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Preface

As relations between the United States and China deteriorate, chances of a military
clash are only too real. Multiple factors, including Taiwan, could lead to a major
escalatory spiral of conflict in Asia. Such an escalation is undesirable as, among other
things, it would be a threat to the security and prosperity of the United States.

This year-long study by three members of the Quincy Institute’s East Asia Program and
seven external partners, spearheaded by former QI Research Fellow Rachel Esplin Odell,
is a major undertaking to lay out a safer military strategy for the United States in Asia.
The strategy, called Active Denial, lays out the military posture needed to reduce
chances of escalation in the event of conflict, while ensuring that any Chinese military
offensive cannot succeed. The strategy also has the additional benefit of yielding
significant annual savings of roughly $75 billion (about 10 percent) by 2035 compared
to the last Trump administration defense plan.

The Quincy Institute was founded in 2019 to advance policy-relevant scholarship to
move U.S. foreign policy away from endless war and toward vigorous diplomacy,
economic engagement, and the combating of existential threats such as climate
change. The focus of this study was to evolve a shorter-term military strategy in Asia for
the United States that lowers risk and makes for a more stable military balance. The
research group did not aspire to address questions of grand strategy in the longer-term.
Consequently, the report does not present a Restraint grand strategy towards China.
Rather, it lays out a shorter-term military strategy aimed at reducing the risk of conflict
in the region, which in turn can serve as a bridge toward a grand strategy of Restraint for
Asia.

Active Denial’'s defense-centered approach reduces chances of escalation in any
conflict, including nuclear escalation, while its focus on resilience ensures that the
United States will prevail. The strategy challenges multiple assumptions currently
rampant in Washington of relying primarily on offense and, as some have argued,
maintaining or regaining U.S. military dominance in the region. It also emphasizes the
importance of diplomatic tools in achieving a more stable Asia.

By reducing the U.S. military footprint in Asia, especially Army and Marines ground
forces, and eliminating vulnerable or superfluous platforms, active denial will
significantly lower costs to the American taxpayer. By mitigating the security dilemma
and reducing arms racing in the region, the strategy could foster mutually acceptable
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compromises in regional disputes and open the door for more inclusive cooperation
involving the United States, China, and other Asian nations. In doing so, it can ensure the
maintenance of hard-won peace in a region vital to America’s prosperity.

The recommendations of this study, if adopted by the United States, will reduce the risk
of a major conflagration in Asia and contribute to stabilizing the currently fraught
circumstances in the region. They ought to be taken to heart, and acted upon, in the
national interest.

Sarang Shidore
Director of Studies

Trita Parsi
Executive Vice President

S
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Executive Summary

As China's military power has grown over the past three decades, U.S. military
dominance in the Western Pacific has eroded significantly. Efforts by the United States
to restore military dominance in the region through offensive strategies of control are
unlikely to succeed. Not only would such efforts prove financially unsustainable; they
could also backfire by exacerbating the risk of crises, conflict, and rapid escalation in a
war.

At the same time, the United States and various countries in the region have legitimate
concerns about how China intends to apply its growing military capabilities. The
possibility that Beijing could use force against Taiwan or against U.S. allies in disputes
over islands and maritime jurisdiction raises the specter of a direct U.S.—China war.
China’s increasing use of diplomatic and economic coercion against other states in
geopolitical disputes also heightens other countries’ general anxiety about how Beijing
might use military force for coercive purposes.

In view of these trends, the United States needs a more credible, stabilizing, and
affordable defense strategy for deterring potential use of military force by China,
coupled with a diplomatic strategy to reduce military tensions and improve crisis
management.

The 10 authors of this report, with extensive expertise on these topics and high-level
experience in government and the military, convened in late 2020 to develop a proposal
for such a strategy, one that meets three key criteria. It must:

(1) Effectively deter potential aggression;
(2) Enhance stability and limit risks of rapid and nuclear escalation;
(3) Remain affordable under tighter fiscal constraints.

Through a series of structured discussions, war games, and broader working groups of
experts, we have developed a road map for implementing a defense strategy that can
meet these objectives. It is based on a concept we call active denial.

Key components of an active denial strategy

Active denial is a defense strategy characterized by a phased approach to operations.
This approach focuses on deploying resilient and primarily defensive U.S. and allied
forces to blunt and disrupt attack, while preparing for focused counterattack later. It
relies upon a smarter division of labor between allied and forward-deployed U.S. forces,
both of which are to be optimized for resilience. It also employs a restrained approach
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to escalation and seeks to limit the scope of battle, with an end goal of defeating
aggression rather than subjugating the adversary.

U.S. force structure should be redesigned around an active denial strategy, with a
greater focus on the U.S. Navy and Air Force and cuts to Army and Marine force
structure. Changes should also be made within each service:

e The Navy should emphasize smaller ships, with light carriers replacing half the
current large carriers at a ratio of 2 to 1. It should expand its inventory of smaller
surface combatants relative to larger ships and maintain submarine and
logistical capability.

e The Air Force should reorganize and emphasize maintenance and ground
support capabilities and accelerate cuts to older aircraft to recapitalize the fleet
of combat aircraft. Additionally, it should reduce maintenance costs and maintain
tanker, transport, and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities.

e The Army and Marine Corps should cut 26 of their combined 71 brigade combat
teams and regiments, including eight from the active force. For the Asia—Pacific
theater, these forces should instead focus on capabilities for defending against
air and naval aggression, including more mobile long— and medium-range
air-defense and anti-ship capabilities.

Force posture in Asia should also be adjusted to reflect an active denial strategy. The
United States and its allies should invest more in regional basing infrastructure to
improve resilience and prepare for distributed operations. At the same time, the units
least suited to relevant contingencies — such as most Marine ground troops in Okinawa
and some U.S. Air Force assets in South Korea — should be moved to other locations.

Benefits of an active denial strategy

Implementing these changes to U.S. defense strategy, force structure, and force posture
would significantly enhance deterrence, stability, and fiscal sustainability. We have
identified the core benefits as these:

e By making U.S. and allied forces more resilient while preserving their potency,
active denial would ensure that the United States and its allies would avoid
defeat at the outset of conflict and defeat attacks in subsequent phases.

e By making deployed forces more defensively oriented and focusing operations
primarily on adversary forces directly engaged in offensive operations, the
proposed strategy would limit rapid, early escalation and reduce the risk of
inadvertent nuclear escalation.
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e By prioritizing the forces appropriate for the Asian theater, trimming ground-force
elements, and adopting concepts of operation that capitalize on the region’s
defensive advantages, an active denial strategy would offer a road map for a
more affordable defense. Specifically, the changes we recommend would
generate annual savings, measured against the last Trump administration
defense plan, of roughly $75 billion, or 10 percent of the Trump plan’s projected
costs, by 2035.

An accompanying diplomatic strategy with allies and
partners — and Beijing

To succeed, these changes must be accompanied by deepened engagement with allies
and partners in Asia. The United States should continue to move beyond its
longstanding “hub-and-spokes” network of bilateral alliances and encourage more
security cooperation among these allies and partners. The United States will be more
likely to gain buy-in from allies and partners for an active denial strategy if it avoids a
simplistic U.S.—vs.—China bipolar perspective and an overemphasis on military tools to
the neglect of the diplomatic, political, and economic dimensions of security policy.

Finally, while shifting to an active denial strategy will reduce pressures for rapid
escalation and escalation to the nuclear level, military strategy on its own cannot
prevent conflict. Rather, such a shift must be coupled with efforts to limit arms racing,
mitigate gray-zone coercion, and promote détente and restraint. These measures should
include efforts to promote strategic nuclear stability, reduce the militarization of key
conflict hot spots, limit unrealistic or costly commitments, and adopt stabilizing crisis
management mechanisms. This will require unilateral restraint and direct diplomacy
with Beijing.

Reforming strategy and preventing war requires
political leadership

This report’s 10 authors have converged on these recommendations despite holding a
range of views on China’s intentions, the scope of U.S. interests in Asia, and the
objectives of U.S. defense strategy in the region in the medium and long terms. Our
ability to achieve consensus on an active denial strategy despite disagreement about
such issues is a measure of the robustness of our recommendations. This bodes well in
a political climate wherein gridlock often impedes progress in rationalizing defense
policy and controlling debt and spending.
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Nonetheless, the changes we recommend will not be simple or easy. They will require
strong political leadership from the president and secretary of defense. This will be key
to overcoming the entrenched bureaucratic, congressional, and defense-industry
interests that have kept the United States wedded to a path of inertia in its recent
budgets and acquisitions. Only through such leadership can the United States
implement a more effective, stabilizing, and affordable defense strategy, coupled with
essential diplomatic outreach to allies and partners and to China itself. Such an
approach is, in turn, key to preventing and mitigating the dangers of a U.S.—China war.

Note: As this report was about to be published, Russia launched an invasion of Ukraine.
See our postscript for a consideration of the potential implications of this development
for the arguments presented here.
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Chapter 1: The Need for a New U.S.
Defense Strategy in Asia

Rachel Esplin Odell was the lead author of this chapter, with contributions from other report authors.

Introduction

A shifting regional military balance

The past three decades have witnessed a steady transformation in the military balance
in Asia. As China’s military capabilities have expanded, the United States’ longstanding
military dominance in the Western Pacific has eroded significantly. This trend has
occurred against the backdrop of the heavy fiscal burden imposed by high U.S. defense
spending during two decades of war in the Middle East and Central Asia, as well as the
more fundamental difficulty of projecting American military power across the vast
expanses of the Pacific Ocean. Taken together, these factors make it increasingly
difficult for the United States to maintain a post—Cold War approach to deterrence
designed to dominate opponents from the outset of hostilities through offensive action.

Not only are U.S. efforts to respond to this shifting balance of power by reasserting
military dominance through offensive strategies of control unlikely to succeed; they
could also endanger U.S. interests and regional peace and stability. At the strategic
level, such efforts contribute to the intensity of the security dilemma unfolding in the
region between China and the United States and its allies and partners. At the
operational level, a U.S. strategy of control and the massing of potent but vulnerable
assets in forward locations, juxtaposed against China’'s own forward-leaning military
strategy, undermine crisis stability by creating incentives for each side to strike first and
rapidly escalate in a conflict.

At the same time, the United States and other countries in the region have legitimate
concerns about how China intends to apply the capabilities developed during its
decades-long military modernization. Beijing’s willingness and capability to possibly use
force against Taiwan, or against U.S. allies such as Japan or the Philippines in disputes
over islands and maritime jurisdiction, raise the specter of a direct U.S.—China war.
More fundamentally, there is considerable uncertainty and distrust as to how China will
use its growing military power, some of which is inherent in any state's expansion in
military capabilities and some of which is exacerbated by Beijing's behavior when it
intends to coerce other states in territorial and geopolitical disputes.
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Calls for a new U.S. defense strategy in Asia

In recognition of these changing dynamics and their serious dangers, a growing number
of American analysts have advocated a more defensively oriented U.S. force posture
and military strategy in Asia that would be more effective, more stabilizing, and less
expensive. These include scholars of grand strategy arguing for a more limited role for
the U.S. military in foreign policy, as well as defense analysts and military planners
seeking to develop concepts of operations that can deter and, if necessary, prevail
without excessive risk and cost.

Proposals for such a defense strategy — variously termed “mutual denial,” “active
denial,” or “defensive defense” — have broad elements in common. One important
element is the need for U.S. allies and partners, and Taiwan, to do more for their own
defense, especially through cost-effective “hedgehog strategies” that reduce their
military forces’ vulnerability to attack, in part through investment in more anti-ship
missiles and air defense systems and reforms to military organization and training. The
United States, meanwhile, would restructure its force posture in the Western Pacific. It
would reduce its forward-deployed ground troops and large surface platforms and
increase investment in standoff weapons-delivery systems and smaller surface
platforms. At the same time, the U.S. would disperse its forward-deployed forces across
a broader area with more strategic depth and employ passive and active defenses to
increase resilience, rather than maintaining forces in highly concentrated and vulnerable
forward locations.?

Thus far, however, proposals for an alternative defense strategy have not been fully
developed. First, they lack important details about the required changes to force
structure and posture, including a detailed assessment of military efficacy as well as an
appreciation of the concrete budgetary implications of such changes. These proposals
also often lack in-depth awareness of the perspectives of countries within the Western
Pacific, and thus fail to lay out the diplomatic and political strategies necessary for
transitioning the U.S. military and American allies to a more denial-oriented posture in
Asia. Finally, proposals to date are often not accompanied by considerations of the
confidence-building, crisis-management, and arms-control measures needed to mitigate
the risks of even a more stabilizing, denial-based strategy.

2 See Gholz, Eugene, Benjamin Friedman, and Enea Gjoza. “Defensive Defense: A Better Way to Protect U.S. Allies in Asia. The
Washington Quarterly, December 2019; Heginbotham, Eric, and Richard J. Samuels. “Active Denial: Redesigning Japan's Response to
China’s Military Challenge.” International Security 42, no. 4, Spring 2018; Beckley, Michael. “The Emerging Military Balance in East
Asia: How China’s Neighbors Can Check Chinese Naval Expansion.” International Security, Fall 2017; Biddle, Stephen, and Ivan
Oelrich. “Future Warfare in the Western Pacific: Chinese Antiaccess/Area Denial, U.S. AirSea Battle, and the Command of the
Commons in East Asia.” International Security, Vol. 41, No. 1, Summer 2016; Swaine, Michael D., Mike M. Mochizuki, Michael L.
Brown et al. China’s Military and the U.S.-Japan Alliance in 2030: A Strategic Net Assessment. Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, 2014; Heginbotham, Eric and Jacob Heim. “Deterring without Dominance: Discouraging Chinese Adventurism under
Austerity.” The Washington Quarterly, Spring 2015; Steinberg, James, and Michael E. O’Hanlon. Strategic Reassurance and Resolve:
U.S.-China Relations in the Twenty-first Century. Princeton University Press, 2014. Colby, Elbridge A. The Strategy of Denial: American
Defense in an Age of Great Power Conflict. Yale University Press, September 2022, advocates a defense strategy that shares some
limited features in common at the conceptual level with these other versions of denial and with the “active denial” strategy that we
recommend in this report, but differs significantly at a more strategic level. These distinctions will be discussed further, including in
Chapter 2.
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This report endeavors to develop those details to lay out a concrete policy road map for
restructuring U.S. defense strategy in the Asia—Pacific around a strategy that we call
active denial. Our intent is to chart a course toward a more stabilizing, effective, and
cost-efficient means for protecting U.S. security interests in the region. The report
includes recommendations that are concrete and actionable for members of Congress
and defense planners, and it builds a rigorous budgetary component into the
assessment. It also includes specific recommendations for U.S. allies and partners, and
Taiwan, and for how U.S. diplomats and defense officials can mobilize them to
implement needed reforms.

How a defense strategy of active denial relates to U.S. grand strategy in
Asia

This report is first and foremost about defense strategy, rather than grand strategy. Any
nation’s grand strategy — its theory of how best to protect its security and other national
interests — must include a military strategy that serves as one means by which the ends
of its grand strategy can be achieved. (See Figure 1.1.) However, it is possible for a
military strategy to be compatible with more than one variant of grand strategy, since
military strategy is a means that can be applied to the accomplishment of different
ends. This is true for the defense strategy of active denial that we advocate in this
report.?

Figure 1.1: Relationship between military strategy and grand strategy

l Grand Strategy \

Nonmilitary

Military strategy ways & means

(Diplomatic, Informational,
| Economic, Financial,
Intelligence, Legal)

Operational
concepts

Tactics

% Military strategies are not always defensive in nature, but since the active denial strategy we present in this report is oriented
toward a defensive strategic goal of deterring and defeating aggression, we use the terms military strategy and defense strategy
interchangeably.
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In a report published by the Quincy Institute in January 2021 entitled “Toward an
Inclusive and Balanced Regional Order: A New U.S. Strategy in East Asia,” three of the
authors of the present study (Michael D. Swaine, Jessica J. Lee, and Rachel Esplin
Odell) outlined an overall vision of what a U.S. grand strategy in East Asia should entail .
That report underscored that the future of this region will be determined primarily by
economic and diplomatic trends. Thus, if the United States is to protect its interests in
Asia and avoid an inexorable marginalization of its access to and influence in the region,
it must rebalance its strategy to place greater emphasis on diplomatic and economic
means for promoting its interests.® Such a rebalancing toward economic and diplomatic
engagement in Asia will require the United States to increase investments in its
diplomatic statecraft, join new trade agreements, offer more development aid, invest in
initiatives to combat climate change and pandemics, and negotiate new, inclusive rules
and norms governing contentious issues such as military activities at sea.®

Crucially, the United States must resist the temptation to limit its engagement in the
region exclusively to coalitions or initiatives that appear to be aimed primarily at
confronting or containing China, given that many U.S. allies and partners are unwilling to
participate in such a zero-sum approach. While such an approach will be useful and
appropriate on certain issues, Washington must also participate in institutions and
negotiate regional agreements that include Beijing, so enmeshing the United States,
China, and countries throughout Asia together in a regional, multilateral infrastructure
that promotes positive-sum growth and problem-solving.

While placing an emphasis on diplomatic and economic engagement, the Quincy
Institute’s January 2021 strategy report also highlighted the imperative of pursuing a
more stable military balance with China by restructuring U.S. alliances and force posture
in East Asia around a defense strategy of denial rather than dominance or operational
control:

4 Swaine, Michael D., Jessica J. Lee, and Rachel Esplin Odell. “Toward an Inclusive & Balanced Regional Order: A New U.S. Strategy in
East Asia.” Quincy Institute for Responsible Statecraft, January 11, 2021,
https://quincyinst.org/2021/01/11/toward-an-inclusive-balanced-regional-order-a-new-u-s-strategy-in-east-asia. For a discussion of
the widely varying approaches to Asia among scholars who advocate a grand strategy of restraint, see “Chapter 3: The Asia-Pacific,’
in Priebe, Miranda, Bryan Rooney, Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, Jeffrey Martini, and Stephanie Pezard. Implementing Restraint
Changes in U.S. Regional Security Policies to Operationalize a Realist Grand Strategy of Restraint. RAND Corporation, 2021.
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RRA700/RRA739-1/RAND_RRA739-1.pdf. See also the summary of
different variants of restraint by Hicks, Kathleen et al. Series: Getting to Less, Defense 360. Center for Strategic and International
Studles 2020. https://defense360.csis.org/series/getting-to-less/.

%It will also require the United States to invest more in the foundations of its own domestic economy, such as its healthcare,
education, and science and technology research and development. Such investments are critical to boosting America’s economic
engagement and influence globally and in the Asia-Pacific region specifically.
® In the trade domain, this is perhaps most vividly illustrated by the question of U.S. participation in the CPTPP. As much as U.S.
allies and partners Asia value U.S. security contributions in the region, they are especially eager for Washington to engage in the
region in ways that balance China’s economic influence and facilitates their economic growth. Setting aside the debate over the
domestic economic implications of the CPTPP then, it is clear that U.S. accession to this trade pact would probably do more to
bolster American influence and interests in the Asia-Pacific region than would any change to U.S. force posture or defense strategy.
For recommendations on how the United States could enhance stability and build goodwill in Asia through supporting negotiations
over new rules in the maritime order, see Rachel Esplin Odell, “Promoting Peace and Stability in the Maritime Order Amid China’s
Rlse Qumcy Brlef No 15, July 30, 2021
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[T]he United States should also seek to tighten its military coordination with U.S.
allies and restructure its alliances around a more defensive denial-oriented
military strategy. Through such a strategy, the United States should not seek to
exercise dominance or control in the waters and airspace of the Western Pacific
but should instead work with allies to implement a smarter approach to
balancing China’s growing power centered on denying Chinese control over those
same spaces. Under this strategy, the United States and its allies should seek to
counter potential Chinese aggression by employing some of the same
anti-access/area-denial strategies and asymmetric capabilities that China has
developed. By enhancing coastal and air defenses, in particular, they can take
advantage of regional geography and render such aggression too costly and
difficult for Beijing to undertake.

This project is intended to build on the preliminary defense-strategy recommendations
in that report and develop them into a detailed road map for how the United States
should redesign and restructure its defense strategy and force posture in Asia over a
medium-term time frame of the next 13 years (i.e., to 2035).

At the same time, the focus on defense strategy in this report is not meant to suggest
that military means are the most important or appropriate tools for promoting U.S.
interests in Asia or elsewhere. On the contrary, we concur with Evan Feigenbaum’s
warning that United States forces must not become the Hessians of Asia, providing
military power to counterbalance bullying by China but exercising declining political and
economic influence.” However, given the rise of China’s own military power and more
coercive behavior, the serious risks presented by regional arms racing, and the real
dangers of adhering to a status quo U.S. strategy, it is essential that Washington get its
defense strategy right.

