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The FY 2020 defense budget will be the most important defense budget of the Trump Administration. In great 
measure, the FY 2020 budget will determine the destiny of the military rebuild championed by President Trump 
and by Congress. Due to recent budget increases, the military has seen gains in readiness, but the rebuild is far 
from a completed task. Every service has expressed the imperative to increase in size and in capabilities in 
order to counter great power competition as described in the National Defense Strategy. The FY 2020 defense 
budget represents the fork in the road for the military rebuild and for the viability of the defense strategy. The 
2020 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) will be a clear signal of how Congress intends to shape 
the resources that will define the military’s effort and direction. In this Special Report, Heritage Foundation 
analysts detail 57 recommendations for Congress on how to continue the crucial rebuilding of the U.S. military 
through the 2020 NDAA.

The 2020 defense budget will be the most impor-
tant defense budget of the Trump administra-

tion. The 2020 budget request is the first one fully 
developed by the Trump team. It is also the first to be 
fully informed by the January 2018 National Defense 
Strategy (NDS).1 This budget must also contend with 
the final two years of the spending caps mandated by 
the 2011 budget Control act (bCa), which cover fiscal 
years (Fys) 2020 and 2021.2

In great measure, the 2020 budget will determine 
the destiny of the military rebuild championed by 
President Donald Trump and by Congress. as it cur-
rently stands, due to budget increases from Fy 2017 to 
Fy 2019, the military has seen gains in readiness, but 
the rebuild is far from a completed task. every service 
has expressed the imperative to increase in size and 
in capabilities in order to counter great power com-
petition described in the National Defense Strategy. 
The 2020 defense budget represents the fork in the 
road for the military rebuild and for the viability of 
the defense strategy.

The National Defense authorization act (NDaa) 
for Fy 2020 will be a clear signal of how Congress 
intends to shape the resources that will define the 
military’s effort and direction. as the old maxim 
goes—a strategy without resources is nothing but 
a wish.

The State of the Military Rebuild
Since taking office, President Trump has placed 

an emphasis on rebuilding the military, which led 
to increased defense budgets. The 2017 “Request for 
additional appropriations” targeted maintenance 
shortfalls,3 and the bipartisan budget act (bba) of 
2018 offered substantial boosts to the resources dedi-
cated to defending the nation.4

Nonetheless, rebuilding the military is not a sim-
ple equation in which taxpayers’ dollars are automati-
cally transformed into a ready force. It takes time for 
increased resources to produce increased readiness 
and a larger force. There is a considerable lag time 
between the input of resources and the output of 
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increased readiness, lethality, or force. It took mul-
tiple years for the readiness cracks to start showing, 
and, by the same token, it will take years for these 
cracks to disappear.

The Heritage Foundation’s Index of U.S. Military 
Strength evaluates the changes in the capacity, capa-
bility, and readiness of each military service over the 
previous year.5 Measurements are on a five-point scale 
that ranges from “very weak” to “very strong,” with 
“marginal” being the middle option. The 2019 edi-
tion started to show some of the effects of increased 
resources. The army’s readiness increased from 
“weak” to “strong.” The Navy saw increases in its 
capability from “weak” to “marginal,” due to invest-
ments in seamanship skills. These gains are part of a 
rebuilding process that is slow, fragile, and requires 
consistent funding.

The previous Secretary of Defense, James Mattis, 
described the need for continued effort and attention 
in 2017 when discussing the Department of Defense’s 
(DOD’s) budget:

[a]s I mentioned in my opening remarks, we didn’t 
get into this situation in one year. We’re not going 
to get out of it in one year. and I recognize that 
Congress has a responsibility to raise armies and 
sustain navies, but we can’t do [that] in one year 
or put a marker down in one year. It’s unrealis-
tic. and I mentioned that we’re going to have to 
have sustained growth F.y. ’19 to 2023, and this is 
[where] you’ll see the biggest growth[:] army, air 
Force, and Navy showing up as we’re still digging 
ourselves out of a readiness operation and main-
tenance hole.6

The 2020 NDaa represents a pivotal opportu-
nity that will help determine the future of our cur-
rent effort to rebuild the military. both former Secre-
tary Mattis and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
General Joseph Dunford expressed that the military 
needs between 3 percent and 5 percent above inflation 
budget growth between 2018 and 2023.7 The military 
was able to achieve that growth in 2018 and in 2019. It 
will require similar growth in order to be able to keep 
up with the current demands placed on our military 
by the National Defense Strategy.

The 2019 Fiscal Year. In many ways, Fy 2019, 
fueled by the bba,8 was an exception to the current 
budgetary problems and delays. both the defense 
authorization and defense appropriation legislation 

were signed by the President before the start of the 
fiscal year. The budgetary process worked in the time-
line that it is supposed to work.

The John S. McCain National Defense authori-
zation act for Fiscal year 2019 was presented to the 
President for signature on august 3, 2018. The Presi-
dent signed it on august 13,9 which was the earliest it 
had been signed since 1978.10 The defense appropria-
tions bill was presented to the President for signature 
on September 27, 2018, and signed the next day.11

The passage of both these pieces of legislation 
before the end of the fiscal year on September 30, 
2018, is, on its face, a simple achievement. after all, 
it means that Congress was capable of following 
the plan that it outlined for itself for a fiscal year. 
Nonetheless, it is a major departure from the norm. 
Since 2010, every single fiscal year has started under 
a continuing resolution—a temporary mechanism 
designed to give Congress more time to negotiate its 
annual budget, while keeping the budgetary status 
quo for the federal agencies. It is a process that has 
considerable negative impacts on the DOD, especial-
ly when it comes to efficient contracting for goods 
and services and the development of new materiel 
programs.12

The Pressures in 2020. In many ways, the bud-
getary arguments and legislation for Fy 2019 were 
an exception that is unlikely to happen again in Fy 
2020. as a matter of fact, the 2020 budget has some 
unique pressures which compound the challenge of 
an on-time budget.

The coming fiscal year’s defense budget cannot 
count on the benefits experienced in 2019 mainly 
because of the re-imposition of the bCa budget cap 
for defense. Similar to other years in which the caps 
were renegotiated, it is likely that Congress will modi-
fy the spending levels for Fy 2020 and 2021. However, 
the budget outlook is already unsustainable and it is 
critical that Congress offset any new spending with-
out increasing the debt. 

There are at least two ways to do this. First, Con-
gress could reduce non-defense spending by an equal 
amount to any the proposed defense increase. Second, 
Congress could offset any new spending over the next 
10 years using mandatory savings. 

a second pressure is a scheduled transfer of Over-
seas Contingency Operations (OCO) funds, which are 
exempt from the bCa caps, to the base DOD budget, 
which is not.13 The DOD had previously announced 
plans to transfer $49 billion from OCO to the base 
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budget in order to align the usage of these funds with 
its reality.14 Regardless of the proper account where 
expenditures should be, the important political dif-
ference is that whatever amount the DOD decides to 
transfer to the base budget will have to be accounted 
for in the bCa cap. Otherwise it will be effectively 
reducing the defense budget.

a third pressure is the high deficit experienced 
in Fy 2018, which further added to the country’s 
mounting debt. The rising debt is a threat not only to 
the defense budget, but to the whole country, since it 
has the potential to slow down the economic growth 
substantially, and to eventually consume all federal 
government expenditures.15 Therefore it will be very 
important to balance all the priorities of the federal 
budget in order to put the government on a better 
financial footing.

Breaking the BCA Firewall. under the bCa, 
defense and non-defense spending are each capped 

in separate categories rather than one aggregate total. 
This firewall splits the overall discretionary funding 
allocation between defense and non-defense, and 
under the law each are governed by separate limits. 
Defense and non-defense spending were designed to 
share an equal proportion of the cuts imposed by the 
bCa, a concept termed “parity.”

This parity is arbitrary and a political construct 
that is no longer relevant.16 The original bCa cuts had 
a disproportionately negative impact on the national 
defense budget. Since 2011, it has also led to irrespon-
sible spending increases. National defense is a core 
constitutional function and the levels set by the bCa 
were too low to fully and properly fund the military. 
This has been the impetus for three separate budget 
deals passed by Congress to increase defense spend-
ing. However, in order to increase defense spend-
ing some congressional leaders have demanded 
an increase in unrelated non-defense spending in 
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President’s Defense Budget Falls Short of Funding Levels
CHART 1

DEFENSE BUDGET AUTHORITY IN BILLIONS

Mattis “Optimal Funding Level”
Base + OCO FY 2017 and 7% growth 
(2% inflation + 5% growth)

Mattis “Minimum Funding Level”
Base + OCO FY 2017 and 5% growth 
(2% inflation + 3% growth)

President’s Budget Request
FY 2019

$41
billion
short

$168
billion
short
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order to maintain parity.17 In total, base non-defense 
spending has increased by more than $200 billion 
since 2013.

The President’s and House budget proposals have 
consistently called for the elimination of the firewall 
between defense and non-defense spending.18 Con-
gress and President Trump already departed from this 
construct in the May 2017 funding bill, which provided 
$16.5 billion more for defense than for non-defense.19 
Lawmakers need to continue making progress in pri-
oritizing defense needs over domestic programs. Con-
gress’s goal in budgeting responsibly should be to focus 
on key constitutional responsibilities, such as national 
defense, within existing spending controls.

Congress should revise the current bCa structure 
to eliminate the firewall between defense and non-
defense spending permanently. This will give Con-
gress greater flexibility to adjust national defense 
spending without the need for a statutory change each 
year. a wide variety of cuts could be made to domes-
tic programs and through budget-process reforms to 
offset increases to defense spending. The President 
and Congress could also generate billions of dollars in 

savings by passing a rescissions package and eliminat-
ing budget gimmicks, which inflate domestic spend-
ing each year. This would provide more transparency 
within the budget process and leave less leeway for 
lawmakers to abuse these designations or use them 
in non-intended ways.20

The National Defense Strategy. The release 
of the National Defense Strategy in January 2018 
marked the beginning of a change of focus from ter-
rorism and counterterrorism operations to great 
power competition.21 In order to actually shift the 
emphasis toward great power competition, the DOD 
must be able to properly invest in the defense of the 
country. The strategy explains that the budget must 
be sustained and predictable in order to empower the 
DOD to make the necessary investments to maintain 
the competitive distance between the united States 
and Russia and China. This is the reason why the 
Navy and Heritage Foundation researchers have dis-
cussed the importance of increasing the size of the 
fleet.22 It is why the air Force has discussed its plans 
to increase its squadrons by 74 (24 percent) with the 
goal of reaching 386 squadrons.23

FIGURES ARE IN 
NOMINAL DOLLARS

Sequestration 
in Budget 
Control Act 
Hits Defense 
Hardest

SOURCE: Congressional 
Budget O�ce, “Estimated 
Impact of Automatic Budget 
Enforcement Procedures 
Specified in the Budget 
Control Act,” September 12, 
2011, Table 1, 
http://www.cbo.gov/ 
publication/42754 (accessed 
January 7, 2019).

