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Preface
Jim DeMint

During the past year, well over a quarter-
million Americans sought a more in-

formed understanding of the condition of our 
military and its ability to protect our country 
and its critical national security interests, ac-
cording to web-traffic statistics for our 2016 
Index of U.S. Military Strength. It is clear to 
us that Americans are intensely interested in 
this topic, concerned by the worrisome sto-
ries they are hearing about the rising number 
of terrorist attacks at home and abroad; the 
aggressive and destabilizing actions of major 
countries like Russia and China in Europe, 
the Middle East, and Asia; and efforts by Iran 
and North Korea to acquire or improve nucle-
ar weapon capabilities.

Here at Heritage, we understand the pro-
found relationship that exists between a 
strong economy, a strong military, and a civic 
framework that maximizes individual free-
dom, liberty, and privacy. Each supports and 
amplifies the other, and when balanced and 
working in concert, they create a powerful 
context that enables America to be “that shin-
ing city on a hill.”

All the more reason, then, for us to be so 
committed to sharing with the American pub-
lic our assessment of conditions and trends in 
the world as they pertain to challenges to our 
country’s most important security interests 
and the ability of our military to defend those 
interests both at home and abroad.

Unfortunately, our work for this year’s In-
dex reveals that the trends identified in our 
2015 and 2016 editions continue in a negative 

direction. Our competitors continue to be 
more aggressive and are investing greater ef-
forts to be more capable of imposing their 
will on their neighbors. In fact, our score for 
the “threat environment” was raised a notch 
to “High,” the second highest category on 
our scale.

As a consequence of moribund economies, 
ill-advised national fiscal policies, and short-
sighted foreign policies, our friends and al-
lies have on average less ability and in some 
cases less willingness to contribute not only 
to their own security, but also to collective 
arrangements that would benefit both their 
local regions and U.S. interests more broadly. 
Our own military still struggles under the ef-
fects of historically low levels of funding im-
posed by the Budget Control Act of 2011 while 
sustaining a high tempo of operations with a 
shrinking, aging, and less ready force.

This combination of conditions threatens 
to unbalance the strategic triad of critical en-
ablers—economy, military, and civil liberties—
upon which America’s greatness depends.

It continues to be our aim to inform Con-
gress, the executive branch, and the American 
people about these issues so that better deci-
sions can be made and resources commensu-
rate with national security demands can be 
invested to keep our country safe, prosperous, 
and free.

Jim DeMint, President 
The Heritage Foundation 

October 2016
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Introduction

The United States maintains a military 
force primarily to protect the home-

land from attack and to protect its interests 
abroad. There are secondary uses for the 
military—such as assisting civil authorities 
in times of emergency or deterring enemies—
that amplify other elements of national pow-
er such as diplomacy or economic initiatives; 
but above all else, America’s armed forces 
exist so that the U.S. can physically impose 
its will on an enemy and change the condi-
tions of a threatening situation by force or 
the threat of force.

This Heritage Foundation Index of U.S. 
Military Strength gauges the ability of the U.S. 
military to perform its missions in today’s 
world, and each subsequent edition will pro-
vide the basis for measuring the improvement 
or weakening of that ability.

The United States prefers to lead through 
“soft” elements of national power: diplomacy, 
economic incentives, and cultural exchang-
es. When soft approaches such as diplomacy 
work, that success often owes much to the 
knowledge of all involved that U.S. “hard 
power” stands silently in the diplomatic 
background. Soft approaches cost less in 
manpower and treasure than military action 
costs and do not carry the same risk of dam-
age and loss of life; but when confronted by 
physical threats to U.S. national security in-
terests, soft power cannot substitute for raw 
military power. In fact, an absence of mili-
tary power or the perception that one’s hard 
power is insufficient to protect one’s inter-
ests often invites challenges that “soft power” 
is ill-equipped to address. Thus, hard power 

and soft power are complementary and mu-
tually reinforcing.

