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Executive Summary

It is often said that the road to hell is paved 

with good intentions. The same might be 

said about the Pentagon’s latest Quadrennial 

Defense Review (QDR).The QDR released 

on February 6, 2006, shows that U.S. 

defense plans continue to fail engagements 

with reality. Although the QDR is big on 

rhetoric, it is woefully short on action. Four 

years of war against Islamic extremists only 

persuaded Donald Rumsfeld (who drew up 

the plans when he was secretary of defense) 

to continue to maintain every conventional 

weapons system in the pipeline. Gone is the 

talk about canceling major purchases to 

direct money to a smaller, lighter, faster, 

high-tech force. Even Deputy Secretary of 

Defense Gordon R. England has said, “This 

is a midcourse correction and not a whole 

new direction.”1Meanwhile familiar prob-

lems such as the significant mismatch 

between the Department of Defense’s 

(DOD) long-term force structure and 

modernization plans, on the one hand, and 

its projected funding levels, on the other, 

continue to worsen. In addition, the White 

House has chosen to fund the wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq through supplemental 

appropriations and not through the regular 

budget, making the already inadequate 

oversight mechanisms even more opaque 

and useless. Moreover, the QDR does not 

cancel any signature weapons programs, 

eliminate any major redundancies among 

the services, or initiate any big, new, invest-

ment initiatives.
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Th e U.S. Security Budget Is 
Gargantuan

Th e George H. W. Bush administration’s fi s-
cal year (FY) 2007 budget request of $439 
billion marks an increase of approximately 
27 percent in real terms since September 11, 
2001. Th at fi gure does not include $21.8 bil-
lion for Department of Energy (DOE) spend-
ing on nuclear weapons activities. Nor does 
it include spending on the wars we are actu-
ally fi ghting. When these costs are added in, 
military spending for 2007 will exceed $600 
billion—a fi gure that surpasses the spending 
heights of both the Reagan military buildup 
and the Vietnam War in infl ation-adjusted 
terms.2 Moreover, the 2007 budget fi gure 
does not include funding for the Department 
of Homeland Security (DHS). Th e admin-

istration’s FY 2007 budget request for DHS 
is $42.7 billion,3 but in terms of real budget 
authority the actual appropriation provides 
$34.8 billion. As it turns out, the FY 2007 
Department of Defense Appropriations Act, 
which Congress passed and the president 
signed on September 29, 2006, totals $447.6 
billion. But that fi gure excludes $58.9 bil-
lion in military construction and “quality 
of life” programs. Additional money will be 
requested at some point early in 2007. Th us, 
the FY 2007 appropriations for the DOD are 
likely to come to at least $545.7 billion and 
perhaps as much as $565.7 billion. However, 
even that is not the grand total. Still miss-
ing are amounts for DOE nuclear weapons 
activities and for “Other Defense-Related 
Activities.” When they are added, the grand 
total ranges from $566.9 billion to $586.9 bil-
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lion.4 If the DHS appropriation is added in, 
the appropriations range from $601.7 billion 
to $621.7 billion.

Th e Impact of Defense Spending on 
the Federal Defi cit

Th e substantial increase in defense spend-
ing has had a predictable eff ect on the fed-
eral defi cit. When one’s spending exceeds 
one’s revenues, there is a solution: increase 
one’s debt. Th at is what Congress did back in 
March 2006 when it raised the limit on the 
federal government’s borrowing by $781 bil-
lion. It did so after the government bumped 
up against its $8.18 trillion statutory debt ceil-
ing in February, forcing the Treasury to bor-
row from employee pension funds to keep the 
government operating.5 Also, various analyses 
have documented that overall military spend-
ing is computed in a way that excludes spend-
ing on the wars the United States is currently 
fi ghting. When this approach is factored in, 
any so-called progress in reducing the fed-
eral defi cit vanishes.6 In fact, we really have 
no idea how bad a problem the defi cit will 
be in the future, except that it will get worse. 
As a report from the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies (CSIS) states, 
“Estimates of the trends in the national debt, 
budget defi cit, or the future costs of manda-
tory expenditures/entitlement programs are 
so subject to political views and problems in 
cost estimates that the only thing really clear 
is a steadily growing vector of overspend-
ing.”7

QDR Shortfalls

Congress has mandated that the secretary of 
defense “conduct a comprehensive examina-
tion (to be known as a ‘quadrennial defense 
review’) of the national defense strategy, force 
structure, force modernization plans, infra-
structure, budget plan, and other elements 
of the defense program and policies of the 
United States with a view toward determin-
ing and expressing the defense strategy of the 
United States and establishing a defense pro-
gram for the next 20 years.”8 

Despite all the spin about how the recent 
QDR was fully managed by the Rumsfeld 
Pentagon from start to fi nish, many think 
that with much of his time taken up with 
the war in Iraq, Secretary Rumsfeld was far 
less involved in the 2006 review than he was 
in the previous review in 2001. Th is time, he 
delegated much of the decision making to 
his aides and to Deputy Defense Secretary 
Gordon R. England.9 And England had 
this to say about the QDR: “Th is is a mid-
course correction and not a whole new direc-
tion.”10 According to Secretary of Defense 
Rumsfeld, the QDR had four specifi c pri-
orities: (1) defeating violent extremists, (2) 
defending our homeland, (3) helping coun-
tries at strategic crossroads, and (4) prevent-
ing terrorists and dangerous regimes from 
obtaining weapons of mass destruction.11 
Th e problem is that none of these missions 
is military. As one observer noted, “Military 
missions entail defending or conquering ter-
ritory, or destroying the military capabilities 
of potential aggressors. Military forces are 
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not organized, equipped or trained to ‘defeat 
terrorist extremism,’ much less to ‘help shape 
the choices of countries.’ Th ose are jobs for 
police, intelligence services or diplomats, and 
nobody in his right mind would, for example, 
give the Pentagon responsibility for prevent-
ing Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. 
And, thankfully, no one has.”12

While the QDR was big on rhetoric, it 
was woefully short on action. Four years of 
war against Islamic extremists only persuaded 
Rumsfeld to maintain every conventional 
weapons system in the pipeline. Gone was 
the talk about canceling major purchases to 
direct our money to a smaller, lighter, faster, 
high-tech force.

Th e QDR speaks of an enlarged cadre of 
special forces trained to sneak into danger-
ous countries to tag, track, and even disarm 
nuclear weapons. But there is no explanation 
of how these thoroughly modern missions 
might connect with the many billions of dol-
lars programmed for more dogfi ghting jets 
and a doubling of submarine production.13

Retired army major general Paul D. 
Eaton, in charge of training the Iraqi mili-
tary from 2003 to 2004, has written that the 
QDR “shows that Mr. Rumsfeld also fails to 
understand the nature of protracted counter-
insurgency warfare in Iraq and the demands 
it places on ground forces. Th e document, 
amazingly, does not call for enlarging the 
Army; rather, it increases only our Special 
Operations forces, by a token 15 percent, 
maybe 1,500 troops.”14 Of course, if the United 
States makes the questionable decision to 
engage in brushfi re wars overseas, as in Iraq, 

it will need to expand the army. But rather 
than expanding the army, the QDR actu-
ally calls for reducing it to its pre-2001 level 
of 480,000 people. If the number of soldiers 
is reduced, the troops will not get to spend 
suffi  cient time at home before being sent back 
to the combat zone, and the Army National 
Guard and the Army Reserve will continue to 
be overused.

Th e army’s Future Combat System pro-
gram represents by far the biggest single 
investment the army is planning to make 
during the next twenty years. Th e research 
and development portion of the program is 
scheduled to extend through 2016 and cost 
a total of $21 billion from 2007 to 2016. Th e 
army estimates that total procurement costs 
for the fi rst fi fteen brigades’ worth of systems 
will be about $100 billion, or an average unit 
procurement cost per brigade of $6.7 bil-
lion.15 Even if the need for the Future Combat 
System is accepted, questions remain about 
the program’s technical feasibility and aff ord-
ability. Some experts doubt that the army can 
develop and test the necessary technologies in 
time to start producing lightweight manned 
vehicles by 2012—a requisite for meeting 
the deadline to fi eld them, according to the 
army’s current schedule.Also, the air force is 
pumping huge amounts of money into the F-
22 program, but some critics believe that add-
ing this program will actually degrade U.S. 
combat capability because its enormous cost 
means reducing money for capabilities that 
make the critical diff erence in winning aerial 
combat, namely pilot training. And the cost 
of adding stealth capabilities to the F-22 is 
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extraordinary. Pentagon data show the total 
unit cost of the F-22 has grown from about 
$130 million to more than $350 million per 
aircraft. Th us, the original purchase plan 
of 750 aircraft is now down to 185.16 On this 
topic, in June 2006 the U.S. Government 
Accountability Offi  ce (GAO) issued a report 
that recommends “that Secretary of Defense 
[sic] delay further investments in F-22A pro-
curement and modernization until [DOD] 
completes a comprehensive business case 
analysis that adequately considers alternatives, 
justifi es the need for further investments, and 
reconciles the numbers of F-22As that are 
needed (i.e., based on credible current and 
future threats and considering other alterna-
tive approaches) as well as aff ordable and sus-
tainable (i.e., based on current and expected 
DOD resource levels).”17 Other, ultra-high-
cost Cold War weapons systems irrelevant to 
the wars the United States is currently fi ght-
ing include the DD(X) destroyer and the V-
22 “tilt-rotor” aircraft. Th en, of course, there 
are unneeded nuclear weapons–related forces 
and activities. Annual funding for them is 
estimated at $54 billion annually.18 To put it 
bluntly, the QDR makes promises it cannot 
keep. A CSIS analysis has noted that

the most glaring fl aw of the 2006 
QDR was that it called for the 
DoD to have its cake and eat it too. 
Presumably, US force structure had 
to be realigned to counter the irreg-
ular and asymmetric threats posed 
by international terrorist networks, 
failed states, and the proliferation of 
weapons of mass destruction. But 

this realignment could only take 
place through a far more dramatic 
shift in resources away from expen-
sive Cold War–era weapon systems 
designed for conventional deterrence 
and major theater wars. Instead, the 
2006 QDR and the FY2007 budget 
request preserved every major weap-
ons system and simply added proj-
ects to deal with the new challenges 
without calling for an increase in the 
number of troops.19

Th e QDR was released just as the Bush 
administration unveiled its 2007 defense 
budget. In the budget, the Pentagon contin-
ued to fund three very costly short-range jet 
fi ghters—the F-22A Raptor, the F/A-18 Super 
Hornet, and the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter 
(which the Pentagon plans to produce before 
testing demonstrates acceptable perfor-
mance)20—as well as the navy’s Virginia class 
nuclear attack submarine at $2.4 billion each, 
the CVN-21 next-generation aircraft carrier, 
and the DD(X) destroyer. And the army’s 
expensive and futuristic Advanced Combat 
Systems program based on systems not yet 
invented is still rolling along.21 Th e Center for 
Strategic and Budgetary Assessments noted 
in February 2006 that

DoD faces a signifi cant mismatch 
between its long-term force structure 
and modernization plans, and pro-
jected funding levels. And the QDR, 
as refl ected in the FY 2007 budget 
request and the FY 2007–11 Future 
Years Defense Program (FYDP) 
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would do little to improve the aff ord-
ability of DoD’s long-term plans. 
Moreover, some of the proposed shifts 
in priorities—such as the accelerated 
fi elding of a new long-range strike 
aircraft are likely to be dependent, for 
their implementation, on the willing-
ness and ability of a future admin-
istration to make off setting cuts in 
other DoD priorities. Th e QDR and 
FY 2007 budget request have, for the 
most part, deferred these diffi  cult 
choices.22

