policy
Studies, a division of the Kathryn and Shelby Cullom
Davis Institute for International Studies, at The Heritage
Foundation.



This paper, in its entirety, can be found at: 
www.heritage.org/Research/NationalSecurity/bg2234.cfm

Produced by the Douglas and Sarah Allison 
Center for Foreign Policy Studies

of the
Kathryn and Shelby Cullom Davis 
Institute for International Studies

Published by The Heritage Foundation
214 Massachusetts Avenue, NE
Washington, DC  20002–4999
(202) 546-4400  •  heritage.org

Nothing written here is to be construed as necessarily reflect-
ing the views of The Heritage Foundation or as an attempt 
to aid or hinder the passage of any bill before Congress.

• Given the relentless demands of the budget cal-
endar, the Obama Administration needs to set
the stage for the Quadrennial Defense Review by
creating a buffer between demands of the bud-
get calendar and the strategy policy process.

• This process gives the Administration time to
craft a longer-term defense budget request
and answer: How much government can the
economy afford? Assuming reasonable
spending restraints by state and local govern-
ments, the answer is no more than 20 per-
cent of GDP, with 4 percent for defense.

• Because not every potential threat can be pre-
dicted and because fielding a new weapons
system typically takes decades, the U.S. military
must plan its forces around a grand strategy to
defeat a myriad of threats and emerging chal-
lenges and to hedge against the unknown.

• To bolster its relevance, the next QDR should
delineate how the strategy could be imple-
mented operationally, instead of creating yet
another fruitless budget-driven exercise.
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Quadrennial Defense Review: 
Building Blocks for National Defense

Baker Spring and Mackenzie M. Eaglen

Pursuant to law, the Department of Defense (DOD)
will release its Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR)
strategy in just over one year.1 Completing the QDR
will require tremendous work, effort, coordination,
and significant manpower. The QDR is designed to
establish a 20-year defense program that is clear and
consistent. The most important purpose of this strat-
egy exercise is to permit fiscal, national security, and
defense policies to drive defense budgets, instead of
letting the budget calendar dictate defense policy.

Too often, the requirements of the budget calendar
have marginalized the more deliberate policymaking
process. As the incoming Obama Administration
turns its attention to this essential task, it needs to
ensure that the policy process is the driving force in
defense planning. To achieve this, the Secretary of
Defense will need to carefully manage the calendar
and issue clear directives on how defense budgets will
result from the relevant policymaking endeavors.

Ultimately, the QDR’s findings must be derived
from the fiscal policy and National Security Strategy of
the new Administration. These essential policy instru-
ments should be used to set the stage for the QDR’s
delivery. The review itself should define the essential
programmatic building blocks of the overall defense
structure and dictate that adequate resources will be
devoted to maintaining and, where necessary, creating
these building blocks. If done correctly, the QDR can
put in place a defense structure that meets U.S.
national security needs and that has the resources to
sustain itself.
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The Quadrennial Defense Review will be one of
the first major defense strategies generated under
the Obama Administration, and this seminal docu-
ment will guide the military’s strategic planning.
The QDR’s importance and relevance have waned
during recent iterations even as the analytical pro-
cess and support to the strategy review have been
bolstered. Congress should ensure that the new
assessment goes back to the basics, as originally
intended, to achieve sound national security plan-
ning with significant buy-in from Capitol Hill.1

Global Stability and U.S. National Security
America’s interests span the world, and its military

has global reach and responsibilities. The U.S. mili-
tary’s primary purpose is to deter attacks on and to
defend the homeland. When required, America’s mil-
itary must fight and win wars to protect U.S. security
interests. Success requires a military capable of defeat-
ing traditional threats posed by nation-states, transna-
tional threats from terrorist organizations and
organized crime, and dangers from collapsed states,
such as piracy. The United States cannot arbitrarily
pick the enemies that it wants to fight or ignore poten-
tial threats that may become challenges or conflicts.

Employing military power involves successful
direct action as well as engagement and the pres-
ence of U.S. forces abroad. It is everything from a
show of force to power projection, including train-
ing indigenous military elements. U.S. forces also
protect America’s friends and allies and bolster their
military capabilities. The U.S. maintains a substan-
tial deterrent force on the Korean peninsula, has
overseen Japanese security for the past half-century,
and upholds security guarantees to Taiwan. Simi-
larly, in the Middle East, the U.S. military presence
contained the expansive ambitions of Saddam Hus-
sein, decapitated the belligerent governments of
Iraq and Afghanistan, conducted nation-building to
put these two countries on the path toward moder-
nity, ensured continued access to affordable petro-
leum for itself and the global economy, committed
to the protection of Saudi Arabia, and balanced

against the unpredictable actions of Iran after the
overthrow of the Shah in 1979.

Further, America’s nuclear weapons and missile
defenses not only deter against and protect the
country from attack, but also alleviate the concerns
of U.S. allies so that they do not need to develop
their own potentially destabilizing strategic arse-
nals. In addition, America’s military does more than
fight. Because U.S. economic growth is connected
to the stability and prosperity of the global econ-
omy, the U.S. uses its naval capabilities to protect
sea trade, thereby ensuring all maritime assets may
transit freely and safely. Eighty percent of interna-
tional trade and 67 percent of petroleum is trans-
ported by sea. One-quarter of global trade passes
through the Strait of Malacca alone, and one-third
of the U.S. gross domestic product (GDP) is derived
from trade.

Additionally, when humanitarian disaster strikes,
a strong military enables policymakers to commit
America’s unique and vast resources to assist coun-
tries in need, such as after the 2004 tsunami in the
Indian Ocean and the devastating earthquake in
Pakistan in 2005.

Critics of America’s defense spending often point
to the size of its defense budget compared with global
spending in an effort to argue for reducing America’s
hard-power capabilities. The U.S. defense budget in
real dollars is on par with spending by the rest of the
world combined. Many question how such a massive
budget can be justified, even during wartime. Even
though the Cold War is over, the U.S. still has global
interests and global responsibilities, and they cannot
be protected with an insufficient budget.

Those who have argued that America’s defense
budget is too large also protest that it could be
reduced if U.S. allies would invest their fair share.
While the defense budgets of European and some
Asian powers are in decline, “[t]o depend on allies
to carry out our strategy is the height of folly,” as
Representative Ike Skelton (D–MO), chairman of
the House Armed Services Committee, has argued.2

1. 10 U.S. Code § 118.

2. Ike Skelton, quoted in Mackenzie Eaglen, “Balancing Strategy and Budgets,” Armed Forces Journal, October 2008, at 
http://www.armedforcesjournal.com/2008/10/3666455 (January 22, 2009).
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While increased defense spending by France, Ger-
many, or Japan would be a positive development,
America should not reduce its own defense budget,
thereby compromising security, in the hope that
others will fill the void. If U.S. allies increase their
defense budgets, America could then consider
adjusting its own budget. Until then, cutting spend-
ing and hoping for the best is irresponsible.

Minding the Budget Calendar
Because of the relentless demands of the budget

calendar, the new Administration needs to set the
stage for proper delivery of the QDR by creating a
buffer between the demands of the budget calendar
and the strategy policy process. Further, to become
an enduring strategy for years to come, the QDR
must serve the broader purposes of the National
Security Strategy. Therefore, both the initial budget
decisions and the conduct of the National Security
Strategy should precede the QDR.

