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Preface and Acknowledgments

In the opening months of 2017, America is in the process of a dramatic presidential transition. Many commentators are already anticipating drastic foreign policy changes as well as a general sense of administrative incoherence. As evidence, they point to the wide differences between the pronouncements of President Trump and the comments made in their confirmation hearings by many of those he nominated for senior foreign policy positions. Indeed, in Foreign Policy in January 2017, Micah Zenko and Rebecca Friedman Lissner pronounced that Trump had no grand strategy, before he was even sworn in as president.

Clearly, the appointment of military officials to senior policymaking positions suggests a tone and approach different from the Obama administration’s. As we argue in this book, military personnel generally lack faith in the virtues of any grand strategy. They are pragmatic problem solvers, more comfortable with a response to specific problems than a recourse to abstract principles. That point was tellingly illustrated in James Mattis’s congressional confirmation hearing for the post of Defense Secretary. When Mattis was asked about Russia he responded, “I’m all for engagement, but we also have to recognize reality and what Russia is up to…. There’s a decreasing number of areas where we can engage cooperatively and an increasing number of areas where we’re going to have to confront Russia." Circumstances outweighed principle in language, policy, and practice.

In this book, we argue that Zenko and Lissner’s comments about the Trump presidency are unwittingly symptomatic of a larger trend: that the link between values and “ways, means and ends” defies the deductive formulations about grand strategies debated by academics and formulated by policymakers. We can look back nostalgically at American grand strategy during the Cold War, but its reputed coherence has been replaced by a new series of challenges in the twenty-first century. Those new challenges are not susceptible to treatment with a one-size-fits-all grand strategy.

Now, we suggest, the stresses and strains of American domestic politics and the exigencies of military operations together conspire to sabotage even the most elegantly articulated and carefully constructed general formulations. Faced with a growing array of hostile actors, a plethora of new threats, and novel forms of conflict, American military officials depend far more on context than on central principles as they decide how to act. Grand strategy may retain a role in defining our central values, but those values are a poor guide to policy in the twenty-first century. President Trump will not be alone in finding that grand strategy has little utility. His immediate predecessors discovered the same—neither President Bush’s efforts at nation building nor President Obama’s pursuit of what we label in this book as Sponsorship were crowned with success.

Strategies, we argue, have to be calibrated according to operational circumstances. They exist in the plural, not in a singular grand strategy. As a result, we show, America employs varying and familiar strategic approaches every day.

Books often have a long pedigree. This one began more than two decades ago. At that time, the authors discussed the possibility of working together as administrators. That particular plot was aborted. But it stimulated a longstanding discussion about administrative failings, principally the gap between strategy, policy, and implementation. Since then, Simon Reich has worked intermittently in both the think tank and academic world. Peter Dombrowski’s contribution to public service has been continuous and more substantial, as a regular participant in strategic planning within America’s security community. The consequence of that dialogue is this book, one that focuses on strategy limitations from the ground up and defies the vicissitudes of abstract plans.

Swimming against the tide of conventional knowledge inevitably tests the forbearance of those generous enough to patiently and positively respond to our argument. That list includes Robert Art, Hal Brands, Colin Dueck, Christine Fair, and Andrew Ross who all participated with us on a panel at the International Studies Association. Our gratitude also extends to two anonymous reviewers who provided us with a plentiful number of helpful comments. And specifically, we thank Ryan French who provided us with invaluable research and editing support while serving as a research fellow at the Naval War College. Dean Tom Culora and Andrew Winner of the Naval War College also added substantially to the writing of this book. Thierry Balzacq joined the two of us in our continuing debate two years ago. We appreciate our discussions as we continue to learn from his comparative perspective on the concept of grand strategy.

Peter Dombrowski also wishes to express his gratitude to his colleague Peter Swartz (Captain USN retired), who clarified many naval issues great and small. Peter also benefited from the support of the Watson Institute at Brown University while on leave, particularly the assistance of Richard M. Locke, then its director, and Sue Eckert.

Among Peter’s intellectual fellow travelers at the Naval War College he thanks Chris Demchak, Mitzy McFate, Michele Poole, Bill Murray, Negeen Pegahi, and Jackie Schneider. Outside the college, Janne Nolan, Judith Reppy, Emily Goldman, Ed Rhodes, Dick Mansbach, John Duffield, and Rodger Payne have all helped him evolve as a scholar. Catherine Kelleher deserves, of course, special mention as she mentored a person congenially averse to mentoring, survived a coauthored volume, and remains a dear friend. Johanna Dombrowski is both a loving daughter and an inspiration for her hard work and tremendous focus.

Simon Reich was the beneficiary of a grant from the Gerda Henkel Foundation and gratefully acknowledges the foundation’s support. The grant allowed him to spend the summer of 2015 at a visiting fellow at IRSEM in Paris. There, Marianne Peron-Douse, Céline Marange, and Juliette Genevaz provided invaluable expertise and warm support, and its director, Jean-Baptiste Jeangene Vilmer, proved a welcoming host.

Simon acknowledges the role of those transatlantic family and friends whose enduring support has proven invaluable, in good times and bad: Ruth and Peter Ballard, Carol Bohmer and Ned Lebow, Kate Rothko and Ilya Prizel, Wendy Kates and Martin Schain, Anne and Nicholas Catzaras, Helene Bellanger, Eva Bellanger, Sophie Mahieux, and Stephen Perry. He also wishes to express his gratitude to Richard O’Meara. Truly, a child of the Enlightenment—a soldier, a lawyer, a poet, and a philosopher—Rick is a rugged, Irish personification of the Yiddish term mensch.

Like so many before us, we have benefited from the unstinting support of Roger Haydon at Cornell University Press. Roger was instrumental in the framing, writing, and editing of this book. He stewarded it through the review process and weighed in at the end to supervise and participate in the cutting of twenty thousand words—while still managing to maintain his sense of humor. Most important, his unwavering faith in this project buttressed our resilience even when we had our doubts.

And last, but truly by no means least, both Simon and Peter wish to thank their respective spouses, inspirations, critics, and muses—Ariane Chebel d’Appollonia and Ann Marie Martino. This book is dedicated to them with gratitude—for all their love and support.










Introduction

Grand Strategies and Everyday Conflicts


In the American intellectual landscape, the literature on grand strategy forms a domain of its own, distinct from diplomatic history or political science, though it may occasionally draw on these. Its sources lie in the country’s security elite, which extends across the bureaucracy and the academy to foundations, think tanks and the media …

This ambitious environment sets output on foreign policy apart from the scholarship of domestic politics, more tightly confined with the bounds of a professional discipline and peer-review machinery, where it speaks mainly to itself. The requirements of proficiency in the discourse of foreign policy are not the same, because of a twofold difference of office: officeholders on one hand, and an educated public on the other. The body of writing is constitutively advisory—counsels to the Prince.

—Perry Anderson, American Foreign Policy and Its Thinkers



The notion of a grand strategy entails the vain search for order and consistency in an ever-more complex world. The very notion is prescriptive. It seeks to impose values and organizing principles on foreign policies; it implies the alternative is muddling through at best, chaos at worst. Truly great powers are the only ones likely to even debate what form their grand strategy should take, because with great power comes hubris—a sense that a country can impose its own blueprint on the global system or at least choose how to engage it. The United States, convinced of its exceptionalism, often attempts to mold the global system to its liking.

Contemporary Europe has no real equivalent, although the European Union continues to debate strategy and issued a global strategy report in 2016.1 It met with indifference.2 The Chinese do talk in terms of “peaceful development” and are arguably strategic in their behavior. But they rarely openly debate China’s grand strategy.3 In the United States, by contrast, academics, politicians, the media, and policy pundits engage in ferocious debates about how America should engage the world: what its security priorities should be, what values it should project, what instruments it should use in pursuit of its goals. Strategists argue constantly about the relationship between national ends, ways, and means. The Obama administration, for example, was criticized for having no grand strategy, in part because the President refused to assert an “Obama doctrine.”4 Unlike his predecessors his approach to the Middle East and elsewhere was often characterized as floundering—devoid of a central organizing principle.5

Yet the evidence we will present suggests that the very idea of a single, one-size-fits-all grand strategy has little utility in the twenty-first century. Indeed, it is often counterproductive. America faces a novel geostrategic environment with, notably, new threats, actors, and forms of conflict. When these are combined with the more traditional problems inherent in the design and implementation of policy, outcomes are often unanticipated and sometimes perverse—ensuring that American grand strategy is less than the sum of its parts. The very multiplicity of challenges generates a sense of chaos among national security specialists, in sharp contrast to the reputed stability of the one-dimensional, but truly existential, threat posed by the Soviet Union to an earlier generation.

If no unifying doctrine is possible or even desirable in the face of so many diverse and compelling threats, then what is the alternative? Our argument is best summed up by David Milne’s suggestion that successful diplomacy requires policymakers to “study dilemmas, contextualize threats, compare their magnitude to the resources available, weigh humanitarian and reputational imperatives, and offer appropriately calibrated responses.”6 The same is true when designing grand strategy. In effect, strategy making in the twenty-first century defies broad rhetorical statements, captivating though they may be. American strategy is now multifaceted and contingent; the United States must address specific problems in a global environment where the utility of military capabilities ebb and flow.

The United States thus employs adaptive responses dependent on circumstances. We avoid simple labels like “smart strategizing,” because however seductive, they often mask as much as they reveal. Simplistic solutions are exactly what we critique in this book. Yet even more nuanced strategizing cannot—we readily acknowledge—resolve all of America’s foreign policy problems. Indeed, we highlight the fact that the strategies we describe suffer from their own limitations. They are not always functional.

Our primary goal is not prescriptive. Rather, it is to examine the various “calibrated strategies” employed by the United States—efforts to adapt responses to specific geostrategic challenges—and to identify why American policymakers and those military officials charged with implementing policy utilize those strategies on a reasonably regular basis. Simply stated, our goal is to explain when these calibrated strategies are used, why they are used, and what happens as a result.

The classic instrument of grand strategy—the American military—is often asked to perform tasks beyond the traditional application of “kinetic” force. But the military cannot support policies according to any single, highly prescriptive, deductively formulated strategy. Various operational constraints, ranging from inadequate resources to international law and unfavorable geographies, get in the way of simple, prescriptive approaches. Further, Clausewitz’s concept of “friction” applies in more than just a shooting war.7 It applies to the management of the enormous bureaucracies of the American national security state; to the political churn associated with the mass media; and to the gridlock often generated by a powerful legislative branch of government.

In this book, we point to some of the contrarian, unproductive, costly, and occasionally debilitating circumstances that America’s military encounters when implementing policies based on singular grand strategic visions drawn up on metaphorical chessboards by academics or Washington policymakers. An anecdote may help illustrate the often-yawning gap, in the words of an old English proverb, “‘twixt the cup and the lip” in the attempt to implement grand strategy.


The Malacca Strait and the Illogic of Grand Strategy

In December 2005, Peter Dombrowski traveled to China to participate in a symposium on Maritime Security in the South China Sea. The agenda included the issue of “chokepoints”—geographically constrained entry and exit points between the high seas. The immediate concern was the Strait of Malacca, a narrow waterway between Indonesia and Malaysia. As the gateway to the South China Sea, it is arguably the single most important maritime passage in the world today.

More than 40 percent of the globe’s merchant trade tonnage and a third of oil shipments pass through the strait each year.8 It is like the Strait of Hormuz or the Panama Canal: American policymakers concerned about piracy, smuggling, and keeping the world’s trade flowing, pay particular attention to the security of the strait. American grand strategists likewise consider the Strait of Malacca essential to the “command of the commons” of air, sea, and space; the domains through which goods, information, and people flow.9 Indeed, the academic literature—dating from Alfred Thayer Mahan’s seminal The Influence of Sea Power (1890)—emphasizes the importance of controlling the traffic in such chokepoints.10 For some grand strategists, the United States must demonstrate its “mastery” of the global commons—including chokepoints like Malacca—both to safeguard its access and deny it to enemies if necessary.11

Dombrowski asked a Malaysian Navy Captain about policing the strait against terrorists and criminals, and the possibility of keeping open or shutting down shipping lanes when needed. The Captain told him that the sheer volume and nature of maritime commerce made nonsense of the theoretical discussions. He recounted an incident when three visiting Americans stood on the bridge of his vessel and looked at a large radarscope. The screen showed all the vessels in the strait at that time, traffic ranging from small fishing boats and junks to giant container ships and supertankers. There were countless indistinguishable dots on the screen—each one a vessel. It would take an inestimably large force with an incredibly high degree of intelligence to intercept individual ships or boats suspected of carrying contraband. And closing the strait would be an enormously complex operation, fraught with technical, operational, strategic, and economic difficulties and far beyond any navy’s resources.12 His message was clear: there is a major discrepancy between the wish list of theorists and the operational limitations facing navies.

Of course, better technology, better intelligence, and more resources help when it comes to addressing such problems. The United States and its maritime partners have made progress toward “maritime domain awareness”—essentially the sum total of information and intelligence necessary to “police the seas” effectively.13 But to realize that potential would require a much larger number of costly Coast Guard and Navy vessels to enforce laws.

Operational success in policing the maritime commons often requires a high degree of familiarity with the local environment that American forces lack, as well as a willingness to defer to local authorities. As one analysis observed about the Malacca Strait, “While piracy has certainly been a concern in the waterway in the past, with reported attacks reaching seventy-five in 2000, the number of cases has been falling since 2005, largely as a result of a number of countermeasures introduced by the three littoral states of Malaysia, Singapore, and Indonesia.”14 Tellingly, it was the involvement of local authorities that proved key in the decline in incidents.15 Still, local initiatives may provide only temporary solutions: in 2014 the number of piracy incidents increased, reminding us that piracy is rarely eradicated but rather ebbs and flows.16 Strategies must be flexible and fully cognizant of operational limits. The nostrums of grand strategy are often ill-suited to meeting global, regional, and local security challenges—a theme we develop in this book.