Differences and consensus among the steering group

To develop this road map for how the United States can shift toward a force structure
and posture based on a defense strategy of denial, project director Rachel Esplin Odell
convened a steering group consisting of 10 expert analysts. These analysts possess a
broad range of deep expertise in numerous areas pertinent to this project, including U.S.
military strategy, defense planning, budgetary assessment, alliance politics, nuclear
security, and the military strategies and defense politics of China, Japan, and South
Korea. The 10 steering group members, who collectively are the authors of this report,®
do not necessarily agree with all of the arguments made by three of their number
(Swaine, Lee, and Odell) in the above-mentioned January 2021 Quincy Institute report.
However, each of them has extensive experience in analyzing how the United States can

7 See ‘Evan Felgenbaum on AS|as Fragmented Future Grand Tamasha podcast November 24,2020.

8 Lead authors for the reports main sections are I|sted in notes on chapter head|ngs but aII the authors prowded insights throughout
the process that informed the drafting and revision of each chapter.
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shift toward a more denial-oriented defense strategy in Asia (see biographies at the end
of this report).

Over the course of this project, the steering group analyzed several key questions
central to U.S. strategy in Asia, including trends in China, the United States, and the
region; U.S. interests and objectives in Asia, and ways and means to promote U.S.
interests and objectives. Through this process, the steering group identifled some areas
of disagreement, even while forging consensus on three key overarching areas.

Key areas of difference among the authors

First, there are various views among the steering group on some key issues, including
the nature of China’s intentions, the scope of U.S. interests in Asia, the underlying
purpose of U.S. defense strategy in Asia, and the longer-term goals for U.S. military
presence in Asia beyond 2035.

e The nature of China’s intentions. There are different views among the report
authors about the extent to which China is a revisionist power or a status quo
power. Although all report authors recognize that China, like all major powers,
including the United States, seeks to shape or revise the rules of the international
order better to promote its interests, there is disagreement among the group as
to how far China likely intends to go in reshaping the present international order
or in challenging the territorial status quo, and to what extent that intention
challenges U.S. interests:

o Some of the authors of this report view China’s aims as revisionist in some
areas — especially in disputes over Taiwan, small islands and border areas,
and maritime claims — while judging that revisionism to be probably limited in
nature. That is, they assess that the PRC is unlikely to engage in territorial
expansion or military aggression beyond those disputes. They do not see
China as bent on forcing the U.S. military to withdraw all forward presence
from the Western Pacific or excluding U.S. military or economic access to the
region, particularly not within the next 13 years. They judge the People’s
Liberation Army’s expanding presence farther from China’s shores as driven
by a relatively narrow interest in defending Beijing’'s growing overseas
investments and guarding against disruptions to the sea lines of
communication upon which its economy depends for energy resources and
trade.

o Others in this group of authors assess that China'’s revisionist aims may not
remain limited. They view Beijing's increased use of economic sanctions,
cyberattacks, and disinformation campaigns to punish other countries for
adopting policies distasteful to China — including measures intended for their
own defense — as evidence that Beijing is unlikely to exercise restraint in a
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wide range of disputes beyond the present territorial disputes. China’s
growing capacity to coerce other countries militarily, even in the gray zone
short of the use of force, is thus a greater cause of concern.

e The scope of U.S. interests in Asia. The report authors agree that the most
fundamental U.S. national interests include the protection of the lives, safety, and
well-being of Americans, the defense of U.S. territory, and the defense of the
integrity of the U.S. political system — and that U.S. strategy around the world,
including in Asia, must be designed to protect these interests. When it comes to
how these interests should be understood in the Asia—Pacific region, all of the
authors agree that key U.S. interests include regional peace and stability, nuclear
nonproliferation, and access to mutually beneficial economic exchange. Beyond
these areas of consensus, the report authors prioritize and emphasize different
interests:

o Some of the authors place a strong emphasis on U.S. interests in
transnational public goods in Asia, especially reducing climate change,
limiting the spread of pandemics, and ensuring efficiency and stability in
the global economic system. They believe that the well-being of average
Americans is most likely to be harmed in coming years by failure to
prioritize these interests. While other authors would not necessarily
disagree, they would place a greater relative emphasis on more traditional
security threats posed by China’s growing power.

o Some report authors view promoting U.S. values, defending democracies,
and upholding international law as core U.S. interests — those especially
endangered amid a global uptick in authoritarianism. Others express more
concern about how U.S. democracy promotion in the context of growing
regional security competition has the potential to exacerbate conflict or
undermine other countries’ domestic movements for human rights
progress.®

o Some report authors believe that the defense of treaty allies should be
considered a core U.S. interest, given the importance of maintaining the
credibility of commitments to U.S. political influence and deterrent
capability around the world. Other authors view alliances as a means to
protect U.S. interests, rather than interests in and of themselves. They
believe other countries judge U.S. credibility more by the weight of U.S.
interests in defending an ally than by how the United States has acted in
response to other contingencies.

° For the views of one author on these subjects, see Odell, Rachel Esplin. “Washington needs a new approach to human rights
promotlon in Chlna and beyond Responsrble Statecraft June 9 2021

OdeII Rachel Esplln Why |ts wrong for the U.S. to Iabel Chlna a threat tothe worId order ' Responsrble Statecraft March 20 2021
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o All of the report authors agree that avoiding war in the Taiwan Strait is in
the U.S. national interest. To this end, we support the longstanding U.S.
position in favor of any peaceful, mutually agreed resolution to
cross—Strait differences. We believe that maintaining the long-established
approach of strategic ambiguity, backed by credible capabilities and
commitment to the U.S. One China policy, is the best way to deter
unilateral or aggressive changes to the status quo. However, there are
strong disagreements among the report authors as to whether and under
what circumstances Washington should actually fight a war with China
over Taiwan if deterrence fails, and whether or not encouraging Taiwan
and Beijing to engage in unification negotiations would serve U.S.
interests.™

e Purpose of U.S. defense strategy in Asia. There are also different ways of
thinking among this group of authors about the motivating question of why we

need a credible deterrence strategy toward China over the next 13 years.

o Several authors of this report see the present U.S.—China dynamic primarily
as a security dilemma, with the most significant dangers in the U.S.—PRC
relationship stemming from the insecurity each feels in the face of the other’s
military power — which, in turn, drives each side to respond by balancing
against the other. Thus, they see an effective U.S. force posture in the region
as needed primarily to deter the PRC from using military force in the areas
where it has clear revisionist aims in order to maintain regional peace and
stability. At the same time, they stress the need for measures to limit arms
racing and manage the risk of crises that will accompany any competitive
military strategy, even one designed more around denial rather than control.
They also see credible U.S. defense strategy in Asia as important for
maintaining influence with key allies and partners to prevent them from
seeking more escalatory and dangerous capabilities, including nuclear
weapons.

' Qur views on the role of an active denial strategy in deterring and defending against PRC aggression toward Taiwan are discussed
further in this chapter’s section on “Denial, Taiwan, and Strategic Ambiguity.”

" Some of the report’s authors believe that if the PRC engages in unilateral aggression without Taiwan declaring formal
independence, the United States should assist Taiwan in providing for its defense using the active denial warfighting concepts
outlined in this report. A couple of the report authors would also stress that even peaceful or negotiated unification should only be
accepted if the PRC'’s regime evolves in a less authoritarian direction, as only in such a scenario would Beijing be capable of
providing credible assurances that it would respect the democratic autonomy of Taiwan's people under a unification regime. In the
meantime, in light of Beijing's recent infringements on Hong Kong'’s autonomy, notwithstanding its “one country, two systems”
model, such assurances for Taiwan would likely lack credibility. By contrast, some report authors assess that although strategic
ambiguity backed by active denial capabilities is valuable in helping deter China from using force against Taiwan, the severe risks of
actually employing U.S. military force to defend Taiwan if deterrence fails would outweigh the benefits to U.S. interests. Some of the
report’s authors would also stress that, over the longer term, PRC capabilities may grow to such an extent that the United States
might not be able to credibly defend Taiwan or do so at a level of risk that would be sensible or politically acceptable within the
United States. From this perspective, the imperative for China and Taiwan to reach a more stable modus vivendi is likely to grow over
time, and U.S. strategy may need to consider ways to bring the two sides closer to that goal, whether through facilitated negotiations
or other incentives.
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o Even while agreeing on the need to deter China from using force for its
current revisionist aims, limit arms racing, manage strategic risk, and prevent
nuclear proliferation by allies and partners, some report authors also have the
structural realist concern that the PRC military could pose a more direct threat
to the United States over the longer term. They worry that if the United States
does not balance China's growing power, Beijing could establish regional
economic and military hegemony in Asia and on that basis exclude the United
States from economic access to the region or punish or threaten the United
States, including its homeland, more directly.

e Longer-term strategic preferences. There are also differences among the
authors’ longer-term expectations and preferences for U.S. strategy, and how the
medium-term denial strategy recommended in this report for the next 13 years
relates to the longer-term outlook beyond 2035.

o Some authors see the denial strategy recommended in this report as a
medium-term approach that could serve as a possible bridge to a much
lighter U.S. military footprint and a regional collective and/or cooperative
security approach in the future. They believe that it is desirable and possible
for the United States eventually to reduce its military presence in Asia beyond
our recommendations by supporting increases in the capabilities of other
Asian countries to provide for their own defense, strengthening Asian regional
institutions, increasing positive-sum U.S.—China diplomatic and economic
interactions, and signaling more credibly to China that the United States does
not aim to prevent its rise to great-power status.™

o By contrast, other authors view a denial strategy as the basis for a
longer-term competitive strategy with China, with a core logic that is likely to
persist beyond 2035. That is, the need for a strategy that effectively deters
Beijing and hedges against the risks of unbalanced PRC military power, even
while being less escalatory in nature and more fiscally sustainable, is more
likely over time to grow rather than to diminish. They do not believe that a
smaller role for the U.S. military in a regional collective security arrangement
will be possible or stabilizing in the foreseeable future, even beyond 2035.

We recognize that these disagreements may be unsatisfying to readers who may seek
more unanimity and clarity in this report on these first-order questions. The answers to
these questions matter for U.S. grand strategy, especially over the longer term, and
several of the report’s authors have, in fact, engaged in extensive discussions on these
questions in other venues and publications (including the January 2021 Quincy Institute
report).” However, we have found through our experience in this project that unanimity

12 Such an approach could become more viable if China's economic growth or military buildup falters significantly.
'3 See Swaine, Michael D., Ezra F. Vogel, Paul Heer et al. “The Overreach of the China Hawks: Aggression Is the Wrong Response to

Beijing.” Foreign Affairs, October 23, 2020. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2020-10-23/overreach-china-hawks.
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on these points is not necessary to reach agreement on the best defense strategy for
the United States in Asia.

In fact, we argue that the diversity of views among this group of authors on the
underlying reasons for why we need a defense strategy of active denial reflects the
robustness of our recommendations for what a force structure and posture designed
around active denial should entail and how this strategy should be implemented.
Practitioners in the executive and legislative branches and in the broader U.S.
foreign-policy community also disagree over the nature of China’s intentions and the
purpose of U.S. defense strategy in Asia in the medium and long terms. The
recommendations of this report can appeal to a broad range of those practitioners. This
bodes well in a political climate wherein gridlock often poses a formidable obstacle to
progress in rationalizing defense policy and controlling debt and spending.

Core points of consensus among the authors

Despite differing views in some areas, the 10 authors of this report have joined to write
this report because we all agree that our current strategy, structure, and posture must
shift in the direction of active denial. We share a consensus on three core propositions:

e Reforming U.S. defense strategy, force structure, and force posture. First, an
active denial strategy is needed to achieve the three goals identified above for a

new U.S. defense strategy: (1) to provide a more credible deterrent than the
present strategy, (2) to reduce the pressures for rapid escalation that stem from
the present strategy and posture, and (3) to improve the fiscal sustainability of
U.S. defense strategy and posture relative to current and proposed plans.

o The main elements of this strategy and an analysis of how it is credible,
stabilizing, and affordable are detailed in Chapter 2, which develops
strategy and operational concepts; in Chapter 3, which gives
recommendations for force structure, and in Chapter 4, which includes
recommendations for U.S. force posture in the Western Pacific. Chapter 5
describes the benefits of an active denial strategy for nuclear stability, and
Appendix A assesses this strategy’s budgetary implications.

e Mobilizing allies, partners, and Taiwan to reform their defense strategies and
capabilities. Second, U.S. allies and partners in the region, especially Japan and

Australia, must carry more of the load in balancing against China’s power and
providing for their own defense, while avoiding highly escalatory doctrines such
as deterrence by conventional or nuclear punishment.™ It is also critical that

* As noted above, the prevention of nuclear proliferation in the Asia-Pacific is seen by all report authors as a key U.S. interest. As
discussed in greater detail in Chapters 4 and 5, the maintenance of an extended deterrence commitment to South Korea, especially
prior to eventual denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula but possibly even afterward, is likely necessary to prevent Seoul from
pursuing nuclear weapons, which is crucial for preventing nuclear proliferation in Tokyo. Likewise, the U.S. alliance with Japan,
including U.S. extended deterrence of Pyongyang and Beijing, fulfills an important direct role in preventing Tokyo from acquiring
nuclear weapons.
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Taiwan make significant reforms in favor of a denial-oriented strategy and force
posture.
o Chapter 4 presents an analysis of the views of various regional allies and
partners and recommendations for how to mobilize key allies, partners,
and Taiwan to reform their defense strategies.

e Restraining military competition and arms racing through robust diplomacy.
Finally, a denial strategy must be coupled with efforts to mitigate the security
dilemma, improve the tenor of political relations with China, and manage certain
areas of the military competition. This will require the United States to pursue
active cooperation with China in areas requiring collective action, coupled with
persistent engagement in discussions with China over a range of measures to
stabilize the U.S.—China security relationship. Those should include discussions
about crisis-management mechanisms, confidence-building measures, and
mutual restraint in areas of particular concern, such as artificial intelligence,
space, and cyber. Such discussions should be conducted with an eye toward
formal arms-control agreements should conditions permit. Broader political and
strategic initiatives that could help to reduce underlying drivers of conflict should
also be explored.

o Chapter 6 presents recommendations in these areas in the context of an
analysis of how China is likely to react to a U.S. shift toward a denial
strategy, coupled with a discussion of strategic arms control in Chapter 5.

The remaining chapters of this report provide detailed analysis and recommendations in
each of these three areas. The following sections of this chapter provide summaries of
each of them.

The need to reform U.S. defense strategy, force
structure, and force posture

The fundamental argument of this report is that U.S. military strategy, force structure,
and force posture require significant changes. They should be redesigned in ways that
are more effective in deterring China, while also being less likely to incentivize a first
strike during a crisis and thereby undermine stability. In light of the fiscal constraints
facing the United States and the urgent imperative to devote greater investments toward
domestic revitalization and nontraditional, high-priority security threats such as climate

Some strategists have suggested that nuclear proliferation in Seoul or Tokyo would enhance the deterrence of Pyongyang and
Beijing alike and thereby reduce the need for the United States to maintain its military commitments in the region. However, there is
little reason to believe that nuclearization in Japan or South Korea would prevent a conventional arms race in Northeast Asia, as all
sides would likely continue to feel insecure about the dangers of conventional threats below the threshold of nuclear use and China
would likely look for ways to maintain its military superiority over its regional neighbors.

'® Throughout this report, we deliberately employ the formulation “allies, partners, and Taiwan” to avoid implying that Taiwan should
be viewed as part of a U.S.-led strategic network alongside other allies or partners or treated as a strategic asset to leverage against
Beijing. Such an attitude toward Taiwan undermines the basic logic of the U.S. One China policy, which supports any peaceful,
mutually agreed resolution to cross-Strait differences (to include unification).
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change, these reforms also need to be cost-effective and affordable within sustainable
defense budget levels.

This report argues that the United States can achieve these objectives through
restructuring its forces around an active denial strategy, a defensively oriented approach
designed to first blunt and later defeat a potential adversary’s attack. This is less
ambitious than military strategies that aim to control the theater of battle and dominate
adversaries from the outset of a conflict through offensive military action. It does not
rely upon threats of inflicting massive harm to civilians and civilian infrastructure in the
adversary’s country. And it does not require denying China any increase in its power and
influence in Asia. Rather, China's economic importance and political power in the region
and the world will likely continue to grow.

As considered in Chapter 2, our use of the term “denial” derives not from the distinction
found in the works of early nuclear theorists between “deterrence by punishment” and
“deterrence by denial,” which lumps all non-punishment strategies into one basket called
“denial.” Rather, we draw upon the earlier historical tradition that distinguishes military
strategies of control, which seek to maintain the unrestricted use of an area or domain,
from strategies of denial, which focus on limiting an adversary’s ability to gain such
superiority. We argue that this conceptual distinction between control and denial is
more useful when considering security challenges in the Asia—Pacific theater, and
recent studies that instead are based upon the punishment vs. denial distinction have
muddied the conceptual waters.™ To distinguish our use from that of other recent
commentators, as well as to refer more specifically to the concepts of operation we
envision, we employ the term “active denial” to describe our recommended strategy.

The key components of an active denial strategy

As described in greater detail in Chapter 2, this strategy of active denial should entail,
inter alia, the following overarching imperatives:

e Reject efforts to reéstablish all-aspects military dominance in Asia through
strategies that rely upon a highly offensive way of war.

e Adopt a lighter, more resilient force posture to limit U.S. vulnerability and reduce
the incentives for either the U.S. or China to strike first.

e Prepare to conduct phased operations, involving, first, a holding action to blunt an
attack, followed later by counterattack as reinforcements flow into the theater.

e Focus operations against the forces directly engaged in offensive action, rather
than more ambitious efforts to paralyze and destroy the adversary’s larger
military system.

e Limit strikes on the Chinese mainland to bases along the coast and eschew
efforts to conduct persistent operations in airspace over the mainland.

'® Colby, Elbridge A. The Strategy of Denial: American Defense in an Age of Great Power Conflict. New Haven, Connecticut. Yale
University Press, 2021.
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e Aim to defeat potential aggression by China, rather than subjugate Beijing or
achieve regime change; during any conflict, maintain communication and be
ready to negotiate terms to end the war.

e Adjust force structure consistent with this denial strategy and with a tighter
focus on capabilities most relevant to Asia:

o Significantly reduce overall numbers of Army and Marine Corps ground

troops, which would not play a major role in U.S.—China conflict; these
services should invest instead in more anti-ship and, especially, air and
missile-defense capabilities.

Shift emphasis in naval force-building to a greater proportion of smaller
warships (frigates as opposed to destroyers and cruisers), while, over
time, replacing half of the large aircraft carriers with a greater number of
light carriers.

Accelerate the Air Force's retirement of old aircraft and emphasize
organizational and cultural shifts to facilitate agile operations.

e Adjust force posture in Asia consistent with the active denial strategy:

o

o

Reduce U.S. ground troop presence in Japan; hand off most ground-force
responsibilities to Japan.

Reduce U.S. forces deployed in South Korea as part of a coordinated,
step-by-step process toward building a peace regime on the Korean
Peninsula.

Together with allies, prepare military infrastructure to maximize
operational resilience through mobility, dispersion, hardening, redundancy,
and camouflage and concealment.

An F-16 Fighting Falcon assigned to the 36th Fighter Squadron is pushed inside a hardened facility by members of the 36th Aircraft
Maintenance Unit Nov. 4, 2015, at Osan Air Base, Republic of Korea. (U.S. Air Force photo/Staff Sgt. Benjamin Sutton).
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Such a strategy will help enable the United States to maintain a more stable balance of
power in the Western Pacific and provide a more realistic and meaningful deterrence
capability, while limiting escalation dynamics and mitigating the security dilemma.
However, as we will consider below, such outcomes will also require a greater
investment in crisis-management mechanisms, strategic arms control, and diplomatic
engagement regarding regional hotspot issues.

Denial strategy and fiscal sustainability

The strategy we recommend is deliberately designed to be sustainable in light of the
very real constraints on U.S. economic and financial resources. As is true of all
countries, how much the United States can spend on defense is in part determined by
the country’s economic, financial, physical, and political health. Likewise, the strategic
choices the country’s leadership makes, and specifically the defense strategies,
programs, and forces it embraces, affect the level of resources that can be devoted to
meeting other critical domestic and international challenges. While there has never been
a period in U.S. history when these constraints and trade-offs were not present, they are
more significant today than they have been at any time since the fall of the Soviet Union
and will become far more difficult to manage effectively over the next several decades.
In this context, it is more important than ever that the United States embrace a defense
posture that is realistic in its goals, strategy, and force structure and modernization
requirements. Perhaps more than anything else, this means adopting an affordable and
sustainable strategy for dealing with China.

Our analysis in Chapters 2 and 3 and Appendix A explains how the denial strategy we
recommend fits this bill. Making force structure, modernization, and other changes
consistent with an active denial strategy would generate annual savings compared with
the last Trump administration defense plan of roughly $75 billion, 10 percent of the
Trump plan, by 2035. These savings would result primarily from cuts to the Army’s force
structure, reflecting the limited role for ground forces in the event of a conflict with
China. Annual savings of as much as $138 billion (18 percent) could be achieved if the
United States were, in addition, to adopt a more restrained approach to other missions
— for example, accepting a significantly less robust capacity to conduct stability
operations and to carry out a second smaller military operation at the same time it is
engaged in a war with China.