The continuing decline of America’s mili-
tary hard power is thoroughly documented 
and quantified in this report. More difficult 
to quantify, however, are the growing threats 
to the U.S. and its allies that are engendered 
by the perception of American weakness 
abroad and doubts about America’s resolve 
to act when its interests are threatened. The 
anecdotal evidence is consistent with direct 
conversations between Heritage scholars and 
high-level diplomatic and military officials 
from countries around the world: The per-
ception of American weakness is destabiliz-
ing many parts of the world. For decades, the 
perception of American strength and resolve 
has served as a deterrent to adventurous bad 
actors and tyrannical dictators. Unfortunate-
ly, the deterrent of American strength is fast 
disappearing, and the result is an increasingly 
dangerous world threatening a significantly 
weaker America.

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

In the opening paragraph of the U.S. Con-
stitution, “We the People” stated that among 
their handful of purposes in establishing the 
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Constitution was to “provide for the common 
defence.” The enumeration of limited powers 
for the federal government in the Constitu-
tion includes the powers of Congress “To de-
clare War,” “To raise and support Armies,” “To 
provide and maintain a Navy,” “To provide for 
calling forth the Militia,” and “To provide for 
organizing, arming, and disciplining, the Mi-
litia” and the power of the President as “Com-
mander in Chief of the Army and Navy of the 
United States, and of the Militia of the several 
States, when called into the actual Service of 
the United States.” With such constitutional 
priority given to defense of the nation and 
its vital interests, one might expect the fed-
eral government to produce a standardized, 
consistent reference work on the state of the 
nation’s security. Yet no such single volume 
exists, especially in the public domain, to al-
low comparisons from year to year. Thus, 
the American people and even the govern-
ment itself are prevented from understand-
ing whether investments made in defense are 
achieving desired results.

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

From the outset, it was clear that any as-
sessment of the adequacy of military power 
would require two primary reference points: 
a clear statement of U.S. vital security inter-
ests and an objective requirement for the 
military’s capacity for operations that would 
serve as a benchmark against which to mea-
sure current capacity. A review of relevant 
top-level national security documents issued 
by a long string of presidential Administra-
tions makes clear that three interests are con-
sistently stated:

• Defense of the homeland;

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

• Preservation of freedom of move-
ment within the global commons: the 
sea, air, outer-space, and cyberspace 
domains through which the world con-
ducts business.

Every President has recognized that one of 
the fundamental purposes of the U.S. military 
is to protect America from attack. While go-
ing to war has always been controversial, the 
decision to do so has been based consistently 
on the conclusion that one or more vital U.S. 
interests are at stake.

This Index embraces the “two-war require-
ment”—the ability to handle two major wars 
or two major regional contingencies (MRCs) 
successfully at the same time or in closely 
overlapping time frames—as the most compel-
ling rationale for sizing U.S. military forces. In 
the 2015 Index, Dr. Daniel Gouré provided a 
detailed defense of this approach in his essay, 

“Building the Right Military for a New Era: The 
Need for an Enduring Analytic Framework,” 
which is further elaborated upon in the mili-
tary capabilities assessment section. The basic 
argument, however, is this: The nation should 
have the ability to engage and defeat one op-
ponent and still have the ability to do the same 
with another to preclude someone’s exploiting 
the perceived opportunity to move against U.S. 
interests while America is engaged elsewhere.

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

This study also assesses the U.S. military 
against the two-war benchmark and various 
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metrics explained further in the military ca-
pabilities section. Importantly, this study 
measures the hard power needed to win con-
ventional wars rather than the general utility 
of the military relative to the breadth of tasks 
it might be (and usually is) assigned to ad-
vance U.S. interests short of war.

Assessing the World and 
the Need for Hard Power

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

The authors of this study used a five-cat-
egory scoring system that ranged from “very 
poor” to “excellent” or “very weak” to “very 
strong” as appropriate to each topic. This par-
ticular approach was selected so as to capture 
meaningful gradations while avoiding the 
appearance that a high level of precision was 
possible given the nature of the issues and the 
information that was publicly available.