Where does this leave grand strategies that rely on controlling the global commons? Certainly, policing or controlling maritime chokepoints is a sine qua non in the lexicon of several prominent grand strategies. There is even a healthy debate over why and how to manage the global commons. Should the United States try to command (i.e., dominate) the commons? Or should the United States simply try to secure access to the commons and thereby maintain the status quo?17 These debates show up in major policy documents. The 2010 National Security Strategy, for example, suggested that



across the globe, we must work in concert with allies and partners to optimize the use of shared sea, air, and space domains. These shared areas, which exist outside exclusive national jurisdictions, are the connective tissue around our globe upon which all nations’ security and prosperity depend. The United States will continue to help safeguard access, promote security, and ensure the sustainable use of resources in these domains.18




But as the Malaysian Captain suggested, there can be a veritable chasm between normative prescriptions about how the United States should engage the world and implementing such prescriptions in a specific place.

Our Malacca vignette offers a telling insight. Scholars and policymakers can devise fundamental principles, coherent rules, or looser guidelines under the rubric of a grand strategy. They can develop reassuring concepts such as commanding or securing the commons, predicated on America’s enviable technological capabilities and seemingly unbridled military budget. But their ingenuity makes little sense for an operator staring at a radar screen full of indistinguishable dots—and trying to figure out which of them may be pirates, smugglers, or terrorists carrying fissile materials. Bureaucratic and organizational impediments—and the occasionally tendentious relationship between civilian and military leaders—complicate the nation’s ability to respond to the plethora of threats, differing actors, and various forms of conflict. The cumulative effect obstructs the nation’s ability to implement any single grand strategy, no matter how sound its overarching principles or how carefully it prioritizes particular threats and allocates resources. This book examines what happens when abstract formulations and operational imperatives collide.




From What Is Desirable to What Is Feasible

We offer no normative prescription about how the United States should engage the world. Nor do we pillory those who do. Our intent, rather, is twofold.

First, we describe the many ways that the United States engages the world and explain why they differ so markedly. America does not favor one dominant strategy, nor can it. Rather, America employs three concurrent strategies, each of which has two distinct variants. Some are based on strategies advocated by “Primacists” or by liberal internationalists who promote what they regard as a benign form of American Leadership. These are two variants of Hegemony. Others look like those suggested by proponents of “Restraint” or Isolationists—two variants of Retrenchment. A third group involves either a formal or an informal strategy of Sponsorship (though that term is less common in the contemporary strategic lexicon).19

So, in effect, we describe six calibrated strategies. In doing so, we demonstrate that the notion of grand strategy is beguiling but illusory. This is not to suggest that the United States cannot implement effective strategies at all. Sometimes strategies achieve their goals, sometimes they do not. Nor do we argue that those strategies lack consistency. Indeed, we will argue just the opposite: that American leaders generally employ military forces according to contingent but predictable strategies.

Yet from policymakers (more abstractly) to senior military officials (more tangibly) and ultimately to frontline personnel (most concretely), strategy is generally “calibrated” in response to context. The demands of operational circumstances take precedence over grand architectural formulations. Explaining which strategy is used and why involves answering a series of questions about the nature of the adversary, the threat posed, and the kind of conflict that may ensue. When these questions combine with the bureaucratic decision-making process, they define what is feasible, not just what is desirable—the latter being the preserve of debates about grand strategy. We illustrate these six standard strategies, advocated by planners, bureaucrats, and occasionally military personnel tasked with their implementation. We accept that they may not cover all the options, nor do they capture the nuance of every response. But collectively they capture America’s responses in the vast majority of cases.

Our second goal is to describe the consequences of these six strategies—both when they are successful and when they fail. The lesson here is that American policymakers will have to define their goals realistically, specifically, and transparently, and then tailor their strategies to operational circumstances, if they are to achieve their national security goals. In contrast, the six examples we examine reveal that the benchmarks used by policy-makers are often vague or unattainable. Politicians who promise to interdict the global flow of all fissile materials or of illicit drugs or of undocumented migrants into the United States may sound committed and steadfast. But the results are inevitably uneven. Any grand strategy applied without regard for context is rarely even modestly successful. So the potential for failure is deeply embedded in the overarching metaphors we use when debating the desirability of a specific grand strategy. When America pursues a “one-size-fits-all” approach, invariably there will be a disjuncture between expressed goals and their implementation.

We acknowledge that public debates over America’s grand strategy can be healthy for a democracy. They can provide transparency, clarify our interests and priorities, and provide for public accountability. Yet there is also a clear downside. America’s inability to achieve its major policy goals in the twenty-first century is, in part, tied to an introspective preoccupation with grand debates about which principles should govern its global engagement. The obsession of some high-level officials with controlling outcomes in Iraq, for example, blinded them to the limits of American military power. Mid-level analysts and Beltway pundits bandied about concepts like “shock and awe” and “regime change” as shortcuts to achieving Primacist objectives—often without considering whether they were operationally feasible or would have unintended consequences.20

The concept of grand strategy is debated in Washington, academia, and the media in the singular rather than the plural. The implication is that there is one true path to securing US interests in a complicated world. The debaters also tend to accept a fundamental premise: that the United States has a capacity to control events, and so it can afford to be inelastic in the face of a changing, and increasingly challenging, strategic environment. Other nations must be responsive or deal with the consequences. President Barack Obama implicitly recognized this American shortcoming with his plaintive call for “strategic patience.”21

When this “dominant principle” approach is employed in decision-making about military operations, it becomes a recipe for failure. Many pundits and policymakers ignore this fact. They often assert that more resources or greater force can achieve their policy goals. One example is the attempt to organize a “surge” in Afghanistan because it was successful in Iraq. There are numerous others. Failures to control America’s borders has led to deploying more border guards and redoubling efforts to install expensive, technologically sophisticated deterrents or insurmountable walls.22 As the 2016 presidential election vividly demonstrated, such failures have seldom led to rethinking immigration policies or altering the federal government’s approach to illegal drugs. The interminable cycle of interventions in the Middle East may vary in location, form, and focus, but all are intent on stabilizing a region in the midst of a series of intractable wars. As the invasion of Iraq demonstrated, American efforts at stabilization helped further destabilize the region.

Many in the security elite are unwitting prisoners to one grand strategy or another. Policymakers, exhorted by scholars in books and blogs, too often demand strategies based on a single idea or principle. But if those ideas are not adaptive to context, they create both bureaucratic and political frictions that result in operational failure.

In contrast, when the US military does implement strategies appropriate to context, the results are occasionally more successful—at least when evaluated in terms of declared policy goals. When President Obama, for example, decided to support the battle against Muammar Gaddafi, he employed a strategy of Sponsorship. He relied on American bombing to support local partners rather than fight a professional army in a conventional war. The approach has its detractors but it did result in its evident goal—regime change. Later, in an effort to combat ISIS, he tried a comparable Sponsorship strategy in Syria: the United States embarked on an unsuccessful policy of training locals in order to create a new army.23 Highly sensitive to criticism if America incurred casualties, this “no boots on the ground” policy also had its detractors among politicians and influential elements of the media.24 More problematic was the dissent within Obama’s own military, many of whom believed that the political imperative ensured that the primary military goal—in the president’s words, “to degrade and ultimately destroy ISIS”—would be unattainable.25 In September 2014, for example, General Martin Dempsey, then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, diplomatically told the Senate Armed Services Committee that “my view at this point is that this coalition is the appropriate way forward. I believe that will prove true, but if it fails to be true, and if there are threats to the United States, then I, of course, would go back to the president and make a recommendation that may include the use of US military ground forces.”26 Dempsey’s words proved prescient. The Sponsorship strategy that had worked in Libya failed in Syria. But the President stuck with this approach.

Ultimately, the American military does as commanded. The US Navy’s ships and surveillance aircraft interdict drug runners off America’s shores, for example, although the Navy’s leadership would rather that equipment be operating in the Persian Gulf or navigating the South China Sea. Service preferences aside, using expensive ships and aircraft to perform constabulary functions like drug policing is neither efficient nor optimal.

We develop our argument in the next two chapters. Its essence is that America is already inextricably committed to a global role by a series of vested interests and institutional links. Some of them are bureaucratic and organizational, others are legal obligations.27 Piled onto this is the specific setting in which the military operates. This commitment leaves academics, the press, and politicians to debate what are America’s core national interests, often unaware of how little latitude exists to change a strategy in a particular context. Commentators may dispute the extent to which America should engage the rest of the world and deliberate about the form that America’s dominant overseas strategy should take. But military officials are guided more by circumstances than by first principles. They respond to the demand for their services in ways that reflect those differing circumstances.

Of course, some scholars and policymakers adopt nuanced positions within the six strategies we discuss. But the grand strategies themselves are not particularly nuanced. Furthermore, we argue, specific and proximate factors inevitably push military commanders to recommend one or another of these strategies even when they conflict with an administration’s proclaimed grand strategy. This tension, unsurprisingly, creates debates between and within the civilian and military bureaucracies. These internal debates are distinct from the heated, publicized political arguments that take place both within Congress and between Congress and the executive branch.

The military’s role in selecting a strategy varies by issue and sometimes by presidential administration. Yet, in the end, the result is often a return to a familiar option when faced with a familiar confluence of factors, regardless of how functional or wasteful it may be. We keep doing the same things repeatedly with only minor variations, despite their uneven results. More remarkably, however, many of the operations we describe do have surprising elements to them, and we will show this is true even though they are often routine operations that slip below the radar of scholars, policy experts, and media commentators.

What we describe is far more than simple bureaucratic politics. As the threats, actors, and forms of conflict vary, so does the domestic debate. Why do we end up doing things that conflict with our expressed grand strategy or seem unrelated to the president’s preferences? As we demonstrate, explaining strategies and their consequences is a very different challenge from prescribing a grand strategy.




Logic of the Book

The logic of this book is straightforward: little has been written to explain why the United States behaves the way it does when it comes to grand strategy.28 Rather, what we have are three voluminous literatures: one prescribes US grand strategy; a second describes the history of grand strategy, its content and consequence; and a third explains why the United States makes particular policy decisions.

Some authors seek to generalize more than others. Scholars who prescribe grand strategy often proceed from a “top-down” perspective and undervalue the “brass tacks” lessons derived from operational analysis. Historical approaches adopt a moderating position, deriving broad lessons about the nature of grand strategy. In contrast, members of the third group working in the defense establishment on the nuts-and-bolts of policy may take a “bottom-up” approach that eschews generalization. They do not take the particular and broaden it to the context of a grand strategic vision. They “generalize” only to the extent that each individual operational problem is seen as an example of similar operational problems. So, for example, military interventions (say, in Iraq) are seen as a subset of comparable military interventions that require certain types of tools. In effect, scholars and proponents of grand strategy/strategies and students of national security and military operations often talk past each other.

We link these disparate approaches by studying actual naval operations. We chose the US Navy because the maritime domain is central to modern scholarship on grand strategy, global security, and the universalistic approach to remaking the world. Continental military powers, reliant predominantly on armies, simply lack the geographic reach required to be a global power. In contrast, unprecedented maritime force gives the United States access to and command of the world’s oceans. Like many great empires, America thus has access to any country, any market, and any global common it wants to influence. Conversely, challenges to good order at sea and American sea power call into question the nation’s position as primus inter pares in the community of nations. More modestly, confining ourselves to naval operations is consistent with some of the requisites of social science: by concentrating on maritime cases we hold constant the body of service-specific policies and strategic thought, organizational structures, platforms (ships and planes, for example), equipment, and systems, as well as the physical environment that constrains maritime activities.

In studying maritime operations, we examine the predictable and the effective, the unexpected, and even the tragic in ways that defy the abstract prescriptions of policymakers and scholars. Yet we are not suggesting that these operations are purely haphazard. Indeed, in the following chapters we demonstrate that there is a distinct, discernible logic to maritime operations, albeit a logic that often defies scholarly conventions and policymakers’ assumptions. Our goal is to describe and explain, not to prescribe.

Grand strategists, for example, have spent a great deal of energy debating the question of how the United States should respond to the reemergence of China as a global power. Much of the “advice” to be found in the academic literature falls neatly within various schools of thought about international relations. Realists of various hues rely on the assumptions of power transition theory, offshore balancing, or Realpolitik. Liberals look to economic interdependence, regime theory, or the tenets of the so-called democratic peace. But this rich, provocative scholarship provides insufficient guidance for politicians, bureaucrats, and senior officers charged with navigating the issues of the day or institutional inertia. The cacophony of contending perspectives drowns out a deceivingly simple question: what is to be done?

Little of this debate matters to policy analysts who wrestle with the implications of an issue like President Obama’s “rebalance” to the Asia-Pacific. Their concerns involve the immediate challenges of fast-breaking developments and crises: what to do about China’s construction of artificial islands in the South China Sea? What are the consequences of America’s freedom of navigation operations through waters claimed by Beijing? Will it sabotage American and Chinese cooperation in dealing with a bellicose North Korea? And how will it affect China’s intention to develop a blue water navy? In essence, policymakers need to pull together varying moving parts in a way that advances US interests.

The goal of many grand strategists is to combat China’s regional hegemonic ambitions and to sustain the American-led liberal international order. They debate whether the United States should have a forward offensive capability, adopt an offshore partnership approach, retreat to a defensible perimeter, or even whether America should contemplate a preemptive conflict with China.29 They are opposed by those who favor a policy of engagement, generally through economic integration, diplomacy, and other aspects of “soft power.”30

The US Navy, the largest and clearly most capable blue water force in the world, is central to these debates. In some respects, the two other “sea services”—the Marine Corps and Coast Guard—complement the US Navy, even as they reflect unique traditions and bring important capabilities to the maritime domain. One side debates the most effective resolute maritime posture; the other a response in which the instruments of trade and culture predominate, and the Navy’s role is to keep the seas free for commerce. Neither side acknowledges a different fact: that in some contexts the Navy treats China as much as a partner as it does an adversary.

We describe an unappreciated dimension of the US maritime relationship with China in chapter 4. The US Navy, for example, invites China to participate in joint military exercises in the Pacific even as Chinese forces simultaneously spy on the multilateral exercises the US Navy conducts with its allies and partners—with American forbearance. American military officials, for another example, encounter a conundrum: should they coordinate with China’s Navy to interdict vessels that might be smuggling fissile materials or exclude China because their involvement might spur increased investment in a blue water capacity?