Denial strategy and nuclear stability

A major impetus for adopting a denial military strategy in East Asia is to improve
nuclear stability in the region by reducing the likelihood of U.S.-China nuclear
escalation in a conventional conflict. Chapter 5 of this report thus conducts an in-depth
evaluation of how a shift to an active denial strategy would affect the risks of
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inadvertent or deliberate nuclear escalation. It concludes that although there will always
be some risk of nuclear escalation in great-power conflict, the approach to conventional
deterrence and warfare associated with the active denial strategy reduces the likelihood
of escalation compared with the current strategy of control. Active denial is less
forward-leaning, particularly at the outset of conflict. It still leaves room for offensive
U.S. operations against mainland China in response to an attack by the PRC, but it limits
the number, depth, scope, and sensitivity of targets, and adopts a more structured
approach to limiting horizontal and vertical escalation. The active denial strategy also
has benefits for reducing deliberate nuclear-escalation incentives by providing a better
way to signal limited U.S. military objectives during a war.

Denial, Taiwan, and strategic ambiguity

Although, as described above, the authors of this report differ in the particulars of how
Taiwan relates to U.S. interests — including whether or not and under what
circumstances Washington should consider fighting a war with China over Taiwan — we
share support for the longtime status quo U.S. approach of strategic ambiguity over
Taiwan. We argue that the U.S. goal vis-a-vis Taiwan should be to support any peaceful,
mutually agreed resolution to cross-Strait differences, whether this implies eventual
unification, formal independence, or something else. In the meantime, Washington
should rely upon its One China policy and continued strategic ambiguity as to whether
or not it would use military force to defend Taiwan to deter conflict.

The logic of strategic ambiguity requires the United States to maintain a minimum
degree of credible military capacity to come to the defense of Taiwan if the United
States ends up judging that is appropriate and necessary. However, we argue that a U.S.
force posture oriented around the defense of Japan, a treaty ally, through a denial
strategy — coupled with Taiwan’s parallel defense strategy of denial, and specifically a
hedgehog strategy built around distributed ground, antiaircraft, and anti-ship capabilities
— would be sufficient for this purpose. Indeed, this is far better than shifting toward a
force posture more explicitly designed around the defense of Taiwan involving greater
integration and joint training of U.S. and Taiwan forces. Such a shift would undermine
the United States’ longstanding strategic ambiguity, which could, in turn, embolden both
Beijing and Taipei to take unilateral actions that move all parties closer to war. By
contrast, the separate but parallel denial strategies we recommend would help maintain
the uncertainty central to strategic ambiguity and promote mutual restraint on both
sides of the Strait.

Although the objective under these parallel denial strategies would be to deter the use
of military force by Beijing, it is essential that the United States also explore ways it can
apply diplomatic and economic means to deter an invasion, blockade, or other use of
force against Taiwan, or to bring China to the negotiating table if deterrence failed. As
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Patrick Porter and Michael Mazarr have argued, such means provide an important
pathway for limiting escalation in a conflict between the United States and China."”

Above all, the United States must remember that maintaining peace in the Taiwan Strait
is first and foremost a political rather than a military problem. At the root of this political
challenge is Beijing's fundamental determination to realize the unification of the two
sides of the Strait under its control, coupled with its growing anxiety that the peaceful,
uncoerced approach to unification that it has formally espoused since 1979 is losing
traction. This anxiety is informed by trends in Taiwan, especially the growing Taiwanese
as opposed to Chinese self-identification of Taiwan’s people, the declining popularity of
the Kuomintang, the conservative party that still favors a unified China, and the
widespread rejection in Taiwan of a “one country, two systems” model for unification,
especially in the wake of Beijing’s recent crackdown on Hong Kong's democracy
movement despite guarantees that the territory would enjoy autonomy under such a
model. To some degree, there is little that Washington can do on its own to shift these
dynamics, given how much they are driven by domestic political developments in China
and Taiwan.

Nonetheless, the United States does play a crucial role in shaping Beijing's perception of
the urgency and severity of Taiwan'’s drift away from the mainland, which could in turn
shape the Communist Party’s decisions as to how and when to apply coercion or force
to Taipei. Thus, Washington needs to prevent any further erosion of its One China policy
and restore the credibility of that position with both Beijing and Taipei. Changes to how
the U.S. articulates and interprets its One China policy — viewed in Washington as
necessary responses to increased cross—Strait coercion by Beijing — have likely
weakened deterrence in the Taiwan Strait rather than strengthened it.”® By signaling that
the United States views Taiwan as a strategic asset that must be kept separate from
China, Washington is likely increasing Beijing's concerns that a peaceful approach to
unification is losing traction and that more coercive and militarized tactics must be
brought to bear against the island.™

Denial strategy and the Korean Peninsula

The primary focus of this report concerns the design of U.S. defense strategy vis-a-vis
China. However, we also direct some attention to the defense strategy required on the
Korean Peninsula to deter potential North Korean aggression. As explained in Chapters

7 Porter, Patrick, and Michael Mazarr. “Countering China’s Adventurism Over Taiwan: A Third Way.” Lowy Institute, May 20, 2021.
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/countering-china-s-adventurism-over-taiwan-third-way.

'8 See Shih, Gerry, and Lily Kuo. “Trump upsets decades of U.S. policy on Taiwan, leaving thorny questions for Biden.” Washington
Post January 13, 2021

ccb story. htmI Ratner, Ely. “Assistant Secretary of Defense for Indo PaC|ﬁc Securlty Affairs, Statement before the 117th Congress,
Commlttee on Forelgn Relatlons u.S. Senate December 8, 2021

'° Odell, Rachel Esplin, and Eric Heglnbotham “Strait of Emergency’? Don't Fall forthe Invasion Panic.” Foreign Affairs,

September/October 2021. https://www. foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2021-08-09/strait-emergency.
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2 and 4, our basic judgment is that the North Korea problem is a much more limited
military challenge to the United States and its allies, in part due to the vast and growing
power imbalance between North and South Korea. The ROK’s defense budget is as large
as estimates of North Korea's entire GDP, and the South should, therefore, be able to
provide most of the necessary conventional defense capability. If the United States
does not wish to see further nuclear proliferation, however, maintaining the alliance, and
extended nuclear deterrence against nuclear attack, will be necessary.

To the extent that America’s conventional capabilities also contribute to deterrence and
make its nuclear deterrence credible, they overlap significantly with the air and naval
capabilities that would be maintained for deterrence in Asia under the active denial
strategy and the reduced ground capabilities that would be maintained for other
contingencies. The requirements for the Korean Peninsula can, then, be subsumed
under the broader force structure outlined in this report.

We assess that the present impasse on the Korean Peninsula, even more importantly, is
at this point first and foremost a diplomatic and political challenge. We therefore
recommend that the United States adopt a diplomatic and political strategy to move
toward the establishment of a peace regime on the Peninsula involving Pyongyang’s
gradual denuclearization. Such a peace regime should hold to the U.S.—ROK alliance’s
original purpose of maintaining peace on the Korean Peninsula and defending South
Korea against potential North Korean aggression. Although South Korea has grown far
more wary of China and its intentions and is likely to continue to hedge against security
threats from Beijing, Seoul remains reluctant to repurpose the U.S. alliance as part of a
broader military network intended primarily to deter or contain China. The United States
should respect this reluctance, and this restraint will help constrain the U.S.-China
security dilemma in the region and prevent the possibility of a direct U.S.—China military
engagement on the Korean Peninsula. It will also help to secure the PRC'’s support for a
peace regime — should Pyongyang prove receptive — since Beijing, one of the parties to
the Korean War armistice, is less likely to accept an outcome that leaves U.S. forces
forward-deployed on the Korean Peninsula indefinitely after the resolution of
inter—Korean differences.
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South Korean President Moon Jae-in and North Korean leader Kim Jong Un shake hands at the truce village of Panmunjom inside
the demilitarized zone separating the two Koreas, South Korea, April 27, 2018. Korea Summit Press Pool/Pool via Reuters.

The importance of mobilizing allies, partners, and
Taiwan

This strategy of denial also requires that the United States leverage its position to
secure a larger effort from U.S. allies, partners, and Taiwan than they have heretofore
made, and a better division of labor within alliances. Conceived of as a unified alliance
effort, within which a rough division of labor is agreed, the denial strategy should work
to mitigate the incentives for allies to adopt deterrence by punishment and the
acquisition of substantial long-range strike capabilities. As explained in Chapter 4, the
current U.S. approach, which encourages allies to do more without an accompanying
robust discussion of roles and missions, is effectively green-lighting their pursuit of
destabilizing punishment-oriented strike capabilities. If the United States instead
coordinates with allies to implement a more thoughtful and deliberate approach to
promoting an active denial strategy and effective roles and missions with its allies, it
can help shape trajectories in more stabilizing ways.

This should entail efforts to encourage Japan to spend more on its own defense and to

encourage Japan and South Korea to spend defense dollars more effectively. Given the
most likely contingencies in each case, this should entail Japan investing more in air
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and naval forces and less in ground forces, while South Korea should enhance its
ground-war capabilities. As part of these efforts, the United States should renegotiate
the Special Measures Agreement with Japan, reducing expectations for financial
host-nation support from Tokyo in exchange for a larger Japanese defense budget or
greater spending on military infrastructure. The United States should also look for
win-win solutions to longstanding frictions with local communities. It should, for
example, consider a package arrangement in Japan that provides for a reduction of
total U.S. numbers and permanent facilities, while expanding access to civilian ports
and airfields for training and contingencies.

To ensure that regional allies are willing to put their trust in a division of labor with the
United States and direct their resources to productive — and not destabilizing —
capabilities, the United States will have to exercise care not to suggest that an active
denial strategy or a lighter footprint means that it is abandoning those allies. The
previous administration’s demanding style and lack of concessions provided a tonic to
local leaders intent on acquiring long-range strike capabilities and, to an extent, hedging
more on nuclear issues. By making the U.S. commitment to the alliance more politically
and financially sustainable, an active denial strategy can help unwind some of that
damage and encourage allies to adopt denial strategies and capabilities of their own.

To encourage Taiwan to provide more effectively for its own defense, the United States
must exercise greater discipline in its arms sales to Taipei. Washington should prioritize
selling hardware such as anti-ship cruise missiles, surface-to-air missiles, surveillance
drones, and sea mines needed for Taipei to implement a hedgehog strategy of
defensive denial. The recent sale of additional Harpoon coastal defense systems and
missiles to Taipei is an important step in this direction. Washington should encourage
Taipei to shift its domestic industry’s focus toward such capabilities and away from
longer-range land-attack missiles. Taiwan should also invest more in ensuring that it has
sufficient ground forces to cover potential landing areas, to include airports and port
facilities as well as beaches, and that it has credible reserves capable of replacing
losses and operating effectively. The United States should privately make arms sales
conditional on Taiwan’s willingness to emphasize resiliency and the improvement of its
overall defense capability. It should also make clear to Taiwan that U.S. ground troops
will not be able to play a role in performing the beach and port defense and guerilla and
urban warfare functions that the Republic of China’'s army and reserve forces must be
prepared to execute.

Finally, even while leveraging existing allies and partners, as well as Taiwan, to provide
more for their own defense, the United States should be careful not to exacerbate the
security dilemma with China. Expanding its formal alliances in Asia could further
stimulate China’s fear of encirclement and provoke reactions that would undermine the
security interests of allies and partners as well as the United States.? Likewise, while

20 Some of the report authors would stress their concern that new alliances would risk binding the United States to security
commitments, the costs of which might outweigh the benefits. These costs could include driving a security dilemma with China and
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boosting security cooperation and the self-defense capabilities of Southeast Asian
nations, Washington should avoid seeking to craft more militarized “mini-lateral” groups
or a more integrated NATO-like multilateral alliance in the region.?” The risks of such
formalized defense arrangements in accelerating the security dilemma by further
stimulating China'’s fear of encirclement would outweigh the potential deterrence
benefits. Instead, even while enhancing its security cooperation in the region, it is critical
that the United States work with allies and partners to create and pursue opportunities
for security dialogues and tension-reduction with China.

The imperative to mitigate military competition

While shifting to an active denial strategy will reduce pressures for rapid or nuclear
escalation, this cannot on its own prevent conflict. Rather, such a shift must be coupled
with measures to limit arms racing, mitigate gray-zone coercion, and promote détente
and policy restraint. As described in greater detail in Chapters 5 and 6, these measures
should include efforts to promote strategic nuclear stability, reduce the militarization of
key conflict hotspots, limit infeasible or costly commitments, and adopt stabilizing
crisis-management mechanisms. These objectives should be achieved through a
combination of unilateral restraint and negotiated agreements, as follows:

e Resume track 1.5 strategic dialogue with China on nuclear deterrence and
strategic stability, and expand the track 1.5 framework to include other issues as
a way to generate innovative ideas for solutions.

e Enhance technical cooperation among national laboratories on nuclear security,
and pursue mutual visits to military units of particular concern to each side.

e Acknowledge mutual nuclear vulnerability with China and express openness to
limits on America’s ballistic-missile defense to create opportunities to advance
more ambitious arms-control measures with China over time.

promoting free riding or reckless behavior among allies, thus potentially entangling the United States in disputes peripheral to or
counterproductive to its interests.

21 A few of the report authors, including Brian Killough and Eric Heginbotham, disagree with this recommendation, arguing that if
China’s aggressive behavior were to drive other countries to balance against it to such an extent as wanting to form more robust
alliances to counter Beijing, then the United States should welcome the opportunity to work with them.
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relations in Singapore, June 10, 2022 (Photo vis U.S. Department of Defense).

e Pursue an agreement with China on limiting the role of artificial intelligence in
certain military capabilities, such as nuclear command and control.

e Resume discussions on how to avoid incidents at sea and in the air, and establish
stronger crisis-management mechanisms to reduce the probability of crisis and
to prevent crises from escalating to war.

e Reduce the militarization of key hot spots such as Taiwan, the Korean Peninsula,
the Senkaku Islands, and the South China Sea.

o Refocus attention toward pursuing diplomatic and legal ways of managing
or resolving these hotspot issues.

o Reduce the currently very high tempo of U.S. military operations, including
formal, announced freedom of navigation operations and other
surveillance operations and exercises, in areas close to China's coast or in
disputed areas in the South China Sea to a more moderate tempo, in some
cases unilaterally and in others through a negotiated process of quid pro
quo measures taken in coordination with China.?

o Reaffirm that the United States does not take positions on sovereignty
over the Senkaku Islands or the South China Sea islands,* even while

22 A couple of the report authors, including Brian Killough, do not fully agree with this recommendation, due to concerns over the
potential loss of intelligence and setting a negative precedent.

2 This would not require the United States to recognize the legitimacy of China’s excessive maritime claims in the South China Sea,
such as its nine-dash line, its claim to historic rights, or its treatment of offshore archipelagos as units for the purposes of claiming
maritime zones. These claims are largely separate from the underlying sovereignty disputes over the islands themselves.
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calling for the peaceful resolution of those disputes in accordance with
international law.
o Support South Korea in the pursuit of a peace regime on the Korean
Peninsula and eventual denuclearization.
e Coordinate with China to plan how to deconflict U.S./South Korean and Chinese
forces seeking to secure loose nuclear weapons or nuclear material in the event
of the collapse of the North Korean government.

In addition, the various examples of policy restraint noted above will also help to restrain
U.S.—China military competition. This includes a continued rejection of calls for closer
integration of the U.S. and Taiwan militaries or joint exercises and training between the
United States and Taiwan, together with the reinforcement of strategic ambiguity on the
defense of Taiwan. It also includes refraining from efforts to expand formal U.S. military
alliances in Asia to include other countries.

Project design and methodology

This project was executed in three distinct phases entailing structured workshop
discussions, research-based expert presentations, and drafting and extensive peer
review. These phases also included two war games.

Phase 1: Structured discussions of foundational issues. In the first phase of the project,
conducted in January and February 2021, the steering group and two additional project
advisers met in a series of workshops focused on foundational strategic issues
underlying U.S. defense strategy, force structure, and force posture in Asia. These
workshops involved structured discussions of three overarching topics: (1) U.S.
interests and objectives in Asia, (2) trends affecting U.S. interests and objectives in Asia,
and (3) the ways and means to protect and promote U.S. interests and achieve U.S.
objectives in light of those trends. The project director worked with project rapporteurs
to synthesize the working conclusions of each of these sessions and integrate them
into the next phases of the project.

War game exercise No. 1. At the end of the first phase of the project, the steering group
participated in a war game exercise designed and executed by Eric Heginbotham and
Matthew Cancian of the MIT Wargaming Lab. This initial game was intended to
introduce a shared awareness of the key challenges confronting the U.S. military in
designing a more effective and stabilizing defense strategy in Asia. In so doing, it
provided a shared baseline for the group as they divided into smaller groups and
entered the second phase of the project to conduct more detailed recommendations.
This initial exercise was built around a defense of Japan scenario in the year 2035. (See
Appendix B.)

Phase 2: Research-based structured discussions in four working groups. In the second
phase of the project, from March to May 2021, four working groups were convened to
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develop a detailed road map for shifting to a new defense strategy. Each working group
addressed one of four different issues: (1) conventional defense strategy, force
structure, and force posture, including budgetary assessments of recommended
changes, (2) nuclear issues, including escalation risks, extended deterrence, and nuclear
arms control, (3) perspectives of allies and partners, the roles and missions of allies,
and strategies for leveraging defense reforms in allies and partners, and (4) China'’s
likely response to a denial strategy and possible confidence-building measures and
conventional arms control with China.

Each working group was led by a member of the steering group, with participation from
a subset of other steering group members and several additional subject matter
experts. (See the list of working group participants at the beginning of this report.) Each
working group held a series of approximately four workshops to address key questions
related to the working group’s purview, with research-based presentations by different
working group members serving as the basis for structured discussions. The project
rapporteur recorded the insights of the working group experts, and the project director
coordinated across the different working groups, working with each of the working
group leaders individually and in periodic joint coordination sessions.

War game exercise No. 2. At the conclusion of the working group phase, the steering
group reconvened for another war game exercise designed to evaluate how a U.S. force
structure and posture restructured around a strategy of active denial would fare in a
conflict. This exercise was built around a scenario of a PRC invasion of Taiwan in 2035,
examining how parallel denial strategies — involving a more robust Taiwan self-defense
strategy of denial, coupled with a U.S. denial strategy designed more around the
defense of Japan and general first island chain deterrence — would fare in repelling a
PRC invasion. This was meant to test the proposition that the United States does not
need to abandon strategic ambiguity and to establish that Taiwan and the United States
can instead maintain sufficient deterrence capacity by improving their separate
capabilities without the need for a major military buildup, major military exercises with
Taiwan, or integration between the U.S. and Taiwan militaries that goes beyond present
defense talks and low-level capacity building. (See Appendix B.)

Phase 3: Synthesis, drafting, and peer review. In the third phase of the project, the
steering group members worked together to synthesize conclusions from the preceding
project phases so as to draft the report manuscript. (See notes under each chapter
heading for information on the primary contributions of various steering group
members.) This phase involved extensive rounds of feedback and revision, including
feedback from the members of the four working groups, project adviser and editor Paul
Heer, the Quincy Institute’s director of studies, Sarang Shidore, and four formal peer
reviewers.
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Chapter 2: Envisioning a U.S. Defense
Strategy of Active Denial in Asia

Eric Heginbotham was the lead author of this chapter, with significant contributions from Brian Killough,
Steven Kosiak, Brad Martin, and Rachel Esplin Odell.

The previous chapter briefly summarized the key elements of our proposed shift in U.S.
defense strategy needed to promote American interests and security objectives in Asia.
The purpose of this chapter and the next two chapters is to develop a detailed road map
for transitioning to a U.S. strategy, force structure, and force posture that accomplishes
the three objectives outlined in the first chapter: (1) provide a deterrent against potential
aggression in Asia that is more credible than the status quo strategy and force posture,
(2) reduce the incentives or pressures for rapid conventional or nuclear escalation, and
(3) do so at realistic budget levels.

In this chapter, we address the problem in four parts. First, we assess the global context
and establish assumptions about how the Asia-related force structure relates to
requirements in other parts of the world. Second, we examine the nature of the military
problems in Asia that our force structure is designed to address. Third, we address the
critical choice of strategy and operational concepts that best address those military
challenges. And fourth, we assess the evolution of actual U.S. strategy to date and
where it sits within the preceding discussion of strategic options.

The two subsequent chapters will expand upon our preferred strategy of active denial.
Chapter 3 discusses the force structure and force posture changes that would be
appropriate for the strategy and the budget required. Chapter 4 expands upon how the
United States should work with allies and partners to implement an active denial
strategy in the region. It will discuss needed changes to U.S. force posture in the region
and ways the United States should seek to shape the discussion of roles, missions, and
priorities with allies to improve the efficacy of the defense picture in Asia. It will also
discuss how Taiwan can implement its own parallel denial strategy through reforms to
its force structure and posture to enhance deterrence against aggression from Beijing.