CHART 2
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budget authority

Cuts due to sequestration

$26.1 trillion

$171 billion
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as the Index of U.S. Military Strength has high-
lighted since its inaugural edition in 2015, the amer-
ican military is only marginally ready to engage in 
two simultaneous major regional contingencies.24 
Index scoring is based on the concept that the united 
States should size its forces to be able to engage in two 
major regional contingencies simultaneously and still 
have a reserve capacity.25 It is the enduring measure 
of what a superpower should be able to execute. It is 
also reflective of the guidance of the National Defense 
Strategy to be ready for great power competition with 
both Russia and China.

The construct driven by the assessment in the 
Index of U.S. Military Strength and the National 
Defense Strategy requires the country to invest in 
both rebuilding and expanding its military. It is the 
path that the 2018 and the 2019 defense budgets 
began. Some of the gains observed by the military 
have already shown in the 2019 edition of the Index.26 
Nonetheless, these readiness gains are ethereal and 
require consistent and constant maintenance. In this 
sense, the military rebuild is at a very fragile moment 
at which the DOD and Congress need to assure proper 
levels of resourcing.

National Defense Strategy Commission. On 
November 13, 2018, the National Defense Strategy 
Commission released its assessment of the defense 
strategy.27 The bipartisan commission was directed by 
the 2017 NDaa and was tasked with providing an inde-
pendent assessment of the National Defense Strategy.28 
The commission generally agreed with the direction of 
the defense strategy, but it highlights multiple short-
comings of the strategy, mainly the lack of definition of 
means, and the current resource shortcomings.29

The commission questions whether the DOD has 
the plans and concepts necessary to meet the chal-
lenges outlined by the National Defense Strategy, 
especially when it comes to engaging in long-term 
near-peer competition against China and Russia. 
Further, the commission endorses the 3 percent 
to 5 percent annual real growth to the DOD’s bud-
get necessary to meet the threats articulated in the 
defense strategy—budget growth that is not currently 
planned.30 The bipartisan nature of the commission’s 
report reflects that there is still a bipartisan consen-
sus on the threats that the united States faces and on 
the requirements these threats impose.

In its report, the commission lays out a clear 
case that there is currently a mismatch between 
the threats and ambitions outlined in the National 

Defense Strategy and the current budgetary plans of 
the DOD—and that closing that gap will require more 
resources and better planning. Congress has a sub-
stantial role to play in realigning the strategy with 
the resources available to the Pentagon: Realigning 
with the strategy starts with the topline budget, but 
it permeates every aspect of the NDaa. as stated by 
Thomas Spoehr, Director of the Center for National 
Defense at The Heritage Foundation, “For those seek-
ing to [know] the truth about our defense needs, the 
NDS Commission’s report should serve as an authori-
tative reference.”31

In order to build on the gains from the previ-
ous two years, the NDaa for Fy 2020 needs to be 
designed to continue rebuilding the military, and 
should reflect the recommendations outlined in this 
Special Report.

The Topline
The federal government has a constitutional man-

date to provide for the common defense.32 as such, it is 
crucial that Congress ensure that the Department of 
Defense has the resources to meet the threats that the 
country faces. Sufficient funding does not guarantee 
that the country will be able to meet all threats—but 
insufficient funding guarantees that it will not.

The authors of this Special Report detail 57 specific 
recommendations for rebuilding the military and pre-
paring it for great power competition.

Recommendation 1: Increase the Discretion-
ary Base Budget (050) to $697 Billion for 2020. 
The base budget increase is necessary to continue the 
process of rebuilding the military’s capacity, capabil-
ity, and readiness. It is an important step to show both 
internal and external audiences that the country is 
committed to its National Defense Strategy and to 
addressing the great power competition that it out-
lines. It is a 5 percent growth over the base topline 
recommended by Heritage Foundation experts for 
2019.33

Recommendation 2: Set the Overseas Contin-
gency Operations (OCO) Account at $45 Billion 
for 2020. The OCO account must be set at a level that 
supports overseas operations, while reducing the reli-
ance on the account for base budget expenditures. at 
$45 billion in 2020, the account will be in a downward 
trajectory, enabling a transition away from relying 
on the OCO account to fund enduring expenses. It is 
important that enduring expenses are represented in 
the base budget.34
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The level of funding recommended in this Special 
Report would amount to $742 billion for defense in 
Fy 2020. The increase is balanced with other federal 
budget priorities in order to create a sustainable fiscal 
direction for the country.35

The Four Military Services
each of the services is facing unique challenges in 

how to re-orient its current force structure to great 
power competition and set priorities accordingly. 
additionally, there is the important discussion of 
how to establish a service responsible for space. The 
recommendations in this section detail how each ser-
vice should prepare for the future, and how Congress 
can help.

The Army. The army is struggling with two major 
dilemmas as it enters Fy 2020: insufficient size and 
an anemic modernization program. both deserve the 
attention of Congress in the 2020 NDaa.

In terms of size, Chief of Staff of the army General 
Mark Milley has testified that the army is too small 
to meet wartime requirements: “We need to be big-
ger and stronger, and more capable.”36 In June 2018, 
army Secretary Dr. Mark esper, while outlining his 
priorities, stated, “We must grow the regular army 
above 500,000 soldiers with associated growth in the 
Guard and Reserve. and we must recruit and retain 
the very best.”37

Recommendation 3: Congress Should Direct 
the Army to Establish an Additional Armored 
Brigade Combat Team (ABCT) by 2022. This 
additional abCT would be the 12th Regular army 
abCT, bringing the total of Regular army bCTs from 
31 to 32. In 2019, the army will only field 31 active 
brigade Combat Teams, 19 below the 50 we assess is 
required to meet a two-major-regional-contingency 
(MRC) requirement.38 Some critics question the need 
for a two-MRC force. The administration’s own 2018 
National Defense Strategy does not fully embrace a 
two-MRC construct, calling instead for a force capa-
ble of “defeating aggression by a major power; deter-
ring opportunistic aggression elsewhere; and disrupt-
ing imminent terrorist and WMD threats.”39 but the 
bipartisan National Defense Strategy Commission, 
composed of distinguished national security experts, 
unanimously concluded that “a two-war force sizing 
construct makes more strategic sense today than at 
any previous point in the post-Cold War era.”40

Furthermore, the National Defense Strategy 
does not explain how the u.S. could hope to “deter 

opportunistic aggression” without the ability to 
actually fight a second conflict. Thus the assessment 
by Heritage defense analysts remains that the army 
needs a two-MRC force of 50 bCTs, and should gradu-
ally increase its number of Regular army bCTs from 
31 to 32.

Recommendation 4: Congress Should Autho-
rize the Increase in Size of the Regular Army by 
5,000 soldiers to 492,500 soldiers in the 2020 
NDAA. In the 2019 NDaa, Congress authorized 
4,000 additional soldiers for the Regular army, bring-
ing the total authorized Regular army end strength 
to 487,500. The army National Guard remained 
unchanged at 343,500, and the army Reserve, at 
199,500. The 2020 NDaa should continue to increase 
the size of the Regular army in order to put it on a 
firm path to an adequately sized and ready force, and 
Congress should authorize more than 500,000 addi-
tional soldiers by 2022, the same year the army aims 
to have achieved its readiness goals.41

Recommendation 5: Congress Should Close-
ly Examine the Factors that Contribute to the 
Army’s and other service’s inability to attract 
volunteers. Congress should then increase targeted 
incentives for volunteering for military service.

Recommendation 6: Congress Should Con-
vene a Hearing on Recruiting Problems and 
Demand Detailed Recommendations from the 
DOD to Increase the Effectiveness of Recruiting 
Programs. Recruiting sufficient volunteers to meet 
this higher end strength will not be easy. In 2018, 
the army fell short of its recruiting goals by 6,500 
recruits. While record-low unemployment does make 
recruiting more difficult, that is far from the only rea-
son for the shortfall. Today 71 percent of americans 
ages 17 to 24 are ineligible for military service due to 
obesity, poor health, or lack of a high school diploma.42 
Propensity and willingness to serve is also declining, 
perhaps in part due to a growing distance between 
the u.S. military and the american public. Congress 
should be concerned that the challenge that the army 
had in achieving its recruiting goals in 2018 is the pro-
verbial “canary in the coal mine” that might signal the 
beginning of an ever increasingly difficult period for 
military recruiting overall.

Recommendation 7: In the Face of Anticipat-
ed Industry Pushback, Congress Should Under-
write the Army’s Funding Cuts for Legacy Plat-
form Upgrades and Other Program Decrements 
in Favor of Investments in Next Generation 
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Technology. Turning to modernization programs, 
the army has implemented several changes to deliv-
er a modernized force. The activation of the army 
Futures Command on august 24, 2018, was perhaps 
the most visible of these changes.43 The intent behind 
the army Futures Command is to achieve better 
unity of command and execution for army modern-
ization. The army has also established six modern-
ization priorities and nine cross-functional teams to 
manage these priorities.

To its credit, the army has also reportedly moved 
$25 billion for the next five years (2020 through 2024) 
from lower-priority programs, which are not focused 
on the six modernization priorities, to higher-priority 
programs, such as long-range precision-fire systems.44 
These cuts of roughly $4 billion to $5 billion per year 
in existing lower-priority programs are likely to 
cause immediate industry consternation and subse-
quent congressional concern. To find these amounts 
of money, the army will likely have had to cut into 
large programs, such as the combat vehicle upgrades 
(abrams M1a2 SepV3, bradley a2a4, and armored 
Multipurpose Vehicle) and helicopter modernization 
(Chinook CH-47F and blackhawk uH-60M). addi-
tionally, the army will not be able to enter into pro-
curement for any of its new systems—long-range pre-
cision-fire systems, next-generation combat vehicles, 
or Future Vertical Lift (the plan for helicopter devel-
opment)—until 2021 at the earliest. Thus there will be 
the near-term pain of program cuts and eliminations, 
without the immediate procurement of new systems 
to compensate for the losses in work.

Recommendation 8: Congress Should Autho-
rize the Accelerated Procurement of No Fewer 
than 4,000 Joint Light Tactical Vehicles (JLTVs) 
in 2020 for the Army. because of the anticipated 
shift in army modernization from procurement of 
legacy upgrades to next-generation systems, this Spe-
cial Report does not contain recommendations on 
quantities of major platforms for procurement in the 
2020 NDaa, except for the JLTV. The JLTV is achiev-
ing success and meeting all milestones, and is urgently 
needed by the army and the Marine Corps. a full-rate 
production decision on the JLTV is expected in 2019.45 
Congress should continue its strong support for this 
program. Despite the fact that the army Procurement 
Objective is currently 49,099 JLTVs in its 2019 bud-
get request, the army only projected procuring 3,035 
JLTVs in 2020.46 at this rate, it will take 16 years to 
complete the program, an unacceptably long time.