Both examples confound the bimodal logic of those who wrestle with the question of whether Beijing should be treated as a challenger or a partner. Clearly, the idea that an adversary should be privy to America’s military capacities, even be invited to partner with its Navy, is counterintuitive. So is the notion that we should do anything to encourage the Chinese to develop a blue water force and patrol the seas as another “global sheriff.” But in such instances, the mission’s goals, the strategy required to achieve those goals, and the US Navy’s available resources introduce a contextual logic. As we explore in this book, the US Navy’s internal logic and resulting behavior is often at odds with the most cherished assumptions of policy-makers and scholars working on grand strategy.

Having examined the evolving nature of threats, the characteristic features of individual prescriptions, and six case studies that each reflect those prescriptions, we conclude by examining the policy implications of our study. Security elites now expend a vast amount of time and energy in attempting to develop overarching policy prescriptions. The evidence suggests that their characterizations don’t mesh with the day-to-day demands on the military. What might happen, conversely, if American strategists, policymakers, and officers acknowledge the need for multiple strategies rather than one overriding grand strategy? We discuss the implications of such an approach for the Navy, and military services more generally, in terms of how they meet the demands of calibrated strategies in accordance with their own preferences, based on their service culture, traditions, and experience. But in dabbling in these murky waters, we reject any normative prescription that prioritizes specific values. Understanding how things work is distinct from articulating how they should. Not surprisingly, we suggest that politicians and planners should adopt a smarter strategic approach—one that understands the language of grand strategy is reserved exclusively for what is desirable and that of calibrated strategies for what is feasible.










CHAPTER 1

Naval Operations and Grand Strategy in a New Security Environment


What’s the point of you having this superb military you’re always talking about if we can’t use it?

—Secretary of State Madeline Albright to Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Colin Powell during the Bosnian crisis, December 8, 1996




I thought I would have an aneurysm. American GIs were not toy soldiers to be moved around on some sort of global game board.

—General Powell on what he felt when Secretary Albright asked him her question



A massive tsunami struck across the Pacific on December 26, 2004, killing an estimated 280,000 people and displacing another 10 million. China reacted slowly, initially pledging only $2.7 million to hard-hit Indonesia, with whom it had tense relations.1 The United States, in contrast, immediately pledged $350 million in humanitarian aid in what became known as Operation Unified Assistance, positioning its Pacific naval and air force assets to implement the disaster relief effort.2 The US Navy (USN) soon dispatched P-3C Orion patrol aircraft and an aircraft carrier to assist with relief operations.3 The aircraft conducted surveys, assisted search-and-rescue efforts, and cargo planes brought in supplies to shelter the living and dry ice to preserve the dead. This relief effort ultimately involved 12,600 military personnel, 21 ships, 14 cargo planes, and over 90 helicopters.4

The US vessels proved crucial for a country lacking electrical power and fresh water supplies.5 Nuclear-powered aircraft carriers have the capacity to provide a large-scale energy source and the USS Abraham Lincoln proved invaluable. In the end, “Abraham Lincoln and its carrier strike group together ‘flew 1,800 sorties, delivered 2,700 tons of food, water and medicine and evacuated 3,000 people.’”6 Even this account underestimates its other contributions, such as providing a centralized communications hub for relief operations, medical treatment for the injured, and even media relations. Eventually the aircraft carrier was replaced by the USNS Mercy, a thousand-bed naval hospital ship.7

American policymakers recognized the potential strategic significance of being quick and generous in assisting Indonesia. B. Lynn Pascoe, then America’s Ambassador to Indonesia, noted that “one thing the Indonesians are never going to forget is who was there first.” Paul Wolfowitz, then Deputy Defense Secretary, emphasized the link between US strategy and aid.8 Indonesia was a potential bulwark against Chinese expansion and a partner in fighting terrorism. And America’s tsunami relief initiative proved effective. America’s unpopularity among Indonesians dramatically reversed, setting the stage for closer long-term cooperation.9 In the short term, rapprochement also contributed to Indonesia’s new cooperation in patrolling the Strait of Malacca against pirates and its willingness to participate in the Proliferation Security Initiative (discussed in chapter 6). The USN’s humanitarian assistance clearly served American strategic interests. But many current conceptions of grand strategy would not have emphasized its significance.

In this chapter, we contrast modern definitions of grand strategy with both the numerous demands placed on the USN by policymakers and the emergent security environment within which it works. Doing so highlights the inadequacy of any single strategic formulation to capture the complexity of challenges the Navy faces and the multiplicity of tasks it now performs. Some argue that the Navy should do less. But between that prescription and its implementation lie a line of vested interests, executive and legislative political institutions, long-standing international commitments, and several layers of a massive military bureaucracy—all before we arrive at the day-to-day complexities of maritime operations.


Grand Strategy—and What the Armed Forces Do

Definitions and formulations of grand strategy proliferate. They vary in how they define and what they include as part of national security. Barry Posen offers a relatively narrow working definition.



A grand strategy is a nation-state’s theory about how to produce security for itself. Grand strategy focuses on military threats, because these are the most dangerous, and military remedies because these are the most costly…. A grand strategy contains explanations for why threats enjoy a certain priority, and why and how the remedies proposed could work. A grand strategy is not a rulebook; it is a set of concepts and arguments that need to be revised regularly.10



Definitions of grand strategy that emphasize military threats are in vogue amongst Realist scholars. They have little to say about humanitarian aid, although Posen has acknowledged that the relief effort for the 2004 tsunami proved helpful in the fight against terrorism.11 Still, this definition of grand strategy leaves little room for aid that could generate spillover benefits.

Eminent military historian B. H. Liddell Hart, widely regarded as the doyen of grand strategy, offers a diametrically opposed definition.



Grand strategy should both calculate and develop the economic resources and manpower of nations in order to sustain the fighting services. Also the moral resources—for to foster the people’s willing spirit is often as important as to possess the more concrete forms of power. Grand strategy, too, should regulate the distribution of power between the several services, and between the services and industry. Moreover, fighting power is but one of the instruments of grand strategy—which should take account of and apply the power of financial pressure, of diplomatic pressure, of commercial pressure, and, not the least of ethical pressure, to weaken the opponent’s will.12




Liddell Hart stressed that grand strategy is not just about war fighting. It is also about preventing the outbreak of wars in the first place, “winning the peace,” and consolidating military victories. His definition—which includes the financial, diplomatic, commercial, and ethical—would have accommodated America’s investment in tsunami relief. Assisting the Indonesians was part of a much larger jigsaw puzzle.

Posen’s and Liddell Hart’s definitions reflect extremes along a continuum between a narrow and expansive definition of grand strategy. Other variants abound, but they often offer little more by way of substance. Stephen Brooks and William Wohlforth suggest that “grand strategy is a set of ideas for deploying a nation’s resources to achieve its interests over the long run.”13 John Lewis Gaddis simply defines grand strategy as “the calculated relationship of means to large ends. It’s about how one uses whatever one has to get to wherever it is one wants to go.”14 John Ikenberry suggests that “grand strategies are really bundles of security, economic, and political strategies based on assumptions about how best to advance national security and build international order.”15 We could list many other definitions. But these examples illustrate a trend: scholars argue vociferously about the goals and means of a grand strategy but have less to say when defining it.

Still, the contrast between Liddell Hart’s formulation decades ago and these more recent definitions demonstrates how much some contemporary scholars have narrowed their lens regarding what constitutes security and strategy. Posen’s and Liddell Hart’s approaches also differ regarding what constitutes a threat and what are the useful ways and means to respond. Focusing exclusively on direct military threats in the formulation of grand strategy has some benefits: it simplifies the intellectual workload and may do the same for the organizational and policy processes. It also plays to America’s clear advantage, given its unrivalled military resources. Finally, it is consistent with both America’s traditional “can do” attitude and its increasingly militarized “national security” culture—perennially known as the “American way of war.”16

There are three obvious problems, however, with this approach. First, it recalls the famous adage that “if you have a hammer, everything looks like a nail.”17 It sees the solution to problems as military rather political, economic, or diplomatic. The tendency was evident in debates during the Obama administration, ranging from how the United States should respond to the Russian annexation of Crimea to US policy regarding Iran’s nuclear program.18

Second, concentrating on military threats flies in the face of recent public debates over America’s international role, which assume that what threatens the United States and its citizens has broadened enormously.19 This view has been bipartisan. George W. Bush’s 2006 National Security Strategy and Barack Obama’s 2010 version both listed human trafficking as a major concern.20 By 2015, Obama’s NSS had expanded the character of threats to prioritize those posed by an assortment of nonmilitary sources, ranging from illegal drugs and pandemics to climate change.21

The third problem is the most relevant to this book: that most of what the military (and specifically the Navy) now does has less to do with war fighting than the twenty-four-hour news cycle implies. True, the amount of time the armed forces spend training and preparing for war is significant. But even that preparation does not dominate their activities. In fact, as Frank Schubert documented, since the Cold War, Military Operations Other than War (MOOTW) have accounted for an increasing percentage of the USN’s time and resources.22 Often to the military’s discontent, such operations range from maritime military exercises to enhanced global security (like nonproliferation initiatives) and freedom of navigation initiatives (in the Arctic), to policing missions such as counterpiracy (in African waters) and counternarcotics (in the Gulf of Mexico), all of which we chronicle in the pages that follow.23 Policymakers drive this expansion of noncombat activities. They want to use their well-financed, well-trained, and readily available military not only to fight wars but also to sustain global stability through policing functions and “win the peace” through humanitarian initiatives. Mission creep has resulted, as both the executive and legislative branches make demands on the military. Tellingly, the term mission creep as a term-of-art dates to the years following the Cold War’s conclusion.24

Another factor contributes to this dynamic: with an end to conscription, fewer policymakers and legislators have served in the armed services.25 One consequence is an evident gap between the military’s and political leaders’ understanding of the military’s core missions. Central to military culture is a belief that the armed services should focus on improving their capacity to perform essential national security functions. Military officials may welcome more funding, but mission creep is not the way they want to achieve it. Their goal is spending on core functions, not on what they regard as distractions such as policing America’s coasts to interdict narcotics. It is a political battle the military’s leadership has repeatedly lost.

In sum, “peacetime activities” describes a large portion of naval operations, but such activities are not reflective of the highest priorities of the naval officer corps. Nevertheless, the Navy must integrate these operations into its standard routine in response to policymakers’ demands.

A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower: Forward, Engaged, Ready, the 2015 capstone vision for the Navy, lists five core functions: all domain access, deterrence, sea control, power projection, and maritime security. Many, if not most, naval missions during peacetime come under the rubric of maritime security, including protecting “U.S. sovereignty and maritime resources, support[ing] free and open seaborne commerce, and counter[ing] weapons proliferation, terrorism, transnational crime, piracy, illegal exploitation of the maritime environment, and unlawful seaborne immigration.”26 Yet it is no accident that maritime security is the last of the five listed functions. Dedicating naval vessels, manpower, aviation assets, and an entire range of support systems half a world away from the United States is expensive, in terms both of budgets and of opportunity costs.

Ships patrolling off the Somali coast are not conducting essential missions, as we illustrate in chapter 5. The USN must often neglect combat training when a ship is stationed in the western Indian Ocean for counter-piracy missions. Furthermore, there is a strategic cost: that ship is not readily available to defend Taiwan during what one school of thought calls the “Battle of the First Salvo”—in which a war may be won or lost.27 Such a scenario would leave the United States with a stark choice: either undertake a costly operation to retake Taiwan or accept a fait accompli. Given the distance from the western Indian Ocean to the western Pacific and Asian littoral, American ships conducting counterpiracy missions are unavailable for deterrence purposes and unlikely to arrive in time to influence a shooting war.28

Instead, peacetime naval contributions to national strategy range in practice from “fostering goodwill” to performing more tangible tasks such as disaster management.29 MOOTW involves routine policing and even includes rescuing people lost at sea and addressing fishing disputes.

Many maritime operations receive little attention. In 2015, for example, the United States supported the Burmese, Thai, and Malaysian navies with maritime surveillance in rescuing thousands of Muslim Rohingya refugees fleeing Myanmar by boat.30 Most Americans showed little concern about the plight of the Rohingya. But this regional problem attracted the attention of the UN High Commission for Refugees and Muslim states outside Southeast Asia. United States humanitarian intervention supported a diplomatic resolution to the crisis and solidified its position as a broker of regional security. Grand strategists generally ignore these kinds of operations because the regional instability that may result from massive flows of refugees is low on their list of pressing threats. The Navy, however, operates according to a different calculus.




Three New Trends

There is thus a growing gap. On the one hand, the scope of many popular academic grand strategies is narrowing—what Brooks and Wohlforth characterize as “deep engagement” strategies are often being usurped by “Retrenchment” strategies focusing mainly on security issues.31 On the other, the list of threats cited by politicians and policymakers is expanding. To further complicate matters, the armed forces’ actual activities bear little resemblance to grand strategists’ priorities among those threats and (as we shall demonstrate) a simple readjustment is not feasible. The result is a significant challenge to those who prescribe grand strategy.

Of course, not all scholars of grand strategy focus exclusively on security issues. And even those that do may have an expansive conception of security. Notably, they vary as to how they address three critical variables: the form of threats, the source of these threats, and the nature of conflict that responding to these threats entails. We now examine how, and to what degree, each of these three elements has evolved. Then we examine how scholars prescribing strategies have responded (or have not responded) to these changes.




New Threats

It has always been fashionable to focus on the diffusion of advanced military technologies when assessing the proliferation of new threats. General Martin Dempsey, then head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, for example, wrote in The National Military Strategy of the United States 2015 report that



emerging technologies are impacting the calculus of deterrence and conflict management by increasing uncertainty and compressing decision space. For example, attacks on our communications and sensing systems could occur with little to no warning, impacting our ability to assess, coordinate, communicate, and respond. As a result, future conflicts between states may prove to be unpredictable, costly, and difficult to control.





In the maritime realm, perhaps the preeminent example of technological and conceptual diffusion involves the complex, interrelated set of capabilities associated with Anti-Access/Area-Denial (A2/AD) systems. They include short- and intermediate-range missiles, land-based aircraft capable of attacking carrier battle groups, and various undersea warfare weapons. A2/AD capabilities are especially troubling to the Navy because it views its primary mission as ensuring access and projecting power from the sea anywhere deemed necessary. A2/AD systems possessed by China and Russia—and perhaps Iran and North Korea—are judged by most experts to be the single greatest threat to America’s dominant maritime position.