Asia—Pacific’'s unique security problem

Strategy should be flexible enough to address or accommodate evolving conditions.
The unique security challenge the United States faces in the Asia—Pacific region is the
result of historic and simultaneous shifts in U.S. domestic resources (which will
constrain defense spending), the global balance of resources, and the security dynamic
that is specific to Asia. The United States has important priorities at home. And
although the Russian invasion of Ukraine has underscored the continuing salience of
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military power elsewhere, U.S. allies in Europe and other parts of the world are capable
of picking up more of the overall defense burden. Meanwhile, the rise of China and its
impact on the balance of power in Asia have moved that region to the forefront of U.S.
defense requirements. Within this context, American alliances have served U.S.
interests well over the decades and perform a number of functions; they should not be
abandoned unless circumstances overwhelmingly favor that course. But not all
alliances require the same degree of maintenance or support — especially in terms of
material commitment.

Budget pressures, defense spending, and China strategy

As is true of all countries, the United States’ strategic choices are constrained and
shaped by its economic and financial resources. The country’s economic, financial,
physical, and political health will affect how much it can spend on defense. Likewise, the
strategic choices the country’s leadership makes, and specifically the defense
strategies, programs, and forces it embraces, affect the level of resources that can be
devoted to meeting other critical domestic and international challenges. While there has
never been a period in U.S. history during which these constraints and trade-offs were
not present, they are more significant today than they have been at any time since the
fall of the Soviet Union, if not since the end of World War Il. And they are likely to
become far more difficult to manage effectively over the next several decades.

The capacity of the United States to support the levels of defense spending needed to
implement its current defense plans and strategy, let alone the more costly plans and
strategies advocated by some, will be severely tested in coming years for at least three
reasons. First, demographic, economic, and other trends in the United States will
increasingly constrain the resources available for defense. Second, because national
security has come to be defined much more broadly than in the past, the military will
increasingly have to compete with other priorities for limited resources. And third, as
always, cost growth in the Defense Department’s weapons acquisition, operations and
support, and other programs and activities is likely to reduce the size of the military that
U.S. defense budgets can adequately support.

Domestically, perhaps the greatest long-term budgetary challenges confronting the
United States concern its aging population and other demographic changes, in
conjunction with rising health- care costs. From 2020 to 2050, the share of the U.S.
population over 65 years of age will grow from some 16 percent to 22 percent, while the
working-age share of the population will decline from 58 percent to 54 percent.?* This
shift is not a temporary, one-time demographic blip, but rather a permanent change —
driven by, among other things, the long-term decline in birth rates common to developed
countries. This shift is projected to contribute to a slowing of U.S. economic growth and

24 Jonathan Vespa, Lauren Medina, and David M. Armstrong, “Demographic Turning Points for the United States: Population
Projections for 2020 to 2060,” (Washington DC: Bureau of the Census, February 2020), pp. 1 and 6,
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to an increase in federal spending for Social Security and health care.?* Taken together,
federal spending on Social Security and major federal health programs is projected to
grow from 10.2 percent to 15.7 percent of the economy over this same period.*

Worse yet, because of the imbalance between federal tax revenue and spending, debt is
projected to grow dramatically. The federal debt, which hovered at 25 percent to 50
percent of the economy for decades, grew from 35 percent of the economy in 2007 to
102 percent in 2021.?” Absent any major increases in taxes or cuts to spending, it is
projected to increase to some 202 percent of the U.S. economy by 2051.2¢ While the real
interest costs associated with financing this growing debt have actually declined as a
share of the economy in recent years, this trend is projected to reverse in coming years,
with net interest costs growing from about 1.4 percent of the U.S. GDP in 2021 to 8.6
percent by 2051.% Such significant borrowing by the federal government threatens to
crowd out the private investment needed to sustain economic growth over the long
term.2° Repairing the country’s worsening fiscal situation will require more than simply
restraining military spending, which — including veterans’ benefits — generally accounts
for about a fifth of federal spending.®' But curtailing defense spending has been a
central element of every major deficit-reduction package enacted since the mid—1980s,
and it is difficult to imagine a future deficit-reduction effort that does not similarly
include constraints on defense spending.

The pressure on the defense budget may also be greater in coming years than in the
past because the notion of what constitutes national security has expanded in recent
decades to include not only the capacity to execute traditional military missions, but
also to address the challenges posed by cybersecurity, failed states, economic
competition, climate change, and a global pandemic. Moreover, even the rise of China,
though clearly encompassing a significant military dimension, has muddied the waters
in terms of how best to respond to national-security concerns. Specifically, its rise has
driven home how critical economic growth and technological prowess are for expanding
a country’s influence abroad in not just economic but also social, political, and

% This continued growth is projected to result in a dramatic increase in federal (as well as private) health care spending—increasing
spending on Medicare, Medicaid and other federal health care programs from about 5.3 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) in
2019 to 9.4 percent in 2051. The 2021 Long-Term Budget Outlook (Congressional Budget Office, March 2021), p. 19,

https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-03/56977-LTB0O-2021.pdf

% Congressional Budget Office. The 2021 Long-Term Budget Outlook.

¥ Congressional Budget Office. The 2021 Long-Term Budget Outlook. 1.

2 Congressional Budget Office. The 2021 Long-Term Budget Outlook. 1.

2 Congressional Budget Office. The 2021 Long-Term Budget Outlook. 19.

%0 For a brief discussion of the potential for increased federal borrowing to crowd out private investment, see Congressional Budget
Office. The 2021 Long-Term Budget Outlook. 11. Some policy experts and economists have argued that in the current low-interest
environment, concerns about federal borrowing crowding out private investment have lost much of their force. See Furman, Jason,
and Lawrence H. Summers. “A Reconsideration of Fiscal Policy in the Era of Low Interest Rates. Discussion Draft.” November 30,
2020. furman-summers2020-12-01paper.pdf (piie.com). However, this is not the same as arguing that, should interest rates increase
and the share of the economy accounted for by federal borrowing grow substantially, it would not result in such crowding out.
Furman and Summers, for example, recommend holding real net interest payments of the federal government to no more than 2
percent of GDP, far below the 8.6 percent share that the Congressional Budget Office projects those payments would absorb by
2051, absent significant policy changes. Furman and Summers. “A Reconsideration of Fiscal Policy in the Era of Low Interest Rates.”
4.

% This estimate includes funding for the Department of Defense and Department of Energy and other defense-related activities, as
well as funding for the Department of Veterans Affairs. It is based on its share of total federal spending exclusive of net interest
costs.

46 | Active Denial: A Roadmap to a More Effective, Stabilizing, and Sustainable U.S. Defense Strategy in Asia



diplomatic terms. China’'s economy and science and technology capabilities are the
primary means by which it exerts influence in the world today. And there is a growing
agreement among many in the U.S. Congress that greater U.S. government funding of
basic and applied research, education, infrastructure, and foreign development
assistance may be needed to maintain America’s competitive advantage economically
and diplomatically vis-a-vis China.

Finally, the capacity of the United States to adequately fund current force structure,
modernization, and readiness plans will, in part, be undermined by continued cost
growth within the military itself. Over time, adjusted for changes in the size of the force
structure, the cost of operating, supporting, and modernizing the U.S. military has
consistently increased well beyond the rate of inflation in the overall economy. On
average, the cost of manning, operating, and modernizing individual weapon systems
(whether ships, aircraft, or combat vehicles) and the units they are organized into has
grown consistently in real (inflation-adjusted) terms. New weapon systems often cost
two or even three times more than the systems they are intended to replace.*? Likewise,
military compensation and operations and maintenance costs have grown in real terms
by as much as several percentage points a year.* To be sure, the growth in the cost of
operating, supporting, and modernizing U.S. forces — system-for-system and
unit-for-unit — also reflects the military leadership’s decision to focus on quality over
quantity. But those decisions affect the size of the force: The U.S. military today is
roughly one-third smaller than it was in 1990.

From a planning and efficiency standpoint — even without the additional external
pressures associated with America’'s demographic changes and broader national
security concerns — it would be prudent for the Defense Department to adjust its
strategy and plans to more realistically account for this likely internal cost growth and to
begin, sooner rather than later, making the necessary trade-offs and hard choices. And
again, as noted above, more than anything else, this may mean revising the U.S.
military’s strategy for dealing with China to ensure that it is effective and sustainable
within realistic budget levels.

%2 For a discussion of inter-generational cost growth in weapons acquisition, see Arena, Mark V. et al. Why Has the Cost of Fixed-Wing
Aircraft Risen? RAND Corporation, 2008. 10-15. https://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG696.html; Arena, Mark V. et al. Why Has
the Cost of Navy Ships Risen? RAND Corporation, 2006. 11-20. https://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG484.html.

% For a discussion of cost growth in these areas, see Harrison, Todd. Analysis of the FY 2019 Defense Budget. Center for Strategic
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Global distribution of resources for defense

The budgetary pressures on U.S. defense spending are playing out within a global
environment in which other major economies are also confronting resource challenges
that will influence their military potential. The balance of economic resources within and
between different regions of the world offers a starting point for this analysis. And if we
compare the world’s next two largest military powers with the other leading economies
within their regions — Russia in Europe and China in Asia — enormous differences
between the two regions are immediately evident.

The combined GDP of the four largest European NATO members is 768 percent the size
of Russia’s. (See Figure 2.1.) (Here and below, all comparisons are provided using
market exchange rates.) In Asia, the combined GDP of the four largest economies after
China ( Japan, India, South Korea, and Australia) is 67 percent of China’s. Unlike the
European case, none of these four nations is allied with any other. One of them, India, is
not allied with the United States. And unlike the European case, these states are not
geographically contiguous. Even if they were allied with one another, they could not
easily come to each other’s aid in the event of attack without stripping resources
necessary for their own defense — at least not in the absence of U.S. forces to fill the
gap. The nearest ports in India are more than 5,000 kilometers from Okinawa by sea,
while Australia has limited air and naval forces with which to patrol its northern
approaches, which stretch some 4,000 kilometers from east to west, and would have
little to dispatch elsewhere.
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Figure 2.1: Distribution of economic resources in Asia and Europe:
GDP of China and Russia and leading regional economies, 2021
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It is true that most states of Asia would benefit in national security terms from
advantageous terrains and topographies — archipelagic, mountainous, or heavily
forested, depending on the case — but the imbalance of power in individual cases is
extreme. (See Figure 2.2) And the IMF projects the imbalance to worsen for three out of
four countries by 2026. Combined, their economies are projected to decline from 67
percent of China’s to 60 percent over that period. In Western Europe, even the
fourth-largest economy, Italy’'s, is larger than Russia’s, whereas the second-largest
economy in Asia, Japan'’s, is less than a third of China’s, even when measured by market
exchange rates; South Korea’s the region’s fourth-largest economy, is 11 percent the
size of China’s. Individually, the relative power position of these Asian states is closer to
that of Poland vis-a-vis Germany than that of France or Britain on the eve of World War
Two. Hence, while a defender might gain some benefit from defensive geography and
might optimize force design to capitalize on such geography, it is doubtful whether this
could offset such large asymmetries in resources.
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Figure 2.2: 2021 and projected 2026 GDP of Asia’s five largest economies
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This is not to say that regional states are seriously threatened by territorial conquest, for
which China lacks the motive and means in most cases. But most of them are
vulnerable to coercive military operations, blockade, or the capture of disputed areas.
Three of these states (Japan, Australia, and India) have remote territories that might
complicate defense and largely neutralize defensive advantage. The Sakishima Islands,
at the southwestern end of the Japanese archipelago, are incapable of supporting large
forces and are farther from the nearest major Japanese Island, Kyushu, than they are
from the Chinese mainland. Disputed territories between India and China are difficult to
populate adequately with military forces given the nature of the terrain. All of these
states are also potentially vulnerable to blockade operations that could be conducted
largely beyond the easy reach of land-based airpower.

Given the overwhelming differences in the prospects for conventional defense, absent
American support, in Europe and Asia, there is good reason to focus on the latter as a
larger issue for U.S. defense planning as budgets become tighter and priorities must be
set. Even advocates of offshore balancing have stipulated that Asia might be the one
area where “the United States may indeed be the indispensable nation.”

To be sure, relative resource distribution should not be the only determinant of U.S.
regional policies, alliance relationships, and military planning. Many of America'’s closest
political and economic partners are located in Europe, and maintaining alliances there

34 Mearsheimer, John J., and Stephen M. Walt. “The Case for Offshore Balancing: A Superior U.S. Grand Strategy.” Foreign Affairs,
Vol. 95, Issue 4, July/August 2016. 81.
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supports and encourages partnership and shared values. Despite a positive correlation
of economic power in favor of NATO, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine confronts Europe with
serious challenges. Russia is a major nuclear power, with far more numerous and
capable nuclear weapons than any country other than the United States. Its willingness
to brandish them in ways that threaten use to cover Russian aggression highlights the
critical role that extended U.S. nuclear deterrence plays in protecting NATO countries
and in reducing the incentives that allies such as France and the United Kingdom might
have to expand and diversify their own nuclear inventories.

All this said, in a resource-constrained world, it would make little sense for NATO
planning to assume that the United States will provide the critical mass of forces for
major conventional missions when European states are more than capable of providing
that for themselves and when the same cannot be said of Asia. If we take that as a
starting point, there are significant implications for force-planning.

Asia in the global context: Priorities, ground forces, and the defense
budget

With the past balance of power based on U.S. maritime predominance deteriorating in
Asia, budget pressures increasing in the United States, and the fact that European allies
are capable of providing much more for their own defense, the United States can and
should prioritize defense needs in Asia. Compared with scenarios elsewhere in the
world, China-related scenarios are far more demanding when the potential contribution
of allies in each region is considered alongside the magnitude of the challenge.
Nevertheless, China-related scenarios are not the only factors that could influence U.S.
force structure. This report focuses on U.S. defense requirements in Asia and
concentrates heavily on China-related contingencies. To an extent, however, military
forces are fungible and can be deployed anywhere. Thus, to understand the implications
of any Asia-centered changes to U.S. military strategy, force structure, and force
posture, it is necessary to consider the larger global context and potential requirements
elsewhere.

Complicating the effort to place Asia in context is uncertainty over how U.S. interests
will be defined globally, or in other regions. We can stipulate those interests for Asia, but
we are less well-positioned to do so beyond the region. In lieu of a full assessment,
which others will be more qualified to offer, in Appendix A we present three different
sets of assumptions about how requirements elsewhere might be defined and the rough
scale of forces required under each. The most immediate observation that comes out of
the assessment of China-related contingencies and consideration of those elsewhere in
the world is the considerable overlap in requirements for naval and air forces but not
ground forces.

Ground forces — particularly heavy armored or mechanized units or large brigade-sized
elements — have a far less conspicuous role in China-related scenarios than they might
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in other contingencies. As we discuss in greater detail in the remainder of this chapter,
China-related requirements are primarily air and maritime. In scenarios that involve
supporting countries against the possibility of an amphibious Chinese attack, those
states would provide the bulk of the ground forces. Small U.S. ground units — individual
battalions with attached antiaircraft or anti-ship missile systems — might play an
important role in the maritime fight, and some number of brigade-sized elements might
be useful as a backstop. But collectively, these would represent only a small portion of
the U.S. ground force structure.

In some non—China contingencies — e.g., a war in defense of the Baltic states or South
Korea — ground forces would be in higher demand. However, even under our most
conservative planning assumptions — which include the capability to conduct
simultaneously, or in rapid succession one major-theater war and one half of a
major-theater war (i.e., a minor war), as well as to sustain one stability operation, all
while maintaining sufficient forces for homeland defense and recovery of recently
deployed forces — there is considerable redundancy in the U.S. ground-force structure.

In making that calculation, we assume that a major-theater war could require ground
forces equivalent to the 12 brigades employed in Operation Iraqi Freedom. U.S. ground
forces currently include some 71 Army brigade combat teams, BCTs, or Marine Corps
regiments. To be sure, some of these contingencies, especially in Europe or Korea, could
require more forces than were employed in Operation Iraqi Freedom. But potential
contributions by allied forces should be more than sufficient to make up that difference.

Whether or not the European NATO allies or the ROK are prepared to assume a
substantial role in ground-force operations today, there is no doubt of their potential to
do so by 2035 or 2040. As noted earlier, the ROK’s defense budget exceeds the
estimated total GDP of North Korea, and Western Europe’s resources are vastly greater
than Russia’s. Hence, it is not unreasonable to expect Koreans and Europeans to
provide the maijority of the required forces for contingencies in each case. U.S. allies
would be unlikely to provide the same level of support in any potential U.S. conflict in
the Middle East, but such a conflict would likely be smaller in scale and thus also fit
within the scale of Operation Iraqi Freedom.

These calculations reflect our assumption that the United States should (1) remain
engaged politically with its existing democratic allies and partners around the world,
and (2) scale back the disproportionate burden assumed by the U.S. military in areas
where allies have the clear potential to become mostly self-sufficient. This would allow
the United States to continue to reap the benefits of partnership in areas where it has
invested heavily for 70 years, refocus scarce military resources on East Asia, where
allies do not have the resources to defend themselves without external assistance, and
maintain defense spending at a more affordable level.
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Specifically, this report proposes changes that would provide for continued but more
modest growth in the Air Force’s budget, and relatively flat spending by the Navy over
the next decade and a half. By contrast, our recommendations would generate far more
significant savings in the Army and, in percentage terms, Marine Corps budgets.

Finally, and as discussed further below, although South Korea has overwhelming
conventional superiority vis-a-vis North Korea, as long as the United States judges that it
is worthwhile to maintain the U.S.—ROK alliance and prevent further nuclear proliferation
in Northeast Asia, it will need to maintain sufficient force structure, forward presence,
and extended deterrence to assist South Korea in deterring a potential North Korean
attack, whether conventional or nuclear. However, the military forces required for that
task are more consistent with contingencies elsewhere in the world and hence fit within
the framework provided in Appendix A.

Some readers might find our assumptions about areas outside Asia either too
conservative or insufficiently so. We nevertheless offer this cursory assessment of the
larger global context to place the discussion related to China and East Asia in wider
perspective. In particular, if the United States were to adopt even more-restrained
policies elsewhere in the world, as some grand strategists have advocated, such as
shedding security commitments in Europe and the Middle East — or, for that matter, on
the Korean Peninsula — that would create room further to reduce its defense-spending
burden, as considered in Appendix A.

The nature of the military problem in East Asia

Within East Asia, there are two groups of contingencies that might plausibly engage
large components of the U.S. military and drive force planning: those involving China
and those involving North Korea. Scenarios involving China are unique among major
contingencies facing the United States today, in terms of scale and in their nature as
primarily air and naval challenges. In important ways, China-related contingencies shape
the size, structure, and posture of the Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps. Contingencies
centered on the Korean Peninsula, located at the heart of Northeast Asia, influence the
force posture and deployment patterns of all the services, but they more closely
resemble those in Europe or the Middle East in terms of force requirements, engaging a
balanced set of service assets that, if anything, would be weighted heavily toward
ground forces.

China-related contingencies
Although maintaining peace and security in the Asia—Pacific region is not primarily a

military problem, military elements are nevertheless important. The United States will
want to maintain capabilities to deter Chinese military action against allies or partners
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in Asia. It should maintain the capability to defend, as treaty allies, South Korea, Japan,
the Philippines, Thailand, and Australia. And as we have argued in Chapter 1, it is also in
U.S. interests to maintain strategic ambiguity with regard to Taiwan, backed by the
capability to intervene effectively. None of this is to say that the United States should
extend protections to all regional states, or even all political partners, or that it should
automatically move to protect Taiwan in the event of an attack, regardless of
circumstances. We advocate a policy of restraint in U.S. engagement and careful
evaluation of individual problems. Rather, we refer here to capabilities that should be
maintained against a class or set of strategic problems within the region to include
invasion, blockade, or coercive attack (e.g., military strikes designed to force political
concessions).

Although the aim of deterrence, as well as the diplomatic activities described elsewhere
in this report, is to maintain peace and avoid war, it is necessary to discuss the nature of
potential conflicts to assess deterrent efficacy. Contingencies might unfold differently,
and political drivers would influence decision-making on the geographic scope of
conflict, as well as the intensity of conflict. Operationally, however, there would be
considerable overlap in the forces and systems that would be important in the most
likely scenarios involving China — as well as in the nature of the operational challenges.

Deterring China does not necessarily require the certainty of a decisive defeat, but it
does require that the United States present China with the prospect of unacceptable risk
in the event that it engages in military aggression. That, in turn, requires that we
consider the course and outcome of potential conflict. Below, we highlight key aspects
of the military problem: the PRC’s force structure and operational concepts, how those
forces compare with U.S. and allied capabilities, the geographic and access problems
confronting the United States, and some of the opportunities presented to the United
States by geography, technology, and alliances.