The Navy. The increased funding that Congress 
provided in Fy 2017 and Fy 2018 allowed the Navy to 
support greater surface-ship operational proficiency; 
ship and aviation depot maintenance; aviation spares; 
and flying hours, and to purchase additional ships and 
aircraft to increase fleet size. The Navy has also done 
a good job of increasing its end strength to support a 
growing fleet, as well as correcting manning short-
falls on its ships.

although these larger defense appropriations have 
already helped to turn the tide of Navy readiness and 
modernization, it will take years to restore complete 
readiness, and decades to increase fleet capacity and 
field the new capabilities needed to execute the 2018 
National Defense Strategy. Rebuilding a Navy capable 
of winning this new long-term strategic competition 
requires a balance of resources to fund new ships and 
aircraft, sustain research and development (R&D) fund-
ing to properly mature and field new capabilities, improve 
readiness through more training and maintenance, and 
increase personnel and infrastructure to properly sup-
port the current and much bigger future fleet.

as the recently released report from the National 
Defense Strategy Commission recommends: “The 
united States needs a larger force than it has today if 
it is to meet the objectives of the strategy…. The Navy 
must expand its submarine fleet and dramatically 
recapitalize and expand its military sealift forces.”47 
The Fy 2018 NDaa established a fleet of “not fewer 
than 355 battle force ships,”48 as the official u.S. policy 
coupled with the Navy’s recent fleet readiness issues 
also point to the need for a much larger and more 
capable fleet.

even with the additional readiness funding pro-
vided by Congress, and the additional 1,778 public 
shipyard workers hired in Fy 2018, the number of 
days of depot maintenance delays for aircraft carri-
ers, surface ships, and submarines all increased in 
Fy 2018.49 admiral John Richardson, Chief of Naval 
Operations, testified before the Senate armed Ser-
vices Committee that it would take until 2021 or 2022 
to restore fleet readiness to an “acceptable” level, and 
that the continued lack of “stable and adequate fund-
ing” would delay these efforts.50

The reality of the time required to modernize 
aging public shipyards, hire and train new ship-
yard workers, and reduce the backlog of ship depot 
maintenance while addressing current maintenance 
demands dictates that there is no “quick fix” solution 
to Navy readiness.
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Recommendation 9: Increase the Navy’s End 
Strength. The Navy successfully recruited 6,000 
personnel in Fy 2018, and surpassed its end strength 
goal of 327,900. The Navy must still add more than 
14,900 additional sailors by Fy 2023 to meet the per-
sonnel demands of expanding the fleet to 355 ships 
and eliminating manning gaps. a recent study by the 
Government accountability Office (GaO) found that, 
even with the efforts to reduce insufficient manning 
on its ships, the sailors on u.S. Navy ships based in 
Japan still work more than 100 hours a week to meet 
all their watch-standing, maintenance, and training 
requirements.51 Congress should therefore authorize 
the Navy to increase its end strength by an additional 
5,000 sailors in Fy 2020 to a size of 340,400.

Recommendation 10: Increase Fleet Size and 
Acquire 11 New Ships in FY 2020. The Navy’s fleet 
size, currently at 287 ships, remains significantly 
below the Navy’s revised fleet requirement of 355 
ships, as well as Heritage defense analysts’ 400-ship, 
two-MRC recommendation.52 On November 27, 2018, 
assistant Secretary of the Navy for Research, Devel-
opment and acquisition James Geurts testified that 
the Navy’s shipbuilding plan, coupled with service-life 
extensions of the entire class of Arleigh Burke destroy-
ers, will accelerate achieving a 355-ship Navy from 
the 2050s to the year 2034.53 Congress should autho-
rize and fully fund the acquisition of 11 battle force 
ships in Fy 2020: two block V Virginia-class attack 
submarines; two Flight III Arleigh Burke-class guid-
ed-missile destroyers; the first future frigate FFG(X); 
one San Antonio-class Flight II amphibious ship; two 
Lewis-class oilers; one expeditionary sea base; and 
two towing, salvage, and rescue ships. This number 
would provide one ship above the Navy’s shipbuilding 
plan for Fy 2020, and would leverage industrial-base 
capacity to help reduce the logistic ship deficit.

Recommendation 11: Increase Naval Avia-
tion Capacity—Navy Must Have 10 Operational 
Carrier Air Wings by 2025. Congress should fully 
fund and authorize the acquisition of the following 
manned and unmanned aircraft in Fy 2020: 16 F-35C 
Joint Strike Fighters, 24 F/a-18e/F strike fighters, 
four e-2D airborne early warning aircraft, nine P-8a 
maritime patrol aircraft, and three MQ-4C Triton 
maritime surveillance aircraft. In addition, Con-
gress should fully fund the engineering, manufactur-
ing, and development of the MQ-25 carrier-launched 
unmanned refueling aircraft prototype to ensure that 
it meets the Navy’s goal of first flight in 2021.

Recommendation 12: Maximize Shipyard 
Capacity to Eliminate the Attack Submarine 
Maintenance Backlog. even with the additional 
funding for maintenance in Fy 2017 and Fy 2018, 
attack submarines suffered an increased number of 
days of maintenance delays in Fy 2018. Public ship-
yards will be unlikely to meet the demands of ship 
depot maintenance for the next several years. The 
Navy has stated that it is developing a 30-year ship 
repair and modernization plan to more effectively 
forecast and efficiently schedule ship maintenance.54 
The Navy should therefore work with private ship-
yards to plan additional depot maintenance avail-
abilities in Fy 2020 to most efficiently balance the 
demands of submarine maintenance and construc-
tion of new submarines.

Recommendation 13: Fund Service-Life Exten-
sions for Six Additional Attack Submarines. Vice 
admiral William Merz testified before the Senate 
armed Services Committee on November 27 that the 
Navy is evaluating the potential for an additional six 
Los Angeles-class submarine service-life extensions 
using available reactor cores beyond the one fund-
ed in Fy 2019.55 assistant Secretary of the Navy for 
Research, Development and acquisition James Geurts 
recently testified that “the most looming shortfall 
in terms of capacity is in attack submarines.”56 The 
Navy’s requirement for attack submarines is 66, 
yet the current fleet only has 51 attack submarines. 
extending the life of an additional six submarines 
would change the valley of the attack submarine force 
from 42 in 2028 to 45 in 2026.57 The Navy and Con-
gress should fund the service-life extension of a second 
Los Angeles-class attack submarine in Fy 2020, and 
develop a plan to refuel an additional five Los Angeles-
class submarines over the next 10 years depending on 
public and private shipyard capacity.

Recommendation 14: Provide Funding for 
the Columbia-Class Ballistic Missile Submarine 
Program. Congress and the DOD should provide 
the Navy with funding for advanced procurement 
and R&D for the Columbia-class ballistic missile 
submarine to ensure that the nation’s number one 
priority defense program remains on schedule for its 
first strategic deterrent patrol in 2031. Providing the 
Navy with additional shipbuilding funding would also 
prevent the Columbia-class program from adversely 
affecting the Navy’s ability to build other much-need-
ed ships, such as combat fleet logistics ships, frigates, 
and attack submarines.
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Recommendation 15: Fully Fund the Navy’s 
Shipyard Optimization Plan. The Navy’s ship-
yard optimization plan is a 20-year plan for public-
shipyard-infrastructure modernization to improve 
obsolete dry docks and production-facilities condi-
tions and layout, and to replace aging equipment.58 
This modernization is critical to reducing current 
ship maintenance backlogs as well as meeting the 
maintenance needs of a much larger future fleet. 
The estimated cost for the Navy is approximately 
$21 billion over 20 years, well above the Navy’s his-
torical infrastructure budget, and will negatively 
affect other readiness and acquisition programs if 
the Navy does not receive additional funding in Fy 
2020 and beyond.

Recommendation 16: Fund Naval Aviation 
Maintenance to 100 Percent of the Requirement. 
The Navy was only able to support aviation mainte-
nance at 92 percent of the projected requirement in 
Fy 2019 due to limited spare parts and a too-small 
maintenance workforce. The Secretary of Defense 
tasked the Navy with achieving 80 percent strike-
fighter-squadron mission-capable readiness by the 
end of Fy 2019. even with implemented improve-
ments to the Navy’s aviation enterprise in Fy 2018, 
which have resulted in F/a-18 Hornet readiness 
levels increasing from 31 percent in 201759 to a mis-
sion-capable rate of 49 percent by December 2018,60 
achieving the Secretary of Defense’s 80 percent mis-
sion capable goal by the end of the fiscal year will be 
a significant challenge. The Navy must plan and fund 
aviation maintenance to 100 percent of the projected 
requirement in Fy 2020 and beyond to achieve and 
maintain acceptable strike fighter force readiness.

Recommendation 17: Fully Fund Research and 
Development. Congress should fully fund the R&D 
required in Fy 2020 to complete initial design studies 
to support contract awards for the following new ship 
classes in Fy 2023: Large Surface Combatant, Large 
unmanned Surface Vehicle, Future Small auxiliary, 
and Future Large auxiliary (common hull auxilia-
ry multi-mission platform). additionally, Congress 
should ensure that the Navy fully funds the develop-
ment and fielding of critical new weapons capabilities, 
such as an offensive hypersonic missile, the Surface 
Navy Laser Weapon System, the Snakehead Large 
Displacement unmanned undersea Vehicle, the Orca 
extra-Large unmanned undersea Vehicle, the MQ-25 
Stingray unmanned aerial Refueling aircraft, and 
the electromagnetic railgun. These new capabilities 

are crucial for addressing the growing threats from 
similar weapons systems that strategic competitors, 
such as China and Russia, are fielding. The Chief of 
Naval Operations’ “Design for Maintaining Maritime 
Superiority, Version 2.0”61 has tasked the fleet with 
fielding several of these new capabilities no later than 
2025.62 If this deadline is to be met, Congress will 
need to fully fund the R&D phase of these systems.

The Marine Corps. Like the other services, the 
Marine Corps is under immense budgetary pressure 
to balance the multiple demands of current readiness, 
sustain repeated operational rotations with a smaller 
force, modernize or replace its aging equipment, and 
prepare for the future. It is well short of the size it 
needs to be to handle historically consistent opera-
tional tasks, much less the new requirements that 
have arisen, such as its contributions to the Marine 
Corps Forces Special Operations Command (MaR-
SOC)—nearly 3,000 Marines—and the establish-
ment of Marine Corps Forces Cyberspace Command 
(MaRFORCybeR).

an increase in funding for the Marine Corps 
enabled it to make gains in readiness: reducing 
backlogged maintenance, replenishing inventories 
of parts, and returning broken equipment to opera-
tional status that helped units and individuals, such 
as pilots, to do more training. The budget for Fy 2019 
should sustain needed levels of support. It will be 
vitally important for the 2020 NDaa to continue this 
trend, since readiness in particular is fragile (it must 
constantly be attended to), and force competency and 
capacity depends on a stable flow of funding.