Strategy always changes faster than force struc-
ture. Paring defense budgets to what Washington
wishes to spend can be justified by adopting a more
modest and restrained strategy. When demands
change, as happened with the outbreak of the
Korean War, strategy can be modified, but fielding
forces adequate to implement abrupt changes may
take years. In the meantime, the cost of being
unprepared is often measured in the lives of men
and women in the armed forces and the compro-
mised national security.

Because not every potential threat can be pre-
dicted and because procurement cycles typically
take decades to field a particular system, the U.S.
military must plan its forces around a grand strategy
and hedge with specific capabilities to meet any
future requirements. These core capabilities—many
of which the military possesses today—should be
the mainstays of strategic planning. They include:

• Protecting and defending the U.S. and its allies
against attack,

• Air dominance,

• Maritime control,

• Space control,

• Counterterrorism,

• Counterinsurgency,

• The ability to seize and control territory against
organized ground forces,

• Projecting power to distant regions, and

• Information dominance throughout cyberspace.

No Administration can ignore the annual budget
calendar, and the Obama Administration will
undoubtedly invest much time and effort in the
budget process. President Barack Obama should
first seek to establish a buffer between the budget
process and defense policy to prevent the budget
process from driving defense policy. At the outset,
the Administration should announce that it will
carry over the Bush Administration’s defense poli-
cies and budgets for an interim period. The explicit
message would be that U.S. defense policy and bud-
get changes will be the product of the pending
National Security Strategy and subsequent QDR.
Specifically, the new Administration should
announce that the defense budget plan of the Bush
Administration for the remainder of fiscal year (FY)
2009, including anticipated supplemental appro-
priations, will remain in place. Next, the new lead-
ership should announce that the President’s budget
requests for FY 2010 through FY 2014 should be
considered placeholders until the QDR is com-
pleted, when the Administration can frame a coher-
ent defense plan for the coming years.

The Obama Administration’s first official budget
submission will be for FY 2010. This initial submis-
sion may simply serve as a bridge. By giving the new
Administration significant time to craft a longer-
term budget request for defense and other areas of
the federal government, the budget process will
allow the President and his team to answer the most
pressing question: How much government can the
economy afford? Assuming reasonable spending
restraints by state and local governments, the
answer is no more than 20 percent of GDP. With
this fundamental question answered, all subsequent
budget deliberations are really about dividing the
federal budget pie. On this basis, the budget target
for defense should be to maintain today’s levels of
spending, adjusting for economic growth—roughly
4 percent of GDP.



No. 2234

page 4

January 28, 2009

Implicit in this broader allocation of the budget
is that economic growth must come first over the
longer term, even before defense. Brookings Institu-
tion Senior Fellow Michael O’Hanlon is certainly
correct when he states, “The nation’s economic and
demographic strength are as crucial to long-term
national security as are the armed forces, and good
fiscal management should begin from that
premise.”3 While military power will trump eco-
nomic power in the short term, economic power
will trump military power in the longer term. Fed-
eral programs, including defense, are funded with
dollars. A larger economy will permit larger alloca-
tions to these federal activities under a policy that
pegs total federal spending at an appropriate level as
a percentage of GDP. If the Administration and Con-
gress want to spend more, they should earn it by
growing the economy first.

Also implicit in budget determinations is that
defense spending has not caused the federal gov-
ernment’s current and projected fiscal woes. This
point seems to have escaped Michael O’Hanlon and
other critics of establishing a floor for defense
spending pegged to GDP. Defense has gradually
declined as a percent of GDP since the 1960s, while
spending on the major entitlements has generally
exceeded economic growth rates over the same
period. (See Chart 1.) Further, current projections
show that spending on the major entitlements will
far outpace economic growth in the decades to
come.4 Going into the QDR, all stakeholders
should acknowledge that the economy can afford
to devote no less than 4 percent of GDP to the core
defense program. This approach offers a long-term
policy option for the broader federal budget that
serves to protect the U.S. economy.

Congress has directed that the QDR follow from
the broader National Security Strategy. This is
appropriate because military capabilities are not an
end in themselves, but rather they are means of pro-
viding national security. By design, the new Admin-
istration’s most immediate task will be to issue the
National Security Strategy.

While the details of the Obama Administration’s
National Security Strategy will differ from the exist-
ing strategy, the core provisions related to the
defense posture should be rather predictable
because they follow from the vital interests that the
U.S. must protect and the roles that U.S. armed
forces play in achieving that end. The nation’s vital
national interests have proven remarkably consis-
tent and enduring over time. They include:

• Defending against and deterring strategic attacks
on the U.S., including its people, territory, insti-
tutions, and infrastructure;

3. Michael O’Hanlon, “The 4 Percent Defense Spending Chimera,” The Washington Times, November 11, 2008, at 
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2008/nov/11/the-4-percent-defense-spending-chimera (January 20, 2009).

4. U.S. Government Accountability Office, “Saving Our Future Requires Tough Choices Today,” GAO–07–222CG, November 
8, 2006, at http://www.gao.gov/cghome/d07222cg.pdf (January 19, 2009).
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• Protecting Americans against threats to their lives
and well-being, short of strategic attacks;

• Preventing the rise of a dominant hostile power
in East Asia, Europe, or the Persian Gulf;

• Preserving U.S. security interests in the Western
Hemisphere;

• Maintaining access to foreign trade; and

• Retaining unencumbered access to resources.5

Indeed, if the next National Security Strategy
does not identify these vital interests, it will be defi-
cient, and Congress and the American people
should reject it. Such omissions would be akin to
having an Administration say that it is unwilling to
defend the American people against strategic
attacks or that Venezuelan interdiction of shipping
in the Caribbean or a Chinese invasion and occupa-
tion of Taiwan, Korea, and Japan would be of no
concern to the United States.

Based on a National Security Strategy that
identifies these long-standing vital interests, the
QDR can describe the building blocks that the
military will need to secure these interests. Of
course, the U.S. military is not the only instru-
ment of national power that can be used to secure
these interests. The armed forces and civilian
defense should accompany the other instruments
of national power.

The next Quadrennial Defense Review should
live up to its core purpose of detailing the means
that the military needs to meet its responsibilities.
The QDR should outline the broad military capabil-
ities required to defeat a myriad of threats and
emerging challenges as well as hedge against the
unknown. To bolster its relevance, the next QDR
should delineate how the strategy could be imple-
mented on an operational level, instead of creating
yet another fruitless budget-driven exercise.

Building Blocks for Defense
No defense review can precisely anticipate the

full array of operations that the U.S. military may be
asked to perform up to two decades in advance. For
example, few anticipated the Iraqi invasion of
Kuwait even a year ahead, much less on the 20-
year time horizon of the QDR. However, because of
Cold War planning to counter Soviet conventional
attacks, the Department of Defense possessed suffi-
cient conventional military strength to conduct
Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm.

The unavoidable fact is that acquiring the man-
power and weapons for a strong military takes
many years. A defense review that attempts to meet
specifically defined operational needs—for exam-
ple, special operations for countering al-Qaeda or
counterinsurgency operations in Iraq—will be
short-sighted. Instead, military leaders should focus
the QDR on putting in place the basic building
blocks to provide the military with assets that may
be used to perform the necessary operations as they
arise. These building blocks must be sufficiently
robust and redundant to permit an effective
response to surprises.