China’s force structure

China has advanced military capabilities in all domains. The People’s Liberation Army
has developed extensive anti-access, area denial capabilities, including long-range
strike, submarines, counter-space, and cyber. These capabilities capitalize on geography
to make it more difficult for the United States to enter the region or employ aircraft
carriers or air wings to blunt PRC operations.** While China continues to develop A2/AD,
it has also developed large and modern air and sea forces capable of contesting control
of nearby airspace and maritime areas. The PLA is more deficient in some areas than
others, and although it will take significant time to address some issues, it is
energetically addressing all of them. Nevertheless, some scenarios or tasks will be
more realistic for the PLA than others and will remain so through 2035.

% It is important to note that the term “A2/AD” was coined by U.S. analysts, and the related concept of “counter-intervention” figures
less prominently in the PLA's own military doctrine than is sometimes alleged by U.S. observers. See Fravel, M. Taylor, and
Christopher P. Twomey. “Projecting Strategy: The Myth of Chinese Counter-intervention.” The Washington Quarterly, 7:4. 171-187.
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During the 1980s and 1990s, when Chinese air and naval forces were demonstrably
weaker than their U.S. and even Japanese counterparts, the PLA began to deploy an
array of ground-launched ballistic and cruise missiles, submarines, and other A2/AD
assets. Chinese missiles pose particularly daunting challenges to U.S. military
operations in Asia, as they can be used to target America's relatively sparse basing
infrastructure near potential conflict areas. Currently, the PLA likely operates 1,250 to
1,726 conventionally armed, ground-launched ballistic and cruise missiles, virtually all
with sufficient accuracy reliably to attack runways, aircraft parking areas, naval facilities,
and ammunition and equipment bunkers.®

China is less dependent on ground-launched missiles than it once was, but it has
nevertheless continued to develop its inventory. It has extended the range of its
systems, deploying large numbers of DF-26 intermediate-range ballistic missiles,
so-called “Guam killers,” with an estimated range of 4,000 kilometers.*” And it has
produced new missile classes and variants, including hypersonic boost-glide missiles
that will be more difficult to shoot down, and a wide range of missiles that maneuver on
reéntry. These trends are likely to continue to 2035, with an increasingly varied and
sophisticated arsenal of greater range, though perhaps not dramatically greater
numbers.

China’s inventory of modern combat aircraft and warships has grown rapidly over the
last two decades, producing a force capable of vying for air and sea control within the
first-island chain (i.e., within the East China Sea and South China Sea) and projecting a
degree of power beyond it. (See Figure 2.9 below.)

China’s fourth-generation fighter aircraft reached series production during the 2000s,
and the rate of deployment has continued to accelerate. By 2020, the PLA Air Force and
PLA Navy Air Force operated roughly 1,058 fourth-generation tactical combat aircraft,
including an increasing number with ground-attack capabilities in addition to their
air-to-air functions.* Despite massive investments in engine manufacturing, China has
continued to experience difficulties producing adequate engines for its fifth-generation
fighters, the J-20 and the J-35, the latter the leading candidate to be China’'s main

% Force structure (units) provide a good indication of the number of launchers, estimated to number 405 ballistic and 108 cruise
m|SS|Ie Iaunchers Mllltary Balance 2020 Internatlonal Instltute for Strateglc Studies, February 2020. 249.

- - . Greater uncertainty surrounds the number of
missile reloads associated with each Iauncher The 2020 DoD annual report to Congress on Military and Security Developments
Involving the People’s Republic of China is more conservative than in past years, estimating that China deploys “more than 1,250"
ballistic missiles (excluding ICBMs, which are all nuclear armed) and ground-launched cruise missiles. ii and 166.

% The DF-26 was revealed in 2015 and an estimated 17 launchers had been deployed by 2017. The 2020 Department of Defense
annual report to Congress, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China surprised many analysts when
it asserted that 200 launchers and more than 200 missiles had been fielded. 59.

% Roblin, Sebastlen Chlnas New J-16D Alrcraft Might Have a Terrlfylng New M|I|tary Capablllty The Natlonal Interest, November
30,2017. https: - - -16d- - - i a ; Kay, Linda.

Copycat J-16 Jet Much Superlor to the Su- 30 Chlnese PLA P|Iot Defnse World, March 25 2021.
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carrier-based fighter of the future.®® Until those issues are resolved, it can continue
low-rate production of such aircraft using imported or less-powerful engines.

Eventually, the rate of growth in the PLA’s modern air inventory will slow as the last
legacy aircraft, third-generation and older, are replaced. Nevertheless, based on current
lines of production, the PLA Air Force and Navy are likely to operate roughly 2,200
fourth— and fifth—generation tactical combat aircraft by 2035.

The PLA Navy began series production of large surface combatants, destroyers and
cruisers, only in the mid—2010s, but growth since then has been striking. Until then, the
PLAN surface fleet was built around smaller but capable frigates. From 2014 to
mid-2020, however, China launched 25 Luyang Il (Type 052D) destroyers and eight
Renhai cruisers.® It currently has two midsize carriers afloat, with a larger (80,000—ton)
carrier under construction. The PLAN has, in other words, launched a significant
blue-water navy in the course of six years, even as it has continued to build smaller
craft. Eventually, the need to maintain and upgrade the ships currently entering service
will slow the rate of growth, but it is nevertheless likely that China will operate about 70
large surface combatants by 2035.*

The PLA Navy currently operates about 53 tactical submarines. Most, however, roughly
46 boats, are diesel submarines, and the relative handful of nuclear-powered
Shang-class submarines are not comparable with their U.S. counterparts in terms of the
ability to remain quiet and undetected. Hence, while Chinese submarines could pose
challenges to U.S. forces, they would not have the high speed or endurance to pose a
lethal challenge at long distances from China’s coast — especially if they have to transit
acoustic submarine barriers such as SOSUS or RAP, which might be employed across
the first island chain. Nevertheless, PLAN submarines are improving, and PLA strategists
have identified the need for more nuclear-powered boats, so the overall submarine
threat could change in the future.®

China is also improving its support and power-projection capabilities. Though the PLA is
building such systems at a deliberate pace, it has the potential to accelerate their
development. The PLA's combined air forces currently maintain only very limited airborne
early-warning, AEW, and airborne tanker capability. The PLA operates fewer than 25,

% Keck, Zachary. “Engine Problems: Why China’s J-20 Stealth Fighter Can’t Beat America’s F-22 or F-35." National Interest, July 8,
2020

Zhen. “Can China FlnaIIy Solve its Military Jet Englne Problems A New Materlal Mlght Just do the Trick.” South Chma Mornlng Post,
May 29, 2021.
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/science/article/3135300/can-china-finally-solve-its-military-jet-engine-problems-new; Johnson,

Reuben Chlnas J-35 Carrier Fighter Appears; Steps to ‘Most Powerful Navy ?” Breaklng Defense, JuIy‘I 2021.
07/chi - f

4 Mllltary Balance 2021. International Institute for Strategic Studies. 232.

“1 The PLAN currently operates 47 such ships with more fitting out. The Office of Naval Intelligence estimates that by 2030, China
will have 65 large surface combatants (including carriers, destroyers, and cruisers). U.S. Office of Naval Intelligence. “China: Naval
Construction Trends vis-a-vis U.S. Navy Shipbuilding Plans, 2020-2030.” February 6, 2020.

2 PR HE #H, KR [Hu Dongying, Huang Rui, and Cai Guangyou). #3# B#EZ 0 E BIE$ 8 LS 2 # (“Some Thoughts on
Pushing Submarine Forces into Distant Oceans”). fllfid 88 ¥ T 72 [Ship Electronic Engineering], vol. 37, no. 1, January 2017.
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mostly small tanker aircraft, compared with more than 400 larger aircraft in the U.S.
active and reserve components. The shortage of tankers would limit the PRC’s ability to
operate, for example, east of Taiwan or in other buffer areas in a conflict over the island.
Looking forward, however, AEW and tanker variants of the Y-20 cargo aircraft, which
recently entered series production, will boost China'’s air-to-air capability.

Similar patterns are evident in naval support, airlift, and amphibious capability — areas
where China’s capabilities remain nascent but are developing. As of 2021, the PLA Navy
inventory includes less than 310,000 tons of amphibious ships, a modest amphibious
fleet when measured against that of the United States today (840,000 tons) or against
the fleet that assaulted the Okinawa beaches in 1945 (2,400,000 tons).® It is also
modest in the context of the task to be achieved in, for example, an invasion of Taiwan,
which has roughly the same number of active troops as the Japanese had on Okinawa,
plus a substantial reserve. China can supplement amphibious lift with commercial
ships, but those ships would not be able to unload efficiently without docking at a port.
Thus, the PLA would need to capture ports intact to use those additional ships, and
ports can be destroyed or damaged if captured.

PRC military capabilities relative to other regional countries

Before touching on other aspects of the military balance — to include geography,
technology, the contingencies in question, and mobilization — regional military forces
themselves can be briefly compared. The most obvious point is simply that China’s
military dwarfs (or will dwarf) that of other East Asian states in its region in many
categories of combat power. Not only does it have more systems in most categories,
but the qualitative disadvantage of China’s military that still exists relative to the United
States is much smaller, nonexistent, or reversed when compared with other regional
states.

Among the other regional states, Japan has the most potent air and naval capabilities
and therefore serves as a useful point of comparison.* We address potential increases
in Japan’s defense budget and improvements in its budget in Chapter 4. In this section,
we assume that it simply follows the program of record, rather than adjusting force
structure.

The Japan Air Self-Defense Force has a relatively stable inventory of fewer than 250
fighters and fighter-ground attack aircraft. China’s modern aircraft (fourth- and
fifth-generation) thus outnumber Japan’s by more than 4 to 1 — a ratio that could rise to
8 to 1 by 2035. Qualitatively, China’s fourth-generation aircraft are at least as capable as
Japan’s.”® Japan plans to purchase 140 F-35s to replace its F-4s and older F-15s, which

43 Morison, Samuel Eliot. Victory in the Pacific 1945, Vol. XIV of History of the United States Naval Operations in World War II. New
York, NY. Castle Books, 1960. Estimates of PRC shipping based on Military Balance 2021. International Institute for Strategic Studies.
4 For an assessment of Japanese capabilities and strategy, see Heginbotham and Samuels. “Active Denial: Redesigning Japan's
Response to China’s Military Challenge.”

4 In part, this is a function of age. China’s 4th generation fighters are still being produced, and many are quite new. Itis also a
function of investment in modernizing the electronics of this portion of the inventory. China has invested heavily in digital
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will likely tilt the qualitative balance in the air back in Japan’s favor. However, it is
doubtful whether the qualitative edge would be great enough to overcome the disparity
in numbers, and the PLA Rocket Force’'s conventional missiles provide, in any case, the
means to destroy much of Japan'’s air force on the ground — highlighting the need
(addressed in subsequent sections of this report) for major infrastructure
improvements.

Japan has long maintained a powerful force of naval vessels, which currently includes
45 large surface combatants (carriers, cruisers, and destroyers) and six frigates. For
decades, the trend in Japan'’s naval shipbuilding was toward ever-larger, more capable,
and more expensive ships, culminating in the recently constructed 10,250-ton
Maya-class cruisers. However, Japanese defense officials have decided that the
Maritime Self—Defense Force will not be able to compete without greater attention to
efficiency and numbers and it has, therefore, introduced a smaller, compact frigate, the
Mogami class.* Japan plans to commission 22 of these stealthy, 5,500—ton ships.
Meanwhile, the MSDF has been able to grow its submarine force from 19 to 22 by
keeping boats in the inventory longer.

Japan's fleet of large warships is ostensibly comparable with China’s in size. However,
unlike China'’s large surface combatants, all of which are new, modern designs, Japan’s
fleet includes a mix of highly capable ships equipped with the advanced Aegis combat
system and older designs that would be of marginal utility in modern naval warfare. The
PLAN has eclipsed the MSDF in scale, with a far larger inventory of frigates and
corvettes, and the gap will continue to grow over the next decade. More importantly,
Japan’s fleet would have to operate against not just China’s surface and submarine
force; it would also have to survive in the face of air and missile threats. Without the
ability to gain air superiority, the Japanese fleet would be at a severe disadvantage.

Against all other regional states, China’s margin of superiority is even larger. Some of
these, such as Australia and the ROK, maintain modern air and naval capabilities that
can help establish a stable balance of power in East Asia — even if they would be
hopelessly outnumbered if forced to fight separately. Other regional states, such as the
Philippines, have almost no modern air or naval capability and would be highly
vulnerable to blockade or other forms of attack should their interests collide with those
of China.

radiofrequency memory jammers, improving aircraft survivability, and active electronically scanned array (AESA) radar, while Japan
has only recently decided to upgrade its F-15 fleet with AESA radar. Defense Intelligence Agency. China Military Power: Modernizing a
Force to Fight and Win. 2019.

46 Kubo, Nobuhiro. “Exclusive — Japan to speed up frigate build to reinforce East China Sea: sources.” Reuters, February 17, 2017.

58 | Active Denial: A Roadmap to a More Effective, Stabilizing, and Sustainable U.S. Defense Strategy in Asia



PRC military capabilities relative to the United States

Overall, the U.S. fleet and air forces, including the Air Force, Navy aviation, and Marine
Corps aviation, remain larger and more capable than those of China — in some cases far
larger and far more capable. However, the gap is narrowing, and, more important, the
proximity of potential conflict areas to China would neutralize many U.S. advantages.
The U.S. fleet today has 92 large surface combatants, plus 11 large carriers and nine
amphibious assault ships that can double as small carriers. The PLAN today has roughly
47 large surface combatants, including two midsize carriers. We estimate that by 2035,
the PLAN will have roughly 70 large surface combatants in service, while several
competing plans and budgetary realities make the future size of the U.S. Navy’s force of
large surface combatants less certain.*

On the air side, the U.S. Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps today operate about 2,930
fighters and fighter-ground attack aircraft, compared with slightly more than 1,058 in
China’s inventory. Although the U.S. Air Force has decided that the F-35 may not be the
ideal fifth-generation fighter and is looking to avoid overreliance on that platform, the
F-35 is being produced in significant numbers and will ensure that the U.S.
fifth-generation fighter force remains significantly larger than China’s J-20 fleet, plagued
as it is by engine troubles. As of 2020, the United States had 231 F-35As in service, as
well as 136 F-35Bs and F-35Cs, while China was in the process of standing up its first
squadron of 24 J-20s.

Perhaps most important, despite the PLA’s efforts to improve jointness, the quality of
training, and other forms of human “software,” the United States continues to enjoy
significant advantages over China in these areas. Moreover, because the obstacles to
improvement involve the PLA’s organizational culture, and the expectations and
understanding of senior officers, change is likely to be slower in these areas than it is on
the hardware side.* That said, Chinese operational practices are evolving, the force
recruits high quality and motivated individuals, and geography and proximity will
generally work in China'’s favor.

The effects of geography and technology on the balance of power

On their own, comparisons of China’s force structure and military capabilities with those
of regional countries and the United States are insufficient for an accurate evaluation of
the military balance in the Western Pacific. It is also essential to consider the effect of
the interaction between geography and military technology. In academic security

47 See Congressional Research Service. Navy Force Structure and Shipbuilding Plans: Background and Issues for Congress. March 18,
2021; Labs, Eric J. “An Analysis of the Navy’s Fiscal Year 2022 Shipbuilding Plan.” Congressional Budget Office, September 2021.

“8 Early socialization in any organization, particularly within organizations that require years of professional training of its leaders,
tends to make their culture resistant to change—a pattern further reinforced by vested interests embedded in the leadership of
constituent components. In China’s case, change is further complicated by the powerful ties to the Communist Party and the
existence of political cadres within the PLA. For the effects of these issues on the Chinese military, see Chase, Michael S. et. al.
China’s Incomplete Military Transformation: Assessing the Weaknesses of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). RAND Corporation,
2015.
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studies, these are often referred to as the key factors that determine the
“offense-defense balance” — that is, whether offensive action or defensive action by a
given force is more likely to succeed in any given time and place.” Since the goal of the
United States and other countries in the region is defensive, they will benefit if
geography and technology favor the defense. Conversely, any potential offensive
military action by China would be more likely to succeed if the offense-defense balance
tips toward the offense.

In the Western Pacific today, some observers have focused on a combination of
technology, politics, and the region’s maritime geography to argue that the defender
should enjoy major advantages. They argue that this defense dominance would work in
favor of the United States, its allies, and others in the region if China were to engage in
aggression.® At the same time, U.S. military planners and strategists often emphasize
the tyranny of distance and other geographic challenges that would make it more
difficult for the United States to prevail in a conflict in the region."

In this section, we assess both of these more optimistic and pessimistic sets of
arguments. We consider the effects on the military equation not only of technology and
distance, but also the crucial yet often overlooked factor of strategic depth. We
conclude that the effects of these factors are mixed. Many of the individual points made
by optimists and pessimists are valid, though important caveats are often neglected.
Overall, we assess that the defense does indeed convey a margin of advantage when
material considerations are held equal and that those advantages can be exploited by
the United States and its regional allies and partners. However, the inherent advantages
of the defense, partially offset by technologies that do not favor the defender, are alone
not enough to offset the substantial asymmetry of power between China and regional
actors without external assistance.®? At the same time, although U.S. power attenuates
across the reach of the Pacific, the issue of strategic depth within the region presents a
more mixed picture.

4% Although some scholars have argued it is possible to assess a general offense-defense balance applying across space during a
particular period due largely to the prevailing nature of military technology, Charles Glaser and Chaim Kaufmann observe that
geography, technology, and other factors work in ways that make the offense-defense balance situation-specific, not just specific to
a particular era. For example, the technology available during the early 20th century created a defense dominant stalemate on the
western front of World War | but did not in the east, where there was more room for infantry and cavalry forces to maneuver and
flank defensive strongpoints. Glaser, Charles L., and Chaim Kauffmann. “What is the Offense-Defense Balance and Can We Measure
It?" International Security, Vol. 22, No. 4, Spring 1998.

% Biddle and Oelrich. “Future Warfare in the Western Pacific;” Gholz, Friedman, and Gjoza. “Defensive Defense: A Better Way to
Protect U.S. Allies in Asia;” and Beckley. The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia: How China’s Neighbors Can Check Chinese
Naval Expansion.”

5T See comments by then U.S. PACOM Commander Admiral Samuel J. Locklear, Ill. “PACOM Before the House Appropriations
Commlttee Remarks.” U S. Indo PaC|ﬂc Command March 18 2015.

Freler Nathan P and John H. Schaus Geostrateglc Net Assessment: INDOPACOM Through 2030 Parameters Vol. 50, No. 2
Summer 2020.

52 As Charles Glaser and Chaim Kaufmann observe, the defensive almost always conveys a degree of advantage, all other things
held equal. The question is the extent to which defensive advantages can offset the material superiority of an attacker. Glaser and
Kauffmann, “What is the Offense-Defense Balance and Can We Measure [t?”
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Technology, geography, and the offense-defense balance

Some observers have argued that small, mobile missiles contribute to widespread
defense dominance, particularly when combined with maritime barriers in East Asia’s
environment.® However, although some technologies favor the defender more than in
the past, others provide new options for the attacker. Moreover, hedgehog strategies
that capitalize on defensive technologies to make invasion difficult are vulnerable to
other forms of attack. In aggregate, technology would interact with geography to
provide some relative advantage to regional states in the Western Pacific defending
against aggression. However, this advantage is not overwhelming enough on its own to
outweigh the significant material superiority of a potential attacker as powerful as
China.

Arguments supporting the defense-dominant properties of modern weapons are based
on factors related to modern intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance, ISR, the
evolution of surface-to-air missiles, and the proliferation of anti-ship missiles. Radar is
generally limited by line-of-sight distances and is highly vulnerable when mounted on
aircraft and moved beyond the protection of air defenses.* SAMs may have regained
relative capability vis-a-vis airborne nemeses since the days in which U.S. aircraft
operated with near impunity during the Gulf War, due to improvements in their seeker
heads and propellants.** And amphibious attack is rendered more hazardous than in the
past by the proliferation of and improvements to anti-ship cruise and ballistic missiles.*

At the same time, it bears remembering that another salient feature of the Gulf War was
the ability of standoff strikes to reach and destroy fixed targets deep inside an
adversary's territory. Pound for pound, such missiles have gained range, precision, and
destructive force since that time. And while dispersion can mitigate the risk from these
systems, any conventional defense will always include critical infrastructure that is
fixed, semi-fixed, or difficult to hide. Long-range missiles today can accurately blanket
airfields with submunitions or destroy munitions bunkers, buried fuel, or command and
control facilities with highly accurate unitary munitions. When employed against fixed
targets, these missiles are equally effective against attackers and defenders and do not,
therefore, convey defensive advantage. Similarly, cyber weapons and space-based
intelligence systems are not by themselves affected by the distance between one state
and another.