Recommendation 18: Increase Marine Corps 
End Strength. at present, the Corps remains too 
small for the tasks assigned to it. Its operating forc-
es are still dealing with a deployment-to-dwell ratio 
of approximately 1 to 2, meaning seven months 
deployed and 14 months at home. This wears out the 
force, both personnel and equipment. The Marine 
Corps currently has an authorized end strength of 
186,100—which should be increased over time to a 
minimum of 194,000, and ideally to just over 200,000 
(in 2011, it was 202,000). The Corps has stated that 
it can responsibly increase the service by an addi-
tional 3,000 Marines per year and it should do so in 
2020.63 The increase would amount to an authorized 
end strength of 189,100 in 2020. a larger Corps will 
make it possible to reduce the current deployment 
burden; decrease high operational usage for any one 
piece of equipment or individual, thus extending the 
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life of the item or person; and enable proper train-
ing, education, and preparation that ensures greater 
resilience of the force.

Further, growth of new capabilities, such as MaR-
SOC and MaRFORCybeR, under the funding ceiling 
imposed by the bCa has come at the expense of stan-
dard operational units, such as infantry battalions 
(which numbered 27 for many years but have fallen 
to 24) and aviation squadrons, worsening the deploy-
ment burden borne by the fewer remaining units.

Recommendation 19: Fully Fund Marine 
Corps Modernization Programs. Congress should 
fully fund key modernization programs, such as for 
the amphibious Combat Vehicle (aCV) intended to 
augment (and eventually replace) the Vietnam-era 
assault amphibious Vehicle (aaV), and the Corps’ 
aviation Modernization Plan, for which the 2020 
NDaa should include the funding needed to acceler-
ate procurement of F-35 and CH-53K aircraft. The 
aCV program is finally underway with a contractor 
selected this past summer to produce the aCV 1.1. 
This should receive Congress’s full support, as the 
aaV is approaching half a century in age; in fact, the 
Corps decided to stop a survivability enhancement 
program for the aaV, determining that funding would 
be better used for the aCV.64

For its aviation portfolio, the Corps’ decision to 
pursue an all-F-35 fleet meant that it declined to join 
the Navy in purchasing the Super Hornet, the latest 
version of the F/a-18, leaving it with rapidly aging 
Hornets and increasing the importance of fielding 
the F-35 as quickly as possible. Similarly, the Corps’ 
ability to move and sustain ground forces that have 
become heavier due to the evolving need for addi-
tional armor on the modern battlefield means the 
CH-53K is now essential for battlefield mobility. The 
2020 NDaa should account for both conditions—
modern aviation assets in both fixed and rotary 
wing fleets—in its support of Marine Corps warf-
ighting capabilities.

Recommendation 20: Examine Marine Corps 
Air Defense Capabilities. The Marine Corps has 
minimal short-range air defense capabilities, large-
ly limited to two battalions of air defense units that 
employ the FIM-92 Stinger, a short-range/low-alti-
tude, man-portable, surface-to-air missile that can 
also be employed from various vehicle-mounted sys-
tems. This minimal capability has not been a problem 
since the end of the Cold War, as u.S. military engage-
ments dealt with irregular and terrorist opponents 

who lacked any offensive air capabilities. but as the 
National Defense Strategy has highlighted, the mili-
tary must prepare itself for potential combat against 
major powers that will field advanced offensive air 
forces. The 2020 NDaa should include a provision 
that calls on the Marine Corps to explain how it 
intends to protect its forces from such threats.

Recommendation 21: Investigate Marine 
Corps Airborne Electronic Warfare Capabilities. 
With the ea-6b Prowler completing its last opera-
tional deployment in November 2018,65 the Marine 
Corps has no organic electronic warfare aircraft and 
will have to rely on the u.S. Navy’s ea-18G Growlers. 
The National Defense Strategy makes the case that 
the return of great power competition will require 
the u.S. military to prepare for combat against major 
states with the full range of modern warfighting capa-
bilities; this will include advanced electronic warfare 
and the use of platforms, weapons, and systems that 
exploit the electromagnetic spectrum for both offense 
and defense. The 2020 NDaa should include a provi-
sion that calls on the Corps to explain how it intends 
to provide sufficient electronic warfare support com-
parable to what was provided by the ea-6b.

Recommendation 22: Assess Marine Corps 
Operational Concepts in Relationship to Mod-
ernization Programs. The Marine Corps regularly 
publishes its thinking on future combat and implica-
tions for the tactics, techniques, organizations, and 
capabilities (usually manifested in equipment and 
how it will be used) it will need to succeed on future 
battlefields. The Marine Corps Operating Concept,66 
Littoral Operations in a Contested environment,67 
and expeditionary advanced base Operations68 all 
posit a combat environment that will feature oppo-
nents wielding advanced military capabilities (weap-
ons, sensors, and platforms across all domains and 
energy spectrums) and thus require the Corps to 
operate more dispersed, with less signature, and more 
nimbly.69 This implies that Marine Corps acquisition 
programs and capability portfolios will likely need 
to change. However, current programs and portfo-
lios were initiated years ago and do not seem to have 
been influenced by the Corps’ new thinking. The 2020 
NDaa should include a provision that calls for the 
Corps to explain how its new concepts are affecting, 
or will affect, its program going forward.

Recommendation 23: Call on the Corps 
to Explain Alignment of Marine Corps Con-
cepts and Efforts with the Navy’s Shipbuilding 
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Program. as noted in the Recommendation 23, the 
Corps is developing new concepts that have substan-
tial implications for the capabilities it will need in the 
coming years—especially those fielded by the u.S. 
Navy. These include the ships, at-sea and ship-to-
shore connectors, and supporting aviation platforms 
(manned and unmanned) and weapons systems that 
the Navy will use to support Marine Corps operations 
in a naval campaign.

The Navy’s 30-year shipbuilding plan70 is heavily 
skewed toward aircraft carriers, destroyers, and sub-
marines, though it does include plans for a 38-ship 
amphibious fleet. However, the amphibious ships are 
large, multifunctional platforms that are nearly iden-
tical to those that have been acquired since the 1980s, 
albeit with more modern systems. The 2020 NDaa 
should include a provision calling upon the Marine 
Corps to explain how it is working with the Navy to 
develop the naval capabilities needed to execute the 
concepts it is developing, and the extent to which cur-
rent Navy aviation and shipbuilding programs reflect 
such planning.

The Air Force. During the air Force association’s 
2018 annual conference, Secretary of the air Force 
Heather Wilson announced the results of a study 
to determine how large the air Force needs to be in 
order to meet a National Defense Strategy that directs 
the services to prepare for strategic competition 
with China and Russia.71 The study revealed that the 
service needs 74 additional operational squadrons, 
including at least 15 additional tankers, 50 bombers, 
182 fighters, and 210 refueling aircraft than it cur-
rently has in its inventory. When asked if any of these 
aircraft would be legacy platforms, such as fourth-
generation fighters, Secretary Wilson responded that 
the new aircraft would be fifth-generation fighter and 
bombers and the KC-46.

While the specifics of that study have yet to be 
revealed, few could rightly question the capacity and 
capability shortfalls spelled out by Secretary Wilson. 
Filling the cockpits of those aircraft will require at 
least 900 additional pilots who are currently not on 
the air Force roster. Couple that with the 2,000-
pilot shortfall the service is now experiencing, and a 
picture of the lagging nature of every other training 
pipeline for almost every air Force specialty comes 
into view. as the air Force moves to fill the airframe 
capacity shortfall, it must find ways to grow, acceler-
ate, or compress respective training pipelines to meet 
the needs spelled out by the Secretary.

Recommendation 24: Increase Air Force End 
Strength in FY 2020 by 4,000 to 333,100. New 
airmen billets will be filled as recruiting capacity and 
training pipelines expand, but graduation rates across 
the spectrum of air Force career fields need to accel-
erate to meet the need.

Gaining the end strength required to manifest 
the Secretary’s vision is critically important and, in 
light of the u.S. army falling short of its 2018 requit-
ing goal, it must be done methodically. yet, if the air 
Force is to be ready for a full-out war with a near-peer 
competitor in the 2020s, accepting further delay in 
accelerating the pipeline for most career fields can no 
longer be tolerated. In 2021, the air Force should be 
further increased to 337,100 airmen,72 and to 350,000 
by 2025.73

Recommendation 25: Institute Flying-Hour 
Contracts with Operational and Training Wings 
in FY 2020 that Increase Flying Hours by at Least 
20 Percent Above FY 2019 Numbers. Flying-hour 
contracts set a specific number of flying hours that 
each wing must fly during a fiscal year—a contract 
that wing commanders and their subordinate mainte-
nance commanders must fulfill. years of underfund-
ing during sequestration, coupled with emphasis on 
the maintenance level of warfighting units caused 
the air Force to abandon these contracts. They were 
replaced with flexible and easier-to-reach flying-hour 
goals, with the understanding that most wings would 
fail to meet them. The new contracts must stretch the 
manpower and materiel assets of each wing—and 
respective commander evaluations should be based 
on fulfilling those contracts.

The Secretary of Defense’s direction to increase 
aircraft mission-ready rates from as low as ~40 per-
cent to 80 percent is an important first step in bring-
ing units up to an acceptable standard.74 The second 
half of that equation is giving pilots enough training 
time in the air to be fully prepared for high-threat, 
high-intensity combat operations. Delivering flying 
hours at an increased rate will also expand the expe-
rience base of pilots in operational and training units 
more rapidly. Once these individuals become more 
experienced, they can move on to more senior roles, 
expanding the training pipelines. expanding training 
opportunities will also aid in the absorption of indi-
viduals exiting those accelerated training pipelines.

Recommendation 26: Cut the Duration of Pilot 
Training, Introduction to Fighter Fundamen-
tals, and All Aircrew Replacement Training by 
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20 Percent, and Increase the Number of Annual 
Training Classes by a Commensurate Level by 
the End of FY 2020. The army air Corps graduated 
249 pilots from a 12-month flight school in 1939. With 
war on the horizon, the army compressed the dura-
tion of flight school from 12 months to 10 months in 
1939, and to seven months in 1940.75

While wartime demands forced some sacrifices in 
training to get the course down to seven months, most 
every course within the current air Force training 
pipeline has timelines that can be compressed with-
out sacrificing quality. and quality needs to rise.