In addition, the concept of force trans-
formation,23 or what used to be called the 
“Revolution in Military Aff airs,” is hardly 
something about which only liberals are 
skeptical. Consider what retired army offi  cer 
Ralph Peters wrote in the neoconservative 
Weekly Standard:

From Iraq’s Sunni Triangle to China’s 
military high command, the counter-
revolution in military aff airs is well 
underway. We are seduced by what 
we can do; our enemies focus on 
what they must do…. Terrorists, for 
one lethal example, do not fear “net-
work-centric warfare” because they 
have already mastered it for a tiny 
fraction of one cent on the dollar, 
achieving greater relative eff ects with 
the Internet, cell phones, and cheap 
airline tickets than all of our mili-
tary technologies have delivered. Our 
prime weapon in our struggles with 
terrorists, insurgents, and warriors of 

every patchwork sort remains the sol-
dier or Marine; yet, confronted with 
reality’s bloody evidence, we simply 
pretend that other, future, hypotheti-
cal wars will justify the systems we 
adore—purchased at the expense of 
the assets we need.24

We also have no real idea of what the 
total bill for force transformation will be. 
A July 2006 CSIS report noted that “the 
Department of Defense has never provided 
a detailed spending plan for force trans-
formation. It has also never done anything 
approaching an adequate job of costing and 
funding future procurement.”25 Moreover, 
several decisions coming out of the QDR are 
hard to square with what the Pentagon says 
about future challenges.26 For example, if the 
global war on terror really is a “long war,” as 
the QDR report contends, why is the admin-
istration eliminating brigades from an over-
extended army? And if mobility is so critical 
to military success, why is it proposing to shut 
down both the C-130J and the C-17 lines, the 
only airlifters in production?27 

Th e QDR does call for devoting resources 
to accelerate a long-range strike capability 
directed at hostile nations and for new invest-
ments aimed at countering biological and 
nuclear weapons—such as in teams able to 
defuse a nuclear bomb. But it made relatively 
minor adjustments in key weapons systems, 
thus leaving less room for investments in 
innovative programs and forces to address the 
types of problems that the QDR identifi es, 
analysts say.28

In fact, the July 2006 issue of the Budget 
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Bulletin, a monthly publication prepared by 
the Senate Budget Committee’s Republican 
staff , concluded that, over the coming decade, 
the military will fall drastically short of the 
money it needs to buy, operate, and maintain 
all the weapons systems churning through 
the pipeline. According to the report, the best 
way to keep defense spending in check in the 
coming years lies in “controlling the cost of 
weaponry,” especially those programs that 
the Pentagon might not necessarily need.29

DOD Is Abusing 
Emergency Funding

Of course, by using “tricks,” Congress pretends 
to be more of a budget hawk than it is. For 
example, according to Winslow T. Wheeler 
of the Center for Defense Information Straus 
Military Reform Project, the annual defense 
appropriations bill has been supplemented in 
recent years by an additional Title IX, often 
called “Additional Appropriations.” Wheeler 
notes:

Th is money … is “emergency” 
spending, which has had a specifi c 
legislative meaning since a 1991 bud-
get agreement between Congress 
and President George H. W. Bush. 
“Emergency” spending is appropria-
tions that do not count in the “spend-
ing caps” Congress imposes on itself 
for appropriations. For example, the 
2006 congressional budget resolu-
tion imposed a “cap” on the DOD 
Appropriation bill at $402.3 billion. 

Th e $452.8 billion Congress appropri-
ated for that bill was, of course, way 
over that limit. However, $50 billion 
for Iraq and Afghanistan in Title IX 
and $5.9 billion in Hurricane Katrina 
and avian fl u expenses in other parts 
of the bill, were all exempted from 
being “scored” to the cost of the bill 
because they are designated as “emer-
gency.” Th us, the $452.8 billion bill 
fi ts under the $402.3 billion “cap” 
with room to spare.30

In addition, the White House has cho-
sen to fund the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq 
through supplemental appropriations and 
not through the regular budget. According 
to the Center for Defense Information, “For 
virtually each year of the war, Bush has sub-
mitted at least one, but usually two, supple-
mental funding requests.”31 In fact, as of 
June 13, 2006, of the $331 billion provided 
for military operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
and elsewhere, $301 billion, or 91 percent, has 
been provided either in supplemental appro-
priations bills or as additional “emergency” 
funding in separate titles of annual defense 
appropriations acts.32

Interestingly, on June 28, 2006, the 
Pentagon delivered to Congress a report 
called Fiscal Year 2007 President’s Budget: 
Department of Defense Budget Allowance 
Details, which spells out how the Pentagon 
wants to spend the $50 billion it is seeking 
to pay for operations in the war on terrorism 
during the fi rst few months of FY 2007. Th e 
Pentagon refused to release the report pub-
licly. Moreover, as of late July 2006, the Bush 
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administration had not enforced a 2005 law 
requiring the Pentagon to estimate the cost of 
military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan 
through 2011.33

Iraq War Costs Are Rising

Th e war in Iraq has been one of increasing 
budget costs. In January 2006, the Pentagon 
said it spent $4.5 billion a month on recurring 
operational costs in Iraq in FY 2005, nearly 
$300 million more than the average monthly 
costs for the previous year. But that monthly 
$4.5 billion was only a piece of defense spend-
ing for the ongoing operations. It did not 
include more than $1 billion spent each month 
on procurement and military construction 
projects or additional funds allocated for 
intelligence operations in Iraq.34

Iraq War costs are really averaging about 
$6 billion a month, with Afghanistan costing 
another $1 billion. Together, these monthly 
costs total more than the annual budget 
of the entire U.S. Coast Guard and fi fteen 
times more than the DHS is budgeted to 
spend in FY 2007 on emergency prepared-
ness for fl oods and other natural disasters.35 

In March 2006, the Congressional Research 
Service released a report that said spending 
on Afghanistan and Iraq would rise to $9.8 
billion a month from the $6.8 billion a month 
the Pentagon spent in 2005. Th e report cited 
“substantial” expenses to replace or repair 
damaged weapons, aircraft, vehicles, radios, 
and spare parts. Th us, U.S. military spending 
in Iraq and Afghanistan will average 44 per-

cent more in FY 2006 than in FY 2005.
Th e report said it considered “all war 

and occupation costs” and fi gured in costs 
for health care, fuel, national intelligence, 
and the training of Iraqi and Afghan secu-
rity forces—“now a substantial expense”—
whereas the Pentagon counted just the cost of 
personnel, maintenance, and operations.36

Another Congressional Research Service 
report released on September 22, 2006, esti-
mated that when all funding is completed for 
FY 2007, total war appropriations for Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and the global war on terror-
ism will reach $549 billion. Th us, the Iraq 
War is now costing taxpayers almost $2 bil-
lion a week—nearly twice as much as in the 
fi rst year of the confl ict and 20 percent more 
than in 2005.37

War costs are rising despite Pentagon 
estimates of lower personnel costs: $2.6 bil-
lion for 2006, or 14 percent less than in 2005. 
Off setting that decline is an increased request 
for procurement of new equipment: $25.7 bil-
lion in 2006, up from the $18.8 billion that 
Congress provided in 2005. And year-by-year 
comparisons show that appropriations for 
operations and maintenance spending for the 
army and marines are rising by better than 
30 percent.38 In fact, annual war costs in Iraq 
are easily outpacing the $61 billion a year (in 
today’s dollars) that the United States spent 
in Vietnam between 1964 and 1972.39 

Aside from direct costs, the Iraq War 
is having a negative eff ect on the defi cit. 
According to an August 2006 budget projec-
tion, a phased withdrawal would save $416 
billion on the defi cit over the next four years 
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and $1.28 trillion over the next decade. A 
“stay-the-course” strategy, in contrast, would 
increase the defi cit by $313 billion over the 
next four years and $1.3 trillion over the next 
decade.40

In July 2006, the army announced that 
due to the strain of continuing wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, it is tightening spending at 
home. Because of the costs of overseas com-
bat operations, it said it is taking several steps, 
including canceling nonessential travel, lim-
iting purchases to critical wartime needs, and 
freezing all new contract awards.41

In fact, the army is staring at budget 
shortfalls that might exceed $20 billion annu-
ally, a fi gure that is compelling service offi  -
cials to play hardball with the Pentagon in 
an attempt to keep afl oat fi nancially. Early in 
2006, it was reported that top army offi  cers 
were considering the possibility of submitting 
a budget proposal for FY 2008 and beyond 
that exceeds the guidance issued by senior 
defense offi  cials. Defying department guid-
ance would amount to an act of rebellion by 
army leaders.42 But the situation has become 
so dire that Defense Secretary Rumsfeld 
allowed the military services to press their 
case for larger budgets directly with the White 
House’s Offi  ce of Management and Budget 
(OMB). Th e move is particularly critical for 
the U.S. Army, which wants $141 billion in 
2008 alone, $30 billion more than the $111.8 
billion requested in 2005.43

Another example of the strain on the army 
was seen in August 2006, when the Pentagon 
announced it was extending the tour of the 
172d Stryker Brigade by at least four months 

and was sending back to Iraq three hundred 
of their just returned soldiers.44

On August 22, 2006, the U.S. Marine 
Corps said it has been authorized to recall 
thousands of marines to active duty, primar-
ily because of a shortage of volunteers for 
duty in Iraq and Afghanistan. Up to 2,500 
marines from the Individual Ready Reserve 
(IRR) will be brought back at any one time, 
but there is no cap on the total number of 
marines who may be forced back into service 
in the coming years as the military battles the 
war on terror.45

Th e Marine Corps’ authority to recall 
marines for jobs in the global war on terror—
a war whose parameters remain largely unde-
fi ned—has no expiration date. In July 2006, 
the Congressional Budget Offi  ce (CBO) 
released an analysis that found “the Congress 
has appropriated $432 billion for military 
operations and other activities related to 
the war on terrorism since September 2001. 
According to CBO’s estimates, from the 
time U.S. forces invaded Iraq in March 2003, 
$290 billion has been allocated for activities 
in Iraq, of which $254 billion has gone to the 
Department of Defense (DoD) and other 
defense agencies for military operations.”46

Lack of accountability over Iraq War–
related spending has been so obvious and 
blatant that some Republicans in Congress 
agreed to cosponsor with Democrats a land-
mark proposal to create a special House com-
mittee to investigate that spending. However, 
the proposal to create a modern-day “Truman 
Committee”—modeled after the oversight 
board run by then-senator Harry Truman 
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to root out contracting abuses during World 
War II—has been blocked from consider-
ation by Republican leaders for more than a 
year.47 

Cost of Refurbishing and 
Repairing Weapons Used in 
the Fighting Is High

In 2005, senior marine offi  cials admitted that 
if the war in Iraq ended tomorrow and marine 
units were shipped home, it would cost $12.8 
billion to reequip them with vehicles and 
gear lost in combat and through wear and 
tear. Th at outlay would take up a signifi cant 
portion of the corps’ yearly budget, which in 
2004 stood at nearly $17 billion.48

In July 2006, Democratic lawmakers sent 
a letter to President Bush noting that up to 
two-thirds of the army’s combat brigades 
were not ready for wartime missions, largely 
because they were hampered by equipment 
shortfalls.49 Much of the equipment deployed 
in Iraq is beginning to wear out as a result 
of heavy use, harsh operating conditions, 
and frequent insurgent attacks. Furthermore, 
the quantity and quality of weapons in units 
away from the war zone are eroding as equip-
ment is transferred to deploying units. Th e 
latter problem is particularly pronounced in 
the reserves, which already were functioning 
with a defi cit of modern equipment when the 
war began.