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

Purely quantitative measures alone tell 
only a part of the story when it comes to the 
relevance, utility, and effectiveness of hard 
power. Assessing military power or the na-
ture of an operating environment using only 
quantitative metrics can lead to misinformed 
conclusions. For example, the mere existence 
of a large fleet of very modern tanks has little 
to do with the effectiveness of the armored 
force in actual battle if the employment con-
cept is irrelevant to modern armored war-
fare (imagine, for example, a battle in rugged 

mountains). Also, experience and demon-
strated proficiency are often decisive factors 
in war—so much so that numerically smaller 
or qualitatively inferior but well-trained and 
experienced forces can defeat a larger or qual-
itatively superior adversary.

However digital and quantitative the 
world has become thanks to the explosion of 
advanced technologies, it is still very much a 
qualitative place, and judgment calls have to 
be made in the absence of certainty. We strive 
to be as objective and evenhanded as possible 
in our approach and transparent in our meth-
odology and sources of information so that 
readers can understand why we came to the 
conclusions we reached and perhaps reach 
their own. The end result will be a more in-
formed debate about what the United States 
needs in military capabilities to deal with the 
world as it is. A detailed discussion of scoring 
is provided in each assessment section.

In our assessment, we begin with the op-
erating environment because it provides the 
geostrategic stage upon which the U.S. sees to 
its interests: the various states that would play 
significant roles in any regional contingency; 
the terrain that enables or restricts military 
operations; the infrastructure—ports, air-
fields, roads, and rail networks (or lack there-
of )—on which U.S. forces would depend; and 
the types of linkages and relationships the 
U.S. has with a region and major actors within 
it that cause the U.S. to have interests in the 
area or that facilitate effective operations. 
Major actors within each region are identified, 
described, and assessed in terms of alliances, 
political stability, the presence of U.S. military 
forces and relationships, and the maturity of 
critical infrastructure.

Our assessment focuses on three key re-
gions—Europe, the Middle East, and Asia—
because of their importance relative to U.S. vi-
tal security interests. This does not mean that 
Latin America and Africa are unimportant. 
Rather, the security challenges within these 
regions do not currently rise to the level of di-
rect threats to America’s vital security inter-
ests as we have defined them. We addressed 
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their current condition in the 2015 Index and 
will provide an updated assessment when it 
is warranted.

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

We based our selection of threat countries 
and non-state actors on their historical be-
havior and explicit policies or formal state-
ments vis-à-vis U.S. interests, scoring them in 
two areas: the degree of provocative behavior 
they exhibited during the year and their abil-
ity to pose a credible threat to U.S. interests ir-
respective of intent. For example, a state full 
of bluster but with only a moderate ability to 
act accordingly poses a lesser threat, while a 
state that has great capabilities and a pattern 
of bellicose behavior opposed to U.S. interests 
still warrants attention even if it is relatively 
quiet in a given year.

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

Topical Essays
The four topical essays in this 2017 Index 

continue the themes established in the 2015 
edition: top-level strategic issues that provide 
context for defense, major regional issues 
that drive defense planning, and functional 
or component topics that are important to 
understand if one is to understand the larger 
story of U.S. military power.

• Professor Mackubin T. Owens’s essay, “On 
Strategy and Strategic Planning: Repair-
ing America’s Strategic ‘Black Hole,’” 
begins this year’s Index with a concise 
discussion of strategy: what it is, what it 
has become in the national security com-
munity, and what U.S. national leadership 
must do to correct a glaring deficiency 
in our national security planning pro-
cess. “Strategy and strategy-making are 
complex phenomena, not reducible to a 
simplistic mechanical process,” writes 
Dr. Owens, “and the making of strategy 
deserves more study than it often receives. 
In many respects, U.S. strategic planning 
has been rendered nearly useless because 
the processes have become routinized and 
thereby trivialized.”

• In “Alliances and U.S. National Security,” 
Dr. Martin N. Murphy makes the histori-
cal case for the value of alliances, address-
ing the tension between the burden 
they represent and their importance in 
securing national interests. Dr. Murphy 
presents 10 reasons why alliances have 
proven to be America’s great strategic ad-
vantage for more than two centuries and 
reminds us of Winston Churchill’s view 
that “[t] here is only one thing worse than 
fighting with allies, and that is fighting 
without them.”

