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An analysis of the defense budget does not fully capture the state of the US military. But the numbers  
do tell us that the US Department of Defense is the world’s largest organization. 

Its annual budget was $578 billion last year. It employs just under three million people. It owns  
or operates 557,000 facilities in the US and around the world with real estate valued at more than  
$800 billion. To organize, train, and equip the US military, this federal agency also has its own school 
systems, health care management system, and grocery chains. It runs its own versions of FedEx and 
Amazon. And it develops and purchases some of the most complex technology ever contemplated. 

Examining the Defense Department as a whole can be daunting. Too often, the emphasis is on how 
much its efforts cost rather than what they buy the American people. To begin to determine the state of 
the US military, policymakers should examine four areas: (1) readiness, (2) capacity, (3) capability, and 
(4) the health of the all-volunteer force.

Readiness describes whether the armed forces are fully trained to carry out the missions they might 
need to perform. Since the US military relies heavily on superior training in combat, the current read-
iness shortfall worries commanders. On a broader level, the readiness of the US military also affects 
how seriously adversaries regard American hard power.

Capacity covers the size of the American military—how much the nation can ask service mem-
bers to do without imposing the undue strain of longer and more frequent deployments. When the four 
service chiefs discuss the size of US fleets of ships and aircraft or even brigades of soldiers, they are 
referring to the capacity—or supply—available to meet all current and expected future demands. 

Capability is about not size, but what the military can do. A modern soldier or ship has far more  
proficiency than its predecessors, for instance. Capabilities are often connected to technological 
advantage—a traditional advantage of American military power that is waning. After a procurement 
holiday in the 1990s and a hollow buildup during the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, American military 
capabilities have declined independently and relatively to adversaries like China, Russia, and Iran.

The all-volunteer force is a group of highly qualified, educated, and trained professionals. The  
volunteer aspect of the fighting force attracts military personnel of the highest quality—a group of  
citizens who count combat as their profession. However, 15 years of constant operations, combined 
with ill-advised budget cuts, have created cracks in the force. Further, the military faces new challenges 
in finding and keeping the right talent in roles like cyber personnel and drone pilots. 
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Capacity

Even though the number and severity of threats to the United States continues to expand, the US  
military is only getting smaller. In the 1990s, the US prematurely dismantled the force that helped it  
win the Cold War. After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the size of the US Air Force and 
US Navy continued to decline, while the size of the US Army rose temporarily before contracting just  
as sharply. Only the US Marine Corps, the smallest of the armed services, may remain as large as it 
was in the mid-1990s. 

Last year, the bipartisan National Defense Panel reached the conclusion that the size of the  
US military “is inadequate given the future strategic and operational environment.”1 

Today, the US Navy battle fleet consists of roughly 280 ships, down more than 10 percent since 
9/11. Whereas the National Defense Panel recommended a fleet of at least 323 ships, the actual  
number will fall as low as 260 if sequestration remains in effect. 

The panel also warned that the US Army should not fall below its pre-9/11 strength of 490,000  
active-duty soldiers; however, current plans forecast cutting the force down to 450,000 soldiers  
over the next two years, while another 30,000 would be cut if sequestration remains in effect. As  
he prepared to leave office, Army Chief of Staff Gen. Raymond Odierno warned that the Army is  
now “dangerously close” to the point where it can no longer serve as an effective deterrent against 
foreign aggression.2 

For the US Air Force, the panel recommended accelerated reconstitution of the service’s core of 
bomber, fighter, and intelligence aircraft. At the onset of the first Gulf War, the Air Force maintained 
8,510 total aircraft. Today, that number has dropped to 3,987. Some Air Force reconnaissance squad-
rons have been flying continuously since 1991. Their new counterparts—drone pilots—are strained to 
the breaking point, a small force asked to collect an ever-growing amount of intelligence. 

The National Defense Panel rightly warns that the quality of military platforms is no substitute 
for sufficient quantity. Potential US adversaries are also improving the quality of their forces, in some 
cases more rapidly than we are. The US also plays a unique leadership role, which means it must 
be prepared to deter and defeat aggression across the globe, possibly in more than one theater at a 
time. No matter how advanced it is, no ship, plane, or soldier can be in more than one place at a time. 
Therefore, as the US military continues to shrink, the risk of strategic failure grows.
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 STATE OF THE US MILITARY

The combat Air Force is too small to  
ensure American air superiority.

Note: A typical fighter squadron in 1991 contained 18–24 aircraft. A typical fighter squadron in 2015 contains 12–24 aircraft.