In February 2006, Defense News reported 
that the army was asking for $9 billion to 
“reset” its war-depleted stocks—the vast bulk 

of this money to be used to replace and repair 
tanks, helicopters, and vehicles. Th is reset 
process takes used vehicles apart, inspects 
the parts, then replaces and refurbishes the 
equipment to like-new condition.50 Since the 
Iraq insurgency heated up in fall 2003, the 
army’s combat losses have included about 
20 M1 Abrams tanks, 50 Bradley fi ghting 
vehicles, 20 Stryker wheeled combat vehicles, 
20 M113 armored personnel carriers, and 250 
Humvees, service sources said. Th e number 
of vehicles lost in battle comes to nearly 1,000 
after adding in heavy and medium trucks 
and trailers, mine-clearing vehicles, and Fox 
wheeled reconnaissance vehicles.51

In March 2006, the army said unfunded 
repair and upgrade work alone totaled more 
than $3 billion.52 And just about fi ve months 
after this Defense News report, army chief of 
staff  General Peter J. Schoomaker said that 
the army needed $17.1 billion in FY 2007 
to “reset” or restore the service’s equipment 
stocks.53

Th e situation is so serious that the Offi  ce 
of the Secretary of Defense was consider-
ing adding tens of billions of dollars to the 
army’s base budget in the Pentagon’s new six-
year spending plan in order to address fund-
ing shortfalls that service offi  cials said might 
threaten the viability of U.S. ground forces. 
Th e offi  cials said an army request for an addi-
tional $23 billion to its FY 2008 budget and 
further additions on that same order each year 
through 2013 were being seriously weighed in 
a round of highly unusual midsummer bud-
get negotiations.54

In fact, General Schoomaker withheld 
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a required 2008 budget plan from Pentagon 
leaders in August 2006 after protesting to 
Defense Secretary Rumsfeld that the army 
could not maintain its current level of activ-
ity in Iraq plus its other global commitments 
without billions in additional funding. Th e 
decision to withhold the plan is believed to 
be unprecedented and signaled a widespread 
belief within the army that in the absence 
of signifi cant troop withdrawals from Iraq, 
funding assumptions must be completely 
reworked. Schoomaker is reportedly now 
seeking $138.8 billion for 2008, nearly $25 bil-
lion higher than budget limits originally set 
by Rumsfeld. Th e army’s 2006 budget was 
$98.2 billion, making Schoomaker’s request a 
41 percent increase over current levels.55

However, Schoomaker is not making this 
request because he is greedy, but because he 
understands history. As James Jay Carafano, 
a senior research fellow at the Heritage 
Foundation, wrote: “Th e military has zero 
confi dence that the politicians on the other 
side of the Potomac are going to seriously 
address this issue anytime soon. Th ey fi gure 
that as soon as Iraq cools down, the big checks 
won’t be so big anymore. So they are trying to 
get what they can now to get the Army into 
as good a shape as possible to weather the lean 
years ahead.”56

Reset costs may actually be even higher. 
Th ese costs have not been incorporated into 
the Pentagon’s baseline budget, and many 
observers have predicted that it will take two 
years of supplemental appropriations follow-
ing an end to operations in Iraq to reset the 
force fully. If these supplementals end once 

the United States withdraws from Iraq, the 
U.S. military and especially the army will 
face a major budget crisis because the costs of 
resetting the force will have to compete with 
other priorities both within the Pentagon and 
in the rest of the federal government.57

According to the Association of the 
United States Army, during FY 2005 the army 
deployed 23 percent of its trucks, 15 percent of 
its combat vehicles, and 15 percent of its heli-
copters in Iraq. Much of this equipment does 
not rotate out when troops do, either because 
the army is trying to minimize transportation 
costs or because it wants to retain key items 
such as up-armored vehicles in the war zone.

As a result, the equipment is exposed to 
continuous use for long periods of time, more 
than two years in the case of some Chinook 
helicopters, and may not receive scheduled 
maintenance in a timely fashion. In an analy-
sis of how such stresses aff ect fi elded equip-
ment, the army concluded that a single year 
of deployment in Iraq causes as much wear 
and tear as fi ve years of peacetime use.

Th is information is hardly surprising, 
given the fact that much of the equipment 
in Iraq is being used at a rate several times 
higher than typically prevails in peacetime. 
Th e operating tempo, or “optempo,” of heli-
copters is twice as high in the war zone as else-
where. Combat vehicles such as the Abrams 
tank and the Bradley fi ghting vehicle operate 
at fi ve or six times normal rates. And trucks 
are utilized at up to ten times their peacetime 
rates (which helps explain why so many are 
washed out during their time in Iraq).

But high utilization rates are only one 
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aspect of the stress problem; there is also the 
fact that the conditions under which sys-
tems operate in Iraq are harsher than those 
encountered in peacetime training exercises. 
For example, Abrams tanks are designed to 
operate in open country, but in Iraq they 
often travel on paved roads, accelerating 
wear. Th eir mechanical and electronic sys-
tems are exposed to sand, wind, precipitation, 
and vibration far in excess of what would 
be experienced in peacetime. Maintenance 
is deferred or carried out in suboptimal cir-
cumstances. And then there is the enemy, 
who seldom misses an opportunity to shoot 
a rocket-propelled grenade at whatever U.S. 
vehicle is going by.

Considering all the insults visited on 
army equipment in Iraq, it is impressive that 
the mission-capable rates of ground vehicles 
such as the Abrams tank and the Humvee 
have been maintained at 90 percent in the 
war zone, and the mission-capable rate for 
helicopters is a respectable 77 percent. But 
this high state of readiness is being bought at 
a high price. Th e equipment in Iraq is being 
run down rapidly, and reserve equipment 
in the United States is being transferred to 
deploying units so extensively that nondeploy-
ing National Guard units have virtually no 
night-vision goggles, up-armored Humvees, 
or equipment to detect chemical agents.58 
Simply put, the army is cutting resources to 
nondeployed forces to make sure frontline 
troops stay at the highest combat readiness.59

A report released in August 2006 by 
the Lexington Institute and the Center for 
American Progress said the Marine Corps 

needs $12 billion to bring its ground, com-
munications, and aircraft equipment back up 
to their prewar levels. Th e service must also 
spend $5 billion for equipment repairs each 
year it maintains a major presence in Iraq. 
Before the war started, marine offi  cials spent 
about $3 billion annually on refurbishing 
equipment that was twenty years old in many 
cases.60

An October 2005 GAO report assessing 
the conditions of thirty selected equipment 
items also found that reported readiness rates 
declined between FY 1999 and FY 2004 for 
most of these items. Th e decline in readiness, 
which occurred more markedly in FY 2003 
and FY 2004, generally resulted from (1) the 
continued high use of equipment to support 
current operations and (2) maintenance issues 
caused by the advancing ages and complexity 
of the systems. Key equipment items—such 
as army and marine trucks, combat vehicles, 
and rotary-wing aircraft—have been used 
well beyond normal peacetime deployment 
rates.61 Moreover, a June 26 memorandum62 
circulated on Capitol Hill by Representative 
Joel Hefl ey (R-Colo.), a House Armed 
Services Readiness Subcommittee chair-
man, raised concerns that army units train-
ing at home are so short on equipment and 
personnel that they are unready if needed 
urgently for Iraq, Afghanistan, or potentially 
any other crisis that may emerge domestically 
or abroad. Th e document suggested that the 
army had already deployed units to Iraq and 
Afghanistan that were offi  cially rated at the 
lowest (category-3 and category-4), levels of 
readiness.63
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And Iraq is not the only theater where 
equipment stocks are a problem. In 2005, it 
was assessed that critical U.S. military war 
stocks in South Korea have fallen into such 
signifi cant disrepair that this problem will 
slow a U.S. ground response to possible 
North Korean hostilities or any other Pacifi c 
confl ict.64

Th e war in Iraq has also badly depleted 
the National Guard’s domestic store of vehi-
cles, weapons, and communications gear, 
leaving units with one-third of the equipment 
needed to meet requirements for homeland 
security, its primary mission. Equipment 
taken to Iraq by National Guard units is 
being worn out, blown up, lent to U.S. forces 
rotating in-country, or given away to newly 
mustered Iraqi units. One result is that the 
guard is lean on equipment that might be 
needed in the aftermath of a major storm.65 

At the beginning of the hurricane season in 
2006, Florida’s National Guard offi  cials esti-
mated that the state units were as much as 
$50 million short of needed supplies—mainly 
because the state’s guard members had been 
ordered to leave their equipment behind in 
Iraq and Afghanistan after their deploy-
ments.66 Th is cannibalization of guard units 
has happened previously, in the 1960s during 
the Vietnam War.

In July 2006, Lieutenant General H. 
Steven Blum, the chief of the National Guard 
Bureau, testifi ed to Congress that more than 
two-thirds of the Army National Guard’s 
thirty-four brigades were not combat ready, 
largely because of vast equipment short-
falls that would take as much as $21 billion 

to correct. His comments came after dis-
closures that two-thirds of the active army’s 
brigades were not rated ready for war.67 And 
September 2006 testimony by a GAO offi  -
cial before Congress said that Army National 
Guard units have less than one-third of their 
repaired equipment and that Army Reserve 
units have about half the modern equipment 
they need to deploy.68

On August 1, the National Security 
Advisory Group, a team of defense and 
national-security experts chaired by former 
secretary of defense William J. Perry, sent a 
letter to Democratic Party leaders noting 
that not a single nondeployed army brigade 
combat team in the United States is ready to 
deploy. Th e group said, “Th e bottom line is 
that our Army currently has no ready, strate-
gic reserve. Not since the Vietnam era and its 
aftermath has the Army’s readiness been so 
degraded.”69

Deployments in Iraq and 
Afghanistan Have Stretched 
the Military

Aside from the costs, the military is already 
overextended just in terms of the number 
of troops it has deployed. A CBO report 
issued in October 2005 noted that overall 
the total level of land forces deployed to Iraq 
and Afghanistan averaged about 175,000 to 
200,000 personnel in 2005 and 2006. Th ose 
levels of force are well above what CBO con-
siders sustainable over the long term.70 For 
example, as of January 2006, nearly all of 
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the available combat units in the U.S. Army, 
Army National Guard, and Marine Corps 
have been used in current operations. Every 
available combat brigade from the active-
duty army has already been to Afghanistan 
or Iraq at least once for a twelve-month tour. 
Many are now in their second or third tours 
of duty. Approximately 95 percent of the 
Army National Guard’s combat battalions 
and special operations units have been mobi-
lized since 9/11. Short of full mobilization or 
a new presidential declaration of a national 
emergency, little available combat capac-
ity remains in the Army National Guard. 
Moreover, all active-duty Marine Corps units 
are being used on a “tight” rotation sched-
ule—seven months deployed, less than a year 
home to reset, and then another seven months 
deployed—and all of marine reserve combat 
units have been mobilized.71

Senior army and marine offi  cers have 
begun warning that unless there is a troop 
reduction in Iraq, the present schedule of 
combat tours will be diffi  cult to sustain with-
out an increase in the number of forces. Th e 
concerns have reached such a level that top 
army leaders have broached the subject of 
changing deployment rules to allow for more 
frequent call-ups of National Guard and 
reserve units to relieve pressure on the active-
duty army. But because the army relied heav-
ily on the guard and reserve early in the war, 
many units have hit legal deployment limits, 
which allow for two years overseas out of 
every fi ve. Without a change in these rules to 
allow more frequent guard deployments, the 
army will be forced to consider a push for an 

expansion of its active-duty force, which now 
stands at 504,000.72 

Restrictions on the use of the guard are 
a matter of interpretation. Guard offi  cials 
have said that under President Bush’s cur-
rent mobilization order, its members may not 
be called up if they have served for twenty-
four consecutive months. But a confl icting 
DOD policy interprets the order as limiting 
the call-up of those who have tallied twenty-
four months of total service, regardless of the 
length of time served consecutively. Th e latter 
view puts more guard members off -limits for 
remobilization without a new order from the 
president.73