The significance of novel technologies can, however, be overstated. There remains an insatiable global demand for conventional weapons systems. The volume of international transfers of major weapons between 2010 and 2014, for example, was 16 percent higher than between 2005 and 2009.32 But the pace of diffusion of sophisticated military technologies may be more limited than commonly assumed. American policymakers—former president Obama being a good example—emphasize the threat posed by the spread of longstanding WMD technologies or creation of new ones, such as a “dirty bomb in a suitcase.”33 Yet the reality differs. WMD technologies have been relatively slow to diffuse. Few countries have acquired nuclear weapons capability in the last three decades and several have given up their arsenals. The aggregate number of nuclear weapons states has remained stable. Concerns about nuclear proliferation, epitomized by the case of Iran, are largely driven by the single example of North Korea. But few countries have both the will and the capacity to develop a nuclear arsenal that they can accurately deliver.

Furthermore, advanced military technologies are often hard to replicate, with the notable exception of low-end cyberweapons such as distributed denial of service (DDOS) attacks, where attackers make a computer or network unavailable for its intended users by overwhelming it with illegitimate requests, and zero-day exploits, or where attackers take advantage of software or hardware security vulnerabilities previously unknown to the user or vendor. Cyberthreats do consume an increasing proportion of the time, attention, and budget of the military, although independent budgetary assessments are notoriously difficult to calculate.34 Recent estimates suggest that spending on cybersecurity, broadly defined, has been trending upward—notable given the sequestration in overall military spending associated with the Budget Control Act of 2011. Cyberattacks present both an embarrassing public relations problem—as illustrated by several 2014 and 2015 attacks on the US government and on the Democratic Party in the 2016 electoral campaign—and a potentially serious long-term threat to US military primacy. This is, in large part, because cyberoffensive weaponry is far easier (and cheaper) to develop than defensive systems. But it is falsely portrayed as representative of a possible future dystopia caused by the diffusion of new WMD technologies. Policymakers are more driven by the concern that something might happen “on their watch.”35 This, and public perception, often drives the policy debate and, eventually, military planning.

The issue of high-tech WMD proliferation is often more political and subjective than strategic and objective. Still, the nature of US civilian-military relations demands a response to policymakers’ concerns, however misplaced. So, preparedness for what those policymakers fear might happen consumes valuable military resources. Other countries may not be able to develop, buy, or use new technologies today, but if left unchecked they might in the future. This perception drives US strategy, so America’s forces must stand vigilant and make sure it does not happen.36

The second and arguably more pressing problem is that conventional arms remain threatening and adversaries have consistently found novel ways to turn ordinary, everyday objects into lethal weapons. Commercial airplanes, not state-of-the-art military aircraft, destroyed the Twin Towers. Crude barrel bombs full of Sarin gas can still kill hundreds if not thousands, and the residual effects of “dumb mines” (that do not automatically deactivate) are a continued scourge, decades after the cessation of conflict. The suicide bomber, C4 strapped to his or her chest, has proved to be an unmanageable global problem. Shocking videos of ISIS members beheading innocent victims using nothing but a knife is perhaps the ultimate symbolic expression of the threat posed by old technologies. What they share is a capacity to maim, kill, and cause terror.

New technologies may diffuse slowly, but however remote the possibility, we disproportionately fear their consequences. The military is therefore asked to address an expanding number of threats, however unrealistic or remote they are from core national security objectives. The Navy faces a long list, from national border patrol to the interdiction of terrorists, drugs, illegal aliens, and arms to patrolling the high seas in an attempt to ensure freedom of navigation, secure chokepoints, thwart the diffusion of WMD technology, and provide disaster relief—while also fighting piracy and human trafficking.

How should we prioritize threats, new and old? The only existential threats to the American homeland come from large nuclear powers and only states have the necessary resources to undermine the statecentric foundations of the liberal international order. Threat perception is often more subjective than objective, even among well-informed policymakers and military officials.37 Yet policymakers and military commanders devise strategies to combat a dizzying array of threats from states, terrorists, and criminals: realistic low-tech and potential high-tech ones; those that involve offensive and defensive armaments; those that have symbolic targets and those that threaten mass destruction; those that involve the smuggling of people and of drugs; those that can be perpetrated by individuals and those that are digital (and possibly undetectable); and those that involve skirmishes at sea or full-scale warfare.

A new class of novel and nontraditional threats commonly shares three features. First, they are transnational in character, with an expanding geographic scope. Terrorism, for example, has evolved from a domestic to a global problem. Formerly, it was largely contained within national borders—for example, the Irish Republican Army in the United Kingdom, ETA in Spain, or the GIA (Armed Islamic Group) in France. Many governments did not even think about counterterrorism until a wave of plane hijackings by the Palestinian Liberation Organization in the 1970s. Even then, American national security specialists rarely considered it more than a nuisance until September 11, 2001.

Second, each challenge has both domestic and international constituencies seeking to raise the profile of the threat—from climate change and human trafficking to regional conflicts and nuclear war. And in each case, policymakers seek to enlist the extraordinary capabilities of the American military to combat the threat.

Third, some threats do remain directly rooted in human conflict. Others may be at least partly caused by human malfeasance but—like climate change and ensuing natural disasters—are the product of anthropogenic phenomena.38 These threats have no tangible “enemy” at all. Chinese and Indian emissions of high volumes of hydrocarbons unevenly distribute the costs. Bangladesh, for example, will suffer disproportionately if extreme weather—such as stronger typhoons—becomes more common. New challenges result, such as the creating of “environmental refugees” as well as the prospect of conflict over food, water, and natural resources. In response, advocates insist the US military should apply its unique capabilities to provide humanitarian and disaster relief, or to build levees to protect American cities like New Orleans, even if such missions detract from traditional deterrence and war fighting.

Finally, there are naturogenic threats—those having no human source. These are advertised as new but they are not. Ebola, for example, is terrifying. The Zika virus could change all our best expectations about demographic projections.39 But the Spanish flu, for which there was no vaccine, killed an estimated 675,000 Americans in 1918–19, and between 30 to 50 million people worldwide.40 Americans are well aware of these threats, as a Pew public opinion survey conducted in the midst of West Africa’s Ebola outbreak made clear.41 Again, the armed forces were employed, not just to provide security but also to construct facilities and treat patients.

Yet regardless of whether these nontraditional threats are new or have just taken on new form, two things have changed. The first is the speed at which disease and the effects of ecological disaster can diffuse has increased. The transfer to a global population—as SARs, MERS, Ebola, and Zika have all vividly illustrated—is facilitated by the greater volume of people with access to travel by land, sea, and air. A modern pandemic could do far greater damage than the Spanish flu did in 1918–19. The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimated in 2014, for example, that the number of new Ebola cases in West Africa alone could have doubled every twenty days without stringent quarantine regulations and adequate medical resources.42 Reinforcing the notion that pandemics have a new scope and scale is the fact that the very term global health is relatively new to the American lexicon, largely displacing the more traditional notion of “public” or even “international” health.43

The second thing to have changed is that US policymakers have broadened the working definition of national security to include more threats. The maritime services—the Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard—have adjusted their top-end strategic documents to reflect this new emphasis. The 2007 vision statement, A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower (CS21), for example, included humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HA/DR) among its most important missions.44 This shift has been reflected in operations, both during crises and on a day-to-day basis—albeit with a significant amount of criticism from within the ranks.45 In a 2014 interview, for example, President Obama stated:



There’s a reason why the quadrennial defense review—[which] the secretary of defense and the Joints Chiefs of Staff work on—identified climate change as one of our most significant national security problems [italics added]. It’s not just the actual disasters that might arise; it is the accumulating stresses that are placed on a lot of different countries and the possibility of war, conflict, refugees, displacement that arise from a changing climate.46




The Department of Defense is thus preparing to cope with the consequences of climate change,47 while the armed forces provide manpower, equipment, and technical expertise for disaster relief and humanitarian operations.

Some critics argue that many of the new threats incorporated into major policy documents are marginal to core US national security.48 Yet, undeniably, more is expected of the American military, adding to the military’s planning, training, and operating. Layering new responsibilities on top of old ones has created an unprecedented number of tasks that consume time and resources. Specialized training, equipment, and exercises have been developed, despite concerns that the military’s suitability for particular tasks is not always self-evident.

This expansion of functions may partly be explained by the fact that military units are available, adaptable, and willing to undertake complex missions. These considerations often override questions about appropriateness—a propensity demonstrated by then president Obama’s dispatching of more than twenty-eight hundred US troops to “combat” the Ebola epidemic. In significant ways that operation was a departure from, if not in conflict with, the military’s core mission of safeguarding US national security.49 But while some civilian medical professionals were willing to volunteer to work with patients, few were willing to volunteer for the complementary logistical tasks performed by the military.

Famously, candidate George W. Bush suggested in 2000 that the US military does not and should not “nation build.” He favored reducing America’s military involvement in all sorts of noncombat activities, from peacekeeping to humanitarian operations. Eventual National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice argued that “the president must remember that the military is a special instrument. It is lethal, and it is meant to be. It is not a civilian police force. It is not a political referee. And it is most certainly not designed to build a civilian society.”50 Just as famously, the Bush administration reversed its position after 9/11 with its global counterterrorism campaign and invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan. The US military embarked on a process of nation building, and assumed the greatest variety of political, diplomatic, and economic responsibilities since the Vietnam War. The “military instrument” became a universal solvent.

Afghanistan and Iraq were sometimes characterized as exceptions, or only the province of ground troops. Yet in the same period the Navy also engaged in helping other nations develop the ability to provide for local and regional “Global Maritime Partnerships” and a range of counterterrorism and counterpiracy task forces (described in chapter 5) that had more to do with capacity building than with deterrence or war fighting.51 Domestic critics often focus on increases in the military budget.52 They might also focus on increases in the military’s roles and missions—and how these increased functions cohere around any single grand strategy.

Our central point is that the responsibilities of the US armed forces have drastically expanded. It is no longer enough to defend the nation against invasion or project power against adversaries; the armed forces are now the nation’s first line of defense against threats ranging from cyberattacks to nuclear proliferation, climate change, pandemics, and natural disasters. And like it or not, they are sometimes called on to rebuild societies torn apart by war or support those simply unable to perform security functions like policing the maritime commons.




New Sources of Threats

The face of conflict has changed. The professionalization of state-sponsored national militaries accelerated in the twentieth century. Both world wars led to a “ratchet effect” in the United States, in which the wartime expansion of militaries never receded to prewar levels. Some scholars suggest that the post-9/11 period has resulted in a new era of state building,53 resulting perhaps in the development of a “national security state”—a fate the United States reputedly avoided during the Cold War.54

Of course, the twentieth century was replete with exceptions. The International Brigade fought in the Spanish civil war in the 1930s; an assortment of irregular and guerilla forces fought in independence movements against colonial rulers across Africa, Asia, and Latin America; and terrorist forces emerged across Europe. Nonetheless, the primary source of threats to national security conventionally came from state actors—a pattern reinforced by the Cold War. After a short period of demobilization following World War II, many states re-created large, technologically advanced militaries designed to fight against mirror-image foes. Conventional, symmetric warfare was the dominant mode of conflict.

In the twenty-first century, however, hostile and violent actors are different. A variety of nonstate actors have been added to state-sponsored militaries with titles such as “paramilitaries,” “private defense contractors,” “insurgents,” “militants,” “jihadists,” “transnational criminal organizations,” and—most recently—“lone wolves.” They may vary in their goals. From an American strategic perspective, however, they also vary in another three key respects.

The first is the size of their membership. Although it is hard to calculate with any certainty, ISIS membership was estimated by the CIA to be in the tens of thousands in 2015.55 At the other extreme are individuals or very small groups who may be dedicated to a large cause but operate independently, such as the Boston Marathon bombers Dzhokar and Tamerlan Tsarnaev or the Orlando assailant Omar Mateen. Between these extremes lies a vast array: the unknown number of Russians who reputedly “volunteered” to serve with the resistance forces in Ukraine in 2014 and 2015; the Ugandan Lord’s Resistance Army with an estimated membership of two hundred; and even the “Fort Dix Six” who planned to attack an army base in New Jersey in 2007.

The second variation is the geographic scope of these new actors. Freedom fighters who evolved into criminal gangs, as the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) did in Colombia or the Shining Path in Peru, remained predominantly nationalists, even if their drug-related activities found customers abroad. But numerous groups have increased their geographic reach. Hezbollah has spread from its primary Lebanese enclave to engage in regional conflicts, most recently in Syria. Mexican drug cartels have expanded their activities south into Central America and north into the United States. And the most expansive have become the most famed. Al Qaeda serves as the model of a transnational terrorist organization that commits acts of varying size and symbolic importance across several continents. ISIS has followed the same pattern. Cyberhackers, often of unknown origin because of attribution problems, may be the ultimate expression of the globalization of violence by a minimal number of actors.56

The third variety is to be found in the organizational forms that these actors take. Professional armies are hierarchical and heavily bureaucratized. At least two alternative (sometimes interrelated) organizational forms have emerged in the last three decades. The first is network structures, in which communication is less transparent or direct, command structures are more attenuated, and lines of authority blurred.57 Cells heavily populate networks.58 Again, Al Qaeda provides a notable example. Such networks vary in their degree of formal structure and training, but many of them involve more than simply military forces—as quasi-corporate, public-private structures like Pakistan’s A. Q. Khan network illustrates.59 Many transnational criminal networks (TCOs) still operate on a hierarchical principle. But others link to and intermix with organizations with varied internal structures (hierarchies, networks, franchises, etc.).60 Threats from organizations with non-state, often nonterritorial and nonhierarchical structures, offer a distinct strategic challenge to the way the United States can respond. Strategies that make sense for deterring states or fighting interstate wars prove generally ineffective when combating networks and other hybrid organizational forms.61

Franchises have become widespread. They pledge allegiance to a particular group but operate with a high degree of autonomy, despite seeking material and political support. Both Boko Haram and Egypt’s Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis (The Province of Sinai), as examples, pledged allegiance to ISIS in 2015.62 Yet while the majority of Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) reaffirmed their allegiance to Al Qaeda’s core leadership, one AQIM splinter group did not.63 The fragmentation of command structure across franchises presents a distinct counterintelligence challenge for countries like the United States, which has to infiltrate the franchises themselves rather than identify links between the cells of a network.