Regional states can exploit defensive technologies by pursuing highly defensive
hedgehog strategies that rely on large numbers of ground-based antiaircraft and
anti-ship missiles to frustrate invasion. We recommend these as part of integrated U.S.

%3 Biddle and Oelrich. “Future Warfare in the Western Pacific;” Gholz, Friedman, and Gjoza. “Defensive Defense: A Better Way to
Protect U.S. Allies in Asia;” and Beckley. “The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia: How China’s Neighbors Can Check Chinese
Naval Expansion.”

% Biddle and Oelrich, “Future Warfare in the Western Pacific.”

% Heginbotham, Eric et al. The U.S.-China Military Scorecard. RAND Corporation, 2015. 118-130.

% Gholz, Eugene. “No Man's Sea: Implications for Strategy and Theory.” Paper presented to the International Studies Association.
Atlanta, Georgia. March 2016.
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and allied strategies, as elaborated later in this report. However, such purely defensive
strategies can leave the defender more vulnerable, rather than less, to other forms of
military attack or coercion, such as blockade strategies conducted by naval and air
forces operating outside the range of these missile systems.

Even in defenses against invasion, purely defensive hedgehog strategies have limits. For
example, they are better suited to the defense of large land masses or islands (e.g.,
Kyushu or Taiwan), where large numbers of systems could be deployed and could
reposition themselves over land, than they would be in the defense of outlying islands.
While outlying islands could host defensive systems that would help in the short term,
any long-term defense would rely on the ability to resupply or replace assets deployed
there. The control of airspace and seas that would permit such repositioning would be
decided primarily by the size and quality of air and naval forces that could operate
around the islands.

None of this is to say that, all things held equal, the offense enjoys inherent advantages
over the defense; the reverse is true. And defensive hedgehog strategies can play an
important role in deterring attack and coercion, especially as part of an integrated
alliance strategy. But there is no evidence that the advantages of the defense are
dramatically greater than they have been historically, especially when the potential
tactics of both sides are considered. Meanwhile, it is clear that the imbalance in
resources is dramatically greater than has historically been the case in Europe, from
which much of the U.S. thinking on modern war and the balance of power derives.

During World War 1, German efforts to defeat the Royal Air Force and Navy failed in the
face of a significant water barrier, smart British strategy, and the inherent advantages of
defensive airpower (e.g., the ability to recover downed airmen) combined with a
well-integrated radar net. However, it should be remembered that on the eve of battle,
Germany'’s economy was not hugely larger than Britain's — roughly 22 percent larger,
according to one source.” More broadly, the disparities evident among the leading
states of Asia have never existed in modern Europe, even in the Europe of Louis XIV.
Data assembled by leading economic historians strongly suggest that, in modern
Europe, the largest economy has never equaled more than half of the next four
combined, whereas China’s economy is significantly larger than the next four in Asia
today.®

% Harrison, Mark, ed. The Economics of World War II: Six Great Powers in International Comparison. Cambridge University Press,
1998. 8.

%8 This assertion is based on snapshot years, which include 1700, 1820, 1913, 1937, 1950, and 2017. Depending on the years
examined, the data are from Broadberry, Stephen, and Alexander Klein. “Aggregate and Per Capita GDP in Europe, 1870-2000:
Continental, Regional and National Data with Changing Boundaries.” Paper for European Commission, October 27, 2011. The older
(1820 and 1700) figures are from Maddison, Angus. Contours of the World Economy 1-2030 AD: Essays in Macro-Economic History.
Oxford University Press, 2007. Adjustments were made to reflect the national boundaries of those years.
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Distance from the United States and power projection challenges

If relative defensive advantage is insufficient for regional countries to defend
themselves against possible aggression by a much more powerful neighbor, then they
would need external support from countries such as the United States. However, the
significant distance of the bulk of U.S. territory and forces from the Western Pacific
presents its own challenges. From the U.S. perspective, the most immediate problem in
projecting power to support allies or others in the region is the time required to move
forces from their garrisons into areas of operations.

Between 8 percent and 15 percent of relevant U.S. combat power, depending on type, is
forward-deployed in the Western Pacific, primarily in Japan, the ROK, and Guam.* The
Indo—Pacific Command as a whole commands a much higher percentage of U.S.
forces, including more than half of all U.S. Navy ships and submarines, with large
concentrations in Hawaii, San Diego, and other points on the U.S. West Coast. Although
these additional forces fall under the same major command, they are located far from
potential conflict areas. Hawaii is more than 6,000 kilometers and San Diego more than
8,000 kilometers from Tokyo. In addition to INDOPACOM assets, additional
reinforcements for a major Asian contingency could be borrowed from other commands
and would flow from more distant locations.

Estimating the speed with which U.S. reinforcements might flow into the theater during
a contingency is difficult and would depend on a variety of factors. During the Gulf War,
the U.S. Air Force was able to deploy roughly one squadron of combat aircraft, 24
aircraft, every two to four days during the first phase of the buildup in August 1990, and
again during the second phase in December and early January 1991.%° Additional
support units (e.g., tankers and surveillance, command, and control aircraft) were flown
in at the same time. Assuming that Japan or other allies opened air bases or airports to
facilitate U.S. movement, it is reasonable to suppose that the U.S. Air Force might be
able to match this performance in Asia, at least in terms of delivering squadrons to the
theater. As we discuss further below, however, the number of squadrons that could be
based within easy reach of the most likely contingencies is limited, and getting them to
the forward-most bases would be problematic if the bases were under attack.

Ship availability is the primary constraint in the case of the U.S. Navy. According to a
2008 assessment, aircraft carriers are deployed 19 percent of the time, able to surge
(within 90 days) 57 percent of the time, and in depot maintenance 24 percent of the
time. Of those available to surge, 80 percent could be available within 30 days.®
Conventionally powered surface ships are deployed more of the time (25 percent) and

% The deployed units include roughly 250 of the U.S. Air Force’s 1,780 tactical combat aircraft (fighters and fighter ground attack
aircraft), one of the Navy’s 10 carriers, 11 of its 92 cruisers and destroyers, and 4 of its 52 attack submarines (with a fifth to be
deployed in 2022).

€0 Gulf War Air Power Survey, Vol. IlI, Logistics and Support. RAND Corporation, 1993. 120.

® Yardley, Roman et al. “Aircraft Carrier Maintenance Cycles and Their Effects.” RAND Research Brief, 2008.

hitps://www.rand.org/pubs/research briefs/RB9316.html,

63 | Active Denial: A Roadmap to a More Effective, Stabilizing, and Sustainable U.S. Defense Strategy in Asia



spend less time in depot maintenance (16 percent), but all ships rotate through the
same general maintenance and deployment phases.® Virtually all available ships could
move simultaneously once they have been prepared and provisioned. The transit time
from Hawaii to the Philippine Sea would likely vary from seven to nine days, and from
San Diego to the same area from 10 to 12 days.®

Depending on warning time before a conflict, and the U.S. willingness to move
additional assets during peacetime, U.S. forward-deployed forces would, together with
regional allies and partners, fight outnumbered in any conflict with Chinese forces. This
imbalance would be evident even if the PLAN were to encounter significant maintenance
delays. Proximity and the potential ability to plan in advance work in China’s favor.

Comparative strategic depth and access to facilities

A third set of factors shaping the military balance beyond relative power involves
access to basing and strategic depth within the theater. These issues would affect the
two sides differently in Northeast and Southeast Asia, as well as on the air and naval
sides. In the air and maritime arenas, U.S. access to bases is limited, and, in some
cases, geography limits overall allied basing near relevant conflict areas. In Northeast
Asia, the United States operates just two air bases (Kadena and Futenma) within
unrefueled fighter range of Taiwan and the Sakishima Islands at the end of Japan’s
Ryukyu island chain. Japan'’s Air Self-Defense Force operates one additional base within
that range, at Naha.

The PLA Air Force and PLA Navy Air Force have access to 39 military air bases within
unrefueled fighter range of Taipei (1,000 kilometers), as well as access to dozens of air
bases further inland.** Many of China’s bases are located in the geographic sweet spot,
sufficiently far inland to be protected by SAMs arrayed in depth, but close enough to
conflict areas to provide relatively easy access. (See Figure 2.3.) Both sides could, in
theory, also use civilian airfields, though Japanese airfields in the Ryukyu chain are also
limited in number, and most are small. (See Figure 2.8 below.) When considering an air
campaign in Northeast Asia, then, China has a robust basing structure and strategic
depth. While both sides could strike adversary airfields, China could temporarily deprive
the United States and Japan of all airfields close to potential conflict areas by
concentrating fire on just a handful of locations, while its own basing infrastructure
would be naturally more resilient.

2 Yardley, Roland J. et al. Extending Depot Length and Intervals for DDG-51-Class Ships: Examining the 72-Month Operational Cycle.
RAND Corporation, 2016. Xiv. :

 Although most U.S. surface ships have top speeds in excess of 30 knots when just out of maintenance (and aircraft carriers
significantly higher than that), long-distance transit speeds are generally closer to 20 knots. The times listed above reflect transit
speeds of 20 knots or 25 knots. On transit speeds, see O'Rourke, Ronald. Navy Nuclear-Powered Surface Ships: Background, Issues,
and Options for Congress. Congressional Research Service, September 21, 2009.

% U.S.-China Military Scorecard. RAND Corporation. 54.
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Figure 2.3: U.S. and PRC air and naval bases
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Source for PLA base locations: Dutch Aviation Society, Scramble, “China Air Force” and “China Naval Aviation,”
https://www.scramble.nl/planning/orbats/china/china-naval-aviation; https://www.scramble.nl/planning/orbats/china/china-air-force.
See also, Lawrence “Sid” Trevethan, Brigadization of the PLA Air Force (China Aerospace Studies Institute, 2018).

In Southeast Asia, geography and politics would combine to create somewhat different
effects on a potential air battle. With the exception of periodic U.S. Air Force
deployments to northern Australia under the Enhanced Air Cooperation program, the
U.S. air forces have no regular peacetime access in Southeast Asia. The United States
might, then, be heavily reliant on carrier-based airpower and the limited air presence that
might be flown from and sustained out of bases in Northeast Asia and the Marianas. It
would presumably gain some additional access if the United States were coming to the

defense of a threatened regional ally, though without prior preparation, the efficiency of
air operations from new locations would be lower than normal.
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China’s ability to sustain air operations in Southeast Asia would depend on the specific
locus of conflict. In the event that conflict was primarily in the southern half of the South
China Sea (e.g., around the Spratly Islands), China’s ability to sustain an air battle would
be far more limited than it would be in Northeast Asia. While it is true that China has
built three air bases on reclaimed land in the Spratly Islands group, China’s position in
that area is far from the support and protection afforded to air bases on the mainland
and lacks depth. Bases on Hainan Island are, for example, more than 1,000 kilometers
from the Spratly Islands. Chinese ships or positions in the South China Sea would be
hard pressed to withstand determined attack. Geography, then, would not provide
advantage to China in the South China Sea in the way that it might in Northeast Asia.

In the maritime domain, the United States — not China — would enjoy strategic depth.
Modern warships, with limited onboard munitions, would have to move back regularly to
port to reload their missile stocks (or protected bays if a “reload at sea” capability is
developed) during a high-end naval conflict. Once again, China has more bases in close
proximity to conflict areas, which would reduce the cycle speed between those areas
and bases. Proximity is, however, a double-edged sword: Chinese naval bases, and the
ships located there (to include ships that are fitting out, rearming, and even undergoing
depot maintenance) are all within potential range of U.S. air— and sea-launched cruise
missiles.®® The United States and its allies, on the other hand, would have options as to
how far back to withdraw ships for refitting, rearming, or repairs.

Outside of port, too, PLA ships would operate in a narrower band of water, primarily
within the first island chain, and while they would benefit from proximity to land-based
defenses, their lack of strategic depth would greatly assist the United States and its
allies in locating and targeting them. Conversely, in the face of China’'s complex of
anti-ship strike capabilities, the United States might choose to hold its fleet farther from
conflict areas. This would reduce the U.S Navy's ability to bring its forces to bear, but it
would at least enjoy choice as to the degree of risk it wants to incur, and it could adjust
its position based on current circumstances.

Summary assessment of the China-related military problem

China's military capabilities greatly exceed those of all other regional states, and,
despite increased efforts by key U.S. allies, the gap continues to widen. Technology,
combined with the region’s maritime geography, would provide a degree of advantage to
the defender, particularly in areas near the region’s larger islands, but these factors
alone would not be likely to offset the asymmetry in military potential of regional states
without outside assistance. Both sides can tailor their military force structure and

% Against ships in port, the United States could presumably employ land-attack missiles, like the JASSM-ER, with a range of roughly
1,000 km. Roughly 20 JASSM-ERs can be carried by a single B-52, which could launch from well beyond the range of Chinese air
defenses. Other U.S. missiles with even longer ranges, like the Tomahawk or the JASSM-XR, could also be employed. While it is true
that China could, in principle, attack deep U.S. bases, the obstacles would be greater and the potential frequency and scale of these
attacks would be more modest.

66 | Active Denial: A Roadmap to a More Effective, Stabilizing, and Sustainable U.S. Defense Strategy in Asia



concepts of operation to mitigate geographic disadvantages or capitalize on areas of
advantage — and those possibilities for optimizing force structure and posture will
evolve with technology, the strategic situation, and the actions of potential adversaries.
This report aims to identify such areas open to the United States and its partners.

DPRK-related contingencies

Assuming that the United States continues to view deterring North Korean aggression
and retaining the U.S.—ROK alliance as in its interests, DPRK-related contingencies will
remain one driver of U.S. force structure and posture in Asia. Should a conflict occur on
the Korean Peninsula, the possibility of rapid escalation is very real, and in Chapter 4 we
recommend measures to reduce the probability of conflict. As long as the security
treaty with South Korea remains in place, however, the United States will want to
maintain sufficient forces of the right type to deter conflict.

As in Europe, the overall balance of economic resources on the Peninsula has tilted
dramatically toward the U.S. ally, and the ROK can provide the bulk of resources for its
own defense. Specialization of labor within the alliance, however, can greatly enhance
the effectiveness of defensive forces, and U.S. forces remain an important backstop.
More importantly, unless the United States is willing to countenance South Korea's
nuclear armament — together with the likely regional effects on nuclear policies in
China, Japan, and possibly elsewhere — then extended nuclear deterrence will remain
central to the alliance. That, in turn, will have consequences for the conventional U.S.
force posture.

Once encompassing the more industrialized portions of the Korean Peninsula, the DPRK,
after almost seventy years of juche — “self-reliance” — is all but crippled economically,
while its neighbor to the south, though not without challenges of its own, has generally
moved from strength to strength. The Bank of Korea, one of the few organizations that
ventures a guess as to the overall size of economic activity in the North, suggests the
DPRK'’s gross national income in 2018 was roughly $32 billion, or less than 2 percent of
South Korea's.®

According to the U.S. Department of State, North Korea spends more on its military than
any other country as a percentage of GDP, (from 13 percent to 24 percent in 2017).¢
Nevertheless, the ROK, spending about 2.4 percent of GDP on defense, roughly $40
billion, has a defense budget that is almost certainly larger than North Korea's total
economy.

¢ Converted using average exchange rate of 1100 KRW to one USD.

7 U.S. Department of State. World Military Expenditures and Arms Transfers 2079. Bureau of Arms Control, Verification, and

Compliance. December 2019. hitps://2017-2021 state. gov/world-military-expenditures-and-arms-transfers-2019/index.html,
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The terrain in Korea does not lend itself to rapid offensive operations, at least not when
the defender populates the front adequately.®® The interior is largely mountainous, and
the two relatively flat areas along the coasts are bisected by rivers and urban areas that
would pose obstacles to rapid armored advance.® The North Korean army is, in any
case, not in a condition to conduct high-tempo offensive operations, even in ideal
terrain. Its equipment is largely antiquated — the bulk of its armor is derived from
outdated T-55 and T-62 designs — and fuel shortages limit its ability to train or exercise,
particularly at higher echelons.” The contrast with South Korea, which has leveraged
one of the world’s most advanced economies to produce cutting-edge weapons while
implementing a dynamic training regime, is difficult to overstate.

All this said, North Korea's development of nuclear weapons — driven in part by its
conventional weakness — has introduced new complications that must be accounted
forin U.S. strategy and force structure. First, if the United States wishes to prevent
nuclear breakout by South Korea, with potential spillover effects on Japanese and
Chinese nuclear thinking, then it will need to maintain extended nuclear deterrence of
nuclear attack by the North. Moreover, to have the intended dampening effect on South
Korean nuclear calculations, extended nuclear deterrence must be credible and
accompanied by the continued forward deployment of U.S. conventional forces.

Second, North Korea’s maintenance of nuclear weapons means that conventional war
planning must account for hybrid threats and discourage escalation. North Korean
leaders might come to believe that, under the cover of a nuclear arsenal capable of
surviving a first strike, it could engage in low-level conflict.” Under circumstances
deemed threatening to Pyongyang, artillery deployed north of the DMZ and within range
of Seoul could, for example, be employed to ratchet up pressure on the ROK. These guns
can be rolled out of hardened shelters, fired, and moved back under cover quickly.
Responding to such attacks would require substantial airpower networked with
overhead and ground-based sensors to shorten time between detection and attack.
Although such a capability is within South Korea’s economic and technical capability,
the United States would need to provide some elements of such a system until the
ROK's targeting capabilities matured, which could take a full decade.

A more significant driver of U.S. force structure would be backstopping South Korean
forces should provocation from the North prompt a response and threaten broader
escalation. Following the North’s bombardment of Yeonpyeong Island in 2010, Seoul
adopted a policy of “proactive deterrence,” under which it would develop the capability

% At the time of North Korea’s June 1950 assault on the South, the ROK had an army of fewer than 100,000, and only a portion was
deployed along the 200 km front. As troop strengths grew over the course of the war, offensive operations became far more difficult
and costly.

 Q’Hanlon, Michael. “Stopping a North Korean InvaS|on Why Defending South Korea is Easier than the Pentagon Thinks.”
International Security, Vol. 22, No. 4, Spring 1998.

70 Min-Seok, Kim. “The State of the North Korean Military” in Chung Min Lee and Kathryn Botto, eds. Korean Net Assessment:
Politicized Security and Unchanging Strategic Realities. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2020; Headquarters of the U.S.
Army. North Korean Tactics. Army Techniques Publication, No. 8-100.2. July 2020.

"1 Krepon, Michael. “The Stability-Instability Paradox, Misperception, and Escalation Control in South Asia” in Escalation Control and
the Nuclear Option in South Asia. Krepon, Michael, Rodney W. Jones, and Ziad Haider, eds. Washington, D.C. Stimson, 2004.
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to retaliate in kind or escalate if provoked.”? Whatever the original calculations on both
sides, it is not difficult to imagine circumstances in which significant escalation, or the
threat of escalation, might loom large. In a crisis, the possibility that U.S. forces would
assist the South would contribute to deterrence in two ways. First, it would make any
potential miscalculation by Pyongyang as to the balance of conventional power far less
likely. Second, it would provide the collateral that would virtually guarantee a
devastating response to any potential nuclear use by North Korea, further reducing the
probability of miscalculation.

U.S. air and naval forces would provide the most vital support, as they could respond
quickly to attacks on Korean positions and limit ROK casualties. A ground contingent
would, however, send the clearest signal of U.S. commitment to extended nuclear
deterrence, and the constituent elements of the 2" Infantry Division, whose
headquarters are already located in Korea, would provide the core of that contingent,
though lighter units might be the first to arrive. South Korean infantry divisions could be
assumed to hold most of the front, and U.S. ground forces requirements would likely
remain comfortably within the 12—-BCT force, the “Operation Iraqi Freedom equivalent,’
we outline in Appendix A. These units would be fungible with the ground force required
for operations in a European or Middle Eastern contingency. And as in the European
cases, U.S. air and naval force structure requirements would represent a fraction of
those required for the more challenging China-related scenarios.

DPRK-related contingencies remain challenging, and successful preparation and
deterrence will depend in large measure on how the ROK allocates its defense
resources, a topic addressed further in Chapter 4. These contingencies will not
constitute a major driver of force structure independent of the larger set of global
contingencies. Accordingly, the focus of the remainder of this chapter and the next will
be on the strategy and force structure needed to deter and defend against potential
challenges in the China-related contingencies explained above.

Choosing the right strategy for East Asia

Having described the nature of the military problem in East Asia, we now turn to the
question of how the United States and other countries in the region can address that
problem. We begin with the three goals of U.S. defense strategy introduced in Chapter 1.
These three goals can be used as criteria for judging alternative defense strategies and
the corresponding force structure: (1) deterrence efficacy, (2) escalation potential, and
(3) budgetary realism. Each of these criteria merits discussion.