Even if just spending more money would 
solve the readiness problem, a larger problem 
still exists. Military and Pentagon offi  cials 
have previously hinted that they hoped U.S. 
troop deployments in Iraq would drop to 
100,000 by the end of 2006. However, it is not 
possible to keep the current number of troops 
deployed in Iraq (or anywhere else) indefi -
nitely. Th e ones in Iraq and elsewhere must 
eventually be relieved by fresh troops because 
excessively long or too frequent periods of 
time away from home create the risk that sol-
diers will decide against a military career. For 
a professional volunteer military force to be 
able to retain soldiers over time, the rule of 
thumb for active-duty units is a three-to-one 
rotation ratio (meaning three units are needed 
to keep one unit fi elded). Th erefore, keeping 
135,000 troops in Iraq requires an additional 
270,000 for rotation, or a total of 405,000 
soldiers. Th is number is precariously close to 
the total size of the active-duty army, about 
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500,000 troops. Moreover, the U.S. Army has 
another 64,000 troops deployed elsewhere 
overseas that require a total of 192,000 troops 
to sustain it. So according to the math, the 
army is about 100,000 soldiers shy of being 
able to keep up the current deployments.74

Another report on the Iraq War com-
missioned by the Pentagon from Andrew F. 
Krepinevich, a retired army offi  cer who is 
the director of the Center for Strategic and 
Budgetary Assessments, said defense offi  cials 
risk “breaking the force” if current troop lev-
els are maintained in Afghanistan and Iraq 
without increasing the size of the army or 
slowing the pace of deployments. Krepinevich 
suggested that the army did not have enough 
combat brigades to sustain its twelve-month 
rotations for Iraq and Afghanistan.75 

Another factor causing rising costs is con-
gressionally mandated benefi ts. Since 9/11, 
Congress has approved military reenlistment 
bonuses that can reach as high as $90,000 as 
well as overall compensation packages worth 
an average of more than $100,000 annually 
for active-duty personnel. Th ese incentives, 
needed to recruit troops into the military 
during an unpopular war, are contributing 
to out-of-control military spending. Adding 
fuel to the fi re, the 2006 National Defense 
Authorization Act provides for a doubling 
of army enlistment bonuses to $40,000 
for active-duty personnel and $20,000 for 
reserves, as well as a boost in the maximum 
reenlistment benefi t off ered to person-
nel in hard-to-fi ll positions, from $60,000 
to $90,000. Th e army currently off ers a top 
reenlistment bonus of $40,000, according to 

an army spokesperson.76

In discussing the total value of mili-
tary compensation packages, including pay, 
health care, bonuses, and retirement benefi ts, 
Comptroller General David M. Walker cited 
a January 2006 GAO report that pegged the 
average compensation for active-duty enlisted 
personnel and offi  cers $112,000. More than 
half of this compensation takes the form of 
health care and other benefi ts. Th is amounts 
to about double the average for civilian pay, 
Walker said.

Another January 2006 study, this time by 
the RAND Corporation, found that nearly 
three-fourths of military reservists called to 
serve in Afghanistan and Iraq are taking home 
more money on duty than in their civilian 
jobs. In many cases, the troops earn a higher 
gross salary in civilian life. But when the 
federal tax exemption and other allowances 
approved by Congress for troops in combat 
are factored in, soldiers in combat are about 
72 percent better off  than in civilian life. Th e 
RAND study, which the Pentagon funded, 
showed an average benefi t of 25 percent above 
civilian pay, about $10,000 a year.77

Th e total cost of active-duty compensa-
tion increased by 29 percent between 2000 
and 2004, from $123 billion to $158 billion, 
according to the RAND report. Health-
care costs were a major driver of this change, 
increasing 69 percent over the period, the 
report said.

In addition, the Pentagon is shouldering 
the ongoing expenses of two late-Clinton-era 
initiatives. One of these initiatives reversed a 
1986 cost-saving decision to cut the percent-
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age of base pay received by retired military 
personnel after twenty years of service to 
40 percent from the traditional 50 percent. 
Th is reversal not only saddled the Pentagon 
with higher retirement costs for current and 
future personnel, but also mandated retro-
active retirement payments to cover the 10 
percent diff erence over the previous thirteen 
years.78 Th e other initiative, Tricare for Life, 
guarantees all retired Medicare-eligible mili-
tary personnel the right to continue receiving 
Pentagon-subsidized health care and pre-
scription drug coverage. Th is program is part 
of the reason why military health-care costs 
rose from $19 billion in 2001 to almost $42 
billion in 2006.79

Moreover, in 2003, the Pentagon lost the 
ability to lean on the Department of Veterans 
Aff airs (VA) to help off set the cost of military 
retirement packages. Th e Pentagon previ-
ously saved money by reducing retirement 
pay for disabled military members who also 
received a VA disability pension. Allowing 
disabled retirees to “double dip” costs the 
Pentagon and taxpayers $1.8 billion to $5 bil-
lion per year.80

Th ese facts are bad enough, but it turns 
out that the fi scal situation is even worse than 
previously thought. A September 2006 GAO 
report found that the government used pre-
war data to estimate the cost of caring for 
veterans from Iraq and Afghanistan, contrib-
uting to a $3 billion budget shortfall at the VA 
since 2005.81

Wars Are Creating Personnel 
Challenges

In terms of dealing with critical military per-
sonnel issues, the QDR fails. A July 2006 
report from the CSIS said:

Th e US experience in Iraq has, how-
ever, raised serious questions about 
the adequacy of the total pool of 
active and reserve US military per-
sonnel. For decades, US strategy has 
talked about how many wars US 
forces should be able to fi ght at or 
near the same time. In the process, 
the US has gone from 2.5 theater wars 
to two major regional contingencies. 
Now, according to the 2006 QDR, 
[the United States] is supposed to size 
its forces for two wars of undefi ned 
character, size, intensity, and duration 
that may include irregular long wars 
and conventional campaigns. Th ere is 
a new emphasis on asymmetric war-
fare, but no indication that the US 
will need less military capability.82

In addition, Frederick Kagan, a military 
historian and resident scholar at the American 
Enterprise Institute, writing in the July–
August 2006 issue of Foreign Aff airs, noted 
that although the administration has permit-
ted the army to maintain nearly 30,000 extra 
soldiers in its ranks for the past several years, 
the president’s budget for 2007 requires the 
army to shed those additional troops. And the 
ground forces proposed both in that budget 
and in the QDR would support a long-term 



the independent institute16 |

deployment of approximately only  eighteen 
brigade teams (each comprising around 3,500 
troops). At the height of the campaigns in 
Iraq and Afghanistan in 2003, by contrast, 
the United States had more than twenty bri-
gade teams deployed to combat zones, and 
even they were not enough to pacify and 
rebuild those countries.83 Th us, U.S. ground 
forces are unlikely to be able eff ectively to 
undertake this questionable mission.

Bear in mind that army transforma-
tion advocates talk at great length about the 
plan, called “modularization,” to expand 
the number of army and reserve brigades 
from sixty-six to seventy-seven and to make 
these “brigade combat teams,” no longer 
divisions, the primary level of command to 
fi ght twenty-fi rst-century warfare. But they 
talk less about how this plan will shrink the 
army’s actual combat forces. Th eir apparent 
goal is to be achieved by reducing the num-
ber of ground combat maneuver battalions 
in each brigade, now generally three, to two 
in most new formations. Thus, although 
the number of brigade headquarters will 
increase by 11.5 percent (from 66 to 77), the 
number of actual combat units in the form 
of maneuver battalions will decrease from 
201 to 161, or by 20 percent.84

Th e question is, why does the Pentagon 
continue to resist adding troops to the army, 
even when Congress has authorized the army 
to increase its active and reserve force by 
50,000? According to former assistant sec-
retary of defense Lawrence J. Korb, the real 
reason is that it would cost money. In this 
budget-constrained environment, adding 

troops to the army would force the Pentagon 
to cancel cherished programs such as the F/A 
22 or the DD(X) destroyer, which deal only 
with threats from a bygone era, to slow down 
the deployment of the untested national mis-
sile defense system, and to reduce the number 
of strategic nuclear weapons signifi cantly.85

Th e army has embarked on a six-year plan 
to boost its combat power by 40,000 troops 
while reducing the number of noncombat 
jobs—essentially giving the nation more 
forces to deploy without a costly increase in 
the active-duty army’s authorized strength of 
482,000. But this plan is based on two key 
conditions that remain far from certain: (1) 
that no major new demand will arise for U.S. 
soldiers at home or abroad, and (2) that the 
army will be able to recruit between 75,000 
and 80,000 new soldiers each year through 
2011—a target the service missed in FY 2006, 
when only 73,400 signed up.86

In 2005, Secretary of the Army Francis J. 
Harvey stated that the army can sustain cur-
rent troop levels in Iraq and Afghanistan, even 
as it builds additional combat brigades, with-
out personnel increases beyond the 30,000 
already approved by Congress. He noted 
that the number of active-duty personnel is 
scheduled to peak at 512,400 in 2007 before 
dropping back to 482,400 from 2008 to 2011. 
Th us, he said, the number of people within 
the “operational” part of the army—troops 
who can deploy to plan, command, and carry 
out missions—will grow to 355,000 by 2007, 
from 315,000 in 2004.

Th is increase in troops would be accom-
plished through a variety of new personnel 
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policies, including trimming the institutional 
and administrative branches to 75,000 people 
between 2008 and 2011, down from 104,000 
in 2004. Harvey also described a plan to 
reduce the number of people assigned at any 
one time to training slots, from 63,400 in 
2004 to 52,400 by 2011.

In this regard, Joe Galloway, the senior 
military correspondent for the Knight Ridder 
news organization, noted:

Now Secretary Harvey has laid out 
how, without increasing the Army’s 
strength, he’ll beef up what he calls 
“the operational Army,” the Army 
that kills people and blows things up, 
without increasing the long-term per-
manent strength of the Army by even 
one soldier above the hopelessly low 
total of 482,400.

It’s a brilliant capitalist stroke 
worthy of a cold-blooded CEO. We’ll 
hire civilians who like to be paid low 
civil service wages to replace mili-
tary people who treat and nurse the 
wounded coming home from Iraq; 
replace those who handle payroll 
issues for other soldiers; replace those 
who do a thousand miserable jobs 
well because they know that what 
they do is important to other soldiers. 
Th en we can ship the “savings” off  to 
Iraq or some other pre-emptive war.

Another part of the plan calls 
for shutting down some of the Army 
schoolhouses and shifting more than 
11,000 of those who educate and train 
soldiers to more lethal jobs. It seems 

somewhat counterintuitive to reduce 
training at the same time that we 
begin to fi ll the ranks with the less 
fortunate or just plain unlucky.87

Among the people who are enlisting, 
though it tends not to get talked about, are 
those from that slice of life that can be politely 
called economically disadvantaged.88 Enlisted 
men and women tend to come from house-
holds earning between $32,000 and $33,500, 
according to a 1999 DOD study. (Th e median 
American income is $43,300.)89 One recruiter 
candidly noted, “We have the most success in 
schools that have low college placement and 
low graduation rates…. Th at’s just a fact.”90

Nevertheless, a November 2005 GAO 
report found that DOD faces a signifi cant 
challenge in recruiting and retaining hun-
dreds of thousands of new servicemembers 
each year, not only to meet annual legisla-
tively mandated aggregate personnel levels, 
but also to meet authorized personnel require-
ments within its hundreds of occupational 
specialties. To further complicate an already 
challenging recruiting environment, DOD 
reported that more than half of today’s youth 
between the ages of sixteen and twenty-one 
are not qualifi ed to serve in the military 
because they fail to meet the military’s entry 
standards for education, aptitude, health, 
moral character, or other requirements.91 
Furthermore, parents, teachers, and other 
infl uencers have been less inclined to encour-
age young people to join the military.