• Paul Rosenzweig goes well beyond the 
standard discussion of cyber warfare, 
which usually describes types of malware 
and the importance of protecting one’s 
systems from attack. In “The Reality of 
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Cyber Conflict: Warfare in the Modern 
Age,” he characterizes cyber conflict as 
waged between various combinations 
of combatants (state vs. state, state vs. 
non-state, etc.); outlines key factors that 
should guide thinking about strategy for 
cyber warfare; and discusses how America 
should organize for this evolving form 
of conflict.

• Antulio Echevarria II closes our collection 
of essays with a superb primer on “Opera-
tional Concepts and Military Strength.” 
Noting that such concepts “provide the 
conceptual basis for operational planning 
and influence the design and employment 
of military forces,” Echevarria succinctly 
highlights the mixed track record for 
these key guiding documents over the 
past few decades, explaining why some 
were very successful and others failed 
miserably and how the military services 
should think about them today given the 
rapid evolution of modern technologies 
and the opportunities and challenges they 
make possible.

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

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

Each region of the world has its own set 
of characteristics that include terrain; man-
made infrastructure (roads, rail lines, ports, 

airfields, power grids, etc.); and states with 
which the United States has relationships. 
These traits combine to create an environ-
ment that is either favorable or problematic 
when it comes to U.S. forces operating against 
threats in each respective region.

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

As for the condition of America’s military 
services, they continue to be beset by aging 
equipment, shrinking numbers, and rising 
costs: three factors that have accelerated over 
the past year at a time when threats to U.S. in-
terests continue to rise.

These three elements interact with each 
other in ways that are difficult to measure in 
concrete terms and impossible to forecast 
with any certainty. Nevertheless, the exercise 
of describing them and characterizing their 
general condition is worthwhile because it in-
forms debates about defense policies and the 
allocation of resources that are necessary for 
the U.S. military to carry out its assigned du-
ties. Further, as seen in this 2017 Index, not-
ing how conditions have changed from the 
preceding year helps to shed light on the ef-
fect that policies, decisions, and actions have 
on security affairs involving the interests of 
the United States, its allies and friends, and 
its enemies.

It should be borne in mind that each an-
nual Index assesses conditions as they are for 
the assessed year. This 2017 Index of U.S. Mili-
tary Strength builds on the baseline condition 
of 2014 as described in the 2015 Index and as-
sesses changes that have occurred in the years 
since then.

Assessments for U.S. Military Power, Glob-
al Operating Environment, and Threats to 
Vital U.S. Interests are shown below. Factors 
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that would push things toward “bad” (the left 
side of the scales) tend to move more quickly 
than those that improve one’s situation, espe-
cially when it comes to the material condition 
of the U.S. military.

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

Conclusion
During the decades since the end of the 

Second World War, the United States has un-
derwritten and taken the lead in maintain-
ing a global order that has benefited more 
people in more ways than at any other period 
in history. Now, however, that American-led 

order is under stress, and some have won-
dered whether it will break apart entirely. 
Fiscal and economic burdens continue to 
plague nations; violent, extremist ideologies 
threaten the stability of entire regions; state 
and non-state opportunists seek to exploit 
upheavals; and major states compete to es-
tablish dominant positions in their respec-
tive regions.

America’s leadership role remains in ques-
tion, perhaps more so than at any other time 
since the end of the Cold War, and its security 
interests are under significant pressure. Chal-
lenges are growing, old allies are not what 
they once were, and the U.S. is increasingly 
bedeviled by debt that constrains its abil-
ity to sustain its forces commensurately with 
its interests.