Source: Lieutenant General James Holmes, Lieutenant General Tod Wolters, and Dr. William LaPlante, prepared testimony to the  
Senate Armed Services Committee, March 19, 2015.

“Today’s Air Force is both the smallest and oldest it has ever been.” 
—Chief of Staff of the Air Force General Mark Welsh3

134

54

Total squadrons in 
Desert Storm, 1991 

Total squadrons, 2015

US Air Force Squadrons 

ONLY 26, OR 48% OF SQUADRONS, 
ARE COMBAT READY IN 2015
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The Navy is too small to maintain presence in  
the Pacific, Persian Gulf, and Mediterranean.

Source: US Department of the Navy.

“The Navy has already divested 23 ships and 67,000 personnel  
between 2002 and 2012. And we have been assuming significant  

risk by delaying critical modernizations of our force to keep  
pace and maintain technological advantage.” 

—Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Jon Greenert4
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A smaller military can’t simply  
do more with less.

Source: Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller), Fiscal Year ’16 Green Book.

“At some point we’re going to have to say what we’re not  
going to do because we’re not going to be able to do  

everything we’re being asked to do right now.” 
—Army Chief of Staff General Ray Odierno5

M
an

po
w

er
 in

 T
ho

us
an

ds

300

350

400

450

500

550

600

650

700

750

800

19
89

19
90

19
91

19
92 19

93
19

94 19
95

19
96

19
97 19

98
19

99
20

00
20

01
20

02 20
03

20
04 20

05
20

06
20

07 20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12 20

13
20

14 20
15

20
16

Armed Forces Authorized Manpower
(active duty)

Army Navy Air Force



    9

Capability

In 2014, the bipartisan National Defense Panel warned that the “erosion of America’s military-technological 
advantage is accelerating.” Both during the Cold War and since the fall of the Soviet Union, the US has 
relied on this advantage to offset the numerical superiority of its principal adversaries. Yet now, the avail-
ability of “smart” bombs, drones, and other advanced weapon systems is growing while their cost is falling. 
Therefore, it is not just China, but also Russia and even Iran, closing the technology gap. 

One of the clearest indicators of the US military’s technological difficulties is the increasing age 
of its most important systems. Since 2001, the Pentagon has canceled dozens of major replacement 
programs. The exception is the F-22 stealth fighter, intended as a replacement for the venerable F-15. 
Despite initial plans to procure 750 F-22s, funding was available for only 187.6 Meanwhile, more than 
450 F-15s remain in the fleet, with an average age of 27.1 years—meaning that some of the planes  
are older than their pilots. These older planes are already vulnerable when operating against advanced 
adversary aircraft and air defense systems such as the Chinese J-20 stealth fighter and the Russian 
S-400 surface-to-air missile system.

Similarly, the age of the country’s nuclear delivery systems has risen substantially. The average 
Minuteman III missile is now 34 years old, while the average age of the Navy’s Ohio-class submarines  
is 25. In his final days as secretary of defense, Chuck Hagel told CBS News that maintenance crews  
at three separate bases had to share—via FedEx—a single specialized wrench for tightening bolts  
on 450 Minuteman IIIs.7 Although the Pentagon purchased additional wrenches after discovering the 
problem, its emergence in the first place illustrates the perils of failing to modernize essential systems.

Alongside technology, another critical component of the nation’s military capabilities is the position-
ing (or “posture”) of its forces around the globe. To address threats rapidly, the military must deploy its 
forces forward, far from the US homeland. Today, however, the percentage of forces stationed forward 
has almost fallen back to the lowest level of the post–Cold War era. In 2001, 118,000 US military per-
sonnel were in Europe, a reduction of more than 200,000 since the Berlin Wall came down. Today,  
only 65,000 remain. Not a single Army combat brigade is stationed permanently in Eastern Europe 
despite Russian threats and our treaty commitments to the countries of that region. To face the growing 
challenges there and around the globe, the US military will have to invest in the technologies and  
posture required to preserve the peace and maintain American leadership.
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The Air Force is stuck with 20th-century aircraft. 

Sources: Air Force Almanac, 2015.

“By automobile standards, 12 fleets of Air Force aircraft are  
authorized antique license plates in the state of Virginia.” 

—Chief of Staff of the Air Force General Mark Welsh8 
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The Air Force needs a stealthier fleet.

Sources: International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance, 2015; independent AEI/FPI calculations.

“China and Russia are two good examples of countries who will be  
fielding capability in the next three to five years—if they stay  

 on track—that is better than what we currently have in many areas.”  
—Chief of Staff of the Air Force General Mark Welsh9 

206 

1,791 Stealth

Non-stealth
Fourth-generation fighters, such as the F-15
and F-16, are increasingly vulnerable to
advanced enemy surface-to-air missiles.    