The quality of the current pilot training curriculum 
has been in question for several years due to gradua-
tion rates that defy historic thresholds for quality.76 
between July 1939 and august 1945, the army air 
Corps flying school graduated 193,440 pilots, and 
failed approximately 124,000 cadets.77 as the air Force 
increases the number of training classes with the goal 
of increasing the overall number of graduates for each 
specialty, it should re-integrate screening in line with 
the expectations of a high-end conflict on the horizon.

Recommendation 27: Increase F-35A Acqui-
sition by 12 Jets in FY 2020, and Increase Jet 
Acquisition by 20 Percent Annually Until an 
Annual Rate of 100 F-35As Is Accepted by the 
Air Force. This increased production rate should 
be commensurate with flying-hour increases and 
pilot-training increases. The current F-35a deliv-
ery schedule tops out at 60 jets per year in 2026, and 
the total purchase of 1,763 will not be fulfilled until 
the year 2048—nearly 30 years from now. even if the 
purchase were reduced to a total of 1,260 F-35as, the 
air Force would not receive the last jet until 2037—18 
years from now. The air Force needs to get the F-35 
to the flight lines as quickly as it can.

Recommendation 28: Curtail the Light Attack 
Aircraft (LAA) Competition, and Forgo Any 
Move to Acquire New Fourth-Generation Plat-
forms. If actualized, the Laa competition will end 
with an award for the production of approximately 
179 close-air support/light attack aircraft, costing 
the air Force between $3.2 billion and $4.5 billion.78 
The aircraft is designed for a slow, low threat environ-
ment, and carries limited ordnance capacity, mak-
ing it not worth that amount of money, particularly in 
light of the small mission set it could fill. The competi-
tion should end with a contract for a handful of Laa 
aircraft purchased to support training requirements 
of partner nations.

Cost is driving a discussion within the Office of Sec-
retary of Defense for the Services, particularly the air 
Force, to buy more than 200 fourth-generation plat-
forms. Here, even the cost argument is not viable, as 
most new fourth-generation fighters will cost more per 
airframe than the projected price of an F-35a. While 
one can argue the operating costs will be higher for the 
stealth fighter, none of the fourth-generation fighters 
in the discussion would survive to engage with air-to-
air missiles or deliver air-to-ground ordnance in any 
high-threat area. as the Secretary of the air Force has 
rightly put it, capacity is an issue—but that capacity 
shortfall must be filled with platforms that can thrive 
in and among the threats of today and tomorrow. Going 
backward simply does not make sense.

The Space Force
One of the key issues facing the Department of 

Defense will be the issue of outer space security. Much 
discussion has already arisen over the creation of a 
u.S. Space Force, the first new service proposed since 
the creation of the u.S. air Force in 1947.

because of the bifurcated responsibilities between 
the services and the combatant commands, there has 
been some uncertainty about the roles and responsi-
bilities of a Space Force. The services do not, in fact, 
fight america’s wars. The u.S. army, Navy, air Force, 
and Marine Corps do not commit divisions, warships, 
or squadrons, nor do they develop war plans. The ser-
vices organize, train, and equip the forces that the 
combatant commands (COCOMs), such as Central 
Command (CeNTCOM), responsible for the Middle 
east, or the Indo-Pacific Command (INDOPaCOM), 
responsible for the asian regions from the Pacific to 
the Indian Ocean, employ to fight wars.

Outer space has been part of the purview of Stra-
tegic Command (STRaTCOM), in part because of the 
importance of space-based early warning systems. 
STRaTCOM has had responsibility for both outer 
space and the cyber realm. Indeed, it inherited respon-
sibility for some cyber operations when it absorbed 
the u.S. Space Command in 2002, which itself had 
assumed responsibility for cyber operations in 2000.

It has become clear, however, that both outer 
space and the cyber realm will be major battlefields 
in future conflicts. This led to the separation of Cyber 
Command (CybeRCOM) as its own unified com-
mand in 2017,79 and will see the separation of space, 
and the (re)creation of the u.S. Space Command in 
the next year.



13

SPECIAL REPORT | NO. 208
FebRuaRy 6, 2019

 

Recommendation 29: Create an Indepen-
dent Space Force that Includes All Service and 
National Security Space Assets and Capabili-
ties. as a combatant command, u.S. Space Com-
mand, however, will still not have the authorities 
necessary to organize, train, and equip forces—the 
responsibility of a service. For the DOD to have that 
authority, it will be necessary for Congress to recon-
sider the organization of the DOD and the associated 
Title 10 authorities.

equally important, any Space Force will have to 
manage its human capital. In order to attract bright, 
young officers, a clear career path must be available 
to them, including opportunities to command forc-
es, which in turn will lead to promotions. It was the 
creation of such clear professional trajectories in the 
interwar period that helped make american carri-
er aviation and land-based air forces so effective in 
World War II.

What is clear, unfortunately, is that the u.S. 
military has not paid sufficient attention to how to 
approach the challenge of space when confronted with 
a peer competitor. Two decades of counterinsurgency, 
and a decade of fighting far-less-capable adversaries 
before that, have deeply eroded the skills and mental 
approaches necessary for confronting an enemy that 
can challenge the u.S. not only in the air and at sea, 
but also in outer space and information space. both 
congressional and presidential actions reflect the con-
cern that, in the event of a major power conflict, the 
u.S. military may find itself ill-prepared to contest, 
never mind control, the ultimate high ground.

Consequently, if an effective Space Force is to 
emerge, it must be oriented toward providing the u.S. 
with the ability to secure space dominance.80 This will 
mean bureaucratic streamlining—simply aggregating 
the current range of bureaucracies will not be enough. 
The Space Force should not be a space version of the 
Department of Homeland Security. It will also require 
a real focus on warfighting as a central mission, with 
careful attention to properly managing acquisition of 
forces and promotion of personnel, if it is to succeed.

Cyber Capabilities. The u.S. military’s techno-
logical edge is eroding—quickly. The u.S. now has 
peer-competitors in cyberspace and, as the Director 
of National Intelligence observed in the 2018 World 
Wide Threat assessment, “we remain concerned by 
the increasingly damaging effects of cyber operations 
and the apparent acceptance by adversaries of collat-
eral damage.”81 The 2020 NDaa needs to prioritize 

optimizing the DOD’s cyber strategy, authorities, and 
human capitol pipeline if the military is to thrive in 
the emerging national security environment.

Recommendation 30: Follow Through on 
the Cyber Solarium Commission. The 2019 
defense budget created the u.S. Cyber Solarium 
Commission,82 a commission of government and civil-
ian experts tasked with exploring alternative grand 
strategies for the united States in cyberspace. The 
commission is scheduled to submit its recommenda-
tions on September 1, 2019, and the DOD should be 
prepared to follow up on these findings. accordingly, 
the 2020 NDaa should contain a provision requir-
ing the Pentagon to develop a National Cyber Defense 
Strategy incorporating the research and relevant 
findings of the Cyber Solarium Commission within 
12 months of its submission to Congress.

Recommendation 31: Expand Special Opera-
tions Forces (SOF) Authorities to Perform Offen-
sive Cyber Operations. Currently, only Special Mis-
sion units regularly receive national-level support from 
the u.S. Intelligence Community for offensive cyber 
operations while theater special operations forces are 
routinely de-prioritized for this support and are explic-
itly prohibited from conducting offensive cyber opera-
tions. as the battlefield continues to digitize, however, 
this restriction unduly constrains the ability of Special 
Operations Forces to accomplish their mission, while 
simultaneously forcing them to accept elevated opera-
tional risk. These authorities should be reviewed.

Specifically, the 2020 NDaa should task the DOD 
with reviewing and with providing recommendations 
on what, if any, changes should be made to relevant 
sections of Title 10 and to any other relevant statute, 
authority, or policy.

Recommendation 32: Expand Acceptable Pro-
fessional Qualifications for Cyber Talent. Cyber 
talent in the united States is in high demand and in 
short supply. as the DOD seeks to fill its critical cyber 
workforce, it should accept non-traditional profes-
sional credentialing and schooling and thereby sig-
nificantly expand the talent pools from which it draws 
personnel. Specifically, cyber-related credentialing 
from so-called technology boot camps and massive 
online open courses (MOOCs) should be allowed as 
an alternative to traditional education requirements, 
provided that candidates meet the necessary tech-
nical standards. Further, the DOD should also allow 
military personnel to apply GI bill and related ben-
efits toward these cyber-related alternatives.
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Allies
a central cornerstone of american national securi-

ty is the united States’ network of allies. This network 
is extensive and requires consistent investment and 
proper communication. This section’s recommenda-
tions are focused on the u.S. posture toward allies 
and alliances.

Recommendation 33: Congress Should Remain 
Interested in Stationing Additional Forces in 
Europe, Particularly Poland. These forces should 
include an abCT and air defense and missile defense 
battalions and batteries.

Recommendation 34: Congress Should Con-
vene a Hearing on the Subject and Continue 
to Press for This Change in Global Posture. In 
terms of global posture, in the 2019 NDaa, Congress 
required the Secretary of Defense to submit a report 
by March 1, 2019, on the feasibility and advisability of 
permanently stationing additional forces in Poland.83 
Much of this section’s language focuses on the army. 
Nevertheless, permanently stationing additional 
forces in europe, especially in Poland, is an excellent 
means of reinforcing deterrence against opportun-
ism by the Russian Federation and, in the case of con-
flict, making available immediate forces to respond, 
without the need for flow from the united States. The 
last two european Command commanders have both 
advocated permanently stationed, versus rotational, 
forces.

Current u.S. basing structures in europe harken 
back to a time when Denmark, West Germany, and 
Greece represented the front lines of freedom. The 
security situation in europe has changed, and the u.S. 
should account for this shift by establishing a perma-
nent military presence in allied nations further east, 
including the baltic States and Poland.