Informed deliberations on the status of 
the United States’ military power are there-
fore needed today more than at any other 
time since the end of the Cold War. This Index 
of U.S. Military Strength can help to inform 
the debate.
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Executive Summary

The United States maintains a military 
force primarily to protect the homeland 

from attack and to protect its interests abroad. 
There are secondary uses—for example, to as-
sist civil authorities in times of disaster or to 
deter opponents from threatening America’s 
interests—but this force’s primary purpose is 
to make it possible for the U.S. to physically 
impose its will on an enemy when necessary.

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

Each year, The Heritage Foundation’s In-
dex of U.S. Military Strength employs a stan-
dardized, consistent set of criteria, accessible 
both to government officials and to the Amer-
ican public, to gauge the ability of the U.S. mil-
itary to perform its missions in today’s world. 
The inaugural 2015 edition established a 
baseline assessment on which this and future 
annual editions will build, with each edition 
assessing the state of affairs for its respec-
tive year and measuring how key factors have 
changed from the previous year.

What the Index Assesses
The Index of U.S. Military Strength as-

sesses the ease or difficulty of operating in key 
regions based on existing alliances, regional 

political stability, the presence of U. S. mili-
tary forces, and the condition of key infra-
structure. Threats are assessed based on the 
behavior and physical capabilities of actors 
that pose challenges to U.S. vital national in-
terests. The condition of America’s military 
power is measured in terms of its capability or 
modernity, capacity for operations, and readi-
ness to handle assigned missions successfully. 
This framework provides a single-source ref-
erence for policymakers and other Ameri-
cans who seek to know whether our military 
power is up to the task of defending our na-
tional interests.

Any discussion of the aggregate capacity 
and breadth of the military power needed to 
address threats to U.S. security interests re-
quires a clear understanding of precisely what 
interests must be defended. Three vital inter-
ests have been stated consistently in various 
ways by a string of Administrations over the 
past few decades:

• Defense of the homeland;

• Successful conclusion of a major war 
that has the potential to destabilize a re-
gion of critical interest to the U.S.; and

• Preservation of freedom of movement 
within the global commons (the sea, air, 
outer-space, and cyberspace domains) 
through which the world conducts 
its business.

To defend these interests effectively on a 
global scale, the United States needs a military 
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force of sufficient size, or what is known in the 
Pentagon as “capacity.” Due to the many fac-
tors involved, determining how big the mili-
tary should be is a complex exercise. However, 
successive Administrations, Congresses, and 
Department of Defense staffs have managed 
to arrive at a surprisingly consistent force-
sizing rationale: an ability to handle two ma-
jor wars or “major regional contingencies” 
(MRCs) simultaneously or in closely overlap-
ping time frames. This “two-war” or “two-
MRC” requirement is embraced in this Index.

At the core of this requirement is the con-
viction that the United States should have the 
ability to engage and decisively defeat one 
major opponent and simultaneously have the 
wherewithal to do the same with another to 
preclude opportunistic exploitation by any 
competitor. Since World War II, the U.S. has 
found itself involved in a major “hot” war ev-
ery 15–20 years while simultaneously main-
taining substantial combat forces in Europe 
and several other regions. The size of the to-
tal force roughly approximated the two-MRC 
model. Accordingly, our assessment of the ad-
equacy of today’s U.S. military is based on the 
ability of America’s armed forces to engage 
and defeat two major competitors at roughly 
the same time.

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

• Army: 50 brigade combat teams (BCTs);

• Navy: 346 surface combatants and 624 
strike aircraft;

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

• Marine Corps: 36 battalions.

This force does not account for homeland 
defense missions that would accompany a pe-
riod of major conflict and are generally han-
dled by Reserve and National Guard forces. 
Nor does this recommended force constitute 
the totality of the Joint Force, which includes 
the array of supporting and combat-enabling 
functions essential to the conduct of any mili-
tary operation: logistics; transportation (land, 
sea, and air); health services; communica-
tions and data handling; and force generation 
(recruiting, training, and education), to name 
a very few. Rather, these are combat forces 
that are the most recognizable elements of 
America’s hard power but that also can be 
viewed as surrogate measures for the size and 
capability of the larger Joint Force.