Number of Stealth Aircraft in US Air Force
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The Navy cannot keep up with missile  
defense demand.

Source: US Department of the Navy.

“Ballistic missile threats . . . are increasingly capable, continue to  
outpace our active defense systems, and exceed our Services’  

capacity to meet Combatant Commanders’ demand.”  
—Chief of Staff of the Army General Ray Odierno and  

Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Jon Greenert10

77 

44 
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Navy ships currently
with BMD capability

The Navy needs 40 of its BMD ships to be 
able to simultaneously defend against aircraft, 
cruise missiles, and ballistic missiles.

ONLY 4 OF 44 BMD-CAPABLE SHIPS 
CAN SIMULTANEOUSLY ENGAGE 
ALL THREE TYPES OF TARGETS.

US Navy Ballistic Missile Defense (BMD) Capacity
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The Army has upgraded its vehicles,  
but no new replacements are in sight.

Source: US Department of the Army.

“Since 2011, the Army has cancelled 21 programs, delayed  
125 and restructured 124 . . . [as] procurement funding  

dropped from $21.3 billion to $13.5 billion.”  
—Vice Chief of Staff of the Army General Daniel Allyn11
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America needs to rebuild a safe,  
secure, effective deterrent. 

Sources: Department of Defense; independent calculations.

“Our nation has enjoyed an extended procurement holiday as we’ve deferred  
vigorous modernization of our nuclear deterrent forces for almost 20 years.” 

—Lieutenant General Jim Kowalski, commander of Air Force Global Strike Command12
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Readiness

Since 2011 in particular, the Pentagon has prioritized readiness at the expense of modernization. While 
the tip of the spear is sharp, the bulk of the American military is not receiving sufficiently challenging or 
large-scale training. Without high-level joint training, the US military cannot achieve the type of domi-
nance it demonstrated during the 1991 Gulf War. Worse yet, achieving the current levels of readiness to 
meet global mission requirements has meant cutting investment in modernization, personnel, and new 
construction. Without a significant change in the budgetary environment, the services do not anticipate 
returning to adequate levels of readiness until the early 2020s.

In the Army, training for nearly two-thirds of the force is being curtailed to the level of squads and 
platoons. Put another way, our enlisted soldiers will have insufficient opportunity to train, and the major-
ity of our company commanders and higher-ranking officers may see little or no field time while actually 
in command. 

The Air Force has repeatedly noted that its munitions stores are dangerously low, and it is straining 
to simply meet the limited requirements of the current air war against ISIS.

The Navy compensated for its shrinking fleet with longer and more frequent deployments, which 
leaves necessary maintenance undone. Currently, the Navy is maintaining one aircraft carrier forward, 
but has very limited surge capacity ready to respond to unexpected or emergency contingencies.  
Deployed Marine Corps units are adequately prepared, but more than half of US-based Marine  
Corps units are reporting significant readiness shortfalls, and 19 percent of Marine aircraft remain  
out of commission.

The comprehensive readiness of the US military remains subpar despite targeted investment since 
the imposition of sequestration in 2013. Readiness is a difficult military virtue to argue for because it 
cannot necessarily be seen; fully trained units look no different than untrained units until they are called 
into combat. Yet military readiness signifies more than simply being able to fight and win. Military readi-
ness is a key determinant of the credibility of American conventional deterrence.
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Delayed maintenance and longer deployments  
are hurting Navy readiness. 

Source: Vice Chief of Naval Operations Vice Admiral Michelle Howard, prepared testimony to the Senate Armed Services Committee, 
March 25, 2015.

“In addition to our forces that are globally deployed today, combined  
requirements include: three extra Carrier Strike Groups and three  

Amphibious Ready Groups to deploy within 30 days to respond to a  
major crisis. However, on average, we have only been able to keep one  
CSG and one ARG in this readiness posture, 1/3 of the requirement.” 

Vice Chief of Naval Operations Vice Admiral Michelle Howard13
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Longer deployments and less maintenance 
means fewer ships forward on patrol. 

Sources: Admiral Jon Greenert, prepared testimony to Senate Armed Services Committee, January 28, 2015; Vice Admiral Joseph  
Tofalo, comments to Breaking Defense, May 29, 2015; and Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller), Fiscal Year ’16 
Green Book, Table 6-20.