The next QDR should recommend the following
basic military building blocks to Congress:

Building Block #1: Strategic 
defense and deterrence

By law, strategic force planning is under the
purview of the QDR’s companion review called
the Nuclear Posture Review (NPR).6 Congress has
already appointed the Congressional Commission
on the Strategic Posture of the United States (Strate-
gic Posture Commission) to address these issues,
and it released its interim report on December 12,
2008.7 Despite this division of responsibility, this
paper addresses both reviews in order to discuss all
aspects of the defense program and budget.

5. James Jay Carafano, Mackenzie Eaglen, and Baker Spring, “Providing for the Common Defense: What 10 Years of Progress 
Would Look Like,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2108, February 19, 2008, p. 2, at http://www.heritage.org/
Research/NationalSecurity/bg2108.cfm.

6. National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2008, Public Law 110–181, § 1070.

7. Ibid., § 1062, and Congressional Commission on the Strategic Posture of the United States, “Interim Report,” United States 
Institute of Peace, December 12, 2008.
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The Heritage Foundation has released a Back-
grounder stating what the Strategic Posture Com-
mission should recommend to Congress.8 It has
also released a WebMemo on the Interim Report of
the Strategic Posture Commission.9 The companion
NPR, which is better described as a strategic posture
review, should follow Heritage’s recommendations
for the Strategic Posture Commission. The chief rec-
ommendation is that the U.S. should replace the
retaliation-based deterrence strategy of the Cold
War with a strategy to defend the people, territories,
institutions, and infrastructure of the U.S. and its
allies against strategic attacks. Further, Heritage
recommends executing this defensive strategy by
fielding an array of strategic forces that combines
offensive nuclear systems, conventional strategic
strike systems, and defense capabilities.

The U.S. strategic posture is not ideally suited
for executing this strategy because most of its ele-
ments were carried over from the Cold War and its
retaliation-based deterrence strategy. The strategic
nuclear force has been atrophying since the end of
the Cold War. Congress has been reluctant to pur-
sue conventional strategic strike systems, such as a
conventionally armed Trident II missile. The U.S. is
building ballistic missile defenses, but is still recov-
ering from the 30 years during which the 1972
Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty all but barred
the development, testing, and deployment of mis-
sile defense systems.

Given the fundamental shift in strategy recom-
mended by The Heritage Foundation, making pre-
cise strategic force posture recommendations is
impossible at this point. This will depend on Presi-
dent Obama issuing a strategic targeting directive
that is consistent with the “protect and defend”
strategy. The NPR should recommend, pending the
execution of a new targeting directive, that the
Department of Defense pursue initial moderniza-
tion efforts in all three elements of the strategic pos-
ture—nuclear, conventional, and defensive systems
and capabilities—with the general purpose of

blunting strategic strikes against the U.S. and its
allies. This alternative approach recognizes that
there is no direct route to global nuclear disarma-
ment at this time. Pursued appropriately, however,
it could lead to a circumstance in which global
nuclear disarmament may be sought more directly.

Building Block #2: Seizing and holding 
territory against organized ground forces

In the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, U.S.
ground forces have been focused on the counterin-
surgency and counterterrorism missions. While this
near-term emphasis on the counterinsurgency and
counterterrorism missions is appropriate, it would
be wrong to assert that U.S. ground forces no longer
need to concern themselves with the mission of
countering organized enemy armies.

The chances are considerable that within the
next 20 years U.S. ground forces will face an enemy
state’s army in a land conflict of significant size and
duration. At that time, U.S. ground forces will need
to be capable of seizing and holding territory against
these armies. This means that the U.S. Army in par-
ticular must include heavy forces in its mix of units.
In other words, armored and heavy infantry bri-
gades must accompany the light infantry, airborne,
and special operations units in the Army.

In terms of acquisition programs for heavy
ground combat, the Army will need to obtain the
next generation of armored vehicles represented by
Stryker brigades and the Future Combat Systems
(FCS). It will also need to field air and missile
defense capabilities organically with its forces
through the fielding of the Patriot and Terminal
High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) systems.

Army aviation is in a state of flux. The Comanche
helicopter program was canceled in 2004. Yet the
Army will need to field a combination of manned heli-
copters and unmanned aerial systems. Finally, the
Army will need to modernize both its service-based
and joint command, control, and communications
systems to support large-scale ground operations.

8. Baker Spring, “Congressional Commission Should Recommend a ‘Damage Limitation’ Strategy,” Heritage Foundation 
Backgrounder No. 2172, August 14, 2008, at http://www.heritage.org/Research/NationalSecurity/bg2172.cfm.

9. Baker Spring, “Toward an Alternative Strategic Security Posture,” Heritage Foundation WebMemo No. 2183, January 2, 
2009, at http://www.heritage.org/Research/NationalSecurity/wm2183.cfm (January 5, 2009).
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Building Block #3: Counterinsurgency capabilities

The emerging threat environment is markedly
different from the Cold War landscape that shaped
today’s force. America’s post–Cold War enemies have
sought to offset the Army’s firepower advantage
based on two strategic understandings. First, “casu-
alties are America’s vital center of gravity.” Therefore,
killing American personnel is no longer a means to
victory, but an end. Second, America’s enemies know
that they cannot match U.S. soldiers head-to-head,
so they avoid direct engagement believing that if
they prolong the conflict long enough, America will
tire of it first. Consequently, their “strategic end game
[is] not to win but to avoid losing.”10

Since 2001, the United States has fought succes-
sive waves of non-state groups that operate asym-
metrically as dispersed networks rather than as
traditional military forces. Israel’s experience with
Hezbollah shows the growing sophistication of the
asymmetric threat to the West. Indeed, the Hezbol-
lah insurgency was much more complex than the
Iraqi insurgency with greater strategic planning
and tactical forethought. Hezbollah shows the lim-
its of traditional, conventional arms and the grow-
ing importance of network-enabled warfare. Army
leaders have drawn several significant conclusions
from these types of conflicts. First, they demon-
strate that the greatest challenge for land forces is
not irregular, traditional, catastrophic, or disrup-
tive conflicts, but rather the potential combination
of all four types of conflicts simultaneously. Sec-
ond, “finding the enemy and then rapidly acting on
that information” is vital to success on the battle-
field.11 The Army will likely conduct operations on
the enemy's turf, where the enemy not only pos-
sesses greater understanding of the battlefield land-
scape, but also has had ample time to prepare a
layered defense. 

History continues to demonstrate that U.S.
ground forces will need to remain institutionally
proficient in conducting counterinsurgency opera-
tions. Clearly, counterinsurgency operations will be
a significant component of the effort to combat ter-
rorists in the long war against terrorism.12 Main-
taining the counterinsurgency building block is as
much about applying doctrine as how the ground
forces are structured, trained, and equipped. Never-
theless, the questions of how to structure, train, and
equip the ground forces remain relevant. In terms of
structure, the infantry forces in the Army and the
Marines will generally be responsible for the bulk of
counterinsurgency operations. Thus, these units
should be the focus of counterinsurgency education
and training. In terms of equipment, the Army and
Marine Corps will need systems that permit them to
mingle with civilian populations that share the same
space with insurgent forces. The array of intelli-
gence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities
included in the Army’s FCS program should offer
potential advantages in this area.