Like individual perpetrators, networks and franchises thus present specific problems for the armed forces. Often reliant on agility, invisibility, and dexterity, such groups demand what the military calls “exquisite” intelligence (highly accurate and insightful), along with a familiarity with local geographic, linguistic, and cultural conditions. American forces possess greater counterinsurgency skills as a result of the Afghan and Iraq wars but have yet to master this capacity.




The Expanding Nature of Conflict

The nature of conflict has expanded and evolved over time. Historically, the civilian population might have been a prize in the spoils of war, enslaved, sexually assaulted, or pillaged. But their involvement in conflict itself was incidental. They were what is commonly termed “collateral damage.” Over time, however, civilians moved from being the spoils to the targets of war. German zeppelins, replete with troops throwing hand grenades over the side, terrorized the Belgian and French populations in World War I. The Holocaust remains the definitive example of a war against an unarmed civilian population.64 The continuing debate over Armenia, the atrocities of the Balkan wars, and more recently the attacks on unarmed minorities in the greater Middle East have reinforced the use of the term genocide in both our common vocabulary and international law.65

Just as the targets of warfare have altered, so the nature of potential conflict has expanded, and the geographic focus of the American military has relocated. The form of conflict of greatest interest to American strategists has shifted from the conventional, symmetric war that dominated Cold War thinking to more varied forms … and back again.66 These alternative forms include “asymmetric conflict” and “irregular warfare,” tactics that recognize and offset the greater strengths of an adversary. Both are employed by nationalist, ethnic, and now religious insurgencies, involving the kind of guerilla tactics used against American forces in Vietnam and later in Afghanistan and Iraq.

To complicate matters further, these varied actors and approaches sometimes combine, creating another form of conflict. Since the 1990s, national security experts have increasingly used the term hybrid conflict, “characterized by a blend of traditional and irregular tactics, decentralized planning and execution, and nonstate actors that use both sophisticated and simple technologies in innovative ways.”67 Peter Mansoor suggests they involve “a combination of conventional military forces and irregulars (guerillas, insurgents, and terrorists), which could include state and non-state actors, aimed at achieving a common political purpose.”68

Even its advocates recognize that these definitions may lack operational utility.69 Hybrid conflict has been used to describe everything from the Islamic State’s strategy to Russian forces in the Ukraine, cyberhackers in Syria and elsewhere, and China’s approach to the South China Sea.70 But the implications of this new mix are clear. Frank Hoffman summarized the dilemma facing US forces: “This kind of warfare transcends traditional notions of one military confronting another by incorporating conventional and unconventional forces, information warfare such as propaganda, as well as economic measures to undermine an enemy…. The critique was, and still is, that America’s view of war is overly simplified…. We think of things in black-and-white terms.”71

The categories of warfare are blurring and no longer fit into neat boxes. Robert Gates, former Secretary of Defense, echoed this point when he noted that “one can expect to see more tools and tactics of destruction—from the sophisticated to the simple—being employed simultaneously in hybrid and more complex forms of warfare.”72 Incidents of conventional interstate war may have diminished. But other forms of conflict have increased, and the message is clear: America needs to be prepared to engage in each form of conflict—and sometimes in several of them at once.73

Responding to both international developments and public sentiment, American policymakers and the armed services thus prepare for all variants of conflict. The US military has significantly expanded its resources and capacity to engage in cyberconflict over the last decade to combat both sophisticated opponents like China and Russia, and nonstate actors. Clever adversaries also engage in ideological warfare by recruiting and propagandizing online.74 The contours of conflict have expanded far beyond combat operations.

We have witnessed three key trends in the twenty-first century. Sources of threat have multiplied beyond states to include different organizational forms (networks and franchises populated by terrorists and Jihadists, criminal gangs, corporations) that are often simply grouped under the rubric of “nonstate” actors. Second, conventional warfare has now been joined by several other categories including irregular, asymmetric, and later hybrid warfare. Third, since the Cold War, American policymakers have vastly expanded the definition of what constitutes a national security threat.

Analysts who promote particular variants of grand strategy choose which aspects of these three trends they prefer to prioritize. Policymakers and strategic planners do not have the luxury of priorities, and they have to prepare for all eventualities. The best the military can do is to negotiate among those priorities. In response to the concerns of politicians, it has to plan to counteract the effects of these three new trends. As a result, the US military’s missions have expanded to the point that core national security functions like deterrence and war fighting have been usurped by military operations other than war.










CHAPTER 2

Comparing Grand Strategies—and Their Inherent Limitations


What, then, should an intelligent strategy be based on? I should say first of all on a sound appreciation of existing realities, which will then enable us to make predictions which have real planning values—and that is easier said than done.

—Bernard Brodie, 1952 lecture at the Naval War College, Newport, RI




A fundamental lesson from history is that strategy is necessarily purposeful, but must be designed in a world of ambiguity, complexity, and uncertainty.

—Frank Hoffman, “Grand Strategy: The Fundamental Considerations,” Orbis, 2014



The US defense establishment employs an endless cycle of scenario planning, strategizing for the unexpected. The National Intelligence Council, for example, recurrently publishes its Global Trends report, projecting far into the future. In the 2030 report’s introduction, NIC chairman Christopher Kjom notes, “We distinguish between megatrends, those factors that will likely occur under any scenario, and game-changers, critical variables whose trajectories are far less certain. Finally, as our appreciation of the diversity and complexity of various factors has grown, we have increased our attention to scenarios or alternative worlds we might face.”1

This scenario building supports preparedness and strategic flexibility, seeking to answer the question “What should we do if …?” Policymakers want a plan and toolbox for every eventuality. Scenario planning has become an industry in the last three decades,2 both inside and outside of government, yet the United States usually responds to the unexpected in predictable ways.

Our own experience illustrates this point. Two decades ago Simon Reich was among a group invited to meetings with intelligence officials in Washington, DC. The agenda concerned the likely sources of “instability on the Russian periphery.” The timing for scenario building seemed appropriate in the aftermath of the fall of the Berlin Wall. During the first four meetings, the group deliberated about a wide-ranging set of factors that might influence developments in Eastern and Central Europe. The hosts sat on the sidelines, attentive to every word. At the fifth meeting, the group voted on the four most important factors; each participant was then asked to write a paper that configured them and offer a corresponding strategy. The authors presented their findings in the concluding meeting and the group adjourned, never to convene again.

During this process, the hosts enthusiastically encouraged group members to express their views without inhibition. No answer, they insisted, was “right.” Indeed, the participants were encouraged to “think outside the box.” The participants had initially assumed that the hosts were looking for definitive answers to questions about post–Cold War developments and America’s appropriate strategic response. But it gradually became clear that the hosts had different objectives. Was there a factor they had not identified, an eventuality for which they had not planned, or a strategic response not considered? In a period of emergent threats, they needed an assortment of strategies to consider.


Reich never discovered whether this process yielded any tangible product. But today, America’s defense establishment is busier than ever, considering scenarios and planning strategies as the world becomes ever more complex. Participating in these events is enjoyable. It allows academics to think about “what if?” questions and hope that they have some faint influence. Yet in the last three decades, neither of us finds evidence that the input of guest academics has much tangible effect on the government’s security strategy.

Reality is more formidable than these intriguing discussions would lead us to believe. The forms and sources of threats we identified in chapter 1 do not neatly mesh together with unique forms of conflict. The possible configurations are numerous, and the challenges to the United States are daunting.

Even tabulating all the alternatives would not adequately describe the problem, because both states and nonstate groups can simultaneously adopt multiple, differing tactics. They can, for example, fight conventional, irregular, and hybrid conflicts against the United States simultaneously—as ISIS has done. Transnational criminal networks may fight conventional wars against the Mexican state and irregular wars against the United States—and exacerbate conflicts involving the US military in other areas including the Balkans, Afghanistan, and Colombia.3 Piracy off the Horn of Africa presents a policing problem on the seas but ultimately may be the result of state failure on Somalia’s mainland.4 The United States often faces a litany of these complex problems. Any conflict may involve a variety of tactics, and scenario building identifies potential problems, not the full range of possible solutions.

The US military—a collection of large bureaucracies rife with such classic pathologies as red tape, duplication, and the ambition to expand—develops strategies and implements them in familiar ways with standard operating procedures. Even the commanding officers of warships are mired in organizational requirements that have little to do with effective leadership or innovative ways to accomplish missions. As one officer reports, onboard “PowerPoint aces” and “check list managers” service requirements “not from a single source, but from volumes of manuals, instructions, notes, and messages” originating from “a host of superior commands at varying degrees of geographical, cultural, and practical distance from the ship.”5 If that is true in the fleet, one of the last bastions of purportedly independent operations, imagine how the same services operate acquisition, personnel, and strategic planning systems. Each response, viewed in isolation, may appear consistent with a specified form of grand strategy. But viewed collectively, it becomes transparent that they are inconsistent with any one of them.

Eliot A. Cohen, former senior State Department official, made a comparable point in his testimony to the Senate Armed Services Committee in the fall of 2015. Commenting on the tendency of bureaucratization to curtail creative military leadership, he argued that



nothing, but nothing is more important than senior leadership—the creative leaders like Arleigh Burke or Bernard Schriever in the early Cold War. Our problem is that our promotion systems, in part because of the natural tendency of bureaucracies to replicate themselves, and in part because of the wickets (including joint service) all have to pass through, is making it hard to reach deep and promote exceptional talent to the very top.6




Cohen made a related point about the dysfunctional nature of routinized bureaucratic review. He noted the example of the military’s Quadrennial Defense Review System, “which consumes vast quantities of labor in the Pentagon and much wasted emotional energy as well, [and] seems to be predicated on the notion that the world will cooperate with our four-year review cycle.” Moreover, “most public documents, to include the National Security Strategy of the United States, are the vapid products of committees.”7

These reviews, Cohen noted, are often instantly obsolete because of the rapidly shifting dynamics of global politics. The same could be said of legislative and executive post-hoc reviews of events like 9/11 or Benghazi. They consume vast resources and energy, and provide limited insight or oversight—even when their ambitions extend beyond simple finger pointing. They may publicize problems in the bureaucratic process. But they rarely illuminate or spark significant, lasting change.

In a similar fashion, strategic assessments process the configuration of threats, actors, and potential forms of conflict through the lens of familiar analogs. They are then slotted into traditional boxes in which major strategies reside. It would be an overstatement to suggest that there is never any variance. But America’s likely response is shaped by a combination of the rhetoric of policymakers and the standard operating procedures of the military’s bureaucracy.

In this chapter, we outline the major strands of contemporary US grand strategy and identify the conditions under which each one is employed by policymakers and, ultimately, the US military. Each of the six main strategies is illustrated in subsequent chapters with maritime cases drawn from the experience of the sea services.

We have two objectives. The first is to note that grand strategists establish priorities, the primary form and source of threat, the character of the opposition, and the dominant form of conflict that the military will encounter. We briefly lay out the variants in the next section. Each of these main types of grand strategy should result in a distinctive profile and repertoire of action. In fact, as we will show, the United States Navy (USN) often pursues each of these strategies simultaneously.

Our second goal is to explain why such a variety of strategies are used, and why that variation is inevitable. We argue that, by prioritizing specific threats, all advocates of these competing formulations of grand strategy try to “shoe horn” the world into their prescribed approach. They largely ignore operational requisites, unknown factors, and the messy business of politics—domestic, bureaucratic, and organizational.

Domestic politics involves the push and pull between different constituencies: politicians seeking to address public concerns by offering rhetorical but often vacuous responses; policymakers attempting to impose dominant but ill-suited strategic principles; and military officials who are pragmatic problem solvers well aware of operational limitations. Military officials alone attempt to adapt to the problem they face, the resources at their disposal, and the limitations inherent in existing domestic and international institutions.

These domestic debates vary in scope. Some are narrowly confined to a community of senior officials, strategic experts, lawyers, and military personnel, passing under the radar of media and congressional scrutiny. Others are more expansive, more public, and more belligerent. But in no case is decision making merely nominal, nor is it confined to a debate among policymakers (as much of the grand strategy literature implies). Legislators, commanders close to the action, and pundits weigh in with their opinions.

America operates six parallel strategies by necessity. Collectively, they stray too far afield to be amenable to any one guiding principle beyond the obvious: pursuing America’s national security interests. In effect, contingent circumstances demand a degree of strategic flexibility that is at odds with any single grand theory. Flexibility entails a calibration of strategy to meet a specific threat under specific circumstances—a calibration that is sacrificed by any unified approach. One size—one grand strategy—does not fit all. But the six strategies we describe define the most prevalent options.8


The Biases of Grand Strategists

All grand strategies make a series of deductive assumptions, notably about the key actors, their relationship, and the appropriate content of a grand strategy. Furthermore, they make choices about the form and source of threats, and how best to respond to them. In doing so they sacrifice flexibility for what proponents characterize as consistency, clarity, and principled policy. Finally, all formulations, by definition, imply cause-and-effect relationships between vision, strategy, policy, and operations. Or as military strategists describe it, between ways, means, and ends.

Our intent is not to misrepresent matters: many proponents of grand strategy do recognize the contingencies that will, from time-to-time, influence capacity to implement any principle.9 Yet after declaring that contingencies do exist, they proceed largely to ignore them. And, intellectually and organizationally, the key is how each approach builds a dominant strategy.10 There are three main ways in which these strategies are organized. Each one divides into two different formulations, and that gives us the six distinct strategic options on which we focus.