The DOD is currently studying the feasibility of 
permanent basing in Poland, weighing the advantages 
of permanent versus rotational forces, and assessing 
potential basing sites. In addition, former Defense 
Secretary James Mattis has stated that the DOD is 
considering additional support elements, which any 
new permanent u.S. presence would require, stating: 
“you know it’s not just about a base, it’s about train-
ing ranges, it’s about maintenance facilities, all these 
kinds of things and a host of details you’ve got to study 
alongside.”84

The Polish government has committed to pro-
viding between $1.5 billion and $2 billion to cover 
the cost of a potential permanent u.S. presence in 

Poland.85 The u.S. already has a sizeable presence in 
Poland as the framework nation for the multination-
al battlegroup stationed in Orzysz, where nearly 800 
u.S. troops form the backbone of NaTO’s enhanced 
Forward Presence in Poland.86

The u.S. continues to invest heavily in rebuild-
ing infrastructure in europe, including $31 million 
to upgrade amari air base in estonia, $4 million at 
Lielvarde air base in Latvia, $3 million at Siauliai air 
base in Lithuania, and $4.1 million at Powidz air base 
and $14 million at Lask air base, both in Poland.87

Despite these significant investments, the u.S. 
continues to rely on rotational deployments in the 
baltic states and Poland. Permanent forces would 
provide a much greater deterrence value than rota-
tional troops. In November 2017, army Chief of Staff 
General Milley emphasized the value of ground forces 
in deterrence: “The air [and] maritime capabilities 
are very important, but I would submit that ground 
forces play an outsize role in conventional deterrence 
and conventional assurance of allies. because your 
physical presence on the ground speaks volumes.”88

In addition to providing greater deterrence value, 
permanently stationed forces in europe are better 
prepared, better able to hold exercises, build great-
er interoperability with allies, and are more cost-
effective. In addition, permanently stationed forces 
may foster increased morale as families need not be 
separated.89

as the u.S. continues to reassure allies in response 
to continued Russian aggression, establishing a per-
manent presence in eastern europe will send a strong 
signal that the u.S. remains committed to collec-
tive defense.

Recommendation 35: Ensure that NATO 
Retains Its Lead Role in European Defense Mat-
ters. In November, French President emmanuel 
Macron reiterated calls for the creation of a “true 
european army.”90 Despite assurances that a euro-
pean union army will complement rather than com-
pete with NaTO structures, the 2016 Global Strategy 
for the european union’s Foreign and Security Policy 
very clearly states an ambition of “strategic autonomy 
for the european union.”91 The establishment of an 
independent eu army will undermine transatlantic 
security, and will serve to decouple the united States 
from the legitimate interests it retains in a peaceful 
and secure european continent. as such, Congress 
should discontinue its reflexive support for european 
defense integration.
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The u.S. should continue to focus on advanc-
ing a “NaTO first” agenda, one that ensures ameri-
can engagement and influence in european-related 
defense matters. NaTO has been the cornerstone of 
transatlantic security for almost seven decades. It 
affords the u.S. a level of influence in the region com-
mensurate with the amount of troops, equipment, and 
funding the u.S. commits to europe.

The creation of duplicative eu structures, whether 
an unnecessary and expensive eu operational head-
quarters or the aspirational eu army, weakens NaTO. 
eu defense integration undermines NaTO by siphon-
ing off scarce resources from the alliance. any money 
spent on the eu’s Common Security and Defense 
Policy (CSDP) is less money that can be spent on 
NaTO. In addition, the veto power of six non-NaTO 
eu states (five of which are neutral), almost guar-
antees that any eu assets would not be available for 
NaTO operations.

The CSDP has not delivered increased mili-
tary capability for the u.S. or for NaTO. Rather, it 
competes with NaTO for scarce european defense 
resources. This in turn undermines NaTO—the 
ultimate guarantor of transatlantic security—a dan-
gerous proposition, especially in light of Russian 
aggression. u.S. allies in europe should focus on fix-
ing NaTO, and living up to their article III commit-
ments under the North atlantic Treaty “to maintain 
and develop their individual and collective capacity 
to resist armed attack.”92

Recommendation 36: Oppose the Development 
of Nord Stream II. The Nord Stream II pipeline proj-
ect that would connect Germany with Russia is nei-
ther economically necessary, nor is it geopolitically 
prudent. It is a political project to greatly increase 
european dependence on Russian gas, magnify Rus-
sia’s ability to use its european energy dominance as 
political trump card, and specifically undermine u.S. 
allies in eastern and Central europe.

German Chancellor angela Merkel acknowledged 
the political nature of the project in april.93 In 2017, 
Russia supplied 45 percent of German natural gas 
imports.94 u.S. opposition to Nord Stream II is having 
an impact; in September, Germany announced plans95 
to build a liquefied natural gas import terminal in an 
effort to address u.S. concerns over Nord Stream II, 
and to add diversification to the country’s gas supply.

While this decision is positive, it has not assuaged 
u.S. concerns. as Secretary of energy Rick Perry 
recently stated, “energy security in turn requires 

energy diversity. That is the reason we oppose the 
Nord Stream 2 project which would further increase 
the dangerous energy dependence many european 
nations have on the Russian federation.”96 Indeed, 
estimates are that if completed, Nord Stream II 
would help “concentrate 70–80 percent of Russian gas 
imports to europe in one Kremlin controlled route.”97

In addition, the project poses environmental and 
security risks, including allowing “Moscow to install 
undersea surveillance and monitoring equipment in 
the baltic Sea.”98 Nord Stream II will increase Russia’s 
economic and political leverage in europe and under-
mine security. Congress should continue its strong 
opposition to the pipeline project, and look for ways 
to hamper its financing and construction.

Recommendation 37: Oppose Treaties that 
Harm U.S. National Security. Congress should 
push the administration to promptly “unsign” the 
arms Trade Treaty (aTT) and reject the anti-Per-
sonnel Mine ban Convention (known as the Ottawa 
Convention) and the Convention on Cluster Muni-
tions (CMC). The aTT, the Ottawa Convention, and 
the CMC could have significant harmful effects on 
u.S. national security. The Senate has not provided 
its advice and consent to any of these treaties, the lat-
ter two have not been transmitted to the Senate, and 
none of them is in the u.S. national interest.

Arms Trade Treaty. The u.S. has not ratified the 
aTT, and a bipartisan majority of the Senate opposes 
its ratification on the grounds that it is vague, easily 
politicized, and could hinder the u.S. in fulfilling its 
commitments to provide arms to key allies. Many 
other leading arms-exporting and arms-importing 
countries also oppose the aTT, but despite its own 
assertion that any aTT that did not include all u.N. 
members would be “less than useless,” the Obama 
administration signed the aTT in 2013, and belat-
edly transmitted it to the Senate in December 2016.

Recommendation 38: Reject Funding for ATT 
Implementation. Congress should reiterate its pre-
vious rejections of funding to implement the aTT 
domestically, and should, in addition, prevent the aTT 
from being used as the basis for domestic prosecu-
tions, and require that the aTT ratification process 
include House and Senate implementing legislation. 
as of 2018, the u.S. paid more of the administrative 
budget for the aTT than any nation except Japan. 
Finally, Congress should condition the payment of 
fees to attend the aTT’s annual conferences of states 
parties by requiring that such fees not exceed the 
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amount reasonably required to pay the actual costs 
for attendance by the u.S. delegation, and are not used 
to cross-subsidize the aTT’s secretariat.

Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention. The 
u.S. has not ratified this convention and it has never 
been submitted to the Senate. u.S. anti-personnel 
landmines meet or exceed all relevant internation-
al standards, and the u.S. employs such landmines 
responsibly. Studies by the NaTO and other organiza-
tions confirm their military utility, and in 2014, the 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff stated that anti-
personnel landmines remain “an important tool in 
the arsenal of the armed forces of the united States.”99 
but in June 2014, the Obama administration banned 
their use outside the Korean peninsula.

In the 2017 NDa a, Congress prohibited the 
destruction of u.S. anti-personnel landmine stock-
piles before the DOD completes a comprehensive 
study on department policy on the use of landmines 
as required in the 2016 NDaa.100 This study should 
contain a 10-year inventory and cost projection for 
current stockpiles, a similar projection for replace-
ment munitions, and an assessment of the effects 
of the projected inventory on operational plans, as 
well as the briefing on the current state of R&D for 
operational alternatives to anti-personnel landmines 
required by the 2017 NDaa.

Recommendation 39: Prohibit the Destruc-
tion of Landmine Stockpiles. Congress should 
repeat the requirements and prohibitions contained 
in the 2017 NDaa, and should also ban funding for 
the destruction of existing stockpiles until the DOD 
certifies that the replacement of anti-personnel land-
mines by alternative munitions will not endanger u.S. 
or allied forces, or pose any operational challenges. 
Despite the fact that the study mandated in the 2016 
and 2017 NDaas has not been published, the 2018 and 
2019 NDaas contained no similar provisions.101

Cluster Munitions Convention (CMC). The 
u.S. has not ratified this convention, and it has never 
been submitted to the Senate. In 2009, Harold Koh, 
legal adviser to the Department of State, stated that 
the u.S. national security interest “cannot be fully 
ensured consistent with the terms of the CMC.”102 In 
2001, Secretary of Defense William Cohen stated that 
future u.S. cluster munitions would have a 99 percent 
or higher functioning rate, thus reducing the danger 
of unexploded ordnances. This policy also allowed 
u.S. forces to retain and use “legacy” cluster muni-
tions until replacement by more reliable models.

In 2008, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates stated 
that, after 2018, the u.S. would only use munitions 
with a functioning rate of 99 percent or higher. The 
only u.S. munition that meets this standard is the 
Cbu-105 Sensor Fused Weapon (SFW). The u.S. has 
not budgeted funds to purchase the SFW since 2007, 
and in 2016, its manufacturer—Textron—announced 
it would discontinue production of the SFW.

as of May 2017, Jim Shields, the army’s Program 
executive Officer (PeO) for ammunition, stated 
that the deadline creates “capability gaps that we are 
really concerned about.”103 as an interim measure, 
the u.S. army is purchasing Swedish munitions and 
is considering Israeli munitions, while developing the 
Guided Multiple Launch Rocket System alternative 
Warhead, which replaces the explosive sub-munitions 
in conventional cluster munitions with approximately 
160,000 preformed tungsten fragments. Shields noted 
that the u.S. has “initiated de-milling all of our cluster 
munitions, but we have put a hold on that because we 
don’t know what the current administration’s posi-
tion is with regard to the use of cluster munitions.”104

The CMC has also created serious problems for 
the F-35. The F-35 is intended to engage stationary 
and moving surface targets. When the F-35 was in 
development, it was going to use a cluster munition 
to achieve that objective. but then, as air Force Lieu-
tenant General Christopher bogdan, PeO for the F-35 
program, put it in april 2017: “The u.S., by treaty, is 
not allowed to use those weapons. So when that weap-
on left the inventory, we were left without a weapon 
that could hit moving targets.” While General bogdan 
is incorrect that the u.S. is not allowed by treaty to use 
these weapons, his larger implication is accurate: The 
effect of the CMC, which the u.S. has neither signed 
nor ratified, has been to significantly degrade the 
F-35 program, which is projected to cost over $400 
billion.105 Few enemies have imposed a heavier cost on 
the armed Forces of the united States than the CMC, 
a treaty backed almost entirely by u.S. allies, many of 
whom are partners in the F-35 program.

In late November 2017, the DOD announced a mod-
ification of the 2008 policy, which requires military 
departments to program for capabilities that meet 
the 99 percent standard while maintaining a stock-
pile of existing cluster munitions sufficient to meet 
operational needs. These stockpiles will not be demil-
itarized until sufficient quantities of munitions that 
meet the 99 percent standard are available. Finally, 
Combatant Commanders are now authorized in cases 
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of immediate warfighting need to accept transfers of 
cluster munitions that do not meet this standard, and 
to use these munitions in combat.