But Harvey’s projections also included 
a number of assumptions, the most impor-
tant being that the army will not be assigned 
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any signifi cant new missions beyond those it 
is carrying today. In addition, the personnel 
plans assumed that the number of National 
Guard and Army Reserve personnel mobi-
lized to join active-duty forces, now about 
129,000, would remain at that level at least 
through 2007.92 Th at assumption is now 
passé. Currently, the number has dropped to 
below 100,000. 

Ironically, about the same time Harvey 
was announcing his “operational army” 
plan, the newest recruiting fi gures were 
released, showing an army recruiting short-
fall of more than 6,700 active-duty soldiers, 
which set back his plan. Th e army brought 
in nearly 73,300 active-duty recruits in FY 
2006—about 1,000 fewer than the annual 
average over the past ten years and well short 
of the 80,000 needed to generate the planned 
temporary boost in army strength.93 Th e 
army has also placed particular emphasis on 
recruiting Hispanics. Its eff orts have become 
so aggressive, however, that a counter-recruit-
ment movement has emerged.94

Furthermore, in another sign of strain, 
seventy-three soldiers in a special reserve 
program defi ed orders to appear for wartime 
duty, some for more than a year, yet the army 
chose not to act against them. Th e soldiers are 
part of the IRR, a pool of about 110,000 inac-
tive troops who still have contractual obliga-
tions to the military but are rarely summoned 
back to active duty. But an army stretched 
thin by the demands of war in Iraq and 
Afghanistan began a phased call-up of 6,545 
of these soldiers in June 2004.95 Subsequently, 
in November 2005, the army suspended 

plans to expand the program.96 Yet even after 
that the army continued sending mobiliza-
tion orders to IRR members, saying they are 
part of the original involuntary mobilization 
authorized in 2004 and that the army will 
keep on issuing such orders until it has suc-
cessfully deployed 5,600 active-duty soldiers 
from the ranks of the IRR.97 

As for the Marine Corps, in August 2006 
it was announced that the corps had begun 
calling up its last line of reservists, men and 
women so removed from active duty that they 
were no longer attached to a unit. Unless vol-
unteers stepped forward, the Marine Corps 
said it would issue orders requiring up to 
2,500 such troops to report for training, a rare 
move that analysts regarded as a sign that the 
U.S. engagement in Iraq is far from winding 
down.98 Although obligated to serve if called, 
these reservists had expected that their days 
in uniform were behind them.

Another way in which the military hangs 
onto its personnel is in a sense to keep them 
prisoner. Admittedly, the term prisoner is an 
exaggeration, but what does one call a situ-
ation in which a soldier has completed his 
or her military obligation and the Pentagon 
refuses to discharge him or her? Th e Pentagon 
calls it stop-loss. Th e policy applies to sol-
diers in units due to deploy for the Iraq and 
Afghanistan wars. Th e army says the stop-
loss is vital to maintain units that are cohe-
sive and ready to fi ght. By the end of January 
2006, the U.S. Army had forced about 50,000 
soldiers to continue serving under “stop-loss” 
after their voluntary stints had ended. Some 
dispute the policy’s fairness, but court chal-
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lenges have fallen fl at.99 As of August 2006, it 
was reported that such policies were freezing 
more than 10,000 army soldiers in the service 
indefi nitely.100

But perhaps the most jaw-dropping indi-
cator of the stress on U.S. forces was the idea 
to create an American Foreign Legion. In 
July 2006, testifying before the Senate Armed 
Services Committee, Undersecretary of 
Defense for Personnel and Readiness David 
S. C. Chu listed a series of inducements cur-
rently off ered to get foreigners to risk life and 
limb for Uncle Sam. Th ey included “President 
Bush’s executive order allowing non-citizens 
to apply for citizenship after only one day of 
active-duty military service,” a streamlined 
application process for service members, and 
the elimination of “all application fees for 
non-citizens in the military.” 

Although noting that approximately 
40,000 noncitizens are already serving in the 
U.S. Armed Forces, Chu off ered his own solu-
tion to the immigration crisis. With the ser-
vices denied the possibility of a draft, he made 
a pitch for creating a true foreign legion from 
a group “potentially interested in military ser-
vice,” the “estimated 50,000 to 65,000 undoc-
umented alien young adults who entered the 
U.S. at an early age.” Chu then talked up 
legislation such as the 2003 DREAM Act, 
that would give undocumented workers the 
opportunity, among other options, to join the 
military as a means to achieve conditional 
permanent resident status.101

Recruiting and keeping personnel in spe-
cifi c military specialties is also a challenge. 
A November 2005 GAO report showed that 

the army, National Guard, and marines had 
signed up only one-third of the special forces 
soldiers, intelligence specialists, and trans-
lators that they had aimed for over the past 
year. Th e report found that, in all, the mili-
tary had failed to fully staff  41 percent of its 
array of combat and noncombat specialties. 
GAO offi  cials said that some of the critical 
shortfalls were masked by the overfi lling of 
other positions in an eff ort to reach overall 
recruiting goals. As a result, the GAO report 
questioned whether the Pentagon had given 
Congress an accurate picture of the military’s 
ability to maintain the force it needs for Iraq 
and Afghanistan.102

At the start of FY 2006, the DOD did 
open its new recruiting year with good news, 
announcing that the army had met its goal 
for October 2005, the fi rst month of the new 
fi scal year. But offi  cials also said that the 
army had lowered its October recruiting goal 
by about one-third from the prior year’s goal. 
Army offi  cials noted that they had recruited 
4,925 soldiers into active duty, exceeding 
the new monthly goal of 4,700. In October 
2004, the army had slightly exceeded its then 
goal of 6,935.103 To make up the diff erence, it 
looked to sign up more recruits later: in July 
2006 it sought to bring in 7,450 soldiers; for 
July 2007 it is seeking 10,450, an extra 3,000. 
Backloading the recruiting calendar prevents 
the Pentagon from having to explain missed 
quotas throughout the year. Perhaps most 
important, it also allows time for events on 
the ground in Iraq to change.104 Furthermore, 
in early 2006, the army said it would increase 
the age limit for active-duty enlistees from 
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thirty-four to thirty-nine.105 Th en in June, 
just fi ve months later, it raised the enlistment 
age limit to just under forty-two.106 Despite 
all these eff orts, the overall trend has been 
dismaying. Consider the numbers given in 
table 1.

Just who is declining the opportunity 
to “be all they can be”? Minorities, for one. 
African American enlistments, for decades 
a sure thing, have declined about 40 per-
cent since 2000. Five years ago nearly one 
in four recruits was black, according to the 
Army Recruiting Command at Fort Knox, 
Kentucky. In FY 2005, however, the number 
of black enlistees fell to about one in seven.107

In response, released Pentagon demo-
graphic data show that the military is lean-
ing heavily for recruits on economically 
depressed, rural areas where youths’ need 
for jobs may outweigh the risks of going to 
war. More than 44 percent of U.S. military 

recruits come from rural areas, Pentagon 
fi gures show. In contrast, 14 percent come 
from major cities. Youths living in the most 
sparsely populated zip codes are 22 percent 
more likely to join the army, with an opposite 
trend in cities.108

Nor are lower numbers just a problem in 
the enlisted ranks. Th e commissioned offi  cer 
corps has been experiencing diffi  culties also. 
In November 2005, USA Today reported that 
the army was off ering a series of new incen-
tives to young offi  cers to stem a rising exodus 
of West Point and Reserve Offi  cers’ Training 
Corps (ROTC) scholarship grads in 2005 
and 2006. After the September 11, 2001, ter-
rorist attacks, the number of lieutenants and 
captains leaving had dropped, but now it has 
increased almost to pre-9/11 levels because of 
mounting concerns about repeat tours of duty 
in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Among the new incentives that the army 

Number of recruits by which the army missed its fi scal year 2005 recruiting goal of 80,000: 6,627

Number of the six reserve components that fell short of their fi scal year 2005 recruiting goals: 4

Total number of recruits by which the six reserve components fell short of their cumulative fi scal year 
2005 recruiting goal:

18,864

Year in which the army last experienced a recruiting shortfall as large as the fi scal year 2005 shortfall: 1979

Approximate number of troops the Army currently is short (in junior ranks): 18,000

Approximate number of troops the Army is expected to be short (in junior ranks) by the end of fi scal 
year 2006:

30,000

Percent of army enlisted special operations personnel leaving in 2003: 6

Percent of army enlisted special operations personnel leaving the force in 2004: 13

Shortage of captains, who serve as unit-level leaders, in the army reserve: 52

Percentage change in national enrollment for the army Reserve Offi  cers’ Training Corps (ROTC) since 
2002:

-14

Maximum enlistment age for the U.S. Army in December 2005: 35

Maximum enlistment age for the U.S. Army today: 42

table 1 Recruiting and Retention109
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now off ers to try and keep young offi  cers are:

• Off ering free graduate school to an addi-
tional two hundred young offi  cers now 
serving and to six hundred future offi  cers 
beginning in 2010 if they agree to stay 
past their initial hitches;

• Allowing some young offi  cers to choose 
where they will be assigned and what 
job they will have if they agree to remain 
three years beyond their fi rst commit-
ment;

• Asking Congress to approve cash bonuses 
for offi  cers who stay past their initial 
stint;

• Cutting the time it takes to get promoted 
to captain and major.110

Young army offi  cers, including grow-
ing numbers of captains who leave as soon as 
their initial commitment is fulfi lled, are bail-
ing out of active-duty service at rates that have 
alarmed senior offi  cers. In 2005, more than 
one-third of the West Point class of 2000 left 
active duty at the earliest possible moment 
after completing their fi ve-year obligation. 
Mirroring the problem among West Pointers, 
graduates of ROTC programs at universities 
also are increasingly leaving the service at the 
end of the four-year stint in uniform that fol-
lows their commissioning.111

In December 2005, the army disclosed 
that almost two-thirds of the army offi  cers 
in a special reserve program were allowed to 
resign rather than go to war. Th at option has 
not been granted to enlisted soldiers who also 
have been called back to duty from the ready 
reserve. Th e possible repercussions for them if 

they do not report range from receiving less-
than-honorable discharges to being declared 
AWOL or deserters.112

Th e army has another incentive for both 
former enlisted and offi  cers: they can reenter 
at their former rank if they have not been out 
of the service for more than four years, and 
they are eligible for a signing bonus of up to 
$19,000.113 Despite these incentives, the army 
has struggled to retain enough offi  cers to 
lead its forces and has begun dramatically to 
increase the number of soldiers it promotes, 
raising fears within the service that wartime 
strains are diluting the quality of the offi  cer 
corps. In 2005, the army promoted 97 percent 
of all eligible captains to the rank of major. 
Th at was up from a historical average of 70 
percent to 80 percent. Th e army has tradi-
tionally used the step to major as a winnow-
ing point to push lower-performing soldiers 
out of the military.114 Th e problems inher-
ent in this policy are highlighted in a July 
2006 Congressional Research Service report: 
“Th e Army … estimates that annual short-
ages in excess of 3,000 offi  cers will persist 
through FY2013 unless accessions (the num-
ber of new lieutenants brought to active duty 
annually) can be increased and retention 
can be improved. It presently takes 10 years 
to ‘grow’ a major (from lieutenant to promo-
tion to major), and 14 years if that major is an 
academy or ROTC graduate. Th erefore, the 
projected shortage appears to be a signifi cant 
long-term challenge especially as the Army 
continues to transform and maintain a sig-
nifi cant role in fi ghting the Global War on 
Terror.”115
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Nor is this problem confi ned to the active 
force. Th e guard and reserves also have dif-
fi culties. In fact, the Army National Guard, 
battling a falloff  in recruiting, is off ering 
troops a fi nder’s fee for lining up new soldiers. 
Th e Guard Recruiter Assistant Program off ers 
National Guard members $1,000 for enlisting 
a recruit and another $1,000 when the pros-
pect shows up for basic training.116