HEGEMONY

This first form comes in two variants that have commonly vied for supremacy in the American debate. “Primacist” forms are commonly associated with American unilateralism. They are highly assertive, coercive, and often confrontational. Such policies show scant regard for the requisites of international law and thus largely ignore “lawfare”—the use of international legal regulation and instruments (such as the International Criminal Court) to prosecute claims and delegitimate behavior.11 Primacy is mainly used when dealing unilaterally with territorially defined enemies. Examples include strategic action against countries within the Western Hemisphere during the period of “Gunboat Diplomacy”12 and more recent unilateral military interventions in Granada and Panama.13 In the twenty-first century, it has included a neoconservative nation-building variant, in the invasions of Afghanistan and then Iraq.14 The Obama administration did not embrace this strategy, but it responded to China’s newly declared sovereign zone around recently constructed islands in the South China Sea by sending an American destroyer through those waters. Their response was unilateral, used military means, challenged the territorial claim of another state, and—despite American denials—was legally controversial.15 For Primacists, the United States serves as the world’s sheriff or policeman because of its supposedly “indispensable status” in maintaining system stability.16

The second variant of Hegemony, what we describe as a Leadership strategy (and others label “cooperative security”), is a traditionally liberal coalition in which the United States assumes a primus inter pares role as a matter of entitlement.17 Proponents often depict this strategy as benign and respectful of other actors and of national sovereignty. Moreover, they claim that American Hegemony generates public goods that address collective action problems, whether through ad hoc coalition building (such as the first Gulf War), the creation of international institutions (such as the World Bank), or formal alliance structures (such as NATO).18 Prescribed policies are activist, interventionist, and explicitly promote values such as liberal capitalism and democracy. Having abandoned a broadly Primacist approach in the Middle East, the Obama-inspired, American-led initiative in negotiating the multilateral Iran nuclear agreement of 2015 provides an example of a Leadership strategy. Opponents of the negotiations wanted to coerce or bomb Iran.19 In contrast, the P5+1 (the five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council plus Germany) negotiations with Iran assumed that other major powers and the United Nations concurred on objectives and processes. The eventual agreement prioritized shared long-term security concerns among the United States’ multilateral partners rather than short-term concerns such as Iran’s militant regional activities and threats against Israel.20

Both Primacist and Leadership grand strategies can be treated as variants of Hegemony because they rely on American global dominance. Yet in addition to unilateralist or multilateralist leanings, they differ in several notable ways. First, the Primacist approach tends toward short-term, resource-intensive, relativist policy in confronting America’s adversaries, even if some proponents advocate a long-term process of what critics regard as neoconservative empire building.21 By contrast, Leadership proponents are inclined to embed American interests in a broader fabric, relying more on global institution building rather than redesign individual countries employing a rule-based system.22 This approach demonstrates a greater tactical capacity for employing elements of lawfare than its Prima-cist counterpart.

Ultimately, the multilateralist variant aims to secure greater legitimacy for American policies, both domestically and internationally. It tolerates more free riding by others, because the United States generates an absolute gain. “Burden sharing” is often demanded rhetorically, but the United States invariably assumes a disproportionate share of costs. Washington pays that price because it gets to set the agenda, initiates policy, has clearly preferred outcomes, and is often seen by partners as committed to implementation. The United States may claim that other states want to be led and want the shared benefits of American policies, but often such claims veil coercive American behavior. One example is John Ikenberry’s characterization of America’s postwar agreement with Western European states as benign and welcomed, when some European historians of the period suggest quite the opposite.23

Primacist policies engage other states mainly through the use of military power, whereas the Leadership variant engages with a more diverse set of actors, including international and regional organizations. In 2012, Anne-Marie Slaughter offered a conception of grand strategy for a world composed of networks of both state and nonstate actors. According to Slaughter:



The most important shift for America is not the rise of China and the realignment of power in the international system, but rather the ubiquity and density of global networks. Existing grand strategies … assume a world of states acting essentially as unitary actors with defined military, economic and diplomatic strategies. States certainly continue to exist and to play essential roles in the international system. However, even if they are the principal actors in the international system, they now act side by side with many types of social actors who are able to come together and act independently on the world stage. The resulting system is messy, complex and frustrating.24




Slaughter suggests that the task of strategic planners is to prioritize issue areas and to locate the United States as the dominant strategic actor at the center of a hub-and-spoke system.25

These two variants of hegemonic strategies lead to different outcomes, exemplified by the 1991 Persian Gulf War and the 2003 invasion of Iraq. George H. W. Bush’s administration received the support of the United Nations for the 1991 intervention. His administration worked assiduously to build an able and cohesive coalition to fight the war, with significant burden sharing. George W. Bush’s administration, in contrast, ignored the UN’s objections in 2003 and prosecuted the Iraq War with limited military assistance from America’s usual partners (principally the United Kingdom) and virtually no support from other countries in the region. The Persian Gulf War resulted in the removal of Iraqi forces from Kuwait and the withdrawal of allied combat troops; the Iraq conflict engendered a war from which America has proved unable to extricate itself, even as its partners departed.




SPONSORSHIP

Sponsorship strategies involve the provision of material and moral resources in support of policies largely advocated and initiated by other actors, whether states, global or regional institutions, or nonstate actors. Sponsorship strategies are disproportionately multilateral because of the global nature of the threats they seek to address. When adopting Sponsorship strategies, the United States foregoes the benefits of agenda setting. Such strategies are therefore reactive not proactive from an American perspective. Moreover, the resulting policies generally retain a low profile in the policy discourse, often involving the routine implementation of ongoing, long-standing objectives. Yet the fact that these strategies are neither sensational nor high-profile makes them no less important to national security.

Signature examples include cooperative policing of the global commons, such as antipiracy efforts and campaigns against the smuggling of fissile materials (discussed in chapter 6). They also involve protecting civilians, often in the provision of logistical, intelligence, or tactical support for humanitarian interventions.26 The United States incurs a political cost because it is not seen to lead, even when playing an invaluable supportive role. Still, it may be rewarded by getting what it wants. Both points were made by Obama about the invasion of Libya when interviewed by Jeffrey Goldberg:



Of France, he said, “Sarkozy wanted to trumpet the flights he was taking in the air campaign, despite the fact that we had wiped out all the air defenses and essentially set up the entire infrastructure” for the intervention. This sort of bragging was fine, Obama said, because it allowed the U.S. to “purchase France’s involvement in a way that made it less expensive for us and less risky for us.” In other words, giving France extra credit in exchange for less risk and cost to the United States was a useful trade-off—except that “from the perspective of a lot of the folks in the foreign-policy establishment, well, that was terrible. If we’re going to do something, obviously we’ve got to be up front, and nobody else is sharing in the spotlight.”27





In practice, Sponsorship strategies divide into two groups. The first are those formal strategies that are specifically authorized by international law and protocols, such as America’s global fight against human trafficking. These cases involve a high degree of lawfare because the justification for American action is legally codified.28 Indeed, international law can be used to abrogate sovereignty, as in the case of humanitarian interventions that invoke the UN’s Responsibility to Protect doctrine.

The second are those informal strategies that respond to the requests of a looser coalition of states or policy entrepreneurs rather than being authorized by intergovernmental organizations. Here the degree of legal justification is more modest, reliant more on norms, and more susceptible to criticism from opponents. But the United States benefits from the fact that it can operate more autonomously in the absence of international law. Nonetheless, the legitimacy of American assistance is still higher than in hegemonic strategies because the United States justifies its actions on the grounds that its participation has been requested.29

Proponents of Sponsorship strategies suggest that both variants offer advantages. First, such strategies remain consistent with American interests—they should not be mistaken for altruism. Yet “national interest” here is broadly defined, often supporting universal values such as human rights and protecting vulnerable populations. The conception of interest is long-term, diffuse, and regarded as legitimate by “the international community” precisely because the United States enforces consensual global protocols and agreements advocated by others and responds to requests for assistance.30

Second, Sponsorship strategies may enhance American legitimacy because the United States is portrayed as acting as a responsible member of the international community. Some hegemonic approaches make similar claims.31 Yet their propensity to impose agendas—and to cajole or bribe allies to support them—often diminishes American legitimacy and with it the prospects of garnering support in unrelated policy areas. Sponsorship strategies demonstrate American recognition of an iterative game in which it is attempting to build a residual bank of goodwill that may translate into effective policy issue linkages later.

Third, Sponsorship strategies may reduce financial costs because they entail genuine burden sharing. “Free ridership” is not an option because others are requesting American help. A financial comparison of recent and current conflicts is illuminating. The 2003 invasion of Iraq—a quintessential outcome of a hegemonic strategy—is conservatively estimated to have cost in excess of $800 billion by 2011. By the same date, the war in Afghanistan had reputedly cost $467 billion.32 Estimates suggest the eventual costs will approach $4 trillion,33 notwithstanding that (at the time of writing) both wars continue.34 In contrast, the NATO intervention in Libya, a good example of a Sponsorship strategy, lasted only five months, from the late spring to the autumn of 2011 and cost approximately $1 billion in total.35

Daily US costs in the Afghan war (2001–14), the Iraq war (2003–14), and the campaign against ISIS during the Obama presidency (another example of Sponsorship) offer another useful metric. Estimates vary, but the Afghan war had cost well in excess of $100 million a day by 2014. The Iraq war, although shorter, cost more than $190 million a day. The US Congressional Research Service and the Department of Defense both report that by June 2015, the ISIS campaign had cost $9 million a day.36 Critics may argue that neither Libya in 2011 nor the ongoing war in Syria and Iraq has yielded the desired policy outcomes. Obama admitted as much.37 But the same was true of the Afghan and the Iraq wars.

Fourth, Sponsorship strategies reduce the likelihood of American casualties because the United States can negotiate limits on its military involvement. Such strategies are consistent with the public’s aversion to “boots on the ground.” As of May 2016, the American campaign against ISIS had consisted of an aerial offensive supplemented by the use of trainers, in contrast to the hundreds of thousands of ground forces deployed in Iraq and Afghanistan. By comparison, 4,486 US soldiers died in Iraq between 2003 and 2011 using a Primacist strategy, and another 2,372 died in Afghanistan between 2001 and 2015 using a Leadership strategy, for a total of 6,822.38 In contrast, by May 2016, only three American soldiers had been killed in Iraq in twenty months employing a Sponsorship strategy.39 At that time the White House deftly defended its approach:



Secretary Carter earlier today described this death as a combat death. That’s accurate. This was an individual who was not in a combat mission, but he was in a dangerous place. And his position came under attack. He was armed, trained, and prepared to defend himself. Unfortunately, he was killed. And he was killed in combat. But that was not part of his mission. His mission was specifically to offer advice and assistance to those Iraqi forces that were fighting for their own country.40





The decision of the Obama administration to send “fewer than fifty” special operations troops to Syria in October 2015 to train local Kurdish forces but play no “direct combat role” was consistent with an informal Sponsorship strategy.41 The first direct American casualty in Syria did not occur until November 24, 2016.42 Nonetheless, the recruitment of special operations forces and other contributions from key allies to join American forces in advising and assisting Iraqi troops continued.43

Finally, Sponsorship strategies allow for easier disengagement, partially because American credibility is not so evidently at stake as in other strategic approaches. Extricating America from Libya was simpler than Iraq because the United States was able to negotiate the terms of its participation from a position of strength. Neither conflict has been satisfactorily resolved. But one has come at a far greater cost in terms of both blood and treasure.

President Obama succinctly characterized a formal Sponsorship strategy in a 2011 interview on Libya.


So what I said at that point was, we should act as part of an international coalition. But because this is not at the core of our interests, we need to get a UN mandate; we need Europeans and Gulf countries to be actively involved in the coalition; we will apply the military capabilities that are unique to us, but we expect others to carry their weight. And we worked with our defense teams to ensure that we could execute a strategy without putting boots on the ground and without a long-term military commitment in Libya.44



Many proponents of the other forms of grand strategy oppose Sponsorship strategies because they believe that the United States should not cede any sovereignty to the UN because the organization does not serve America’s national interests.45 Furthermore, look at what happens to those Sponsorship strategies that attain a higher profile. Some are reinterpreted as examples of American Leadership, even when they are not. America’s ongoing global campaign against human trafficking is notable in this regard.46 The US State Department publishes an annual “Trafficking in Persons” report. It evaluates countries and threatens routine transgressors with sanctions. Additionally, the United States assists countries in constructing and implementing antitrafficking strategies and in building capacity through judicial and criminal reforms. The initiative is justified by global protocols originating from the United Nations’ 2000 Palermo Convention on Transnational Organized Crime. They are endorsed by a plethora of NGOs around the globe, legitimating American behavior. In any other context, such action would be characterized as a bullying abrogation of national sovereignty. But in this context, the United States can characterize itself as being a responsible global citizen.47

Other opponents criticize Sponsorship strategies either on the grounds that America fails to demonstrate Leadership, or that it is “leading from behind” and is insufficiently aggressive.48 The Libyan intervention again illustrates such criticism.49 Such comments resonate with a well-established belief that the United States should lead in agenda setting.50

Nonetheless, America’s military does routinely implement Sponsorship strategies. American politicians generally fail to recognize this fact, policy-makers fail to identify Sponsorship as a strategy unto itself, and the military fails to discuss it—to avoid any political backlash about ceding sovereignty to foreign powers.




RETRENCHMENT

This American grand strategy has been the subject of significant debate among both academics and politicians. Like Hegemony and Sponsorship, Retrenchment comes in two varieties. The first is the Isolationism advocated by several leading Republicans over the last two decades. It was a central component of Donald Trump’s presidential campaign in 2016.51 Isolationists want to withdraw US forces from overseas bases, reduce US alliance commitments, cut foreign and security military assistance programs and humanitarian aid, provide less support for international organizations, and reassert American sovereignty through stricter border control. The last item on that list is primarily intended to deal with illicit flows of people (illegal immigrants and terrorists), of arms (in practice, fissile materials to be used as WMD), and of drugs. Proponents depict these as the most pressing national security issues.52 Senator Rand Paul, in that spirit, endorsed the view that “there is no good reason for Washington to serve as the world’s policeman and many good reasons why it should cease and desist from doing so.”53

Curiously, some conservatives and right-wing populists share this position with left-leaning liberals and Marxists. The left’s variant, of course, differs in its political intent and values, but it also involves a reduction in foreign military commitments. Chalmers Johnson, for example, advocated withdrawal to avoid imperial overstretch and reduce the threat of “blow-back.”54 Among politicians, Democratic presidential candidate Bernie Sanders was an avowed opponent of the two wars with Iraq for those reasons.55 More radically, Noam Chomsky regards American interventionism as an act of military and economic domination over the Global South.56 The left and right thus arrive at similar conclusions from vastly different perspectives.