Recommendation 40: Ban the Destruction of 
Cluster Munitions. Congress should support the 
November 2017 policy by prohibiting the destruc-
tion of u.S. cluster munitions stockpiles, except if 
required for storage safety reasons, until the DOD 
completes a comprehensive study on these muni-
tions and Congress explicitly authorizes the DOD to 
resume its de-milling program. This study should 
assess the military utility of cluster munitions; pro-
vide an inventory of current stockpiles coupled with 
a study of past u.S. patterns of cluster-munitions use 
and an assessment of the effects of the closure of the 
SFW line; and assess the current state of R&D, acqui-
sition, and deployment of operational alternatives to 
conventional cluster munitions.

Internal DOD Operations
Reforming and refining how the DOD works has 

been a constant since its establishment. It is an effort 
that requires continuous attention and investment. 
Nonetheless, it has the important benefit of increas-
ing the value that the country gets for its defense dol-
lars and properly providing for the military. This sec-
tion’s recommendations focus on improvements and 
reforms to the DOD’s operations.

Recommendation 41: Establish Education 
Savings Accounts (ESAs) for Military-Connect-
ed Children. The federal government has a consti-
tutional duty to maintain a strong military force to 
ensure national defense. However, military families’ 
dissatisfaction with education options is a major 
impediment to retaining a strong military force. To 
the frustration of many military parents, most mili-
tary children are required to enroll in whichever pub-
lic school is closest to the military base, regardless 
of whether that school is a good fit. More than one-
third of families responding to a Military Times sur-
vey reported that “dissatisfaction with their child’s 
education was a significant factor in their decision to 
remain in or leave military service.”106

Military families, who already make many sacri-
fices, should not have to sacrifice their children’s edu-
cation, too. Service members already face an assign-
ment to a military base when they enroll in the armed 
Forces. empowering all families who serve with 
school choice would ensure that their children do 
not face mandatory assignment to the nearest district 

school. Providing military parents with eSas would 
allow them to find education options that are the right 
fit for their children, wherever their next assignment 
takes them. Indeed, eSas have garnered support from 
75 percent of active duty military families.107 More-
over, Congress can repurpose existing federal reve-
nue sources, such as Impact aid or other titles in the 
elementary and Secondary education act, to fund 
eSas for children of military families.108

eSas can improve education options for military 
children since they meet the unique needs of military 
families. Through an eSa, a portion of what would 
have been spent on a child in the public system goes 
directly to a parent-controlled savings account. Funds 
can then be used for private school tuition as well as 
education products, tutoring, education therapy, and 
online learning. education funds can even be rolled 
over from year to year and saved for college tuition. 
eSas give military families the option to enroll their 
children in the local school system or pursue a school 
of choice. Military eSas give parents the ability to 
make the best education choice for their children.109

Recommendation 42: Support the Seamless 
Integration of the National Technology and 
Industrial Base (NTIB). The 2017 NDaa required 
the Secretary of Defense to develop a plan to “reduce 
the barriers to the seamless integration” of the NTIb’s 
partners.110 The 2020 NDaa should support reforms 
that will make it easier for the u.S. to export defense 
technologies to its closest allies, such as the united 
Kingdom and australia. These should include allow-
ing all defense-related exports to be licensed to close 
allies absent a u.S. decision to refuse within a speci-
fied and limited time period, and the system-level 
licensing of such exports, which would allow the 
automatic and immediate export of follow-on parts, 
components, servicing, or technical plans. Canada is 
already rightly treated separately under u.S. law, and 
the Defense Secretary’s plan should reflect this fact 
and ensure that its exemption is updated to show the 
pending completion of export-control reform, and 
to remove any other impediments discovered in the 
course of preparing the plan.

Recommendation 43: Authorize Full Pay Rais-
es as Determined by the Employment Cost Index 
to Assist in Recruiting from a Shrinking Candi-
date Pool. Demographic trends and lower unem-
ployment rates mean that the DOD will have a more 
difficult time recruiting for the increasing armed 
Forces. adding to this problem is a growing number 
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of individuals between the ages of 17 and 24 who are 
physically or mentally ineligible for military service. 
The Center for Naval analyses estimates that only 29 
percent of americans in this age group are eligible for 
military service, based on recruitment practices and 
demographic trends.111

Recommendation 44: Reform Basic Allowance 
for Housing (BAH). Congress needs to reform the 
baH rules. The baH needs to be restored to its proper 
role of an allowance by requiring married military 
couples to share a single allowance, and by requir-
ing all service members to document their hous-
ing expenditures in order to receive the allowance. 
These changes would reduce costs and are completely 
appropriate. Congress should phase in a more accu-
rate housing allowance, since it is solely designed to 
help service members pay for accommodation. This 
allowance is not military compensation. Service 
members are not entitled to, nor should they have 
any expectation, that baH money they receive in 
excess of what they pay for housing can be retained 
as extra compensation.

Recommendation 45: Reduce Commis-
sary Subsidies and Combine Commissary and 
Exchange Systems. Congress should merge commis-
sary and exchange systems. The DOD operates two 
parallel, but similar, organizations for providing ser-
vice members and their families with access to goods 
and groceries. The commissaries provide groceries at 
cost plus 5 percent, which is only sustainable through 
an annual subsidy. In Fy 2018, Congress subsidized 
the commissaries at $1.4 billion.112 On the other hand, 
the military exchanges operate largely without sub-
sidies by passing appropriate costs on to the consum-
ers. Maintaining access to affordable groceries and 
goods is important for service members, particularly 
those stationed overseas or in remote locations. In the 
debates for the 2018 NDaa, Congress had a reporting 
requirement that would provide a cost-benefit analy-
sis and aim to reduce the operational costs of commis-
saries and exchanges by $2 billion. Congress should 
revisit the question and continue with reforms to the 
systems. This is especially important at a time when 
the GaO has found that the DOD does not properly 
measure the recruiting and retention benefits created 
by the systems.113

Recommendation 46: Authorize a New Round 
of Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC). Con-
gress should authorize a new round of bRaC. The 

DOD has assessed that it has more than 19 percent 
excess infrastructure that would be reduced through 
a bRaC.114 Further, Congress has mandated that the 
DOD study its excess capacity; that report is due with 
the 2021 budget.115 The report should serve as the 
starting point for a new round of bRaC, not as an 
excuse to delay the process even further. The excess 
capacity burdens taxpayers and the Department 
with unnecessary costs that would be better allo-
cated elsewhere in the budget. The DOD estimates 
that a new round of bRaC would save $2 billion in 
fixed costs.116

a new round of bRaC should set a target reduction 
goal to reduce the infrastructure by a percentage that 
Congress should determine. There are multiple ways 
in which Congress can change how a bRaC round 
develops to quash questions and doubts that lawmak-
ers might have.117 From establishing different criteria 
for installation assessments to dedicating full-time 
staff to bRaC and its studies, Congress and the DOD 
can work together to mitigate all the questions that 
have led to the rejection of a new round of bRaC.

Recommendation 47: Reject New “Buy Amer-
ican” Requirements. The DOD, like other federal 
agencies, has a limited budget on which it relies to 
support its mission. “buy american” is a great bum-
per sticker and political slogan, but it is bad economic 
and security policy.118 buy american requirements 
can artificially increase the costs of goods and servic-
es procured by the DOD, increasing the tax burden for 
americans and reducing the DOD’s overall purchas-
ing power and ability to procure goods that are essen-
tial for national defense. Not only are buy american 
laws unnecessary for most commercial goods, but 
ensuring that the DOD complies with these regula-
tions can be costly. budgeting policies should allow 
the DOD to readily source goods, especially items that 
are non-essential for military defense and are widely 
market-accessible.

buy american requirements, like other protec-
tionist measures, such as tariffs, harm the overall 
u.S. economy more than they help, as they can lead 
to higher costs and a decline in american innova-
tion. While it is the DOD’s mission to keep america 
secure, it is not the mission of the DOD to execute 
industrial policies. buy american advocates argue 
that DOD resources should subsidize u.S. industries 
and employment regardless of the price. It is also an 
attempt to shield local industries from competition.
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The 1933 buy american act sets a price preference 
for domestic products by requiring the DOD to add 
50 percent of the lowest foreign offer.119 after apply-
ing the additional 50 percent to the foreign offer, the 
DOD then determines which offer is the best value. 
Often the price preference ensures that the domestic 
producer will win the bid.120 This means that a project 
that could have cost the DOD $20 million could cost 
american taxpayers as much as $30 million before a 
foreign bid may be considered.

Purchases by the DOD under $3,000 have been 
exempt from the buy american act to allow for expe-
diency around regulatory compliance. Over the years, 
this threshold has steadily increased to $10,000, given 
the likely increase in compliance costs.

The DOD is also subject to the berry amendment, 
which restricts the DOD from using funds to purchase 
food, clothing, tents, and certain other goods unless 
the items are “entirely grown, reprocessed, reused, or 
produced within the united States.”121 The Defense 
Logistics agency has issued waivers for a number of 
goods, such as zipper components, gloves, fasteners, 
or sandbags, that are not 100 percent domestically 
sourced material.122 Still, the DOD continues to go 
through multiyear review processes to find domestic 
sources for footwear and other items that are widely 
available internationally.

according to the Inspector General’s report, the 
DOD has trouble complying with Washington’s buy 
american requirements.123 DOD contracting per-
sonnel did not comply with 40 of 109 contracts that 
were subject to the berry amendment, nor with 41 of 
171 contracts that were subject to buy american act 
requirements. In total, $214.4 million of $610 million 
in procurement, roughly one-third of the contracts, 
were not buy american compliant and required all 
military services and the Defense Logistics agency 
to modify these contracts.

The same goes for expanding buy america to our 
strategic allies. From a national security perspective, 
the DOD already has the authority and flexibility to 
avoid relying on potential adversaries for critical 
resources or capabilities. Free and open competition 
among friendly countries will produce the best prod-
ucts and best prices, and ensure that america’s ser-
vice members overseas receive the supplies they need 
when they need them.