Counterinsurgency capabilities should also be ac-
quired for a range of constabulary missions, includ-
ing stability, post-conflict, homeland defense, and
support to civil authorities at home and overseas.
“Constabulary” refers to hybrid roles and missions
that involve both military prowess, such as lethal fire
against “go-fast” boats in drug transit zones, and law
enforcement authorities, such as interdicting illegal
migrants and protecting fisheries.13

Post-conflict operations require more than DOD
participation. They require multiple U.S. agencies
to coordinate their activities, especially in the post-
conflict phase of a regime change. Non-military
expertise is essential to restoring basic public ser-
vices, repairing transportation and power genera-
tion infrastructure, repatriating prisoners of war,

10. Major General Robert H. Scales Jr. (Ret.) and Frank Kendall, “The Future Combat Systems (FCS): Its Origins and Concept 
of Employment,” unpublished paper, p. 2.

11. U.S. Army, “2007 Posture Statement,” February 14, 2007, at http://www.army.mil/aps/07/execSummary.html (January 25, 2009).

12. James Jay Carafano and Paul Rosenzweig, Winning the Long War: Lessons from the Cold War for Defeating Terrorism and 
Preserving Freedom (Washington, D.C.: The Heritage Foundation, 2005).

13. Mackenzie Eaglen, James Dolbow, Martin Edwin Andersen, and James Jay Carafano, “Securing the High Seas: America’s 
Global Maritime Constabulary Power,” Heritage Foundation Special Report No. 20, March 12, 2008, p. 3, at 
http://www.heritage.org/Research/NationalSecurity/sr20.cfm.
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assisting with the return of refugees and internally
displaced persons, creating a judicial system, and
restarting an economy and creating jobs. The hard-
power and soft-power skills needed to conduct
effective post-conflict tasks should be combined
within regional teams, such as the capacity to
destroy the old regime and then restore security,
avert or alleviate a humanitarian crisis, and reestab-
lish a legitimate government. To perform all of these
functions, the regional teams must be able to work
in a joint interagency and multinational environ-
ment. The services must retain, refine, and teach the
operational concepts and practices relevant to post-
conflict missions.14

However, arguing that the U.S. military should
focus solely on irregular threats and refining coun-
terinsurgency skills by shifting from conventional
skills and building weapons to counter current
threats is a zero-sum exercise. The QDR should rec-
ognize that the U.S. military must be able to counter
myriad threats and possess unmatched capabilities
in varying contingencies that are not prioritized one
over the other. A deliberate assessment of the likeli-
hood of potential threats and enemies is required
before procuring the appropriate capabilities to pre-
vail in future conventional and irregular conflicts.

Building Block #4: Growing and modernizing 
the Reserve component

Congress should consider mandating the
Department of Defense to retain force training and
force structure packages appropriate to post-con-
flict tasks after major combat operations in Iraq and
Afghanistan subside. This could be achieved by
training and equipping allies to perform these
duties, retraining and reorganizing U.S. combat
forces, and maintaining unique U.S. post-conflict
forces. Special post-conflict units could be assem-
bled from existing National Guard and Reserve

units, including security, medical, engineer, and
public affairs commands. Since many responsibili-
ties involved in postwar duties are similar to home-
land security missions, these forces could perform
double duty.15

Guard and Reserve forces are tremendous force
multipliers. Their value cannot be measured in fis-
cal terms alone. These essential personnel relieve
the strain that active-duty forces endure from their
high operating tempo at home and abroad. Guard
and Reserve forces provide countless benefits to the
nation beyond warfighting and responding to
domestic emergencies:

These benefits include the reserve compo-
nents’ close ties to their communities, the for-
ward deployment of military first responders
throughout the country, civilian-acquired skills
that are not readily attainable or maintainable
in a full-time military force, the preservation
of costly training and experience possessed by
service members who are leaving the active
component, and the maintenance of a large
pool of strategic military capabilities.16

With this kind of quantitative and qualitative
return on investment, the last thing Pentagon lead-
ers should do is begin a subtle dismantling of its two
most cost-effective major commands. Any prudent
future defense strategy should encourage the
growth of these unique forces to meet national secu-
rity needs and provide specialized capabilities and
skill sets.

The active and Reserve components must better
plan and program together to synchronize modern-
ization investments and avoid redundant capabilities.
Active component modernization programs should
be vigorously reviewed and altered to ensure they
meet Reserve component requirements. For example,
the U.S. Army should create a comprehensive mod-

14. James Jay Carafano and Dana R. Dillon, “Winning the Peace: Principles for Post-Conflict Operations,” Heritage Foundation 
Backgrounder No. 1859, June 13, 2005, at http://www.heritage.org/Research/NationalSecurity/bg1859.cfm.

15. James Jay Carafano, “Shaping the Future of Northern Command,” Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments 
Backgrounder, April 29, 2003, p. 12, at http://www.csbaonline.org/4Publications/PubLibrary/B.20030429.NORTHCOM/
B.20030429.NORTHCOM.pdf (January 20, 2009).

16. Commission on the National Guard and Reserves, Transforming the National Guard and Reserves into a 21st-Century 
Operational Force, January 31, 2008, p. 68, at http://www.cngr.gov/Final%20Report/CNGR%20Final%20Report.pdf (January 
20, 2009).
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ernization plan for non-maneuver brigades (for
example, fire support, mobility, aviation, intelligence,
surveillance, and reconnaissance) that accounts
equally for strategic and tactical mobility. The
National Guard’s ongoing missions highlight the need
to provide equipment to the Guard that can be used in
all of its mission areas from domestic disaster
response to warfighting. Guard leadership has previ-
ously identified the “Essential 10” dual-use equip-
ment areas: joint headquarters and command and
control, civil support teams and force protection,
maintenance, aviation, engineering, medical, com-
munications, transportation, security, and logistics.17

Building Block #5: Special Operations Forces

An important element of success in the long war
will be finding and capturing or destroying the
Islamist forces that use terrorism as a tool. Given
that these enemy forces are organized into widely
dispersed small cells, U.S. Special Operations
Forces (SOF) are ideally suited to conducting the
counterterrorism mission. Special operations units
also fulfill vital roles in supporting larger-scale mili-
tary operations by operating behind enemy lines.

However, these elite forces do more than kill or
capture. Training and equipping foreign militaries
to avoid future conflicts continues to be a critical
special operations mission. Since 9/11, the U.S. has
worked diligently to train and equip foreign militar-
ies in counterterrorism and other military and sta-
bility operations. Both U.S. Southern Command
and U.S. Africa Command have made building part-
nerships and enhancing strategic cooperation cen-
tral pillars of their missions. These initiatives also
help to prevent conflict by strengthening respect for
civil–military relations.

SOF units need highly specialized training to
achieve their capabilities. The weapons and equip-
ment needs for these units fall into niches. Insertion

and extraction systems, including air, submarine,
and ground platforms, will be needed. This will
require extending and modernizing the MH-47
Chinook and the MH-60 Blackhawk programs and
procuring the highly capable CV-22 Osprey. In the
maritime domain, a number of platforms are near-
ing the end of their service life, placing an increased
emphasis on identifying the next generation of sur-
face and subsurface solutions.18 Special Operations
Forces also need highly lethal weapons that can be
operated by small units with sometimes tenuous
supply lines. Primary among these is the AC-130,
on which the U.S. Special Operations Command
has relied heavily in the current operations to the
point that the aircraft have aged prematurely.19

Building Block #6: Air superiority

Achieving and maintaining dominance in the air
during wartime is a trademark of the U.S. military,
and it should remain so.20 In the past, the U.S. has
maintained this building block by acquiring the
world’s most sophisticated aircraft and manning
them with the world’s best pilots, whether Air
Force, Navy, or Marine. However, air superiority
will increasingly be about acquiring the world’s best
unmanned combat aerial vehicles (UCAVs).