“[From sequestration], we lost 75,000 man-days of planned shipyard work that we 
had to defer because we had no overtime. . . . [This shortfall] lost 1,700 submarine 

days. So that is like taking five submarines and tying them up for a year.” 
—Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Jon Greenert14

“In this past year, USS Pennsylvania [SSBN-735] was extended a record  
140 days due to maintenance issues on another submarine.” 
—Commander of Naval Submarine Forces Vice Admiral Joseph Tofalo15
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The US Navy has a “carrier gap” in  
the Western Pacific. 

Source: Stratfor US Naval Update, May 2012–December 2014. 

“We’re an 11-carrier Navy in a 15-carrier world.”  
—Rear Admiral Thomas Moore16
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The Army is not ready to respond to large crises. 

Source: Chief of Staff of the Army General Ray Odierno, prepared testimony to the Senate Armed Services Committee,  
January 28, 2015.

“Readiness has been degraded to its lowest level in 20 years. . . .  
Today we only have 33% of our brigades ready to the extent 

we would expect them to be if asked to fight.”
—Chief of Staff of the Army General Ray Odierno17
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20  

American global presence is shrinking.

Source: Defense Manpower Data Center.

Forward-based American forces provide the most powerful signal of US 
resolve. The percentage of US forces based forward today looks much 
like that of the 1990s, when we faced fewer and less dangerous threats.
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Health of the All-Volunteer Force

A number of recent developments indicate that continually asking the military to do more with less is 
causing serious damage that has only just begun to show, particularly in the morale and retention of 
key service members. Wanton budget cuts have broken faith with those who serve, leaving military 
personnel unable to train for the jobs they signed up for. Combined with an improving economy and a 
decreasing percentage of Americans qualified for recruitment, the military faces the imposing challenge 
of finding and keeping the talent needed for 21st-century challenges.

The four military service chiefs have, in concert, been ringing the bell about the health of the all- 
volunteer force since a January 2015 hearing. The chiefs continue to warn that a decade of combat  
followed by a high pace of operations amid deep budget cuts is leaving their soldiers, sailors, airmen, 
and Marines all skeptical of continued service. A 2014 Military Times survey captured this feeling  
well, finding that military personnel are deeply unhappy for reasons ranging from inadequate training 
and compensation to poor management and distaste about two inconclusive wars. A 2014 study by 
Navy officer Guy Snodgrass found disturbingly low levels of retention for SEALs, naval aviators, and  
nuclear personnel. And as the Air Force struggles to adequately man its fighter jets while civilian airlines 
begin a new hiring spree, it has found hiring and keeping drone pilots uniquely difficult. 

Even as the military struggles to keep its top talent, it faces the equally daunting task of replacing 
the talent that leaves. Most drastically, the Army announced that it might miss even its sharply reduced 
recruitment goals by 14 percent in 2015, further challenging a service currently forcing perfectly good 
soldiers to retire as a result of reduced funding. The problem goes beyond the fact that a decreasing 
percentage of American youth qualify for military service based on poor physical fitness, inadequate  
education, or mental health problems. In the next decade, the military will have to recruit far different 
types of personnel for challenges in cyberspace. As Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and 
Readiness Brad Carson has noted, the military is failing to recruit the “quantity or quality” of cyber  
operators since civilian-sector opportunities are often much more attractive.

The American all-volunteer force has been exceedingly successful in defending the nation and  
deterring would-be adversaries. But the health of the all-volunteer force is not static, nor is it a given. 
Without changes in personnel management, real compensation and health care reform, and the resto-
ration of a functional political system in Washington, the US military will find it difficult to find and keep 
the next generation of American service members.



22  

 STATE OF THE US MILITARY

The enlisted military is more educated than ever. 

Note: Civilians only include those aged 18–24, when most people graduate high school. The true percentage of Americans with high 
school diplomas is slightly higher.
Source: Department of Defense and Center for Naval Analyses, Population Representation in the Military Services: Fiscal Year 2013 
Summary Report, Tables B-18 and D-7.

“[This is] the most educated force we have ever had in the history  
of the military. We should be proud of that, we’ve invested in that.  

This is an all-volunteer professional force.” 
—Chief Master Sergeant of the Air Force James Cody18
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Almost half of the officer corps has  
an advanced degree.

Note: Percentages do not add up to 100 percent as a result of poor data.

Sources: Department of Defense and Center for Naval Analyses, Population Representation in the Military Services: Fiscal Year 2013 
Summary Report, Table B-26; and National Center For Education Statistics. 

Though officers comprise only 18 percent of America’s active-duty military, they provide  
crucial leadership, management, and strategic foresight. Nearly all American  

officers hold a college degree, and many now hold one or more advanced  
degrees from both civilian universities and military colleges.
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Military recruiting is strong but  
faces serious challenges. 