The Global Operating Environment
Looking at the world as an environment 

in which U.S. forces would operate to pro-
tect America’s interests, the Index focused on 
three regions—Europe, the Middle East, and 
Asia—because of the intersection of our vital 
interests and actors able to challenge them.

Europe. For the most part, Europe is a 
stable, mature, and friendly environment, 
home to America’s oldest and closest allies. 
The U.S. is tied to it by treaty, robust econom-
ic bonds, and deeply rooted cultural linkages. 
In general, America’s partners in the region 
are politically stable; possess mature (if in-
creasingly debt-laden) economies; and have 
fairly modern (though shrinking) militar-
ies. America’s longtime presence in the re-
gion, Europe’s well-established basing and 
support infrastructure, and the framework 
for coordinated action provided by NATO 
make the region quite favorable for mili-
tary operations.

The Middle East. In contrast, the Middle 
East is a deeply troubled area that continues 
to be riven with conflict, ruled by authoritar-
ian regimes, and populated by an increasing 
number of terrorist and other destabilizing 
entities. Though the United States does en-
joy a few strong partnerships in the region, its 
interests are beset by security and political 
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challenges, expanding transnational terror-
ism, and the maturing threat of a nuclear Iran. 
Offsetting these challenges to some extent 
are the U.S. military’s experience in the re-
gion and the basing infrastructure that it has 
developed and leveraged for nearly 25 years, 
although these positive elements are decay-
ing as a consequence of America’s withdrawal 
from Iraq, its reduced presence in neighbor-
ing countries, and the increasingly problem-
atic political environment in countries that 
historically have hosted U.S. forces.

Asia. Asia’s defining characteristic is its 
expanse, covering 30 percent of the globe’s 
land area. Though the region includes long-
standing allies of the U.S. that are stable and 
possess advanced economies, the tyranny of 
distance makes U.S. military operations in the 
region difficult in terms of the time and sealift 
and airlift that are required, a challenge that 
is only exacerbated as the size of the U.S. mili-
tary continues to shrink.

Summarizing the condition of each region 
enables us to get a sense of how they compare 
in terms of the challenge the U.S. would have 
in projecting military power and sustaining 
combat operations in each one.

As a whole, the global operating environ-
ment currently rates a score of “favorable,” 
meaning that the United States should be 
able to project military power anywhere in 
the world as necessary to defend its interests 
without substantial opposition or high levels 
of risk, although conditions in the Middle East 
(and perhaps Europe) could easily tip this ag-
gregate score into the “moderate” category if 
conditions continue to degrade in 2017.

Threats to U.S. Interests
Our selection of threat actors discount-

ed troublesome states and non-state enti-
ties that lacked the physical ability to pose a 
meaningful threat to the vital security inter-
ests of the U.S. This reduced the population of 
all potential threats to a half-dozen that pos-
sessed both the means to threaten U.S. vital 
interests and a pattern of provocative behav-
ior that should draw the focus of U.S. defense 

planning. This Index characterizes their be-
havior and military capabilities on five-point, 
descending scales.

Each of the six threat actors continued to 
be particularly aggressive during 2016, with a 
not altogether surprising correlation of phys-
ical capability and state robustness or coher-
ence. Our scoring resulted in the individual 
marks depicted below.

Combining the assessments of behavior 
and capability led to a general characteriza-
tion of each threat, ranging from “severe” to 

“low.” Worryingly, all six noted threat actors 
now rank “high” on the scale of threats to 
U.S. interests, although the threat from North 
Korea dropped one category from “severe” to 

“high.”
While all six threats have been quite prob-

lematic in their behavior and in their impact 
on their respective regions, Russia and China 
continue to be the most worrisome, both be-
cause of the investments they are making in 
the modernization and expansion of their 
offensive military capabilities and because 
of the more enduring effect they are having 
within their respective regions. Russia has 
maintained its active involvement in the con-
flict in Ukraine and has inserted itself into the 
Syrian conflict, and China’s provocative be-
havior has expanded to include militarization 
of islands that it has built in highly disputed 
international waters in the South China Sea. 
China has also adopted aggressive naval tac-
tics to intimidate such neighboring countries 
as Japan and the Philippines.