Furthermore, numbers are only part of 
the problem. Equally important is quality—
something that is proving more diffi  cult to 
get. In October 2005, Army Secretary Harvey 
told reporters that he would begin accepting 
more people who score in the bottom third 
on the military’s aptitude test, known as 
Category IV recruits. What Harvey did not 
say was that the army had already done that.
Recruiting fi gures released during that time 
showed that about 4 percent—or roughly 
2,900 of the 73,000 recruits—had scored at 
the bottom of the army’s test. In 2004, the 
army had accepted just 440 soldiers from the 
lowest category, or about 0.6 percent of 70,000 
recruits. Army rules then allowed the service 
to accept up to 2 percent of low scorers. Since 
the 1980s, the DOD has mandated that no 
more than 2 percent of incoming recruits each 
year may score below thirty out of ninety-
nine on the army’s aptitude test. By doubling 
that percentage to 4, the army will bring in 
more low scorers than at any time since 1989, 
according to army records.117 News reports 
indicate that by the time FY 2007 has ended, 
the army will have enlisted 3,200 Category 
IV recruits, amounting to 4 percent of the 
80,000 volunteers the army will enroll in this 

year.118 If these recruits are added to the 2,900 
who signed up in 2005, it means that for the 
next three years the army will fi eld two bri-
gades’ worth of soldiers who fi nished in the 
bottom 30 percent of all those taking the test. 
Th is prospect is not good, considering that 
fi ghting the counterinsurgency operations 
in Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere requires 
bright soldiers. Th ings may get worse. Federal 
law allows the military to take up to 20 per-
cent from the lowest category annually.119 

Low scores are hardly the most embarrassing 
aspect of the situation, however. Writing in 
Slate in October 2005, Fred Kaplan reported 
that recruiters, having failed to meet their 
enlistment targets, were authorized to pur-
sue high school dropouts. He has also noted 
that the number of Category IV recruits was 
starting to skyrocket.120 In October 2005, 12 
percent of active-duty recruits were Category 
IV. November was another disastrous month; 
army offi  cials will not even say how many 
Category IV applicants they then took in, 
except to acknowledge that the percentage 
was in the “double digits.”

It is worth noting that the army has 
been down this road previously. During the 
Vietnam War, Defense Secretary Robert S. 
McNamara created Project 100,000, a pro-
gram intended to help the approximately 
300,000 men who annually failed the Armed 
Forces Qualifi cation Test for reasons of apti-
tude. Research conducted in the late 1980s 
revealed that across the armed services, Project 
100,000 recruits were reassigned at rates up to 
eleven times greater than their peers.121

Th ere’s even more bad news on the 
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recruitment front: the army is now granting 
“waivers” to an increasingly high percentage 
of recruits with criminal records—and try-
ing to hide it. Th e use of a little-known, but 
increasingly important, escape clause known 
as a waiver is another means by which the mil-
itary is attempting to meet recruiting targets. 
Generally approved at the Pentagon, waivers 
allow recruiters to sign up men and women 
who otherwise would be ineligible for service 
because of legal convictions, medical prob-
lems, or other reasons preventing them from 
meeting minimum standards. According to 
a February 2006 article in Salon, the army 
said that 17 percent (21,880 new soldiers) of its 
2005 recruits were admitted under waivers. 
Put another way, more soldiers than are in an 
entire infantry division entered the army in 
2005 without meeting normal standards. Th is 
use of waivers represents a 42 percent increase 
since the pre–Iraq War year of 2000. In fact, 
the article continued, even the already high 
rate of 17 percent underestimates the use of 
waivers because “the Pentagon combined the 
army’s fi gures with the lower ones for reserve 
forces to dilute the apparent percentage. 
Equally signifi cant is the army’s currently lib-
eral use of ‘moral waivers,’ which are issued to 
recruits who have committed what are loosely 
defi ned as criminal off enses. Offi  cially, the 
Pentagon states that most waivers issued on 
moral grounds are for minor infractions like 
traffi  c tickets.”122 Yet documents show that 
many of the off enses are more serious and 
include drunken driving and domestic abuse.
In 2005, 37 percent of the army’s waivers 
(about 8,000 soldiers) were granted based on 

moral grounds. Like waivers as a whole, these 
waivers are proliferating; they are 32 percent 
higher than in the prewar year of 2000. “As a 
result, the odds are going up that the soldiers 
fi ghting and taking the casualties in Iraq 
entered the army with a criminal record,” the 
article concluded.

Th ere also was a signifi cant increase in 
the number of recruits with what the army 
terms “serious criminal misconduct” in their 
background. Th is category includes commit-
ting aggravated assault, robbery, or vehicular 
manslaughter; receiving stolen property; and 
making terrorist threats. In 2005, the number 
of recruits in the category increased to 630, 
up from 408 in 2004, reversing at least a four-
year trend in which the number of recruits 
with serious criminal misconduct in their 
background had declined, according to army 
statistics.123

Similarly, in late 2005, a key drug test for 
recent use of marijuana was softened. About 
the same time, a high school equivalency pro-
gram was put in place for high school drop-
outs. And that spring, a ban on childhood 
asthmatics was removed. But perhaps the 
most signifi cant revision was a loophole that 
allowed recruits who are too heavy to meet 
weight or body fat limits to take the fi tness 
test anyway.124 Th ose who think that worry-
ing about high school diplomas and criminal 
records is much ado about nothing should 
remember that on the last day of January 
2005, Steven D. Green, the former army pri-
vate accused of raping a fourteen-year-old 
Iraqi girl and murdering her family, sat in a 
Texas jail on alcohol-possession charges. He 
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was an unemployed, nineteen-year-old high 
school dropout who had just racked up his 
third misdemeanor conviction. Green had 
received a moral waiver.125 A link between 
preservice behavior and criminal acts while 
in the military should come as no surprise to 
Pentagon offi  cials. A 2003 study done for the 
deputy assistant secretary of defense for mili-
tary personnel policy found that “[a] num-
ber of research studies have been conducted 
to isolate factors associated with destructive 
behavior by military personnel. Two areas of 
concern have been identifi ed: (1) lack of eff ec-
tive prescreening procedures to identify mili-
tary entrants with criminal records and other 
behavioral adjustment problems, and (2) 
inadequate management practices that have 
allowed the retention on active duty of mili-
tary personnel who have shown a pattern of 
substandard behavior. As a result, a number 
of individuals are in positions where destruc-
tive acts could have the most serious conse-
quences.”126 With the advantage of hindsight, 
the army is at least partly responsible for the 
dilemma it faces. In May 2005, it released a 
directive that attempted to alleviate its per-
sonnel crunch by retaining soldiers who were 
earmarked for early discharge during their 
fi rst term of enlistment because of alcohol or 
drug abuse, unsatisfactory performance, or 
obesity, among other reasons. By retaining 
these soldiers, the army lowered the quality of 
its force and placed a heavy burden on com-
manders who have to take the poor perform-
ers into harm’s way.127

Th e military’s actions, although deplor-
able, are at least understandable. All the ser-

vices are competing for recruits in a very small 
pool. Th e Pentagon reported in July 2006 
that 72 percent of young adults are ineligible 
for service because they are physically unfi t, 
drug users, or otherwise unsuitable for duty. 
As a consequence, recruiters for the service 
branches, along with the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation and other federal agencies, tar-
get the same 28 percent of eligible candidates. 
Furthermore, the lack of desirable recruits, 
many of whom are in college, makes it neces-
sary for the services to cling to those already 
in uniform, and strategies must be developed 
to “nurture” them until retirement age to save 
on training costs—which means off ering 
them increased benefi ts to keep them in the 
service.128

Th e army has also contacted nearly 
78,000 prior-service soldiers, sailors, airmen, 
and marines, including about 7,000 former 
offi  cers, to see if they might be interested in 
returning to active duty in the army.129

In addition, retention is a problem. Th e 
army exceeded its goals for keeping soldiers in 
FY 2005 with the help of bonuses. Th at year it 
paid out approximately $505 million in reen-
listment bonuses, almost fi ve times the $102 
million spent in 2003. Yet it still missed its 
retention goals for the fi rst two months of FY 
2006.130

Th e overall increased pace and workload 
for soldiers is also taking its toll. A RAND 
study found that the biggest gripes of active-
duty troops are long days and greater work 
load, not the personal danger they face in 
Iraq and Afghanistan.131 Why are Iraq and 
Afghanistan so stressful for American ground 
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forces? As Fred Kaplan wrote in January 
2006,

Lawrence Korb, who was assistant 
secretary of defense for manpower and 
reserve aff airs in the Reagan admin-
istration, states the issue baldly: “We 
cannot fi ght a long, sustained war 
without a larger ground force.”

Th e claim may seem strange, 
until you peel apart the numbers. Of 
the Army’s one million soldiers, fewer 
than 400,000 are combat troops (the 
rest are support personnel). Only 
about 150,000 of those combat troops 
are on active duty; the rest are in the 
National Guard and Reserves.

Th en there is the matter of rota-
tion. Combat units, at least in an all-
volunteer force, cannot be deployed 
for much longer than a year…. 
Th erefore, to sustain one active bri-
gade (about 3,500 troops) in a war 
zone, one or two additional brigades 
must be ready to replace it.132

Defense Pork

If the military budget is supposed to be a 
refl ection of the QDR’s vision of transforma-
tion, then the QDR is a failure. Th e $439.3 
billion defense budget request for FY 2007 is 
a 4.8 percent real (infl ation-adjusted) increase 
over the previous year and includes $84.2 bil-
lion in weapons purchases, up 8 percent in 

real terms from the 2006 request. As noted 
earlier, to pay for equipment, the military is 
off ering up cuts in personnel.133

Stuffi  ng the military budget with unnec-
essary projects is a very old story but a sad 
one nevertheless. A preliminary analysis 
by Taxpayers for Common Sense found 
that the FY 2006 Department of Defense 
Appropriations bill has exceeded the paro-
chial and politically motivated earmarks 
worth $12.2 billion in the 2005 bill, both 
record highs.134 (An earmark is defi ned nar-
rowly as an allocation of funds at a level of 
specifi city below the normal line-item level.)