The U.S. will still need to obtain the best manned
combat aircraft. In this regard, the trend has been in
the direction of combining the air superiority and
attack capabilities in the same aircraft. The Navy
and Marine Corps F/A-18 Super Hornet is one
example. Even the F-22 Raptor has been given
attack capabilities. This raises the question of
whether this is a healthy trend. Overall combat air-
craft superiority may be better maintained by a plat-
form dedicated to just the air superiority mission
with another platform dedicated to attack. Com-
bined formations of these aircraft could carry out
combat operations.

17. National Guard Bureau, Office of Legislative Liaison, “National Guard Equipment Requirements: ‘Essential 10’ Equipment 
Requirements for the Global War on Terror,” March 16, 2006, at http://www.ngb.army.mil/ll/analysisdocs/07/essential10_
equiplist(Mar06).pdf (January 20, 2009).

18. U.S. Department of Defense, Special Operations Command, “USSOCOM Posture Statement 2007,” 2007, at 
http://www.fas.org/irp/agency/dod/socom/posture2007.pdf (December 12, 2008).

19. Ibid.

20. Rebecca Grant, “Losing Air Dominance,” Mitchell Institute Special Report, September 2008, at http://www.afa.org/Mitchell/
reports/0908air_dominance.pdf (December 11, 2008).
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If specialization proves to be the better alterna-
tive, the F-22 should be returned to its exclusive air
superiority mission, and the F/A-18 should be
reconfigured to an “F-model” aircraft. The Joint
Strike Fighter should be shifted to an “A-model” air-
craft. The A-10 Thunderbolt should remain the pre-
mier close air support aircraft, although the Air
Force should be directed to initiate designs for the
A-10’s successor. Likewise, the Navy should be
instructed to explore the feasibility of basing a new
dedicated close air support aircraft on aircraft carri-
ers and amphibious ships to support the Marines.

While UCAVs should not replace manned com-
bat aircraft in the 20-year time horizon of the QDR,
they will assume greater responsibilities. For exam-
ple, the Reaper UCAV is demonstrating its capabili-
ties in operations in Afghanistan and Iraq.21 Both
the Air Force and the Navy should continue to
explore options for using UCAVs for a variety of
combat missions, including suppression of enemy
air defenses, attack missions, air-to-air self defense,
and even boost-phase missile defense in concert
with the NCADE system.22

Building Block #7: Long-range bombing

Long-range bombers, particularly those that are
capable of delivering nuclear weapons, make a vital
contribution to strategic defense and deterrence.
They also play a vital role in conventional conflicts
by delivering ordnance against enemy targets
throughout the world.

Amazingly, the Air Force continues to rely on
the B-52 as the backbone of its conventional long-
range bomber force. As of September 2007, the
average bomber (including B-1Bs and B-2s) on
active duty was almost 32 years old, and this age
will likely reach 40 years before a new bomber can

be fielded.23 Furthermore, technological advance-
ments and proliferation of global air defense systems
in the past decade are making the B-52 more vul-
nerable. Richard P. Hallion, former chief historian
of the Air Force, notes that the B-52 was designed
to handle air defenses that today are considered
museum pieces.24 The Air Force’s 2007 white paper
on long-range strikes also highlighted this
dilemma: “the B-1 and B-52 are not survivable
under the 2015–2020 expected threat picture.”25

While the 2006 QDR was instrumental in initiating
the process to acquire a new bomber, the Obama
Administration needs to ensure that this effort
remains on target for 2018 and overcomes the myr-
iad technological obstacles that will inevitably arise.

A new long-range bomber could also bolster the
air leg of the U.S. strategic triad in protecting and
defending the people, territory, institutions, and
infrastructure of the U.S. and its allies against stra-
tegic attack.

Building Block #8: Projecting power through 
the maritime domain

The U.S. Navy’s primary responsibility is to
defend freedom of the high seas, including protect-
ing sea lines of communications. It shares responsi-
bility with the Marine Corps for projecting power
from ship to shore in the littorals.

First, the Navy needs to be a blue-water navy.
This means that the fleet must include a balance of
major surface and subsurface combatants, includ-
ing aircraft carriers, cruisers, destroyers, and attack
submarines. The most prominent capabilities of this
balanced fleet will remain:

• Controlling the surface of the oceans in broad
areas,

21. Tom Vanden Brook, “Air Force Requests More Fighter Drones,” USA Today, March 6, 2008.

22. Baker Spring, “Congress Should Fund Development of Air-to-Air Missile Defense Technology,” Heritage Foundation 
WebMemo No. 1904, April 28, 2008, at http://www.heritage.org/Research/NationalSecurity/wm1904.cfm.

23. As of September 2007, the average B-52 on active duty was almost 46 years old. “The Air Force in Facts and Figures,” Air 
Force Magazine, May 2008, p. 61, at http://www.airforce-magazine.com/MagazineArchive/Magazine%20Documents/2008/
May%202008/0508facts_figs.pdf (February 9, 2009).

24. Richard P. Hillion, “Does Long Range Strike Have a Future?” Air Force Association National Air and Space Conference, 
September 25, 2006.

25. U.S. Air Force, “Long Range Strike,” White Paper, 2007, p. 13.
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• Controlling the air space over these areas, and

• Conducting anti-submarine warfare.

These capabilities enable the U.S. to project mil-
itary power to distant regions, including Asia,
Europe, and the Middle East. They also permit the
U.S. to protect vital trade routes.

Once the Navy has established a forward pres-
ence in distant littoral areas, which is permitted by
its blue-water capabilities, it should partner with
the Marine Corps to project power from ship to
shore. This will require further balancing the fleet to
include amphibious ships, with supporting aviation
systems and landing vehicles, littoral combat ships,
minesweepers, and maritime prepositioned assets
beyond those required for the blue-water fleet.

Building Block #9: Space access and denial

The U.S. heavily depends on space-based sys-
tems to support military operations and its econ-
omy, but these systems are highly vulnerable to
attack. The Department of Defense needs to take
steps to reduce the vulnerability of its space-based
systems and assume the role of guardian of the
space-based systems owned and operated by pri-
vate-sector merchants.

In this context, space and the high seas share
considerable similarities as geographic domains. No
nation owns the high seas, and no nation should
own outer space beyond territorial air space. Never-
theless, the U.S. Navy serves as the guarantor of
access to the high seas for all nations that wish to
use them for peaceful purposes. It denies access to
the high seas to those forces that would use the seas
for hostile purposes. The U.S. military should seek
to play a similar role in space.

The first step in obtaining the ability to protect
access to outer space for commerce, while denying
access to those with hostile intent, is to achieve a
robust level of space situational awareness. Space
situational awareness would permit the U.S. mili-
tary to identify the satellites in orbit and understand
their purposes. This means that the military will

need systems that monitor space on a regular basis
and that can identify the purposes of satellites with
a high degree of confidence.