Source: Congressional Research Service; and Tom Vanden Brook, “Army Faces Recruit Deficit, May Miss ’15 Goal,” USA Today,  
July 30, 2015.

“Of the 21 million Americans aged 17-to-21, we estimate that only about half  
are able to meet our high-quality standards on our entry exam—only about  

half. And when you factor in our standards for physical fitness and  
for character, only about a third are actually eligible to join the military.” 

—Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter19

                                                      Success Rate for Recruitment Goals    
 
 2012 2011 2009 2008 2005

Army 104.30% 100.00% 107.80% 100.70%   91.70%

Navy 100.10% 100.10% 100.10% 100.20% 100.20%

Marine Corps 100.00% 100.10% 100.00% 100.10% 100.10%

Air Force 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.20% 101.70%

415,000

2014

2015

Appointments Made by Army Recruiters
(thousands)

371,000

20142015

52,00050,000

Successful Army Enlistments

While the Army has made more appointments with potential recruits, the number of actual recruits has stayed flat.
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Overall retention is solid, but  
cracks are showing in places. 

Note: *As a result of poor data, older numbers are less accurate than more recent tabulations.
Source: Congressional Research Service; and W. J. Hennigan, “Air Force Aims to Land More Top Guns amid Pilot Shortage,”  
Los Angeles Times, July 22, 2013; and Tony Carr, “Air Force Pilot Bonus Reflects Institutional Panic,” John Q. Public, April 8, 2015, 
www.jqpublicblog.com/air-force-pilot-bonus-program-reflects-institutional-panic/. 

“If you are not deployed, you may be flying 10 hours a week, and some of  
that, by the way, may be in the simulator. So you are sitting around the  
classroom looking out the window at your strike fighter Hornet. It looks  

really great, but it is on the tarmac. And that is not why you joined.” 
—Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Jon Greenert20

                                     Success Rate for Retention Goals (all levels combined)    
 
 2012 2011 2009 2008 2005

Army 103.60% 109.10% 124.30% 113.70% 108.30%

Navy 108.80% 126.70% 107.60% 101.20%    96.60%*

Marine Corps 101.30% 114.60% 108.10% 94.70% 119.10%

Air Force 111.80% 102.80% 100.20% 71.90% 109.70%*

The Air Force offers fighter pilots a $225,000 bonus to stay in for up to nine more years.
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took the deal.
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took the deal.

This was the lowest 
rate since 9/11.
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The active-duty military is now smaller than  
its supporting civilian workforces.

Source: Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller), Fiscal Year ’16 Green Book; and independent AEI/FPI calculations 
made from Department of Defense Inventory of Contracted Services.

A mismanaged drawdown and wanton budget cuts have left  
the active-duty military smaller than its supporting Pentagon  

civilian and contractor workforces. This means that fewer  
resources are left to invest in hard combat power.
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Conclusion: On Risk

Since the fall of the Berlin Wall, American power has slowly but surely atrophied relative to the bur-
geoning threats that confront the United States. Seemingly attractive short-term defense cuts carried 
long-term costs, not only in monetary terms, but also in proliferating risk to American national interests. 
Military spending has fallen since 1991 by every metric—as a percentage of GDP, as a percentage  
of the federal budget, and in real terms—even as a declining share of the Pentagon budget funds  
combat-related activities.

Although the political worldviews of America’s last four presidents differed, none seriously consid-
ered abandoning America’s traditional commitments or the role the United States has played since  
1945 as the chief guarantor of a rules-based liberal international order. Rather, American political lead-
ership have consistently asked the military to do more with less. Without sufficient military credibility to 
deter or contain conflict, an ever-smaller American military has been sent abroad far more frequently 
than in the Cold War.   

If the rosy assumptions about threats to American interests had proved true, none of this would 
matter. Yet the past decade has seen drastic and widespread negative developments for American  
interests, from the direct threat of radical Islamist terrorism to China’s unwillingness to cooperate  
instead of compete and Russia’s delusions of grandeur. These threats to stability might each be  
soluble in isolation, but together they require sustained application of American economic, diplomatic, 
and cultural power, each buttressed by credible US military power.

If American political leadership continues to underfund and overuse the military, it will not result  
in a less ambitious foreign policy. It will result only in greater risk to American national interests. A  
weaker military has resulted in less credible American security guarantees and increased likelihood  
of conflict. A strong American military will rebuild the trust of our allies and ensure stability for a new 
American century.
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