Th e 2006 Pig Book, an annual compila-
tion of the pork-barrel projects in the fed-
eral budget, produced by Citizens Against 
Government Waste, also found some choice 
items. In looking at the FY 2006 Defense 
Appropriations bill, it noted that from FY 
2005 to FY 2006, the number of pork-bar-
rel projects jumped 8 percent, from 2,606 to 
2,822, and the total project cost went up 17 
percent, from $12.7 billion to $14.9 billion.135

Furthermore, a January 2006 Con-
gressional Research Service report found that 
the number of congressional earmarks in the 
Defense Appropriations bill appears to have 
grown signifi cantly between FY 1994 and FY 
2005: from about 587 in FY 1994 to 644 in 
FY 1998; 997 in FY 2000; 1,409 in FY 2002; 
2,208 in FY 2004; and 2,506 in FY 2005. Th e 
amount of money earmarked in this way also 
grew: from approximately $4.2 billion in FY 
1994 to $4.4 billion in FY 1998, $6.1 billion 
in FY 2000, $7.2 billion in FY 2002, $8.5 bil-
lion in FY 2004, and $9.0 billion in FY 2005. 
Th e amounts earmarked by this defi nition 
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climbed from about 1.8 percent of the total 
money in each bill in FY 1994 and FY 1998 to 
about 2.3 percent in FYs 2000, 2002, 2004, 
and 2005.136

Indeed, even while blindfolded, one 
could virtually throw a dart at the military 
appropriations bill and still hit a pork ear-
mark. Veteran military analyst Winslow T. 
Wheeler wrote in January 2006 that to con-
duct the suggested exercise of a random page 
fl ip to fi nd pork in the research-and-develop-
ment title of the legislation, one might go to 
any page between 335 and 451.137 However, 
none of this amazing increase seems to faze 
members of Congress. Th e FY 2007 Defense 
Authorization Act, which Congress passed in 
September 2006, is reportedly packed with 
thousands of earmarks.138

Actually, the problem is even worse than 
just a larding of the military budget with 
unneeded and unwanted items. Th e real 
problem is that there is no process to identify 
what is good or bad. Wheeler explained it in 
this way: “Th e worst part of the pork process 
is that no one has established whether any 
specifi c earmark is junk or very much needed 
in even larger amounts.”139 According to 
Wheeler, the solution to reducing earmarks is 
to impose due diligence on the spending pro-
cess. In other words, each congressional ear-
mark for additional spending in the defense 
budget should be the subject of the follow-
ing:

[a]n estimate of the cost from the 
Congressional Budget Offi  ce (CBO); 
an evaluation by the Government 
Accountability Offi  ce (GAO), or 

another reputable evaluation entity, 
on the eff ectiveness and appropri-
ateness of the proposed spending; a 
written statement on the desirability 
of the earmark from the manager in 
DOD, whether civilian or military, 
who would oversee implementation 
of the project; detailed explanation 
in committee reports and conference 
reports of the nature of each ear-
mark, its short and long term costs, 
and its worth as identifi ed by GAO 
and CBO, together with the identity 
of any member of Congress seeking 
the earmark; and a requirement that 
any earmark that makes it through 
this process can only be awarded to 
a contractor after complete and open 
nation-wide contract competition.140

Fraud, Waste, and Abuse

Instances of fraud, waste, and abuse are rife 
within the Pentagon. Examples range from 
the absurd to the surreal. In 2005, a retired 
Army Reserve offi  cer complained to the 
Pentagon’s fraud hotline that the DOD had 
overpaid for kitchen appliances, shelling out 
$1,000 for popcorn makers and toasters and 
$5,500 for a deep-fat fryer that cost other gov-
ernment agencies $1,919. Although he pro-
vided a four-page spreadsheet showing 135 
cases of higher prices, the DOD dismissed 
his tip without checking up on his claims.141

Compounding all of the other problems 
mentioned so far is the obvious, though rarely 
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mentioned, fact that the Pentagon’s account-
ing systems are broken. In 2005, Managing 
Director Gregory D. Kutz of the GAO told 
Congress that these DOD accounting prob-
lems would cost taxpayers approximately $13 
billion in 2005. Indeed, since the 1990s, the 
GAO has classifi ed the Pentagon’s accounting 
systems as “high risk.”142

Indeed, the Pentagon’s ignorance about 
its own fi nancial management amazes even 
some of the most hawkish administration 
offi  cials. For example, a November 2005 op-
ed by former CBO director Dan Crippen 
noted, “As we approach the law’s [the Chief 
Financial Offi  cers Act of 1990] 15-year anni-
versary [the act was signed by President 
George H. W. Bush on November 15, 1990] 
the largest federal agency, the Department of 
Defense, has yet to undergo an independent 
fi nancial audit. Indeed, the Department of 
Defense is the only federal agency required 
by the CFO act to be independently audited 
that has failed to do so.”143

Th e Congressional Research Service has 
also said that confusing Pentagon account-
ing procedures and bookkeeping lapses have 
complicated the legislative branch’s ability 
to track billions of dollars that have been 
spent on military contracts and operations.144 
Moreover, a July 2006 GAO report found 
that since 2001, the GAO had concerns about 
the reliability of DOD’s reconstruction and 
training cost data. Th rough April 2006, the 
GAO wrote, “DOD has reported about $273 
billion in incremental costs for Global War 
on Terror (GWOT) related operations over-
seas—costs that would not otherwise have 

been incurred.” In addition, “DOD’s reported 
GWOT costs for GWOT-related appropri-
ated amounts diff er generally because DOD’s 
cost reporting does not capture some items, 
such as intelligence and Army modular force 
transformation.” And DOD has not yet “used 
funding made available for multiple years, 
such as procurement and military construc-
tion.”145

Even worse, the Pentagon’s own busi-
ness practices make eff ective weapons-cost 
management nearly impossible. A previous 
GAO study found that although the DOD’s 
729 managers oversee $144 billion worth of 
weapon purchases and development each 
year, they have little real authority over the 
programs they manage. Th ey are virtually 
powerless to keep costs down or development 
on schedule. Th e reasons include:

• Program managers are forced to fi ght one 
another annually for funding because 
Pentagon leaders habitually buy more 
than their budgets can pay for and refuse 
to set priorities. Th e funding struggles 
prompt managers to hide problems rather 
than solve them and to delay tests that 
might reveal defi ciencies.

• Programs often go forward before critical 
technologies are known to work. Th e pro-
grams invariably fall far behind schedule 
and exceed budgets as managers labor to 
overcome technical glitches.

• Managers cannot veto the services’ 
demands for ever-newer capabilities. 
Updating and upgrading ships, planes, 
and other weapons before construction 
is completed increase costs and prolong 



the independent institute28 |

development.146

Simply put, Pentagon management 
is incompetent. For example, every three 
months, the OMB rates federal agencies on 
fi ve measures of governance. Th e Executive 
Branch Management Scorecard for March 
2006 ranked the DOD “unsatisfactory,” the 
worst rating given, in three of fi ve categories; 
in the other two categories, the best DOD 
could do was “mixed results.” Of the twenty-
fi ve agencies rated, only the VA did worse. 
Moreover, GAO has identifi ed more areas 
of managerial concern in the Pentagon than 
in any other cabinet-level department in its 
“high-risk” series of reports.147

Ironically, on September 10, 2001, 
Defense Secretary Rumsfeld delivered a blis-
tering attack on the Pentagon bureaucracy. 
He called for quicker decision making, greater 
accountability, and a streamlined process to 
get weapons into the hands of soldiers faster. 
In this speech, he compared the Pentagon to 
Soviet planning. “We must transform the way 
the department works and what it works on,” 
he said. “It could be said that it’s a matter of 
life and death ultimately, every American’s.” 
But after the 9/11 attacks, military spending 
jumped by hundreds of billions of dollars, as 
did waste and fraud.148

Nor is just weapons contracting a prob-
lem. In July 2006, the GAO reported, “In 
recent years, the Pentagon has increasingly 
relied on goods and services provided by the 
private sector under contract. Since fi scal 
year 2000, DOD’s contracting for goods and 
services has nearly doubled, and this trend 
is expected to continue. In fi scal year 2005 

alone, DOD obligated nearly $270 billion on 
contracts for goods and services.” Th e same 
report found that “DOD faces vulnerabili-
ties to contracting, fraud, waste, and abuse 
due to weaknesses in fi ve key areas: sustained 
senior leadership, capable acquisition work-
force, adequate pricing, appropriate contract-
ing approaches and techniques, and suffi  cient 
contract surveillance.”149

Signifi cant cost overruns also aff ect 
thirty-six of the DOD’s major weapons sys-
tems, including key fi ghter jet, ship, and 
satellite programs, according to a Pentagon 
report released in April 2006. Th is report was 
the fi rst review of major weapons programs 
since Congress tightened terms for calculat-
ing cost increases. Th e new law requires the 
Pentagon to compare current unit prices with 
original cost estimates and with more recent 
revised projections. Th e report, based on year-
end fi gures, said that twenty-fi ve programs—
including three satellites, the army’s Future 
Combat System, and upgrades of the Bradley 
fi ghting vehicle and two helicopters—had 
cost increases of more than 50 percent from 
their initial estimates. Eleven programs—
including the Joint Strike Fighter, the F/A-
18 navy fi ghter, a new submarine, and two 
chemical demilitarization programs—now 
cost at least 30 percent more than their origi-
nal estimates.150

When confronted with these realities, 
someone in the Pentagon usually claims the 
problem can be solved through acquisition 
reform. Such claims, however, have been 
made for decades, and very little has come 
from them.151 In April 2006 testimony to 
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Congress, the head of the GAO said, “At this 
time, however, DoD is simply not positioned 
to deliver high quality products in a timely 
and cost-effi  cient fashion.”152

Sometimes the Pentagon resorts to bud-
get tricks. Consider a comment by Boston 
Globe reporter Brian Bender on National 
Public Radio:

Well, I think there’s some evidence of 
a shell game, if you will. For exam-
ple, there’s about $4 or $5 billion per 
year that the Army is spending on 
redesigning its frontline units to 
make them, as the Army says, more 
modular. But that’s a program that 
was in place long before the Iraq 
War. However, that chunk of money, 
this $4 or $5 billion a year, has been 
shifted into the special war budget 
and taken out of the annual bud-
get. But yet at the same time, when 
the Pentagon puts out its tallies for 
how much it’s spending on the war, 
it doesn’t include that $4 or $5 billion 
per year. So it’s including it in the war 
budget but not counting it as part of 
the war cost.153

Estimating the actual cost of military 
spending is almost impossible, however. To 
get a sense of how arcane this art is, consider a 
CBO report released in April 2006.154 It listed 
budget line items from 2001 to 2006, com-
paring the fi gures for each line as computed 
by the OMB and the CBO. It was a report 
only accountants and fi nancial auditors could 
love, but it illustrated that the Pentagon bud-

get has grown so complex that even such 
specialized government auditors can vary by 
wide margins in their analysis of the same 
budget documents.

What to Do about the High Cost of 
Defense

Many unneeded weapons systems can still 
be removed. A report from the Center for 
American Progress advocates cutting devel-
opment and production of eight major weap-
ons types: the F-22 fi ghter, the Virginia class 
submarine, the DD(X) destroyer, the V-22 
Osprey, the C-130J transport aircraft, off en-
sive space-based weaponry, further deploy-
ment of the U.S. national missile defense 
system, and “obsolete and unnecessary ele-
ments of the nuclear posture.”155

Congress might be more willing to cut 
weapon systems under development if it 
knew about problems with them that were 
uncovered during testing. But the Offi  ce of 
Operational Test and Evaluation—created by 
Congress, as a result of the procurement scan-
dals in the Reagan administration, to review 
the performance of new weapons—has not 
publicly released an assessment in four years, 
raising concerns that the DOD’s commit-
ment to oversight is dwindling at a time when 
weapons spending is on the rise. Although 
this offi  ce still prepares annual reports, none 
has been made public since 2002. Between 
1998 and 2002, however, it issued dozens of 
reports on weapons under development for 
the various military branches.156
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Of course, it is not just lack of knowl-
edge that prevents Congress from cutting 
unnecessary weapons. Any honest appraisal 
of the problem has to recognize that mem-
bers of Congress, in an eff ort to benefi t their 
states and districts, are often just as guilty of 
lobbying for a system that is not wanted or 
needed. For example, in 2006 in an eff ort to 
save money, Gordon R. England, secretary 
of the navy at the time, proposed building a 
new $3 billion destroyer in just one shipyard 
rather than at facilities in both Mississippi 
and Maine. He estimated the move could 
cut $300 million from the cost of each ship. 
Congressional reaction was swift. Senators 
from the two states stalled England’s promo-
tion to deputy defense secretary. One Maine 
senator even used her seat on the Armed 
Services Committee to help push through 
legislation that blocked the idea.157

Months before the QDR was released 
in February 2006, it was reported that the 
Pentagon had decided to stick with having 
the capability of being able to fi ght two major 
confl icts at once, retaining the requirement 
that the Pentagon maintain active forces and 
reserves able to repel and occupy an enemy in 
one war and defeat a second enemy but not 
necessarily occupy the capital. Furthermore, 
it would endorse the current military strat-
egy known as “1421.” Th e fi rst number rep-
resents defending the home front. Th e “four” 
is the ability to deter hostilities in four global 
regions. Th e “two” is the overriding require-
ment to defeat two enemies nearly simultane-
ously. Th e fi nal “one” means the capability of 
decisively defeating one of those enemies and 

occupying the country if necessary.158

As tremendous as the Pentagon’s budget-
ary ambitions are, they are exceeded both by 
the U.S. strategy and by the forces needed for 
implementing this strategy. In other words, 
strategy exceeds forces programmed, and 
forces programmed exceed planned budget 
funding.