The second step is to field operationally respon-
sive space systems, which will increase the resiliency
of satellite networks by permitting the rapid replace-
ment of satellites that are damaged or destroyed by
natural causes or enemy attack.26 This means main-
taining both replacement satellites and efficient and
redundant launch systems and complexes. The
availability of responsive satellites would have the
added benefit of dissuading and deterring the devel-
opment or use of anti-satellite weapons.

The final step is to field offensive and defensive
counterspace systems. Defensive counterspace sys-
tems can be passive, such as a system hardened
against the effects of electromagnetic pulse. Active
systems could include defensive interceptors
deployed in space to counter direct-ascent kinetic
energy anti-satellite (ASAT) weapons. Offensive
counterspace systems would permit the U.S. mili-
tary to deny access to space to those that would use
it for hostile purposes. In this case, a U.S. fleet of
ASATs should be developed, tested, and fielded.

Building Block #10: Deterring, protecting, 
denying, and attacking in cyberspace

Modern warfare increasingly depends on
advanced computers, and no country’s armed forces
are more reliant on the digital age for information
superiority than the U.S. military. This is both the
American military’s greatest strength and potentially
its greatest weakness.

Today, the Pentagon uses more than 5 million
computers on 100,000 networks at up to 1,500
sites in at least 65 countries worldwide. Not surpris-
ingly, potential adversaries have taken note of Amer-
ica’s dependence on information technology.27

Cyber operations, including computer network
attack and exploitation, appeal to many state and
non-state actors, including terrorists, because they
can be low-cost, low-risk, and highly effective, and

26. Eric Sayers, “An Outer Space Defense Bargain,” Armed Forces Journal, October 2008, at http://www.afji.com/2008/10/
3651724 (January 20, 2009).

27. Peter Brookes, “The Cyber Challenge,” Armed Forces Journal, March 2008, at http://www.armedforcesjournal.com/2008/03/
3463904 (January 21, 2009).
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they provide plausible deniability for the attacker,
which can route operations through any number of
surrogate servers across the Web en route to its target.

The Defense Department suffers tens of thou-
sands of computer network attacks annually.
Although the department is understandably cau-
tious about revealing the success of these attacks,
some of these cyber assaults allegedly reduced the
military’s operational capabilities.

Although it is impossible to say how many raids
go undetected, cyber attacks have grown increas-
ingly sophisticated. The threat has evolved from the
work of curious hackers to premeditated govern-
ment-sponsored operations that embrace a variety
of security-related purposes.28

However, the requirements for structuring, man-
ning, equipping, and training U.S. cyber forces are
still not well understood. Thus, the first step for the
QDR is to affirm the military mission of guarantee-
ing U.S. access to cyberspace and denying access to
those that would launch cyber attacks against the
U.S. or its allies. It should assign to the appropriate
service, probably the Air Force, the responsibility of
developing the necessary operational concepts,
trained forces, and equipment to fulfill this mission
effectively. To improve U.S. capabilities, this lead
service should look for best practices both inside
and outside of government, including the private
sector’s cutting-edge capabilities.

The DOD needs a risk-based approach to the
cyber threat, including an assessment of criticality,
threat, and vulnerability as well as measures to
reduce risks efficiently and effectively. This knowl-
edge and leadership can be developed by establish-
ing effective interagency programs for professional
development of cyber skills through education,
assignment, and accreditation.29

Building Block #11: Global logistics

To meet U.S. defense needs given U.S. global
interests and responsibilities, the military must have
a logistical infrastructure to support global opera-
tions. This infrastructure includes airlift, sealift,
maritime prepositioned assets, and military bases
overseas. The C-17 and C-5 provide the backbone
of the U.S. Transportation Command strategic airlift
fleet. However, with the C-17 production line
expected to shut down in 2010 and the outcome of
the next-generation KC-X tanker still undeter-
mined, the future reliability of strategic airlift is in
some doubt.

Fully stocked weapons reserves hedge against
future contingencies. Prepositioning military sup-
plies and equipment aboard ships in strategic areas
and U.S. sealift capabilities guarantee the availabil-
ity of needed equipment in the event of a major the-
ater war, a humanitarian crisis, or other incident
requiring a military presence. Prepositioning also
helps to guarantee the military timely access to dis-
tant areas by reducing America’s reliance on foreign
countries for basing rights. However, with the
expected shortfalls in amphibious lift ships, new
assumptions about their extended service life may
exacerbate the logistical problems.30

A worldwide information and communications
system to manage the broader logistical system is
also critical. This logistical infrastructure, including
the information and management elements, must be
continuously maintained and modernized. The suc-
cessful realignment of overseas bases as part of the
Global Posture Review will also help to ensure that
America’s global reach and flexibility remain intact.31

Force Structure Considerations
The next step for the QDR is to translate these

basic building blocks of U.S. military power into a

28. James Jay Carafano and Richard Weitz, “Combating Enemies Online: State-Sponsored and Terrorist Use of the Internet,” 
Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2105, February 8, 2008, pp. 3–4, at http://www.heritage.org/Research/
nationalSecurity/bg2105.cfm.

29. James Jay Carafano and Eric Sayers, “Building Cyber Security Leadership for the 21st Century,” Heritage Foundation 
Backgrounder No. 2218, December 16, 2008, at http://www.heritage.org/Research/NationalSecurity/bg2218.cfm.

30. Ronald O’Rourke, “Navy Force Structure and Shipbuilding Plans: Background and Issues for Congress,” Congressional 
Research Service Report for Congress, October 2, 2008, at http://assets.opencrs.com/rpts/RL32665_20081002.pdf (January 
22, 2009).
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specific force structure recommendation. The mili-
tary force structure should be divided into five com-
ponents. The first component should describe the
U.S. strategic force structure, including ICBMs, sub-
marine-launched ballistic missiles, bombers, long-
range ballistic missile defenses, and air defenses
including cruise missile defenses.32 The remaining
four components would correspond to the military
services, specifically Air Force wings, Army combat
brigade teams, Marine Corps expeditionary forces,
and Navy ships and aircraft.

Strategic Forces. Currently, the U.S. strategic
nuclear triad has roughly 4,200 deliverable strategic
nuclear warheads.33 (See Table 1.) These include
approximately 1,200 warheads on 450 Minuteman
III ICBMs, 14 Trident ballistic missile submarines
with 336 Trident II missiles that carry approximately
2,000 warheads, and 20 B-2 bombers that carry
about 320 warheads. The Air Force has 94 B-52
bombers, but only about half of them are equipped
to carry nuclear weapons. Under the 2002 Moscow
Treaty on Strategic Offensive Reductions, the U.S.
strategic nuclear force will be reduced to between
1,700 and 2,200 operationally deployed warheads
by 2012. The entire force, including platforms and
weapons, has been carried over from the Cold War
through service life extension programs.

The 2001 NPR provides the justification for the
size of the U.S. strategic nuclear force under the
Moscow Treaty. While the reasoning behind this
number may be compelling, it is rather obscure to
the public. A recent report by Secretary of Defense
Robert Gates and Secretary of Energy Samuel Bod-
man states only that “the size of the U.S. nuclear

force is now based on the ability of the operationally
deployed force, the force structure, and the sup-
porting nuclear infrastructure to meet a spectrum of
political and military goals.”34

The active strategic defensive forces of the U.S.
remain limited. As of the end of 2007, the U.S. had
fielded 24 long-range ballistic missile defense inter-
ceptors in Alaska and California.35 By 2013, the
U.S. plans to have 54 interceptors based in Alaska,
California, and Poland.36 Given the current and
forecasted trends in ballistic missile modernization
and proliferation, U.S. ballistic missile defense
capabilities will continue to lag behind the threat,
although they are starting to catch up.