2 Denmark, Abraham M. “Proactive Deterrence: The Challenge of Escalation Control on the Korean Peninsula.” Korea Economic
Institute academic paper series, December 2011.
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Criteria for evaluating strategy

Deterrence efficacy. During the post—Cold War period, nuanced discussions about the
distinction between deterrence and predominance, or strategies that relied on the
promise of decisive defeat, fell by the wayside. Overwhelming U.S. capabilities relative
to those of potential competitors made the difference moot. Historically, however, the
distinction has been critical. During the Cold War, the United States and its NATO allies
never sought to deter the Soviet Union by maintaining clear conventional superiority.
Indeed, their de facto policy of nuclear first use was oriented toward compensating for
conventional weakness by suggesting a willingness to escalate to a level at which
defeat or victory would be meaningless. The European Cold War strategy of nuclear
deterrence against conventional attack carried grave escalation risks, but it was
regarded as necessary by many, especially in the European political and defense
community, because of Europe’s conventional weakness, and it did work to chasten
leaders on both sides.

A deterrence strategy that relies heavily on nuclear first use has little support in the
United States and Asia today. It is unnecessary, given U.S. conventional military
capabilities, and it would likely lack credibility, given the different geographic and
political circumstances of East Asia. On the other hand, circumstances lend themselves
well to conventional deterrence. There is a rich literature on what might make such
deterrence effective. A central argument in that literature is that deterrence depends
upon the ability to introduce risk into the potential attacker’s calculations, in particular
by extending the likely timeline of conflict and thus imposing the uncertainties of
extended combat.” To enhance deterrence efficacy, then, there is reason to prioritize
measures that make quick defeat less likely while entailing a plausible path toward final
victory, even if the approach might, early on, bring less offensive potential to the fight.

Escalatory potential. Force posture, force structure, and operational concepts can have a
significant impact on the potential for escalation in a conflict. One’s own forces and
those of allies can be postured in more or less offensive ways, and this might provide
one’s own side with incentives to strike first or, if conflict has begun, to escalate quickly.
At the same time, the more vulnerable one’s own forces are to attack, the higher the
incentive the other side will have to strike first, before effective protective measures
may be taken. When forces are deployed far forward in highly offensive postures but are
not well protected from attack, as is the case with U.S. forces in Asia at present, the
incentives for both sides to attack first may be particularly high and crisis stability will,
consequently, be low. When, however, one’s own forces have a more defensive posture
and are well protected against attack, the opposite should be true.

In a closely related vein, if force structure is more weighted toward large or vulnerable
platforms, such as large aircraft carriers, this may also incentivize first strike and rapid

3 Mearsheimer, John J. Conventional Deterrence. Ithaca, NY. Cornell University Press, 1983; Mueller, Karl P. “Conventional Deterrence
Redux: and Avoiding Great Power Conflict in the 21st Century.” Strategic Studies Quarterly, 12, no. 4, Winter 2018.
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escalation, as an adversary might believe that a single blow could cripple America’s
political will to fight. Sinking a single U.S. aircraft carrier could kill more U.S. troops than
died in the war in Iraq. If such an attack succeeded but had the opposite effect, pressure
on the U.S. for rapid escalation might follow. Similar principles apply to operational
concepts. Forces that operate in a distributed manner will be less vulnerable to attack,
all else being equal, and generate fewer incentives for the adversary to strike first.
Conversely, strategies that rely on paralyzing the adversary’s nerve centers may become
dependent on such measures to achieve other effects — e.g., to disable air defenses
and enable sustained operations in adversary airspace — so incentivizing surprise
attack to enable attacks on the enemy’s nervous system.

Budgetary realism. Given the budgetary pressures considered above, some strategic
options may be more realistic than others. Attempting to build capabilities that could
ensure all-aspects dominance in areas close to China from the outset of a conflict, for
example, would be a nonstarter. Similarly, heavy reliance on capabilities intended to
penetrate Chinese airspace and attack PRC missile launchers “left of launch” —i.e.,
before they can launch their missiles — would also be an expensive proposition, given
the large investment China has made in its fleet of modern fighter aircraft and its large
array of sophisticated air-defense missiles. Such a strategy would require not only
penetrating strike or bomber aircraft, but also large numbers of stealthy aircraft capable
of supporting those strikers by suppressing enemy air defenses — all with either
extraordinary range or the ability to refuel in the air from aircraft that could operate
close to China. One goal of selecting a military strategy that might achieve U.S.
objectives in Asia, then, would be to consider the ways geography, time, and technology
might be harnessed to create an effective deterrent that would not impose
unsustainable stress on the U.S. economy.

Strategic options: Lexicon, distinctions, and evaluation

Military strategy not only defines operational concepts; it also guides the forces and
posture required to execute those concepts. Since U.S. interests in Asia are, from the
perspective of grand strategy, defensive in nature, we concentrate here on military
strategies of deterrence. We do this with the understanding that to achieve their
deterrent purpose, strategy should also provide a guide to military success should
deterrence fail.

Broadly, conventional deterrent strategies can be grouped into three ideal types:
punishment, control, and denial, with any nhumber of sub-variants for each. In this
section, we discuss the lexicon of conventional deterrence, offer historical examples,
and specify and evaluate the options open to U.S. strategists today.
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A note on lexicon and usage

Before evaluating the merits of different strategic approaches, some discussion of the
lexicon and its derivation is in order. The language used in discussions of deterrence
strategies is often inadequately specific and confused. In writings on contemporary
military problems, certain terms, especially “deterrence by denial,” have been used in
very different ways, muddying the strategic waters.

In an effort to highlight the changes wrought by nuclear weapons, early nuclear
strategists differentiated two broad approaches to deterrence: punishment and denial.
Deterrence by punishment involves discouraging military aggression by threatening to
inflict unsustainable pain on the potential attacker, regardless of the outcome of any
force-on-force engagement or battle. These theorists observed that punishment
strategies were possible before the advent of nuclear weapons but argued that nuclear
weapons are particularly well-suited for such purposes.’ Being relatively uninterested in
different conventional strategies, these same individuals grouped all other deterrent
approaches under the label of denial, which was defined as preventing an adversary
from successfully accomplishing military objectives.”

However, lumping all nonpunitive military strategies into a single category, whatever the
label, is not useful in differentiating the wide variety of conventional military approaches
open to a defensive power. Moreover, in an unfortunate twist, the term those strategists
selected for this grab bag, “denial,” has been used historically as a specific approach in
a more refined parsing of conventional military strategy. (See Figure 2.4.)

74 Thomas C. Schelling was particularly eloquent on these points. Schelling, Thomas C. Arms and Influence. Yale University, 1966.
75 Snyder, Glenn H. Deterrence by Denial and Punishment. Princeton, NJ. Center for International Studies, 1959.

72 | Active Denial: A Roadmap to a More Effective, Stabilizing, and Sustainable U.S. Defense Strategy in Asia



Figure 2.4: Alternative lexicons for categories of military and deterrence strategy

Three ideal types of Early nuclear theorists’ categories
deterrence strategy of deterrence strategy
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In this report, when we refer to denial we employ the longer standing or historical
lexicon, in which military strategies of denial are posited against those of control. In the
older historical tradition, the two terms — control and denial — have often been
juxtaposed, frequently in reference to a single domain. Sea control, for example, signals
a condition under which one is able to exploit the sea and sea transport for one’s own
purposes without significant interference by an adversary. Sea denial, on the other hand,
is defined as “the condition short of full sea control that exists when an opponent is
prevented from using an area of sea for his purposes.”’® Both labels can be applied to
other domains, geographic areas, or strategic problems, the distinction being whether
one wishes to secure full and uninhibited use of the area or domain for oneself, or
prevent the adversary from unobstructed use of that same area or domain.

In employing this dichotomy between strategies of denial and control, our ideas are in
line with a number of recent writings on strategy in East Asia, as well as older traditions
of operational strategy. This scholarship has appended adjectives to denial (e.g., “active
denial” or “mutual denial”) to indicate the specific usage employed.”” Other recent
authors, however, have employed the broader (and in our view less useful) language that
derives from the work of nuclear strategists and distinguishes strategies of punishment
from that of all others. Most notably, Elbridge Colby, who formerly served as deputy
assistant secretary of defense for strategy and force planning, has published a book
titled The Strategy of Denial that draws on the more general distinction between
deterrence by punishment and denial, without engaging the differences between

76 British Ministry of Defense, as cited in Till, Geoffrey. Seapower: A Guide for the Twenty-First Century. London. Routledge, 2013. For
more on the distinction as applied to navies, see Vego, Milan. Maritime Strategy and Sea Denial: Theory and Practice. London.
Routledge, 2018; Vego, Milan. Maritime Strategy and Sea Control: Theory and Practice. London. Routledge, 2017.

7 See Swaine, Michael D., Mike M. Mochizuki, Michael L. Brown et al. China’s Military and the U.S.-Japan Alliance in 2030: A Strategic
Net Assessment. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2014; Heginbotham and Heim. “Deterring without Dominance:
Discouraging Chinese Adventurism under Austerity”; Beckley, Michael. “Balancing China: How the United States and its Partners can
Check Chinese Naval Expansion.” War on the Rocks, November 15, 2017; and Heginbotham and Samuels, “Active Denial,”
International Security.
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conventional strategies of denial and control. Indeed, some of his ideas about strategy,
operational concepts, and force posture — such as his call for preémptive attacks
against C4ISR targets and other “critical enablers, including other targets on the Chinese
mainland” — have more in common with offensive or control-oriented strategies than
they do with denial-oriented approaches.”

Historical examples and antecedents

Historical examples of control and denial approaches abound and can take different
forms. These are useful in providing illustrations of different strategic approaches under
various circumstances. Because we are primarily interested in deterrence strategy, we
consider examples in which the practitioner pursues a defensive approach at the
strategic level, as opposed to more offensive strategic objectives.

Strategies of control

Even when adhering to a defensive grand strategy, military strategies of control can
emphasize activities at the operational level that are either defensive or offensive or a
balanced combination of both.” Control strategies that rely primarily on defensive
measures, for example, can be based on fortified zones along borders or demilitarized
zones, such as those in Korea today. Even in these cases, at least some offensive
capability is required to ensure that captured territory can be recaptured through
counterattack. Often, offensive operations are employed by the strategic defender to
keep the adversary off balance. During the American Civil War, the South fought a
primarily defensive war of control to prevent any significant loss of territory. In addition
to defending forward, it undertook offensive operations within its own territory to
discomfit Union armies and force their retirement.

Strategies of control that are defensive at the strategic level may also incorporate
offensive operations that extend beyond the practitioner’s borders. Prior to World War |,
France’s war plan in the event of a German attack called for the rapid forward assembly
of forces, to be followed by an assault on the German frontier.* Similarly, France’s
pre—World War Il strategy, most famous for its reliance on the Maginot Line, also
included a major push into Belgium by the French army’s best mobile units. This push,

78 Colby, Elbridge A. The Strategy of Denial: American Defense in an Age of Great Power Conflict. Yale University Press, 2021. 159. At a
broader strategic level, we disagree with Colby over where the United States should draw its so-called defense perimeter. While
Colby recommends expanding it to definitively include Taiwan, we argue that such a recommendation suffers from a dangerous
underestimation of Beijing’s resolve to prevent permanent separation of the island from the mainland. Such an explicit shift in U.S.
strategy would likely undermine deterrence by making Beijing feel that the possibility of peaceful unification is no longer viable, thus
backing the CCP leadership into a perceived corner. Conversely, Colby doubtless would disagree with some of our proposals in
Chapter 6 for possible confidence-building measures and other political initiatives between the United States and China.

7 Cooper, Zack. “Tides of Fortune: The Rise and Decline of Great Militaries.” Ph.D. dissertation. Princeton University, 2016.
https://dataspace.princeton.edu/handle/88435/dsp01k643b3645.

8 Kennedy, P.M. The War Plans of the Great Powers, 1880-1914. London. Routledge, 1979; Hastings, Max. Catastrophe 1914: Europe
Goes to War. Random House, 2013; and Sagan, Scott D. “1914 Revisited: Allies, Offense, and Instability.” International Security, Vol.
11, No. 2, Fall 1986. 164-165.
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the Dyle Plan, or “Plan D, opened France to the catastrophic defeat in 1940 as much as
did its overreliance on static defenses elsewhere. This is because the push into Belgium
included France's best troops and facilitated the German plan of encirclement by forces
moving through the forests of the Ardennes®' The U.S. AirLand Battle, outlined in the
1986 version of FM-100-5, called for offensive action by ground forces combined with
the interdiction of Warsaw Pact forces several hundred kilometers behind the forward
edge of the battle area.®

Strategies of denial

Denial strategies are focused on the husbanding of military resources, avoiding
catastrophic defeat, and attriting the adversary until such time as the correlation of
forces improves and more conventional operations can be undertaken. The German
U-boat and surface raider campaigns during both world wars were efforts to deny
Britain full exploitation of maritime superiority. During World War I, under
circumstances of rough parity in the Mediterranean, British, and Axis forces sought to
deny that body of water as a route to reinforce ground forces in North Africa, the former
primarily with airpower based in Malta and surface fleets based at Alexandria and
Gibraltar, and the latter with airpower based in Sicily, naval mines, and operations by
German U-boats and the Italian surface fleet.®

On land, denial strategies have sometimes been called Fabian, after Roman General
Quintus Fabius Maximus, who, during his campaigns against Hannibal, avoided battle
with the Carthaginian main force but prevented the adversary from controlling and
exploiting those areas not occupied by Carthaginian main force units. During the
American Revolution, the Continental Army applied much the same strategy in an effort
to erode British will and entice French intervention.®

The Battle of Britain is worth special notice, in that it was a denial battle fought primarily
in the air as part of Britain’s larger war of denial. In the strategic context, Britain rested
its hopes on a long blockade of Germany and, ultimately, U.S. intervention. As prelude to
the battle, Minister for Coordination of Defense Sir Thomas Inskip engineered a shift
from overwhelming emphasis on bombers to fighters in 1937, noting, “The role of our
Air Force is not an early knockout blow... but to prevent the Germans from knocking us
out.”®® During the air combat in 1940, the United Kingdom adopted an aerial denial
strategy after three years of preparing a resilient basing structure,

& Doughty, Robert A. The Seeds of Disaster: The Development of French Army Doctrine, 1919-1939. Hamden, CT. Archon Books, 1986.
82 Skinner, Douglas W. “Airland Battle Doctrine.” Center for Naval Analysis, September 1988.

8 Q'Hara, Vincent P. Six Victories: North Africa, Malta, and the Mediterranean Convoy War, November 1941-March 1942. Annapolis,
MD. Naval Institute Press, 2019.

8 Fleming, Thomas. The Strategy of Victory: How General George Washington Won the American Revolution. New York, NY. Da Capo,
2017. 48.

8 Deighton, Len. Fighter: The True Story of the Battle of Britain. New York, NY. Castle Books, 2000. xvi.
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command-and-control system, and production industry, complete with ghost factories
to distribute fighter production.®

Bases and fighter squadrons were arranged in depth, and the critical Spitfire squadrons
were more heavily represented in the 12" Group, north of the front line, than they were in
the 11" Group area, closest to France and Germany. Intercepting fighters were directed
to focus their attacks against incoming bomber formations and to avoid German fighter
sweeps when possible. And they were to do this in the smallest groups capable of such
disruption, rather than in the “big wings” advocated by some critics.®” All of this was
intended to maintain the Royal Air Force as a “force in being” and to prevent high
attrition rates, either from large-scale air-to-air combat or from bomber attacks that
might have found British air wings on the ground refueling had the British flown in larger
formations. As long as Britain maintained its air force in being, no German
cross-channel invasion was feasible.

Conceptual distinctions and conditions necessary for success

What are the primary differences between strategies of control and denial, and what
conditions are necessary for their success? Before laying out a proposed denial strategy
for Asia, it is worth highlighting areas of conceptual difference between it and the
control strategy in five areas: the nature of the deterrent signal sent; the military
objectives and center of gravity should deterrence fail; the relative emphasis on
offensive vs. defensive means; time horizons and the duration of conflict; the means of
controlling escalation, and the force posture suggested by each. Because there is little
cause or appetite for a strategy of deterrence by punishment, as noted earlier, we focus
the comparative assessment on control and denial options but offer some remarks on
the punitive strategy and its appeal in some allied camps at the end of this section.

Control strategy

The strategy of control looks to dominate all or most of the battle area and to deter by
confronting an adversary with the prospect of rapid and relatively comprehensive
defeat. To reduce the time required to make decisions and maximize the probability of
success, the adversary’s entire military system (and through that, his political
calculations) would be the target of operations. Particularly in modern examples of
control, heavy emphasis is placed on offensive action, to include deep strikes against a
wide variety of targets. Escalation dominance — meeting any adversary expansion of
the conflict with escalatory actions of one’s own — is the answer to the threat of
escalation. All of this requires the ability to mass forces and firepower forward during

8 On the rapid increase in expenditures on air facilities between 1937 and 1939, see The Royal Air Force: An Encyclopedia of the
Inter-War Years, Vol. I, Re-Armament, 1930-1939. 255-266. For additional details, see Higham, Robin D.S. Bases of Air Strategy:
Building Airfields for the RAF 1914-1945. London. Airlife, 1998. 54-56.

8 Deighton. Fighter. 125, 152; Bungay, Stephen. The Most Dangerous Enemy: A History of the Battle of Britain. London. Aurum Press,
2001. 236; and Correll, John T. “Their Finest Hour." Air Force Magazine, June 25, 2015.
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peacetime or very soon after hostilities commence, highlighting the need either to
protect those assets from attack or, with offensive action, to destroy the adversary’s
strike systems left of launch.

The U.S. military pursued an offensively oriented variant of control in its operational
thinking after the end of the Cold War, and the AirSea Battle Concept introduced in
2009-10 was an important manifestation of that thinking as it might have unfolded in
East Asia. As we observe in the section on the evolution of U.S. strategy, more recent
doctrine is less purely oriented toward control, especially offensive control, but
nevertheless adheres to many principles of the control strategy.

Denial strategy

A denial strategy seeks to prevent the adversary from gaining or consolidating full
control over the battle area and deters the adversary by confronting it with the risks
inherent in a prolonged fight and by the prospect that, ultimately, the correlation of
forces will shift in favor of the defender. Implicit in this formulation is an
acknowledgement that the adversary will gain temporary advantages (or even local
control) in some areas. Active denial exploits the tactical benefits of defense and
focuses its efforts on those elements of an adversarial force engaged most directly in
offensive operations. It unfolds in a series of phases, with early action by dispersed
forces looking to blunt initial attacks and attrite adversary forces before moving toward
operations by more traditionally organized forces as circumstances permit. Rather than
managing the threat of escalation through escalation dominance, it makes efforts to
limit the scope of conflict and remove incentives for and vulnerability to escalation.

It is important to understand that denial strategy describes a peacetime deterrent
approach and a strategy that would guide operations at the outset of conflict. However,
the latter phases of most denial strategies (e.g., the Yorktown campaign during the latter
phases of the American Revolution) will look more control-oriented than earlier phases.
In the case of East Asia, the positive shift in the correlation of forces and transition to
more concentrated forms of action should occur progressively after the first weeks of
combat, as U.S. forces flow into theater, rather than the years required in a guerrilla war.

Strengths, weaknesses, and conditions

The strategies of control and denial have different conditions necessary for their
success, and both have different strengths and weaknesses, benefits, and costs.

Military strategies of control are more demanding, but when feasible, the benefits are

significant. If they are perceived as credible, such strategies offer a more intuitive, and
hence compelling, deterrent signal. Should deterrence fail but the control strategy
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succeeds operationally, it limits the potential damage to the defender's economy by
concluding hostilities quickly while minimizing the access of an attacker to one’s own
territory. Moreover, the strategy is applicable to a wide range of potential threats, from
full-scale invasion, to the seizure of outlying territories, to blockade. Given these
benefits, control is often the preferred strategy when the balance of economic resources
permits and escalation potential is limited.

The strategy is feasible, however, only when the defender enjoys a wide margin of
economic and military superiority. To execute a successful control strategy, superior
force must not only be maintained; it must also be on hand at the outset of any potential
conflict, or very quickly thereafter, under circumstances wherein the attacker can
choose the time and place of attack. Moreover, friendly forces must be protected
against preémptive attack, lest their maintenance in forward areas simply encourage
attack. When the strategy fails — because the side attempting it does not have the
necessary means or skill to execute it properly — it is prone to fail catastrophically and
with heavy losses.

The denial strategy risks higher economic losses than a successful control strategy
since it will be drawn out and may allow the attacker access to parts of the defender’s
territory for some period of time. However, preparations for denial are far less
resource-intensive, making it the preferred strategy of weaker parties confronting
threats or security competition with more powerful foes. By promising to conduct
protracted resistance — and making preparations to do so — even weaker states may
gain significant deterrent leverage from the strategy. Significantly, in those cases
wherein power is more evenly distributed, a denial strategy dampens security dilemmas
and reduces incentives for first strikes that might be motivated by insecurity or
uncertainty on the part of the adversary.