Conclusions

Not only is the situation in regard to the 
U.S. military bad, it is worse than we think. 
Current U.S. military spending exceeds the 
maximum levels of both the Reagan era 
spend-up and the Vietnam War, in infl a-
tion-adjusted terms. Actual levels of mili-
tary spending are higher than commonly 
assumed due to budgetary artifi ces used by 
both the executive and legislative branches, 
such as excluding the costs of fi ghting in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and elsewhere from regular 
budget appropriations. Th e costs of fi ghting 
the two wars are rising, but the U.S. military 
does not eff ectively program or manage mili-
tary spending. Th e levels of deceit and igno-
rance are so high that we cannot even begin 
to understand how bad overall American fi s-
cal irresponsibility is.

Nevertheless, Congress continues its 
politically irresponsible habit of loading up 
military appropriations’ bills with billions of 
dollars of earmarks for projects that usually 
have very little, if any, bearing on military 
needs. Along with various forms of fraud, 
waste, and abuse, this habit annually wastes 
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many billions of dollars.
Th e human and fi scal costs of fi ghting in 

Iraq have been far higher than ever dreamed 
or anticipated. Eighteen years after Paul 
Kennedy published Th e Rise and Fall of Great 
Powers,159 the U.S. military indisputably fi nds 
itself overstretched. Putting aside the sheer 
fi nancial cost, other costs have been signifi -
cant in terms of equipment. Th e optempo has 
been so high that it has seriously aff ected the 
equipment being used, thus necessitating a 
reset, either by refurbishing the used equip-
ment or by buying new systems, that will run 
into the tens of billions of dollars. 

Th e Iraq War has also adversely aff ected 
recruiting and retention for both active and 
reserve forces. Although the Pentagon’s lat-
est recruiting numbers show that recruiting 
goals are being met for the active forces, these 
goals have been achieved at signifi cant fi nan-
cial costs. More important, the Pentagon has 
had to lower its standards to meet its quotas. 
Th is is troubling news, and many military 
offi  cials are already despairing over what they 
see as a return to the “hollow force” days of 
the immediate post–Vietnam War era.

Th e war has also negatively impacted 
America’s strategic reserve, the National 
Guard and Amy Reserve. Th eir use as an 
operational force has worn out much of 
their equipment and has required that units 
deploying to Iraq equip themselves from the 
stocks of other units, leaving many units ill 
equipped to handle critical homeland secu-
rity missions.

Th e latest QDR has come and gone but 
has had little positive impact. Because it was 

not driven by strategy, it has the same prob-
lems that past QDRs did. Despite Defense 
Secretary Rumsfeld’s proclaimed mission of 
transforming the military, another goal whose 
eventual total cost do not know, every single 
Cold War weapon system that was previously 
in the procurement pipeline still remains. A 
review that was supposed to aid in restruc-
turing the military to deal with asymmetric 
threats revealed that the Pentagon’s biggest 
asymmetrical threat is its own internal plan-
ning.

Th ere is no easy solution to any of these 
problems. It has taken years to get to this 
point. Fixing the various problems will assur-
edly take longer. Th e fi rst step, however, is 
to acknowledge that we have an addiction, 
namely to the use of military force. Th e old 
saying “When all you have is a hammer, 
everything looks like a nail” applies here. 
But the U.S. military is not some all-pur-
pose handy gadget. Th e number of things for 
which it can usefully be employed is actually 
quite limited. Th e military can be “trans-
formed” many times, but fi ghting a counter-
insurgency, for example, will continue to be 
a dangerous, messy, people-intensive eff ort. 
And relying on the military as the primary 
defense against attacks by Islamic terrorists 
is equally problematic. Th at battle will even-
tually be won by security, intelligence, and 
law enforcement personnel around the world 
working together.

In fairness, the military’s problems are not 
all of its own making. It exists to carry out the 
U.S. national-security strategy. Th e latest ver-
sion of that strategy, released in March 2006, 
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continues to confuse preemption with preven-
tive war, emphasizes the unachievable goal of 
“ending tyranny” completely throughout the 
world, and fails to make a realistic assessment 
of the threats to our security.160

Once this is understood, certain steps can 
be taken. Th at U.S. forces need to withdraw 
soon from Iraq is a certainty, not a possibility, 
despite all the rhetoric about not cutting and 
running. Once U.S. forces are withdrawn, 
current high optempo strains will ease, per-
mitting the military to start retraining and 
reequipping its forces.

Th e November 8, 2006, announcement, 
after the midterm elections, of the resigna-
tion of Defense Secretary Rumsfeld presents 
an opening to start making changes. His 
announced successor, Robert Gates, is not 
known as an advocate of force transforma-
tion, which presents an opportunity to reduce 
or cancel some purchases of planned weapons 
systems.

Reequipping forces, however, does 
not mean proceeding with the manufac-
ture of unneeded Cold War legacy systems. 
Eliminating some of the major weapons sys-
tems previously cited will not only save hun-
dreds of billions of dollars, but also allow 
funds to be transferred to other equally criti-
cal needs, such as manpower and operations 
and maintenance costs.

In particular, tactical aviation programs 
are egregious examples of Pentagon misman-
agement. Th e F-22A Raptor program has 
experienced one of the largest reductions in 
buying power. Th e addition of air-to-ground 
strike capabilities to what was originally 

designed as an air superiority fi ghter has con-
tributed signifi cantly to the program’s ever-
increasing costs. Th e original F-22 acquisition 
program, which offi  cially started in 1986, was 
intended to produce 750 aircraft for more 
than $90 billion, at no more than $149 mil-
lion per aircraft. Th e current F-22 acquisi-
tion plan is to buy 183 aircraft for $65 billion 
at $355 million per aircraft. Between 2008 
and 2010, the air force wants to buy its fi nal 
sixty aircraft in a “multiyear” procurement. 
Paying for this procurement started in 2006; 
the total cost will be $10.5 billion. Th is fi nal 
purchase should be promptly cancelled. Th e 
capabilities are just not worth the cost.

Th e Joint Strike Fighter is almost as much 
of a cost escalation nightmare as the F-22. To 
paraphrase a World War II song, it is being 
built on a “wing and a prayer.” It is greatly 
dependent on a business case that invests 
heavily in production before testing has dem-
onstrated acceptable aircraft performance. 
Th e program expects to begin low-rate initial 
procurement in 2007, with less than 1 percent 
of the fl ight test program completed and no 
production representative prototypes built for 
the three fi ghter variants.161 Earlier in 2006, 
the GAO released a report that essentially said 
the Pentagon is unable to justify more F-22s; 
there is no current or future threat to warrant 
them; and they not aff ordable.162 Funding for 
the Joint Strike Fighter should be frozen until 
the DOD can make the case that continued 
production of variants is militarily necessary 
and that it has developed suffi  ciently eff ective 
program management to prevent further cost 
escalation.
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Th e army’s Future Combat System is the 
army’s program to build a group of eighteen 
combat vehicles and other systems and link 
them together into an integrated and complex 
system. Although the program is necessary 
for the army, its current schedule is far too 
ambitious, given its complexity. In September 
2005, Army Secretary Harvey estimated the 
program would cost $125 billion over twenty 
years. Th e QDR left the Future Combat 
System intact and continued the program’s 
spending binge. 

Th e Virginia class submarine was origi-
nally intended to combat the next generation 
of Russian submarines, which will never be 
built. Th e navy plans to buy thirty of these 
boats to replace the SSN-668 class of Los 
Angeles class submarines at an estimated 
cost of $94 billion. However, not only is the 
Virginia class submarine cost ineff ective, but 
it also fails to provide signifi cant new capa-
bilities beyond those of the Los Angeles class. 
Canceling the Virginia class submarine and 
refueling the reactors of the Los Angeles 
class can save $65 billion over the next fi fteen 
years.

Th e DD(X) destroyer is the navy’s next-
generation, multimission surface combatant 
with an emphasis on naval surface fi re sup-
port. Yet the navy currently has more than 
7,000 vertical launch system cells in its Arleigh 
Burke class destroyers and Ticonderoga class 
Aegis cruisers, which it can dedicate in large 
part to the land attack mission—thus making 
the new destroyer’s capabilities unnecessary.

Furthermore, the Marine Corp’s vertical 
lift tilt-rotor V-22 Osprey aircraft has experi-

enced massive costs, performance problems, 
and delays during its sixteen-year develop-
ment. Many of its original specifi cations and 
mission capabilities, including fi repower, sur-
vivability, and range payload, have had to be 
reduced. Its program costs have soared. Th e 
corps will likely be able to buy the Osprey 
only if it does not fund its other lift and 
amphibious programs and must plan to bor-
row fi repower and other assets from the army 
in a major contingency.

If the corps were to cancel the Osprey, 
it might rely on the MH-60S Knighthawk, 
which presents a viable alternative to the 
Osprey. It is nearly identical to the already 
well-known and combat-tested UH-60L 
Black Hawk currently in production for the 
army. It carries nearly the same payload as the 
Osprey. Although it has room for only thir-
teen soldiers, compared to eighteen for the 
Osprey, it, unlike the Osprey, also can carry 
machine guns, rockets, and Hellfi re missiles.

Missile defense continues to be a bottom-
less pit. President Bush has spent more than 
$40 billion on it since taking offi  ce.163 Th ough 
the administration has already placed mis-
sile interceptors at launch sites in Alaska and 
California, its record of operational testing 
continues to be mixed at best. Furthermore, 
there is no reason to believe that any actual 
or future adversary with ballistic missiles will 
be undeterred by U.S. conventional or stra-
tegic forces. Th e total cost of the Bush plan 
over the next twenty years will exceed $200 
billion.164

Cuts in modernization programs are nec-
essary, but it is equally important to cut force 
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structure. Although this is not the time to 
cut army or marine forces, given the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, the navy and air force 
are already going in that direction, having 
reduced their end strengths. Formalizing that 
situation will allow signifi cant cost savings in 
the future. Smaller forces will relieve pressure 
on procurement budgets in that the services 
will be able to get rid of their older systems 
fi rst, allowing for a procurement holiday. And 
because at least some of the new systems are 
more capable than their predecessors, there 
will not be a need for one-for-one replace-
ment.

A fi nal point to emphasize is that continu-
ing to try and maintain global military hege-
mony is ultimately self-defeating. Th e United 
States must learn to work cooperatively, sub-
stantively as well as rhetorically, with other 
countries. And it needs to stop looking at 
every other rising power—e.g., China—as 
the next military challenger.
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