31. For an analysis of the ongoing process, see Michael O’Hanlon, “Unfinished Business: U.S. Oversees Military Presence in 
the 21st Century,” Center for a New American Security, June 2008, at http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Files/rc/reports/2008/
06_military_ohanlon/06_military_ohanlon.pdf (January 22, 2009).

32. Counterterrorism and civil defenses for defending against terrorists and state actors delivering weapons of mass 
destruction against the U.S. by clandestine means are best described as capabilities, not on the basis of force structure.

33. Amy F. Woolf, “U.S. Strategic Nuclear Forces: Background, Developments, and Issues,” Congressional Research Service 
Report for Congress, updated August 5, 2008, at http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/RL33640.pdf (October 1, 2008).

34. Samuel W. Bodman and Robert M. Gates, “National Security and Nuclear Weapons in the 21st Century,” U.S. Department 
of Energy and U.S. Department of Defense, September 2008, p. 10, at http://www.defenselink.mil/news/
nuclearweaponspolicy.pdf (January 20, 2009).

35. Missile Defense Agency, “Fiscal Year 2009 Budget Estimates,” January 23, 2008, p. 3.

36. Ibid., p. 25.

Current Strategic Nuclear Forces
of the United States

Source: Amy F. Woolf, “U.S. Strategic Nuclear Forces: Background, 
Developments, and Issues,” Congressional Research Service Report for 
Congress, updated August 5, 2008, at http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/
RL33640.pdf (October 1, 2008).
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System Type
System

Number
Warhead 
Number

Minuteman III 
ICBM 450 1,200

Trident II SLBM
(on 14 submarines) 336 ≈ 2,000

B-2 Bomber 20 320

B-52 Bomber 
(Nuclear) 47 ≈ 750

Total 853 ≈ 4,200
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The force structure for the air defense of North
America under the North American Aerospace
Defense Command (NORAD) is not made public
for reasons of operational security.37 Strategic
defenses provide no force structure dedicated to
defending North America against cruise missiles.

The Heritage Foundation recommends that the
U.S. adopt a strategy of protecting and defending its
population, territory, institutions, and infrastruc-
ture against strategic attack. This will require a fun-
damentally different strategic force posture, both
offensive and defensive, than the current force pos-
ture, which is almost entirely a holdover from the
retaliation-based deterrence strategy of the Cold
War. At this point, making specific force structure
recommendations for U.S. strategic forces is not
possible. It must await the conclusion of a new tar-
geting directive the meets the needs of the “protect
and defend” strategy. The companion NPR, there-
fore, should state that the President will issue a new
strategic targeting directive in the course of 2009
and will instruct Strategic Command to take the
lead in developing the subsequent targeting list and
allocating strategic forces against that list. This
should lead to a new strategic force structure that is
appropriately sized and thoroughly modernized.

In the interim, the NPR should state that the
existing U.S. strategic nuclear forces plan under
the Moscow Treaty will remain in place. Regarding
the defensive component of U.S. strategic forces,
the NPR should state that the U.S. will maintain
its air defense forces, initiate work on fielding
cruise missile defenses, and continue expanding
its ballistic missile defenses, subject to modifica-
tion after the targeting directive and the targeting
list are completed.

Air Force. The Air Force currently has 2,383
fighter and attack aircraft,38 including the F-15,
F-16, F-22, and A-10. (See Table 2.) The F-35
Lightening will soon enter service.

This overall size of the Air Force fighter force
structure is about right. The QDR should recom-
mend that the Air Force stay with this number. In

particular, it should clearly state that the number
should not fall below the current size of the force.
The QDR should also point out that this number is
adequate only in the context of a commitment to
modernize the Air Force’s fleet of aging aircraft.

Army. The Army plans to increase its force
structure to 76 combat brigade teams across the
Army, with 212 modular support brigades. The
combat brigade teams will be broken down into
25 heavy brigades, 43 infantry brigades, seven
Stryker brigades, and one brigade equivalent of
active combat regiments. (See Table 3.) The air-
borne units will round out the broader Army force
structure.

37. North American Aerospace Defense Command, Public Affairs Office, statement provided to the author, October 3, 2008.

38. A portion of these aircraft are dedicated to the strategic air defense mission.

Current Air Force Fighters

Source: U.S. Air Force, “Factsheets,” Web site, at http://www.af.mil/
factsheets (January 16, 2009).

Table 2 • B 2234Table 2 • B 2234 heritage.orgheritage.org

Aircraft Type Number of Aircraft

F-15 739

F-16 1,280

F-22 91

A-10 (excludes OA-10) 273

Total 2,383

Planned Army Combat Brigade Teams

Source: Andrew F. Krepinevich, “An Army at the Crossroads,” Center 
for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 2008, pp. 49–50, at http://
www.csbaonline.org/4Publications/PubLibrary/R.20081117.An_Army_At_
The_Cro/R.20081117.An_Army_At_The_Cro.pdf (January 21, 2009).

Table 3 • B 2234Table 3 • B 2234 heritage.orgheritage.org

Brigade Type Number of Brigades

Heavy 25

Infantry 43

Stryker 7

Active Combat Regiments 1

Total 76
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The upcoming QDR should recommend con-
tinuing the Army plan to increase its overall force
structure. However, it should state that this pro-
jected growth should be a cap. Expanding the Army
beyond this level could jeopardize proper funding
for other elements of U.S. conventional forces.

Marine Corps. Unique among the services, the
Marine Corps force structure is established in law.
The Marine Corps has three active Marine Expedi-
tionary Forces (MEFs) and one in the reserves. Each
MEF contains a division-equivalent ground force,
an aviation wing, and a logistics group.

The QDR should make it clear that the Defense
Department will not seek to change the relevant law.
The three-MEF standard is appropriate for the
Marines and should permit it to meet its combat
responsibilities. As with the other services, this
force structure number is dependent on appropriate
levels of modernization.

Navy Ships and Aircraft. Shipbuilding was not
a priority during the Clinton and Bush Administra-
tions. Annual procurement has fallen to just 5.3
ships per year. A lack of funding and the increasing
costs of ships under construction have combined to
ensure a low rate of shipbuilding that cannot sustain
the Navy’s 30-year shipbuilding plan for a 313-ship
fleet. In addition to the strategic ballistic missile
submarines, the fleet includes aircraft carriers,
cruisers, destroyers, littoral combat ships, amphibi-
ous ships, attack submarines, converted Trident
submarines, and miscellaneous other ships. (See
Table 4.)

The Navy’s future force structure is the minimum
size needed to secure U.S. maritime interests, but it
lacks the proper internal balance and sufficient
funding for the necessary shipbuilding rates. Specif-
ically, it shortchanges aircraft carriers, cruisers,
destroyers, and attack submarines in favor of littoral
combat ships. The U.S. has 11 aircraft carriers, and
that number should increase to 13 over the longer
term. The number of cruisers and destroyers should
increase from a projected 88 to 100, and the
number of attack submarines should rise from 48
to at least 60. This should be facilitated, in part, by
reducing the projected number of littoral combat
ships from 55 to 20.