One of the few scholars to advocate Isolationism since the end of the Cold War was Eric Nordlinger in Isolationism Reconfigured.57 Nordlinger’s contribution, and its applicability to contemporary debates over grand strategy, has suffered from misunderstandings, red herrings, and in some cases, a lack of familiarity with recent historical scholarship on American Isolationism.58 Isolationism is commonly associated with the interwar period and thus with America Firsters, residual fascism and nativism, and opposition to American entry into World War II. But, as we will show, America does employ Isolationist policies to match its politicians’ populist rhetoric from Alaska’s Arctic border to southern states bordering on Mexico and facing the Caribbean. These elements resonated when then candidate Donald Trump promised that, if elected, he would construct a wall along the border with Mexico. Trump later pledged to refuse Muslims entry to the United States following an ISIS-inspired terrorist attack in San Bernardino.59 He then aggressively pursued elements of both in his first months in office. Nonetheless, Isolationism remains in disrepute among scholars and mainstream security experts, despite its appearance in the 2016 presidential campaign and the opening salvos of the Trump administration. Its populist tones resonate with the electorate but key aspects of its implementation will be challenging.

Several scholars have advocated a far less controversial variant known as “Restraint.” Restraint is at the forefront of current debates on grand strategy. Proponents of Restraint generally prescribe narrowing America’s international goals, limiting global engagement, and using the military sparingly. The origins of recent scholarship on this variant lie in work on selective engagement, offshore balancing, and the “Come Home, America” position.60 Christopher Layne, for example, advocates offshore balancing, to transition from the twentieth-century grand strategy of preponderance to one “minimizing the risk of U.S. involvement in great power war (possibly nuclear), and enhancing America’s relative power position in the international system.”61 Layne concludes that offshore balancing will allow the United States to reduce its land forces while maintaining “robust nuclear deterrence, air power, and—most important—overwhelming naval power.”62 Eugene Gholz, Daryl Press, and Harvey Sapolsky likewise argue for “a significant reduction in the number of active duty forces and a significant reduction in America’s overseas military presence.”63 And Stephen Walt, in the aftermath of 9/11, provided a concrete suggestion in this spirit: that the United States devolve security issues to regional organizations or locally powerful states.64

More recently, Barry Posen has combined aspects of selective engagement and Isolationism.65 His analysis is predicated on the historical example of British nineteenth-century maritime strategy, one entailing a “command of the commons.” Today that includes the air, space, and sea, but remains primarily command of the sea. It allows for flexibility and responsiveness in addressing emergent threats. Posen judges the number of serious threats to US interests to be small and believes they can be addressed “with subtlety and moderation.”66

He offers both a fiscal and a moral defense of his position. The resultant reduction, preponderantly in ground forces, will generate savings for the defense budget. It will reduce the incidence and cost of American intervention and subsequent entanglement, avoiding links to “reckless” allies. Moreover, he contends that it is consistent with democratic values because of its transparency and responsiveness to public opinion. Finally, he argues, Restraint is ethically consistent with a “just war” doctrine, more so than hegemonic options, because preventative war is morally questionable and a recourse to war should be a last course of action.67

A “command of the commons” approach is consistent with the American propensity to undertake “freedom of navigation” operations around the globe. It is one that the USN’s senior officers enthusiastically support. As Admiral Harry B. Harris, when head of the United States Pacific Command, said on a visit to Beijing soon after the initial US naval incursion into China’s self-proclaimed sovereign zone around Subi Reef in the South China Sea, “We’ve been conducting freedom of navigation operations all over the world for decades, so no one should be surprised by them…. The South China Sea is not, and will not be, an exception.”68 With over 100,000 ships traveling through the South China Sea annually, it is exactly the kind of chokepoint that the United States protects as part of a Restraint strategy that defines global commerce and military access as key components of national security.

This description of the three major approaches to US grand strategy is simplified, of course (and we have offered a more systematic tabulation in appendix 1). But ultimately each configures differently, and the policies that are actually implemented differ as well. We recognize that each approach provides benefits and generates costs—although none seem to lead to unmitigated policy successes. So, we do not prescribe any of them. Our goal, rather, is to show that each strategy is used in a particular context. In the next section, we address the question of why a particular strategy is chosen.






Domestic Politics and the Messy Business of Choosing Strategies

Most scholars understand that American grand strategy is neither a function of the international environment nor the ideational interpretation of that environment. Policymakers are not stupid. They often concur with the notion that operational contingencies may significantly modify strategic responses. Yet they rarely recognize that such modifiers may effectively subvert the very notion of a single grand strategy. And they generally ignore potentially critical intervening factors, especially the influence of the policy organizations charged with implementing strategy.69

More than twenty years ago, Richard Rosecrance and Arthur Stein argued that domestic factors had been neglected as determinants of grand strategy.70 We agree. American strategy is constrained, shaped, and implemented by domestic institutions, bureaucratic-organizational dynamics, domestic politics, and strategic cultures. In sum, military strategies are as subject to domestic influences as other policies. Yet as Robert Putnam noted: “It is fruitless to debate whether domestic politics really determine international relations, or the reverse. The answer to that question is clearly ‘Both, sometimes.’ The more interesting questions are ‘When?’ and ‘How?’”71 These are the questions we address in examining what the USN does. Military leaders, under the direction of, and often in collaboration with, civilian leaders, craft strategies that address problems in terms of the character of the threat, the nature of the adversary, and the kind of conflict that they will likely face in the theater of operations. But those strategies are determined within a political context. Military officers can give their civilian counterparts advice but nonetheless remain acutely aware of the imperatives within which they have to operate—for example, not committing to combat operations or only providing trainers to assist local forces.

For the USN, this may mean shadowing ships suspected of carrying contraband but not boarding them—an example we discuss in chapter 6 where we examine the Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI). In such cases, the USN often provides actionable intelligence to allied or partner navies, coast guards, or border patrols who then operate under their own domestic laws to search, seize, and prosecute weapons traffickers. In the PSI case, the USN objected to policymakers about performing this intelligence function. The objections were simply ignored—purportedly in the service of the greater good of reducing proliferation.

Our goal is to explain diverse patterns of behavior, not build theory or prescribe policy. But a focus on military effectiveness and civil-military relations helps bridge the divide between grand theory, where so much appears logically possible, and operational limitations, where so much obviously is not possible. We examine how politics, strategy, and operations interact. Specifically, we want to know how military leaders view the prospects for achieving national objectives, whether through the use or threat of force, or the use of combat units for MOOTW.




Military Effectiveness and the Domestic Politics of Strategic Planning

Studies of military effectiveness traditionally examine how states achieve victory in warfare.72 This research concentrates on variables such as regime type, societal characteristics, military culture, state structure, and organizational imperatives to explain why some military forces are successful in fighting wars.73 Much of it concludes that the US military has been ineffective since the first Gulf War. Neither the Afghan nor Iraq wars can be considered victories. The Taliban government was overthrown and many leaders of al Qaeda, principally Osama bin Laden, have been killed. But both the Taliban and al Qaeda continue to fight, and internal stability remains elusive. Similarly, Saddam Hussein’s regime was successfully dismantled. But the country remains an unstable battlefield between ISIS and the Iraqi government, a bastion of terrorism, and Iran has increased its power and influence. Meanwhile, military operations have assassinated terrorist leaders and disrupted cells in countries such as the Philippines, Yemen, and Nigeria. Few, if any, American officials regard the former Global War on Terror as a victory.

Perhaps the reverse is true: the US military is most effective when it serves as a deterrent to war. Put simply, military victory is not a way to measure military effectiveness. In the spirit of Liddell Hart, we suggest that military effectiveness involves peacetime operations as much as wartime ones.

In contrast to the traditional approach, we argue that a study of military effectiveness should examine, first and foremost, how military forces serve America’s national interests in war and peace, especially in the peacetime operations awkwardly categorized as MOOTW. The unadorned truth is that American military forces serve a wide range of policy ends that only occasionally involve combat. Moreover, military leaders are not always passive recipients of the ways and means of grand strategy. They often participate in the decision-making process, if only to outline operational limitations and preferences. This distinction becomes blurred when military leaders assume positions of authority normally reserved for civilians, as in the Trump administration. Nonetheless, even in more conventional times civilian leaders, seeking to understand what is possible, consult military leaders about strategy, operations, and tactics. The military, in essence, tries to link together the desirable and the possible within a defined operational context.

Finally, bureaucratic limitations apply here. Modern military operations are most often, in military terminology, “joint, combined, and inter-agency.” In short, to complete their assigned missions, each American military service—Navy, Marine Corps, Air Force, Army, and Coast Guard—often have to cooperate: with their fellow services, the militaries of allies and coalition partners, and other US government agencies such as the Central Intelligence Agency, the National Security Agency, and the departments of State, Justice, and Homeland Security.74

Elements of research on military effectiveness, broadly defined, have much to offer grand strategy debates that operate at a level of abstraction far removed from operational complexities. Several specific strands offer useful insights into how strategy is developed and implemented.

The first is the focus on civil-military relations found in the classic works of Samuel Huntington and Morris Janowitz. They emphasize both the importance of military autonomy and, in democratic regimes, civilian control over the military.75 The unresolved tension between the civilian and military leadership helps us understand the limitations of deductive grand strategy approaches. Elected politicians generally assume that military leaders have the professional expertise required to provide overall guidance for national security (and thus the policies adopted) and solutions to particular security challenges.76 The military leadership is, of course, occasionally ignored. Martin Dempsey (in his capacity as Chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff) told a congressional committee in 2015 that American forces might be needed to fight alongside “moderate” forces in Syria. He said, “If the commander on the ground approaches either me or the secretary of defense and believes that the introduction of special operations forces to accompany Iraqis or the new Syrian forces, or JTACS, these skilled folks who can call in close-air support, if we believe that’s necessary to achieve our objectives, we will make that recommendation.”77 Dempsey’s comments reflected a rift between the Obama administration and the military leadership about the appropriate strategy to fight ISIS.78 So he may well have taken some satisfaction from the fact that, after he retired, the President implemented his recommendations and deployed special operations forces to Syria.79 As this example demonstrates, the consequences are often dysfunctional when the military’s advice is ignored.

A second theme in the military effectiveness literature examines the significance of organizational factors in determining victory in wars, conflicts, and individual battles. High-quality institutional arrangements—for example, those capable of generating innovative technologies and doctrines—lead to positive results both on the battlefield and in fulfilling the state’s large political-military objectives.80

Assembling suitable data for such studies is often problematic, as is research on the impact of the military on the implementation of any grand strategy. And the problem is exacerbated in low-profile peacetime operations. Tensions between the advice of military professionals and the desires of political leaders rarely reach the national press. That is why the media likes to interview former military officials: they are more likely to stray from official policy. In September 2014, recently retired (and now Defense Secretary) Marine Corps General James Mattis illustrated this tendency when criticizing the Obama White House strategy in Iraq and Syria, in testimony before the House Intelligence Committee. Mattis suggested that “half-hearted or tentative efforts, or airstrikes alone, can backfire on us and actually strengthen our foes’ credibility…. We may not wish to reassure our enemies in advance that they will not see American boots on the ground.”81 The military’s active leadership is generally more diplomatic.

When disagreements between civilian leaders and military leaders are revealed, they are couched in language that obscures rather than illuminates. Consider, for example, common complaints about military “readiness.”82 Military leaders periodically lament that some development is negatively affecting readiness. By this they generally mean that the entire force or some subset (such as the “properly trained” pilots or “properly maintained” aircraft) is unprepared for war. This lack of preparedness is linked to possible defeats during combat or, less commonly, an inability to perform some more modest peacetime mission.

Readiness concerns often serve as a substitute for criticisms about the nature of a particular mission the military is being asked to perform or a controversial priority from political leaders. At the end of the Clinton presidency, for example, the RAND Corporation published a report with a chapter on readiness that specified the dilemma as follows: “The United States could fight and win the major wars, but it had trouble preparing for the big ones while executing a variety of small operations.”83 The subtext was evident: in the aftermath of massive budgetary cutbacks, the authors questioned whether it was possible to conduct peacekeeping and peace enforcement missions without additional resources.

More recently, both senior military officers and politicians (both Democrats and Republicans) have criticized the impact of sequestration on military readiness. In congressional testimony in 2015, the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Jonathan Greenert, claimed that “those hits [from sequestration budget cuts], if you will, will take place in our ability to respond, to supplement those forces forward. And [if] those forces forward won’t be as modern as they need to be, we’ll have dramatic decreases in modernization.”84 Underlying these criticisms are more serious divisions about what the military should and should not do. In a show of solidarity, Christine Wormuth, Deputy Undersecretary of Defense for Strategy, Plans, and Force Development, and Admiral James A. Winnefeld Jr., Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, warned that under sequestration, “the United States would likely need to count more on allied and partner contributions in future confrontations and conflicts, assuming they would be willing and able to act in support of shared interests.”85 Some approaches to grand strategy—Sponsorship or Retrenchment—would view the impact of sequestration on US relations with its allies as positive because they want to encourage greater collaboration or circumspection. There is no latitude for free riding. But for some officers and DoD officials, anything adversely affecting the ability of the United States to act unilaterally when necessary (such as in a high-end war with China) is undesirable. Officially the Navy and other services disavow the ability or desire to operate alone;86 unofficially, many share Robert Kaplan’s assessment that



military multilateralism in the Pacific will nevertheless be constrained by the technical superiority of U.S. forces; it will be difficult to develop bilateral training missions with Asian militaries that are not making the same investments in high-tech equipment that we are. A classic military lesson is that technological superiority does not always confer the advantages one expects. Getting militarily so far ahead of everyone else in the world creates a particular kind of loneliness.87





Cordial and productive civil-military relations are important for shaping strategic choices. Yet the preferences of strategists and politicians will often run afoul of the military’s judgment—and vice versa. Evidence of conflicts or disarray will, however, appear modest, hidden behind more acceptable debates about “readiness.” Evidence of disputes concerning MOOTW cases often lack the deep, vocal, public, documented disagreements between operational experts and politicians that we expect to see during international crises and in wartime.88 Military officials are generally excluded from these discussions. On occasion, however, the military is more vocal and the fissures more evident, as General Dempsey’s controversial comment illustrates. Wherever possible, we chronicle such disputes.

