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The Trump Administration has promised to 
rebuild the U.S. Armed Forces in order to prop-

erly defend the nation and its interests.1 This prom-
ise will be realized only if the Department of Defense 
(DOD) receives sustained and consistent investment 
though increased defense budgets. Secretary of 
Defense James Mattis stated that “[i]t will require 
years of stable budgets and increased funding” to 
overcome the readiness shortfalls.2

Nonetheless, the Budget Control Act of 2011 
(BCA) is obstructing any real budget increases.3 
The BCA caps the amount that can be dedicated to 
defense until 2021; proposals to extend this limi-
tation to 2027 have already been made. The BCA 
will have to change to accommodate a more robust 
defense budget, instead of the inflation-level annual 
adjustments currently written in effect.

The military did not deteriorate to its current 
condition in one year. Hence, rebuilding the military 
is not going to be a one-year task, but rather a multi-
year effort that will require consistent increases in 
the DOD budget. Consistency and a sustained effort 
will determine the success of any rebuild. Determin-
ing an appropriate 2018 funding level in these com-
ings weeks will set the tone for the rebuild.

The Need to Properly Fund Our Common 
Defense

The message on the defense budget is simple: 
military funding needs to meet levels that are com-
patible to the military’s missions. The need to have 
stable and predictable resources permeates the 
description of the current state of all the services in 
The Heritage Foundation’s recently released 2018 
Index of U.S. Military Strength.4 In the 2015 edition 
of the Index, the U.S. Armed Forces were deemed 
marginally capable of meeting the threats that the 
U.S. faced. From the five elements examined by 
the Index—the four services and U.S. nuclear capa-
bilities—four of them were categorized as marginal 
and only one, the Air Force, as strong.5 In 2018, U.S. 
Armed Forces were again deemed marginally capa-
ble, but this time three components were assessed 
as marginally capable and two, the Army and the 
Marine Corps, as weak.

To reverse the negative trend illustrated by the 
Index, the U.S. Armed Forces need to be funded at 
a level where they can meet their defined demands. 
Military underfunding in relation to mission has 
been compounded by years when the Armed Forces 
consumed more readiness than building it, through 
overuse in constant deployments to Iraq, Afghani-
stan, and other areas.6 The current state of the U.S. 
military will require sustained investment in order 
to establish the capacity and capability of facing all 
the challenges that the country expects of them.

Growth Trajectories
Both congressional Armed Services Committees 

and the executive branch generally agree that the 
defense budget needs to be increased in order for the 
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U.S. Armed Forces to meet its goals. However, they 
disagree on how much and fast the U.S. will be able to 
invest in rebuilding its military. President Trump’s 
2018 budget request included increases for the DOD’s 
budget.7 This demonstrated the President’s under-
standing that rebuilding requires an increase in 
investment.

Senator John McCain (R–AZ), Chairman of the 
Senate Armed Services Committee, and Representa-
tive Mac Thornberry (R–TX), Chairman of the House 
Armed Services Committee, each released a propos-
al to restore the military and increase our defense 
budget.8 These documents call for increased invest-
ment in defense, showing the commitment that both 
chairmen have for restoring and rebuilding the U.S. 
Armed Forces. Thornberry reached an initial com-
promise with Representative Diane Black (R–TN), 
the Chairwoman of the House Budget Committee, 
on three years of consecutive 5 percent increases on 
the defense budget in exchange for a smaller increase 
in 2018.9

The Senate side has not seen an equivalent nego-
tiation. The Senate Budget Committee put forward 
an initial proposal that continues BCA-level caps 
through its 10-year projection.10 This proposal rep-
resents the trajectory of continuing with the limits 
imposed by the BCA through an elongated timeline. 
Nonetheless, when the budget resolution was passed, 
Senators approved an increase for 2018, authorizing 
up to the NDAA’s recommended $640 billion.11

Outside Congress, Mackenzie Eaglen, a Resident 
Fellow at American Enterprise Institute, published 
a plan that outlined budgetary requirements for 
repairing and rebuilding the U.S. Armed Forces.12 
The proposal starts with a considerable boost in the 
defense budget in 2018 and maintains a high level of 
investment that would enable a rebuild.

In recent testimony, both Secretary of Defense 
James Mattis and General Joseph Dunford, the 
Chairman of Joint Chiefs of Staff, have elaborated on 
the need for consistent and increased budgets. Sec-
retary Mattis stated that the “Pentagon expects to 
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request 3–5 percent base budget growth above infla-
tion every year from 2019 through 2023.”13 General 
Dunford also addressed this question, stating that 3 
percent to 7 percent increases would be required to 

properly meet the missions that the country expects 
from the military.14

These estimates show the commitment level 
that will take to maintain U.S. military competitive 
advantage; demonstrate the importance of having 
sustained investment in the military; and highlight 
the importance that the 2018 defense budget will 
have, as it serves as the baseline for future necessary 
increases. Depending on which number becomes the 
topline for defense in 2018, drastically different pos-
sibilities of growth will emerge through the five-year 
period. The difference between scenarios reaches 
$900 billion.

Obstacles for Increased Defense 
Spending.

Budget caps imposed by the BCA are the main 
obstacle to any defense budget increase. The BCA 
came into effect in 2011 and its caps are currently 
scheduled to last until 2021.15 Due to its enforcement 
through sequestration and the requirement of 60 
votes in the Senate to change it, the law has defined 
the political discussion. The increases of the defense 
caps are set at a level that would be devoured annu-
ally by inflation.16

President Trump’s 2018 budget request involved 
little discussion of the future years in the defense 
budget. Nonetheless, the request included higher lim-
its for the BCA caps in the defense category, extend-
ing the caps for 2027 instead of letting them expire 
in 2021. The proposed extension would remove the 
separation of defense and non-defense, granting Con-
gress flexibility to prioritize defense. It is important 
to break the current political cycle, where defense 
and non-defense get small increases in every budget 
deal, instead of the underlying causes of national debt 
or eroding military strength being addressed.17
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A Path Forward on Defense
In order to rebuild the military and change the 

decline identified in Heritage’s Index of U.S. Military 
Strength, Congress should:

nn Re-invest in U.S. military and defense. 
Rebuilding the U.S. Armed Forces will take time 
and sustained investment. To date, Congress has 
failed to provide the stable and predictable fund-
ing needed for military rebuilding.
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nn Start the rebuild in 2018. The 2018 budget is 
the right place to begin rebuilding the Armed 
Forces. Congress should follow the Heritage-rec-
ommended amount of $632 billion for 2018. Fur-
ther deterioration of the military is unacceptable, 
especially when the President, Congress, and 
military leaders agree on the need to rebuild the 
military.

nn Change the Budget Control Act caps. The 
BCA caps will have to change to accommodate an 
increased level of defense spending. Ignoring that 
reality and funding the 2018 increase through 
cap-exempt funds might be politically expedi-
ent, but it will not serve the country or its Armed 
Forces.
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