Further, the QDR should at least consider rec-
ommending that the Navy proceed with DDG-
1000 procurement instead of extending the con-
struction of DDG-51 Arleigh Burke destroyers by
ensuring that the DDG-1000s will have both air
and ballistic missile defense capabilities. How-
ever, this approach will leave the cruisers with the
Navy’s primary air and missile defense missions.
The QDR should also include a serious discussion
of America’s shipbuilding industrial base and how
to maintain its strategic competitiveness through-
out the next two decades.

Manpower
Maintaining military end strength—the number

of soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines permitted
by law—is the most expensive and most valuable
element of America’s military power when the cost
of training and equipping them is included. The
active-duty component of the military consists of
fewer than 1.4 million persons, and the Reserve
component has roughly 838,000 persons. (See
Table 5.) Current plans will increase Army and
Marine end strengths by almost 10,000 additional
soldiers and more than 7,000 additional Marines.

Planned Navy Fleet*

Source: Ronald O’Rourke, “Navy Force Structure and Shipbuilding 
Plans: Background and Issues for Congress,” Congressional Research 
Service Report for Congress, updated October 2, 2008, at http://assets.
opencrs.com/rpts/RL32665_20081002.pdf (January 15, 2009).

* Excludes 14 Trident ballistic missile submarines, which are included in 
Table 1 describing the strategic nuclear forces of the United States.
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Type of Ship Number of Ships

Aircraft Carriers 11–12

Amphibious Ships 31

Cruisers 20

Destroyers 64

Littoral Combat Ships 55

Attack Submarines 48

Converted Trident Submarines 4

Miscellaneous 66

Total 299–300



No. 2234

page 16

January 28, 2009

The Air Force and Navy, by contrast, may seek addi-
tional reductions in manpower.

Current projections for military end strength are
about right. However, the increases in Army and
Marine end strengths should stop when the pro-
jected increases are achieved. The Air Force and the
Navy may consider additional manpower reduc-
tions if their services’ leadership believe that tech-
nological advances permit doing so.

However, given the considerable cost of com-
pensating military personnel, all of the services
need to find ways to slow the future per capita
growth in military compensation. They can do this
by continuing to pursue the “continuum of service”
concept first proposed in the 2006 QDR. Specifi-
cally, it appears that military compensation is
weighted in favor of deferred and in-kind benefits
over cash compensation. In this context, the ser-
vices should seek ways to limit the growth in these
benefits, while continuing to extend pay raises.

Specifically, they should explore ways to convert
defined-benefit family health care and retirement
plans into defined-contribution plans. These changes
should be implemented on a gradual basis.

Strategic Communications
While cross-cutting issues like public diplomacy

and cyber security are best addressed primarily in
the National Security Strategy, the 2006 QDR
appropriately highlighted strategic communications
while emphasizing that responsibility must be inte-
grated horizontally on a government-wide basis.
DOD leaders’ and combatant commanders’ under-
standing and operational application of strategic
communications has matured markedly over the
past three years. The Pentagon recently incorpo-
rated social scientists into its operation and deci-
sion-making process in a program known as
Human Terrain Teams. These teams—trained in the
customs and values of local populations—have
helped to “map” the cultural terrain for soldiers in
Iraq and Afghanistan, contributing to the gains in
Iraqi security in 2007 and 2008. Defense officials
have also tasked regional combatant commands
with coordinating individual strategic communica-
tions programs. For example, U.S. Southern Com-
mand has established the first Directorate of
Strategic Communications.

While the Pentagon progress in creating a strate-
gic communications strategy offers a hopeful
glimpse of the way forward, various other civilian
federal agencies need to make a greater effort to
bolster and coordinate their efforts in this area. This
is especially true if the Obama Administration
wishes to avoid the claims that the U.S. is militariz-
ing its foreign policy that would inevitably be lev-
ied against a strategic communications strategy that
appears to be driven solely by DOD efforts. Follow-
ing on the efforts of Southern Command, the next
Quadrennial Defense Review should recommend
expanding the strategic communication capabili-
ties of all of the regional combatant commands.
The strategy should place a high priority on identi-
fying a common interagency definition for strategic
communications. Public affairs, public diplomacy,
international broadcasting, and information opera-
tions must be defined so that their implementers

Current Military End Strength 
Authorizations

Source: Duncan Hunter National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal 
Year 2009, Public Law 110–417.
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Reserves Numbers of Persons

Air National Guard 106,756

Air Reserve 67,400

Army National Guard 352,600

Army Reserve 205,000

Marine Corps Reserve 39,600

Navy Reserve 66,700

Total Reserve Component 838,056

Active Duty Number of Persons

Air Force 317,050

Army 532,400

Marine Corps 194,000

Navy 325,300

Total Active Component 1,368,750

Grand Total 2,206,806
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understand their roles within the process to better
advise and influence.

Funding Considerations
Future funding should not be based on a series of

high-stakes bets. The military does not have the lux-
ury of focusing solely on conventional and state
actors at the expense of unconventional and non-
state threats. The U.S. military needs to have not
only the most capable equipment, but also a suffi-
cient number of weapons systems and suppliers to
meet national security requirements.

Avoiding budget spikes provides more than plat-
forms; it provides stability in defense planning and
offers a steadier workload for those constructing
them. When budget requests change so dramati-
cally year to year—particularly when requirements
stay the same—the industrial base cannot plan
ahead, and this increases the cost of individual sys-
tems. The national security of the U.S. is best served
by a competitive industrial base, and defense bud-
get predictability will contribute to this effort.

As indicated in the beginning of this paper, the
U.S. economy can afford to spend 4 percent of GDP
on defense. However, fiscal policy cannot determine
whether the U.S. should devote this share of GDP to
defense. Only defense policy can answer this ques-
tion. The 2009 QDR can and should answer this
question in specific terms. A careful review of the
recommendations in this paper, including the rec-
ommendation to maintain the basic building blocks
of defense and the associated force structure and
end strength, shows that devoting a minimum of 4
percent of GDP to the core defense program would
properly fund the needs of the military. This pro-
jected funding of the core defense program con-
sciously excludes the costs of larger-scale military
operations. Such operations should be funded as
they arise through supplemental appropriations.

Coordinating with Capitol Hill
Within the DOD, the process is often focused on

the interagency, but the QDR leaves Capitol Hill
entirely out of the process until a final document is
published. The QDR process should include Mem-
bers of Congress early in the process to avoid irrel-
evance once the report is completed and to build
movement toward consensus.

Providing for the common defense is an
unending constitutional requirement and a basic
function of the federal government. As a result,
there should be considerable continuity in the
broader defense program from year to year, Con-
gress to Congress, and Administration to Admin-
istration. The 2009 Quadrennial Defense Review
does not need to be a radical departure from cur-
rent Defense Department plans. Instead, it should
seek to ensure that the military means for securing
the nation and its vital interests are sufficient to
the ends of national security. If the Obama
Administration establishes a National Security
Strategy in keeping with America’s tradition of
leadership since the end of World War II and uses
the Quadrennial Defense Review to keep Amer-
ica’s military of sufficient size and strength to meet
the needs of this strategy, then it will have done
its duty by the Constitution, the American peo-
ple, and the brave men and women who serve in
uniform. George Washington, the man who often
struggled with a reluctant Congress to build this
nation’s first army, would be proud to see this
duty fulfilled.
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