North Korea warrants sustained attention. 
It has reportedly developed a nuclear-capable 
ballistic missile with sufficient range to reach 
the United States and continues to invest 
heavily in developing a submarine-launched 
ballistic missile, an effort that has generated 
heightened concerns among U.S. allies in 
the region.

Terrorism based in Afghanistan and Paki-
stan continues to hold a strong potential to 
spark a large-scale conflict between Paki-
stan and India (two nuclear powers) or even 
to pose a nuclear threat to others should 
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radicalized Islamists gain control of Paki-
stan’s nuclear arsenal or destabilize Paki-
stan’s government, which would result in the 
loss of positive control of Pakistan’s inventory 
of nuclear weapons.

In addition, Iran and the various terrorist 
groups operating in the Middle East would be 
a greater threat to U.S. security interests than 
they currently are if they possessed a greater 
physical ability to project military power out-
side of their immediate areas. Such a concern 
was amplified during 2016 when the U.S. Ad-
ministration finalized an international agree-
ment pertaining to Iran’s nuclear aspirations 
that effectively enables Iran to maintain its 
nuclear research and development infra-
structure and associated ballistic missile ca-
pabilities even if placed under moratorium 
for the next decade.

With these threats taken together, the glo-
balized threat to U.S. vital national interests 
as a whole during 2016 rose one level to “high.”

The Status of U.S. Military Power
Finally, we assessed the military power of 

the United States in three areas: capability, 
capacity, and readiness. We approached this 
assessment by military service as the clear-
est way to link military force size; moderniza-
tion programs; unit readiness; and (in general 
terms) the functional combat power (land, 
sea, and air) largely represented by each ser-
vice. We treated the United States’ nuclear 
capability as a separate entity given the truly 
unique elements that make it possible, from 
the weapons themselves to the supporting 
infrastructure that is fundamentally differ-
ent from that which supports convention-
al capabilities.

These three areas of assessment (capabil-
ity, capacity, and readiness) are central to the 
overarching questions of whether the U.S. has 

a sufficient quantity of appropriately modern 
military power and whether military units 
are able to conduct military operations on de-
mand and effectively.

As reported in the 2016 Index, the common 
theme across the services and the U.S. nuclear 
enterprise is one of force degradation result-
ing from many years of underinvestment, 
poor execution of modernization programs, 
and the negative effects of budget sequestra-
tion (cuts in funding) on readiness and capac-
ity. While the military has been heavily en-
gaged in operations, primarily in the Middle 
East but elsewhere as well, since September 
11, 2001, experience is both ephemeral and 
context-sensitive. Valuable combat experi-
ence is lost over time as the servicemembers 
who individually gained experience leave 
the force, and it maintains direct relevance 
only for future operations of a similar type 
(e.g., counterinsurgency operations in Iraq 
are fundamentally different from major con-
ventional operations against a state like Iran 
or China).

Thus, although the current Joint Force 
is experienced in some types of operations, 
it is still aged and shrinking in its capacity 
for operations.

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

Threats to U.S. Vital Interests
SEVERE HIGH ELEVATED GUARDED LOW
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Our analysis concluded with these assessments:

• Army as “Weak.” The Army’s score remained “weak” for reasons similar to those cited 
in the 2016 Index. The Army has continued to trade end strength and modernization for 
improved readiness for current operations. However, accepting risks in these areas has 
enabled the Army to keep only one-third of its force at acceptable levels of readiness, and 
even for units deployed abroad, the Army has had to increase its reliance on contracted 
support to meet maintenance requirements. Budget cuts have affected combat units 
disproportionately: A 16 percent reduction in total end strength has led to a 32 percent 
reduction in the number of brigade combat teams and similar reductions in the number of 
combat aviation brigades. In summary, the Army is smaller, older, and weaker, a condition 
that is unlikely to change in the near future.