Recommendation 48: Lift the Moratorium on 
Public–Private Competition. under pressure from 

federal employee unions since 2012, Congress has 
prohibited competition between public and private 
organizations for the more cost-effective services for 
the u.S. government. This moratorium even extends 
to public–public competition, which leads to situa-
tions, for instance, where the municipality in which a 
base is located may not offer its services to the instal-
lation. DOD-specific competition remains prohibited 
per section 325 of the 2010 NDaa.124

yet even critics will admit that “competition is 
the greatest single driver of performance and cost 
improvement.”125 The RaND Corporation has esti-
mated that opening support services for the mili-
tary to private competition could result in savings 
of between 30 percent and 60 percent.126 The com-
mon criticism levied against such competition is 
that the process has not been updated and has yield 
problems for both government and the private sec-
tor.127 This is more reason for Congress to revisit Cir-
cular a-76 and make the necessary updates to allow 
implementation.128

Recommendation 49: Exempt the DOD from 
the Davis–Bacon Act. Congress should exempt 
the DOD from Davis–bacon requirements to ensure 
that military construction projects are as afford-
able as possible. The Davis–bacon act requires that 
construction contractors pay prevailing wages when 
working on projects for the federal government. The 
increased cost of construction is significant for the 
DOD, which requested $10.5 billion for construc-
tion projects in Fy 2019.129 The prevailing wage rates 
used by the government bear no resemblance to actu-
al market wages. as a result, the Davis–bacon act 
increases the cost of federally funded construction 
by 9.9 percent.130

Recommendation 50: Increase Use of Perfor-
mance-Based Logistics (PBL). Congress should 
incentivize and enable the broader use of PbL 
throughout the acquisition process. The DOD should 
increase the use of PbL in weapon-systems mainte-
nance and sustainment. It is estimated that these 
arrangements could save between $9 billion and $32 
billion a year. 131 PbL is an arrangement in which the 
contractor is responsible for a larger portion of the 
support throughout the life cycle of the product. Thus, 
instead of having a contract that is associated with the 
delivery of a platform, it is associated with the proper 
functioning of said platform.132 It serves to align the 
contractors’ interests with the DOD in maintaining 
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the readiness of platforms. PbL is both DOD policy 
and a priority for product support solutions and it is 
estimated that it saves between 5 percent and 20 per-
cent of contract costs.133

Recommendation 51: Congress Should Direct 
the Pentagon to Provide a Report Listing Poten-
tial Changes to Streamline the Audit and to 
Focus on the Areas of Highest Payoff. On Novem-
ber 15, 2018, the Pentagon announced that it had 
“failed” its financial audit—the first it ever had to 
undergo.134 To be more accurate, the auditors gave 
the Pentagon a “disclaimer” on their books, meaning 
they were unable to render an opinion because the 
records were insufficiently available or maintained. 
For decades, the Pentagon has struggled to comply 
with the law, which requires it to undergo an audit.135 
and, the struggle is real, and it is related to the size 
and history of the DOD.

The DOD is the largest of all federal departments. 
It has more than $2.7 trillion in assets and more than 
2 million people spread over the globe. The nation’s 
military is 243 years old, and it was not built for audit-
ability. It was constructed incrementally over time to 
win wars, and today finds itself composed of a multi-
tude of overlapping and diverse financial and inven-
tory systems and processes.

Pentagon Comptroller David Norquist estimated 
that, in 2018 the audit will cost $918 million; $367 mil-
lion in direct costs and $551 million to fix the prob-
lems the audit finds. That is a small fraction of the 
DOD’s 2018 budget of $700 billion, but still enough 
to buy nine F-35 jet fighters.

There is a widespread, but misplaced, belief in 
Congress that the financial audit of the DOD will 
identify large areas of waste or fraud; yet the audit 
experiences of other federal agencies and private cor-
porations largely do not support that expectation.136

There are better methods to reduce waste or inef-
ficiency, such as “waste audits” or zero-based budget-
ing techniques. Further, many of the audit require-
ments imposed on private corporations make little 
sense when applied to the DOD. an example of the 
illogic of the financial audit construct as applied to 
the DOD is the requirement to report precisely the 
value of all $2.4 trillion worth of its tangible assets, 
including decades-old equipment, like M113 armored 
personnel carriers purchased in the 1970s, and build-
ings constructed hundreds of years ago. This makes 
sense in the private sector, not for the DOD.

Clearly, the Pentagon should be held account-
able for the funds with which it is entrusted. No one 
is arguing for a “free pass” for the DOD. but since 
the Pentagon downplayed the importance of the 
audit for so many years, it now is in an unfavorable 
position to take the lead in advocating changes in 
the requirements.

To make the audit more effective, then, Congress 
must take the lead. Lawmakers must engage with the 
Pentagon and, together with the Federal accounting 
Standards advisory board, implement commonsense 
changes to the audit. For example, Congress could 
remove non-value-added areas, such as balance-
sheet valuation and accounting for the existence and 
completeness of major military equipment—an area 
in which no problems were found in the 2018 audit.

Recommendation 52: Create a Pilot Program 
to Roll Over Unused Funds. Congress should 
authorize a program that allows the DOD to roll over 
unused funding to the next fiscal year. On October 1 
of every fiscal year, any funding that remains unused 
vanishes. This creates the fear among DOD agencies 
that unused funds could mean less funding the next 
year. This creates a “use it or lose it” mentality within 
the department, which leads to poor spending choic-
es, as unnecessary purchases are made in the inter-
est of using up the funds. DOD agencies tend to spend 
up to 31 percent of their annual funds in the fourth 
quarter. September is especially busy, with spending 
twice as high as during the other months of the year.137

as Jason Fichtner and Robert Greene, economists 
at the Mercatus Center, assessed, this acceleration of 
federal spending decreases the quality of spending, as 
poor choices are made in the interest of quickly using 
funds.138 So long as the entities do not benefit from 
saving funds, there is no incentive for them to spend 
more efficiently. a pilot program for specific DOD 
agencies enabling them to roll over 5 percent of their 
budget could go a long way toward finding a solution 
to this problem across the entire department. This 
program would have the added benefit of helping the 
DOD cope with the constant continuing resolutions 
that erode spending authorities.

Recommendation 53: Increase the Lifespan of 
Operations and Maintenance (O&M) Funding to 
Two Years. Recent budget years have led to multiple 
years starting under a continuing resolution. These 
continuing resolutions reduce the time that the DOD 
has to allocate taxpayers’ dollars, since they reduce 
the time available to implement changes.139 The time 
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reduction is especially important when dealing with 
dollars allocated to the O&M account, since this is 
funding that must be spent in the same fiscal year in 
which they are appropriated. The funding for other 
accounts has a longer shelf life, and the DOD has 
been able to take advantage of that longer shelf life 
to dampen the effects of continuing resolutions.

Congress should increase the lifespan of resources 
in the O&M account to enable the Pentagon to bet-
ter navigate the realities created by continuing reso-
lutions. It is a recommendation backed by the NDS 
Commission, which states that “[o]ne concrete step 
would be for Congress to authorize DOD to expend 
Operations and Maintenance funds from any given 
fiscal year during that fiscal year and the subsequent 
one.”140 It would be a simple solution that would help 
the DOD cope with the realities of Congress’s bud-
get discussions.

Recommendation 54: Remove Non-Defense 
Research Funding. Congress should keep non-
defense research funding out of the NDaa. Congress 
has the bad habit of inserting non-defense research 
projects into the NDaa that do not directly contrib-
ute to the national defense, or to the better function-
ing of the armed Forces. These tend to concentrate 
around medical research, such as the army’s Con-
gressionally Directed Medical Research Programs.141 
These programs are better suited elsewhere in the 
medical community, be it inside or outside govern-
ment. It is a stretch to argue that the army is the best 
institution to conduct research on breast cancer.

Recommendation 55: Review Reporting 
Requirements. as they write the 2020 NDaa, Mem-
bers of Congress should be cognizant of the fact that 
a portion of the workforce’s size in the Pentagon is 
directly driven by the need to prepare and review 
congressionally required reports. Reporting require-
ments have increased and crept up through time. 
These requirements lead to increased staff time ded-
icated to producing these reports. Congress should 
start to sunset reports that are no longer relevant, and 
also be mindful of new reporting requirements.

Recommendation 56: Advance Reform of 
Occupational Licensing for Military Families. 
Occupational licensing requirements can restrict 
a myriad of employment opportunities with mini-
mal or no public safety benefit, and these barriers to 
lawful employment can be particularly troublesome 
for military families.142 While the states should con-
tinue to reduce unnecessary occupational licensing 

restrictions, the 114th Congress introduced legisla-
tion to begin to address this issue and the 116th Con-
gress should return to that debate.143 “Many states 
make it difficult for former service members to find 
work in the private sector in fields such as nursing and 
truck driving even though the military fully trained 
them in those occupations.”144 Military spouses face 
similar hardship: They are 10 times more likely than 
the average american to move interstate, 35 percent 
to 50 percent have occupations that require licensure, 
and approximately 75 percent require re-licensure 
after moving interstate.145 It is unsurprising, there-
fore, that unemployment among military spouses is 
nearly 12 percent higher than the national average.146

In 2018, the u.S. Departments of Homeland Secu-
rity and Defense reported that they have worked suc-
cessfully with some state legislatures to establish 
interstate compacts adopting uniform standards for 
license portability for certain occupations, and the 
two departments aptly recommended that states 
continue to increase economic opportunity through 
those compacts.147 In 2016, both chambers of Con-
gress introduced the alternatives to Licensing that 
Lower Obstacles to Work (aLLOW) act, which, in 
part, would have enabled military spouses to use on 
military bases whatever professional licenses they 
earned elsewhere.148 That would also be a step in 
the right direction. The 116th Congress should rein-
troduce a revised version of that bill “to permit any 
licensed military spouse to continue practicing any-
where in his new state of residence, or at least to apply 
to any property owned or leased by the federal gov-
ernment on a military installation or elsewhere” to 
further expand economic opportunities to military 
families.149

Recommendation 57: Strengthen Spiritual Fit-
ness Resources in Veteran Suicide Prevention. 
Congress should direct the DOD, in consultation with 
commanders, chaplains, and military medical pro-
fessionals, to develop a suicide-prevention program 
based on the findings and recommendations of Har-
old Koenig and Tyler VanderWeele.150 The program 
should be available to all members of the armed Forc-
es and their dependents. It incorporates, as an option-
al component, opportunities for religious practice 
in accordance with each member’s faith. Congress 
should direct the DOD to make appropriate training 
on the availability and reported benefits of such a sui-
cide prevention program available to commanders, 
chaplains, and military medical professionals.
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Conclusion
The NDaa for Fy 2020 will determine whether 

the military will sustain the gains in readiness of 
the past few years, or if the rebuild will languish in 
its infancy. Congress needs to be a part of the solu-
tion and provide the Department of Defense with 
the resources it needs to continue the rebuild. a Fy 
2020 topline of $742 billion would show u.S. allies 
and adversaries alike that the united States intends 
to follow through with its new National Defense Strat-
egy and focus on great power competition. after all, 
the defense budget not only serves to equip the armed 
Forces, but also to signal america’s posture abroad. 
Congress needs to send the message that the united 
States is seriously investing in competition and shap-
ing the future of the international order.
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