The success of a denial strategy is dependent, however, on two loosely interconnected
conditions. First, there must be reasonable prospects for improvement in the balance of
forces over time — or at least sufficient probability for such to discourage attack. This
could come in the form of internal mobilization, friendly external assistance, or the
attrition or fatigue of the adversary. Second, there must be sufficient conditions, in the
form of societal attributes, terrain, or technology, to enable active and effective
resistance until such time as the overall balance shifts. A fiercely independent or
militarily skilled citizenry and inhospitable terrain will be more conducive to a successful
denial strategy than a defeatist population inhabiting gentle rolling hills with few forests.
Nonetheless, since denial is often the default strategy of weaker parties, states may
choose to pursue a denial strategy even when the necessary conditions are not clearly
present. This is because so long as a plausible theory of victory remains, denial has
some chance of success. Winston Churchill's hope for U.S. intervention looked dim to
outsiders in June 1940, but it proved prescient.
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Deterrence by punishment

Punishment strategies deter by threatening to inflict an unendurable level of damage on
the potential attacker’s population or economy. Against China, which lacks clear
conventional superiority against the United States, the incentives for nuclear
punishment are lacking, while the downsides and risks of such a strategy against a
country equipped with robust nuclear forces are evident. A similar set of arguments can
be made against most conventional punishment strategies, which would inflict less
damage than nuclear strikes but risk not only retaliation in kind but also nuclear
escalation.® For these reasons, there are few, if any, U.S. advocates of deterrence by
punishment against China, and we do not consider that option here.

Nevertheless, U.S. officials should be alert to two potential problems. First, Beijing might
regard certain types of strikes or activities as punitive. For example, Beijing would
probably consider attacks on electrical systems that might affect the operation of

dams counter-value attacks rather than counter-force, even if the intended effect were
on a nearby air base.® These risks and dangers, with recommendations for how the
United States can tailor its targeting to minimize the dangers of nuclear escalation, are
further explained in Chapter 5. Second, as noted in our chapter on allies and partners,
the discourse surrounding the acquisition of long-range strike capabilities in some allied
states, especially Japan, suggests potentially punitive operational concepts — ideas that
U.S. planners should question and challenge directly.

Evaluating the choices: The case for active denial

Given the evolving nature of military challenges in East Asia, the criteria for evaluating
strategy, and the conditions necessary for the success of the strategies considered
above, a form of denial strategy is the natural option, and by far the best, for the United
States in East Asia today.

At the turn of the century, the emerging post—Cold War military tradition of U.S.
offensive control was grafted onto U.S. East Asia strategy. Although the costs —
including greater tensions with China and a spur to its military modernization — were
not inconsiderable, this strategy likely could have succeeded in military terms because
of overwhelming U.S. material superiority. According to estimates by the Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute, in 2000, the U.S. military budget was 15 times
that of China’s, Japan’s was two times as large, and Taiwan’s was half of China’s. Facing
only nascent Chinese A2/AD capabilities, even those U.S. forces permanently deployed

8 Chinese analysts have been clear that attacks on some types of counter-value targets could exempt Beijing from its no-first-use
nuclear policy. Eric Heginbotham, et al. China’s Evolving Nuclear Deterrent. RAND Corporation, 2017.

8 Countervalue strikes are aimed against targets of high intrinsic value to the adversary, including civilian population centers, critical
infrastructure, and sites of cultural or national significance, whereas counterforce strikes are targeted toward military forces and
infrastructure.
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forward in the Western Pacific could likely have dominated all offshore areas and
conducted extensive operations within the PRC's airspace.

That situation has changed dramatically. China’s defense budget is now more than five
times Japan’s and more than 20 times Taiwan’s. Despite regional modernization efforts,
China’s military capabilities are now demonstrable and decisively stronger than those of
its neighbors, a fact only partially offset by the defensive advantages against
amphibious attack. The United States, with a military budget that remains more than
twice China’s, maintains military capabilities that are superior to those of Chinain a
“cage match” (i.e., in a hypothetical battle midway between China and the United States,
wherein time and geography are irrelevant). But only a fraction of U.S. forces, roughly 10
percent to 15 percent of naval and air assets, are deployed in the Western Pacific —i.e.,
in the ROK, Japan, Guam, or, rotationally, Australia.

On one hand, the new balance of power suggests that the United States and its allies
would fight at a disadvantage during the early stages of conflict. Given the PLA’s
capability to wreak havoc with conventionally armed ballistic and cruise missiles,
especially against air and naval elements that had not dispersed from bases,
garrisoning more firepower forward would only invite greater losses unless
forward-deployed units could be adequately protected, an expensive and probably
unfeasible proposition. The peacetime massing of potent but vulnerable forces forward
would also degrade crisis stability by creating first-mover advantages and incentives for
both sides to strike first. Attacking missile batteries “left of launch” would likely require
the capability to conduct sustained-presence operations in China’s airspace early in a
conflict, an option that would likely be prohibitively expensive.

On the other hand, the continuing quantity and quality of U.S. military forces outside of
the Western Pacific theater more than adequately fulfills the most difficult requirement
of the denial strategy — specifically, the requirement that there be prospects for a
reversal in the correlation of forces during conflict. Indeed, in this case, the requirement
is fulfilled so fully and demonstrably that it is all but guaranteed to give China
considerable pause before contemplating military action. At the same time, because the
bulk of U.S. forces would not be deployed forward and those that are deployed would be
postured in a more resilient manner, the incentives for first strike by either side would be
greatly reduced relative to the control strategy and crisis stability strengthened.

The other requirement of the denial strategy — that the circumstances provide a
reasonable prospect for preventing the adversary from consolidating early gains — is
also present, though it is worthy of additional consideration in the context of different
scenarios. Below, we treat, in sequence, amphibious invasions, blockades, the seizure of
offshore islands, and coercive missile attacks.
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Invasion scenarios

From an attacker’s perspective, occupying large islands has one significant advantage:
Once occupied and consolidated, these features are relatively easily defended against
counterattacks with anything other than overwhelming force. However, occupying large
islands the size of Luzon, Taiwan, or Kyushu would entail enormous risks in the air and,
especially, naval domains against opposition by allied and forward-deployed U.S. forces.
Ground-based anti-ship and antiaircraft missiles, mines, and submarines launched by
the defender could cause heavy losses to amphibious ships and degrade the cohesion
and offensive power of the attacking ground force, if they did not defeat an offshore
amphibious force outright.

Even if the attacker can land a substantial force, its problems would be far from solved.
Historically, the successful occupation of key points on large islands has required one to
several months when the attacker has full command of the air and sea and
overwhelming superiority in ground forces.*® Without those conditions, occupying key
points, much less fully suppressing armed resistance, could require far longer or fail
outright. U.S. reinforcements would begin to flow into the theater and degrade the PRC’s
sea and air control within days; U.S. forces would be present and capable of more
substantial operations within several weeks — comfortably within these time frames.”

This assessment suggests two things: First, that the denial strategy is well-suited to
deterring an invasion threat. Second, that the right division of labor between the United
States and its allies will be essential, with any states threatened by outright invasion
responsible for building resilient and survivable forces capable of extending a contest
long enough for U.S. forces to shift the air and maritime equation and thereby isolate
invasion forces. (We will consider this division of labor at length in Chapter 4.)

Blockade scenarios

For regional states, enthusiastically signing on to a program of denial against the threat
of invasion — and adhering to a military division of labor with the United States —
carries risks if the United States fails to provide support should war break out. Focusing
on the invasion threat will produce forces that are suboptimal for addressing other
contingencies, especially those that might occur in areas farther from the countries’
core territories. As noted earlier in this chapter, a force comprised of warships, aircraft,

0 The battle for Luzon in 1941-42 lasted 16 weeks until the fall of Bataan, the battle for Leyte in 1944 lasted 9 weeks, the battle for
Luzon in 1944-45 lasted 8 weeks until the fall of Manila but was still continuing at the end of the war (8 months), and the battle for
Okinawa lasted 11 weeks. The battle for Sicily lasted 5 weeks against the demoralized Italian and disorganized German resistance.
1 Warning of an attack might come before the start of hostilities and allow the United States to begin flowing forces into the theater.
Transit times for submarines and surface groups to areas off Japan are (roughly) 9 days from Honolulu, 12 from San Diego, 18 from
Rota, Spain; and 26 days from Norfolk (the last for carriers, shorter for other ships). Based on the movement rates seen during the
first Gulf War, the one USAF combat air squadron and an equal number of support squadrons moved roughly every day or two —
provided there were facilities to receive them within the theater. Moving full loads of munitions and other equipment would take
longer. Gulf War Air Power Survey, Vol. Ill, Logistics and Support.
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or submarines could conduct a blockade at distances that would be difficult to counter
with land-based surface-to-air or anti-ship missiles.

However, in the context of continued U.S. regional engagement and credible U.S.
assurances, the denial strategy recommended here would provide a robust deterrent
against the blockade threat. While a blockade has some advantages over invasion
against a state with limited naval capabilities, it is extremely difficult to execute against
one with comparable or superior capabilities. To have a more than symbolic effect, it
needs to be maintained for an extended period — many months or possibly years — and
for that period, it would require the maintenance of blockading forces far from China’s
coast, located between the target of the blockade and reinforcements arriving from the
United States. All of this would make blockade elements vulnerable to counterattack by
U.S. air, submarine, or surface forces.

Seizure of small islands as a fait accompli

Still another type of problem would be countering the seizure of one or more small,
lightly defended islands, such as features in the South China Sea, East China Sea, or the
thousands of similarly sized islands that belong to Japan, the Philippines, or other
regional states. In the case of a well-planned PRC descent on any of these features, we
should assume that a takeover would succeed quickly and relatively easily — the
primary question being, What then?

Unlike the case of larger islands discussed earlier, only limited military capability could
be deployed onto small features, and their defensibility against counterattack and
recapture would therefore depend almost entirely on the location of the captured island
and its proximity to China. Like the blockade, the PLA's occupation of an island far from
the Chinese coast would sacrifice the value of China'’s strategic depth, perhaps its
greatest asset in many larger but closer scenarios — and it would pit China’s growing
but still inferior air and naval capabilities directly against those of the United States.
Against islands close to China, however, the force structure suggested by a denial
strategy would be less effective than an offensively oriented strategy of control.
Effectively, the problem would be similar to attacking China itself.

Where is the dividing line between near and far? While the impact of distance should be
considered on a continuum, the biggest drop-off in China’s ability to control small
islands against attack would occur beyond about 100 or 150 kilometers from the
mainland — the distance covered by the dense network that constitutes an integrated air
defense system.® To be sure, the PLA could project power with combat aircraft or ships

%2 The effective range of SAM systems against maneuver targets (e.g., combat aircraft) is considerably shorter than the theoretical
maximum range against non-maneuver, ingressing targets. Moreover, air defense systems are most effective when deployed
in-depth and can engage targets from multiple (and preferably unanticipated) directions. By employing aircraft and high-end SAM
systems, China can project air defense beyond 100 km, but its influence would be weaker than air defenses within its airspace over
continental areas.
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to provide air defense for more-distant islands, but China's power projection is
significantly weaker than its capabilities at home.

The problem would thus be severe only in the case of Taiwan's small islands
immediately off China’s coast, the Kinmen, Wugiu, and Matsu Islands. Although in
theory, offensive control strategies may fare better in defending or recapturing these
islands, the force requirements to execute sustained operations a handful of miles off
China’s coast would be prohibitive, and the operations themselves would entail serious
escalation risks. So while the strategy might theoretically be superior in these cases, it
would still likely be subject to failure. Whatever Washington'’s larger Taiwan policy, small
offshore islands that are of negligible strategic or political significance would not be
worth that wager — especially since those islands were not included in the original 1954
mutual defense treaty between Washington and Taipei, nor in the Taiwan Relations Act
passed in 1979, after Washington canceled that treaty.*

Coercive attacks and joint firepower strikes

A final type of military scenario against which to evaluate the denial strategy is a
coercive firepower attack. This differs from the previous three scenarios in that it does
not entail efforts to seize and hold territory, whether large or small. Nor does it require
sustained air and naval presence, like a blockade. Rather, such an attack would likely
entail standoff missile strikes against targets, especially strategic sites or civilian
infrastructure. Such an attack, were it launched, would be an example of an offensive
punishment strategy. The most typical example of such attacks would be joint firepower
strikes by PRC missiles launched from ground, air, and/or naval platforms.

However, strategic bombing of this sort rarely succeeds in practice, a fact well
documented in the historical record and one that China is likely to understand.** It risks
major psychological and political blowback, which often steels the defenders’ resolve
rather than persuading them to submit. Thus, we do not believe China is likely to use
this tactic against any U.S. ally or Taiwan, except perhaps in combination with one of
the other attacks described above, as it would risk pushing China’s actual political
objective (such as cross—Strait unification) further beyond its grasp. Indeed, the
reputational costs to China would likely stretch well beyond the immediate target of its
attack.

However, if Beijing did opt for this path, the basic principles of a denial strategy could
still be used to counter it. Specifically, the beleaguered population would need to

% |f the United States is to deter attacks against or defend Taiwan, one of the thorniest political and military problems would be how
to prevent attacks against or defend the Penghu Islands, which do not fit neatly into any of the three scenarios discussed. Those
islands lie on the western side of Taiwan. They are large enough—and close enough to Taiwan—to be consequential militarily to
Taiwan's defense and small enough to make their defense by Taiwanese forces difficult, even with U.S. assistance. A full
assessment of that single case is beyond the scope of this overview, but we believe the problem warrants further study.

% Pape, Robert. Bombing to Win: Air Power and Coercion in War. Ithaca, NY. Cornell University Press, 1996.
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withstand attack long enough to give the United States and other countries time to
provide assistance or retaliate. Although denial capabilities are not ordinarily intended
for retaliation, they could be repurposed for that function if need be. Alternatively, a
selective and tightly focused distant blockade could be employed against Chinese
shipping. Such options would likely be part of a broader strategy for deterring repeat
strikes, which could entail the threat of economic and diplomatic punishments designed
to shift Beijing's cost-benefit calculations.

Summary of scenarios

The denial strategy is particularly well suited to the most important category of
strategic problem, the defense of regional states against the threat of conquest. It is
adequate in addressing the threat of blockade and coercive attack. And it is clearly
inferior only to an offensively oriented control strategy in the case of limited island
seizures in areas very close to China. While the denial strategy is not, in principle,
optimized against blockades, faits accomplis against small features, or coercive
attacks, China would sacrifice the advantage of proximity and strategic depth in most of
these scenarios, and the overall balance of power is such that the military problem
would be manageable if U.S. leaders determined that the stakes were high and worth
fighting for.

An active denial strategy for Asia

Having discussed the broad choices open to the United States, we now turn to a more
detailed treatment of the particular form of denial we advocate in East Asia, a strategy
we term active denial, and its primary components. Overall, the active denial strategy for
Asia would be designed to deter a PRC attack by maintaining the capability to blunt an
offensive punch while minimizing friendly losses and allowing for the arrival of
additional forces that could defeat potential aggression by China.

The active denial strategy would have several characteristics: phased operations; an
emphasis, particularly at the outset, on resilience; a largely defensive operational
posture, but with tactical offensive actions focused primarily on adversary forces
actively engaged in offshore operations; a division of labor between U.S. and allied
forces, and an effort to limit the scope of conflict and avoid vertical and horizontal
escalation. (See Figure 2.5.)
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Figure 2.5: Key components of an active denial strategy for Asia
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Phased operations

Virtually all successfully executed denial strategies transition to more traditional
operations during the latter stages of conflict. The active denial strategy in Asia would
unfold in partly overlapping phases as conditions and the correlation of forces shift.
Initial operations by forces in theater or reinforcing shortly thereafter would be focused
on denying adversary control of the battle area, blunting attack, engaging encroaching
adversary forces, and waging the ISR and counter—ISR battle. Meanwhile, additional
forces organized along more traditional lines would assemble outside the primary threat
rings and prepare for larger and more concentrated counterattacks as conditions
permit. (See Figure 2.9 below.)
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Compared with strategies that depend solely upon the attrition of adversary main
forces, the shift in the balance of forces in theater would depend primarily on the arrival
of U.S. forces and would therefore unfold much faster — in weeks rather than years.
Nevertheless, even with the addition of U.S. forces, the nature of modern air and naval
systems, combined with the proximity of most scenarios to China and a desire to limit
escalation, would dictate that elements of denial would remain in place with a heavy
and continuing emphasis on resilience and limitations on certain types of offensive
action. (See Figures 2.6 and 2.7.)

Figures 2.6 and 2.7: Phases of conflict in an active denial strategy
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Active denial strategy
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Priority on resilience, especially at the outset

Forces in theater would be optimized at the outset for resilience, meaning the ability to
withstand attack, even while conducting effective operations to attrite and blunt an
adversary’s attack. Measures to achieve resilience would include:

e Dispersion and depth. U.S. forward-deployed forces would be postured in a
dispersed manner in peacetime, with the balance of forces farther away from China
than they are currently located. However, small elements would continue to operate
at or near current locations to contest forward areas, deny adversary ISR, and
provide ISR to friendly forces. At the outset of a conflict, air assets would move to
small dispersal bases (see Figure 2.8.) and ships would leave port.

e  Mobility. Forces operating in high-threat areas would be organized for mobile

operations designed to complicate adversary planning and ISR. Small air and
ground elements would operate from civilian facilities, austere locations, and
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prepared military locations for short periods of time before moving to new
locations. (See Figure 2.8.)

e Infrastructure preparation, hardening, and rapid repair. Hardening facilities in
advance during peacetime, to include the construction of concrete aircraft shelters,
hardened or underground munitions and fuel storage, and preparation for rapid
repair of critical infrastructure, would greatly diminish the effectiveness of
adversary attack and provide friendly forces with the necessary materials and
support to continue operations.

e (CC&D. Camouflage, concealment, and deception would further complicate an
adversary’s ISR challenges. The construction of redundant shelters and “hides”
where aircraft can be obscured from surveillance would see CC&D employed
synergistically with mobility and infrastructure improvements. A variety of more or
less high-tech decoys could be used to encourage China to expend scarce missile
stocks on false targets and to create delays and confusion in its targeting.

e Active defenses. Air and missile defenses are expensive, but they contribute directly
to resilience by intercepting and destroying attacking missiles. (See Figures 2.6 and
2.8.) Moreover, if used selectively and relocated strategically, they can have
outsized effects, particularly when combined with the measures discussed above.

Not only do these measures enhance deterrence by denial while reducing incentives for
first strike, but, in combination, they can also significantly shift cost-exchange ratios,
contributing to the fiscal sustainability goal of our defense strategy, as discussed
further in Chapter 3.
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Figure 2.8: Dispersal of air assets in southwest Japan during a conflict

A
Dispersal of air assets during conflict
| oaa |
7
/4»
Yokota
CIVILIAN +Je i Baces
AIRPORT F*} .

Peacetime preparations + i

| at select civilian airports:

® Fuel storage
o Arrestor wires

m e Hangars for +

concealment
e Small Japanese

maintenance U.S. aircraft

detachment carrier
e Periodic use

for training

/

MILITARY &
AIR BASE 3
Peacetime preparations
at each military base:
® Numerous HASs S -
o Expanded fuel storage + & Us. aé;cr:?ef:
e Expanded ammunition
storage j
KEY
Guam
* U.S. Air Base

* Japan Air Base

Combat aircraft disperse to + Civilian Airport
medium-sized civilian airfields;

F-35Bs disperse to smaller airfields. \ Y,

89 | Active Denial: A Roadmap to a More Effective, Stabilizing, and Sustainable U.S. Defense Strategy in Asia



Emphasis on defensive operations and localized strike

To some extent, the range and accuracy of modern long-range missiles blur the
distinction between offensive and defensive operations. And given the effectiveness of
these missiles against certain types of targets, it would be unrealistic to forswear their
use even against some targets on mainland China. Nevertheless, distinctions can be
made about the positioning of major platforms (the shooters), the adversary’s center of
gravity to be attacked, and the nature or depth of specific targets.

In these aspects, the active denial strategy is less forward-leaning than current strategy
or other alternatives. It regards the adversary’s attack — and the military elements
directly involved in offensive operations — as the center of gravity and primary target,
rather than the adversary’s larger military or political system.

In thus defining the operational focus, the strategy seeks to capitalize on the defensive
advantages associated with evolving technologies and the region’s geography, as
discussed above. One of the greatest advantages stems from advances in anti-ship
missile technologies, which can be used to defeat invasion fleets or naval blockades.
Anti-ship cruise missiles can be launched from trucks, ships, or aircraft at significant
distances. Tactical aircraft today can carry anti-ship missiles with ranges that greatly
exceed the effective range of the most capable surface-to-air missiles.®® And in contrast
to the six Argentine AM39 Exocet Missiles that kept the British fleet at bay for several
weeks in the 1982 Falklands War, the United States will, by 2026, have some 500 LRASM
air-launched anti-ship missiles, 1,600 ship-launched SM-6 missiles (with anti-ship as
well 