• Navy as “Marginal.” The Navy’s readiness score increased from 2016 Index’s “mar-
ginal” to “strong,” but only by sacrificing long-term readiness to meet current operational 
demands. While the Navy is maintaining a moderate global presence, it has little ability to 
surge to meet wartime demands. Deferred maintenance has kept ships at sea but is also 
beginning to affect the Navy’s ability to deploy. With scores of “weak” in capability (due 
largely to old platforms and troubled modernization programs) and “marginal” in capacity, 
the Navy is currently just able to meet operational requirements. Continuing budget short-
falls in its shipbuilding account will hinder the Navy’s ability to improve its situation, both 
materially and quantitatively, for the next several years.

• Air Force as “Marginal.” While its overall score remains the same as last year’s, the US-
AF’s accumulating shortage of pilots (700) and maintenance personnel (4,000) has begun 
to affect its ability to generate combat power. The Air Force possesses 1,159 tactical fighter 
aircraft, which normally would support a score of “very strong” for capacity, but the lack 

In aggregate, the United States’ military posture is rated as “Marginal” and is trending toward “Weak,” a 
condition unchanged from the 2016 Index.

Overall, the 2017 Index concludes that the current U.S. military force is capable of meeting the demands 
of a single major regional conflict while also attending to various presence and engagement activities—
something it is doing now and has done for the past two decades—but that it would be very hard-pressed 
to do more and certainly would be ill-equipped to handle two nearly simultaneous major regional 
contingencies. The consistent decline in funding and the consequent shrinking of the force over the past 
few years have placed it under significant pressure. Essential maintenance continues to be deferred; the 
availability of fewer units for operational deployments increases the frequency and length of deployments; 
and old equipment is being extended while programmed replacements are either delayed or beset by 
developmental difficulties.

The military services have continued to prioritize readiness for current operations by shifting funding to 
deployed or soon-to-deploy units at the expense of keeping units that are not deployed in “ready” condition; 
delaying, reducing, extending, or canceling modernization programs; and sustaining the reduction in size 
and number of military units. These choices and their resulting condition, driven by the lack of funding 
dedicated to defense, hazard America’s ability to secure its interests now and erode America’s ability to 
shape conditions to its advantage by assuring allies and deterring competitors.

As currently postured, the U.S. military is only marginally able to meet the demands of defending 
America’s vital national interests.
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of ability to fly and maintain them, especially in a high-tempo/threat combat environment, 
means that its usable inventory of such aircraft is actually much smaller. This reduced 
ability is a result of funding deficiencies that also result in a lack of spare parts, fewer flying 
hours, and compromised modernization programs.

• Marine Corps as “Marginal.” The Corps continues to deal with readiness challenges 
driven by the combined effects of high operational tempo and low levels of funding. At 
times during 2016, less than one-third of its F/A-18s, a little more than a quarter of its 
heavy-lift helicopters, and only 43 percent of its overall aviation fleet were available for op-
erational employment. Pilots not already in a deployed status were getting less than half of 
needed flight hours. The Corps’ modernization programs are generally in good shape, but 
it will take several years for the new equipment to be produced and fielded. As was the case 
in preceding years, the Index assesses that the Corps has only two-thirds of the combat 
units that it actually needs, especially when accounting for expanded requirements that 
include cyber units and more crisis-response forces.

• Nuclear Capabilities as “Marginal.” Modernization, testing, and investment in in-
tellectual and talent underpinnings continue to be the chief problems facing America’s 
nuclear enterprise. Delivery platforms are good, but the force depends on a very limited set 
of weapons (in number of designs) and models that are quite old, in stark contrast to the 
aggressive programs of competitor states. Of growing concern is the “marginal” score for 

“Allied Assurance” at a time when Russia has rattled its nuclear saber in a number of recent 
provocative exercises; China has been more aggressive in militarily pressing its claims to 
the South and East China Seas; North Korea is heavily investing in a submarine-launched 
ballistic missile capability; and Iran has achieved a nuclear deal with the West that effec-
tively preserves its nuclear capabilities development program for the foreseeable future.
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