In the chapters that follow we look at a variety of maritime operations. They reflect the diverse strategies represented in the debates among grand strategists. Each chapter examines one variant of each formulation. These operations illustrate issues that are generally regarded as among the most salient to national security: WMD proliferation, “commanding the commons,” ensuring critical sea access through chokepoints, fighting piracy and terrorism, addressing the rise of a potential global challenger, and defending the homeland through border control.

In none of these cases, we will show, were grand strategic imperatives determinative. Rather, each strategic choice was a product of a combination of factors. Some factors were external—the type of threat, the actors, the character of any prospective conflict. These dictated the operational imperatives facing officers in the field. These operational limitations were, however, tied to domestic debates between policymakers and the military. In some cases, the military was able to participate in those debates; in others, they were not. In some cases, the contribution of military officials proved significant; in others, nominal. In all cases the operations were consistent with one possible grand strategy—and defied the logic of the others.










CHAPTER 3

A Maritime Strategy of Primacy in the Persian Gulf


This broader understanding of America’s interests, this ideal of world order, has defined our global leadership since 1945. But what Reagan and America’s best leaders have also understood is that our ideals do not advance or defend themselves. That takes realism. And it takes power and influence of all kinds—diplomatic, economic, moral, and yes, military. Because when aggressive rulers or violent fanatics threaten our ideals, our interests, our allies, and us—what ultimately makes the difference between war and peace, tragedy and triumph, is not good intentions, or strong words, or a grand coalition. It is the capability, credibility, and global reach of American hard power.

—Senator John McCain when receiving the Peace through Strength award at the Reagan National Defense Forum in Simi Valley, California, November 15, 2014



Primacy has become the default option of American academics and policy-makers who deliberate over grand strategy, largely because of its use during the Cold War.1 Primacy entails the extended projection of power, and with it comes inherent logistical and technological problems. It is no surprise that the United States maintained more than seven hundred overseas military and intelligence bases during the Cold War. By 2015 this number had declined, for several reasons: force reductions, consolidation, and the fact that fewer countries are willing to host large numbers of US military personnel. The Department of Defense then reported that it was still maintaining 587 sites for the armed services, of which 150 supported naval forces.2

This network of bases is crucial to America’s ability to operate overseas.3 But for all their importance in projecting US power and maintaining American commitments, overseas bases carry significant costs. They are vulnerable to attack from air, land, and sea. And host nations may even decide—as did the Philippines in the 1970s—that they no longer want an American presence. The eventual reversal of that decision in 2012 (and threatened rereversal by President Duterte in late 2016) only serves to demonstrate the fragility of basing agreements.

Bases are expensive. Some host nations, like Germany and Japan, subsidize American bases and even the costs of maintaining American forces. In others, the American taxpayer bears the burden. The United States invests millions of dollars in infrastructure and pumps still more into the local economy to fund support services. Most, if not all, of that investment is lost when its forces leave.4

Worse still, bases can be a source of contention with hosts. Politics get in the way, even when dealing with allies. Famously, three weeks before the planned 2003 invasion of Iraq, NATO ally Turkey refused to allow American ground troops from the Fourth Infantry Division to invade northern Iraq from its territory, thereby delaying and disrupting the invasion.5 American strategists and planners fear that the United States will expend vast resources, only to discover that a particular base has limited utility when it is most needed.

Recognizing these problems, American strategists have long sought solutions. Characteristically, they have looked for technological solutions—even when such “solutions” are conceptually suspect and not feasible in terms of cost and engineering. Perhaps the most persistent example is the fascination of the US Navy and Marine Corps with the idea of sea bases. “Sea basing, loosely defined, is the capability to sustain, protect and project offensive and defensive military forces at and from the sea without reliance on landward infrastructures.”6 According to the Defense Science Board, sea basing is “a hybrid system of systems consisting of concepts of operations, ships, forces, offensive and defensive weapons, aircraft, communications, and logistics, all of which involve careful planning, coordination, and exercising to operate smoothly.”7 In the words of former Chief of Naval Operations Vernon Clark, sea bases present a “sovereign, maneuverable capability to project power.”8 But smaller “lily-pads,” or even an enormous “afloat forward staging base, a modified Maersk S-class container ship,” remain elusive.9 New, highly capable platform ships like the recently launched San Antonio-class amphibious transport dock have been developed. Each is a nearly seven-hundred-foot behemoth that carries a crew plus seven hundred troops and up to five MV-22 Osprey vertical lift aircraft—at a cost of approximately $1.5 billion. But these platforms are modest compared to some prominent visions.

The impetus to find a technological, sea-based solution to basing accelerated during the Iraq war. “The Turks did us a big favor in pushing the sea basing concept,” argued one Marine colonel in 2004. “Our most reliable ally became an issue. Sea basing is expensive, but compared to the $26 billion we were prepared to give to Turkey, this is dimes on the dollar,” he added.10 Even if the more futuristic versions are not feasible, proponents argue, perhaps modified versions are.

The basing debate has had significant implications in perennial hotspots like the Persian Gulf, which ranks among the top places where sea basing might be attractive. The United States first recognized the Middle East’s military importance during World War II. Since 1945, the challenges have multiplied. They now include projecting and sustaining regional power throughout the Middle East and North Africa; allowing American and allied forces to transit the region; protecting oil and gas fields as well as their critical infrastructures; and supporting a variety of actors ranging from states like Saudi Arabia to groups such as the Peshmerga in Iraq. With all of its onshore problems, the Middle East appears to be a likely candidate for offshore basing.

Unsurprisingly, a variety of theorists, futurists, and contractors have encouraged the US Navy to consider stationing American forces offshore—either inside the Strait of Hormuz or, better yet, on the open seas. Advocates argue that the ability to operate from “over the horizon” would provide both a continuous, guaranteed presence (at a convenient distance) while sustaining a real military capability. The United States would have less need to accommodate the demands of unstable host governments and far greater freedom for its forces to operate whenever, wherever, and for whatever reason. The idea is especially alluring for Primacist strategies that rely less on collaboration and value American freedom of action.

Unfortunately, the difficulties of large-scale sea basing became quickly apparent. Futuristic visions of sea bases that resemble floating space stations soon gave way to physical and budgetary realities. By 2005, Admiral Mike Mullen, then Chief of Naval Operations, argued that the concept of sea basing itself was open to interpretation. It might instead, according to Mullen, be defined as “a group of ships.”11 In effect, Admiral Mullen was acknowledging that building artificial structures to station American forces where the United States has strategic interests was dauntingly expensive, an engineering nightmare, and (just as important) a tactical and operational mistake. Large, stationary, or even slow-moving sea bases would be highly vulnerable to air and missile barrages, swarming attacks by small boats, and terrorism.12

Two things became clear. The military planners’ fascination with technological solutions to operational problems often leads to an obsession with massive acquisition programs. It is consistent with a culture that believes that “if we can first imagine the solution, then we can build it,” regardless of the costs or feasibility. And a second thing became just as clear: despite an occasional debate about the need for a continued US military presence in the Persian Gulf and the Middle East, that presence will continue to require bases ashore. There is no feasible technological alternative.


From British Presence to American Primacy in the Persian Gulf

The Persian Gulf is big—about six hundred miles long—and encompasses approximately 97,000 square miles. But Persian Gulf waters are relatively shallow with a maximum depth of 90 meters and an average of 50 meters. At its western end is the Shatt al-Arab river delta, an outlet for the Euphrates and the Tigris which divides Iran and Iraq. At the eastern end is the Strait of Hormuz, the Persian Gulf’s narrowest point—about thirty-five miles wide. Iran, Oman, and the United Arab Emirates claim territorial waters in the strait. To complicate matters, the entire gulf is bordered by eight sovereign states: Iran, Iraq, Oman, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Bahrain, and Kuwait.

What makes the Persian Gulf significant for international security? It provides access to a set of countries that collectively produce 25 percent of the world’s crude oil and hold nearly two-thirds of the world’s petroleum reserves. About 40 percent of the world’s oil tanker traffic passes through the Strait of Hormuz every year.13 Furthermore, anyone wanting direct access to Iraq or Iran from the sea must pass through the strait and then the confined, shallow waters of the gulf.

From the eighteenth century until World War II, Great Britain was the dominant power in the Persian Gulf. It guarded its commercial interests and helped protect the commercial waterways linking the region to India and the rim lands of the Indian Ocean, using the Royal Navy, judicious arrangements with local rulers, and the occasional intervention of the British Army or imperial troops from India. The Suez Canal’s opening in 1869 enhanced the significance of the gulf in the global economy and as a trade route.

During World War II, the United States co-located its forces with the British and reached its own agreements with local rulers to establish facilities in the region.14 When World War II concluded, Britain attempted to maintain its traditional role and exclude other powers from the regional security balance. Yet “there was only one exception to the British policy of excluding other external forces. The US Navy was permitted in 1949 to share the Jufayr [sic] base at Bahrain. The American naval force was never more than a token one, even after the Suez crisis of 1956. It was intended, one must assume, to shore up the military credibility of Britain as the chief guardian of Western oil interests in the Gulf.”15 Even with its wide-ranging security responsibilities in the region, Britain’s postwar presence was never very large. It maintained a regional headquarters at Aden, along with two army battalions and several Royal Air Force (RAF) bases. The RAF bases each housed two fighter squadrons, along with one-and-a-half transport squadrons, one squadron of support helicopters, and several long-range maritime reconnaissance aircraft. The entire ground force was composed of six thousand British troops. Bahrain was a miniature bastion for the Royal Navy. No more than a handful of Royal Navy ships were in the gulf at any given time, as officials assumed they could send vessels from elsewhere in the event of a crisis.16

Yet the debilitating world war had diminished Britain’s ability to maintain its empire. By 1968, Britain could no longer afford the political, diplomatic, and military costs of its continued stewardship of the Persian Gulf. In 1971 the Royal Navy withdrew. Nonetheless, with the global economy booming, and with it an increased demand for fossil fuels, the gulf’s importance to both the global economy and security architecture grew.17 The gulf’s oil production was rising, and it was projected to continue to rise until the end of the twentieth century.18 Britain’s withdrawal left a power vacuum in an increasingly critical region.19

In 1949 the American small naval presence at Juffair consisted of rented office space.20 It had no permanent presence until the flagship USS Valcour was stationed in the gulf in 1961.21 But the nearest full-service American naval base was nearly three thousand miles away. Even port calls by American vessels were complicated by local requirements.22




Land Basing Becomes a Reality

With the withdrawal of British forces, the United States negotiated with the Bahraini government to take over Britain’s former facility. Land basing, albeit on a small scale, became a reality. It did not seem particularly important at the time. But eventually the USN’s presence would prove instrumental in molding America’s relationships with gulf governments. As Gordon and Trainor note in discussing Bahrain, the USN is “proud that the American naval relationship with the small Gulf state predated the opening of the US embassy.”23

In 1971, the American presence was no more than a light footprint. By 1979 it was approaching dominance. In the interim, the United States pursued what was termed the Nixon Doctrine—a bargain between the United States and local governments in a region considered to be of critical importance to American national security.24 In essence, the United States would uphold treaty obligations and provide military and economic assistance to regional partners. In return, those partners would maintain sufficient military capabilities to ensure domestic stability, dominate local forces that might destabilize the region, and in extremis help resist Soviet aggression. For much of the period, the doctrine rested on a “twin pillar policy” in which the United States relied on Saudi Arabia and Iran to provide regional security. Indeed, Iran was initially thought to hold the key. American policy tilted to more of a balance between the two only after the 1973 oil shock demonstrated the importance of Saudi Arabia. The petroleum wealth of Iran and Saudi Arabia also allowed them to make large-scale arms purchases from the United States, which at least in theory, would improve their military capabilities and interoperability with American systems.

The current American approach in the Persian Gulf—Primacy with a focus on keeping the Strait of Hormuz open to international commerce—dates from two events in 1979: the Iranian revolution and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. These events prompted the Carter Doctrine in the president’s 1980 State of the Union address: “Let our position be absolutely clear: An attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States of America, and such an assault will be repelled by any means necessary, including military force.”25

To give teeth to the new doctrine, the United States established a Rapid Deployment Joint Task Force in 1980. It grew into the unified US Central Command (CENTCOM) in 1983. CENTCOM, headquartered in Tampa, Florida, rather than in the region, is now responsible for 20 countries comprising “4 million square miles and populated by more than 550 million people from 22 ethnic groups, speaking 18 languages.”26.

President Jimmy Carter also issued a secret directive committing the nation to keep the Persian Gulf safe for commercial traffic and ensure the strait could not be closed by either local or extraregional powers. The directive specifically “authorized the Pentagon to use force to prevent Iran from closing the Strait of Hormuz to oil exports.”27 Just days before President Ronald Reagan assumed office, Carter’s National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski issued Presidential Directive/NSC 63, the “Persian Gulf Security Framework,” linking the growing American military presence to the free flow of oil and an overarching regional strategy.28 Indeed, as Bruce Kunihom suggests, “The Reagan administration essentially sought to consolidate the security framework initiated by the Carter administration”: continuing to rely on Saudi Arabia while also investing in the smaller gulf states as well as countries that might serve as launch points for direct American intervention.29 Reagan’s corollary to the Carter Doctrine held that United States would not allow Saudi Arabia to become another Iran.30 It would seek a level of intimacy with the Saudi regime beyond what it had enjoyed with the Pahlavi regime and surround the country with friendly states that would amplify US access to the region.

American involvement in the Persian Gulf expanded greatly between 1980 and 1987, with the US Navy committing to protect maritime traffic inside the gulf and through the strait. This commitment was put to the test during the Iran-Iraq War.30 During the “Tanker War” each side attempted to deny the other financial resources by preventing the export of oil and gas. More than 450 attacks took place against international shipping—until the United States devised a scheme in 1987 to temporarily “flag” commercial vessels and then provide protection using its naval forces.31 (International lawyers disputed the right of the United States to flag and protect shipping owned and operated by other countries.32 This secondary issue generated lawsuits and legal wrangling over transit rights through the Strait of Hormuz.)33

Resolution of the Tanker War allowed American naval forces to stand down temporarily from their direct policing role. But it also demonstrated how even modest threats and even more modest attacks could disrupt global commerce and provoke a strong response from the United States. Naval planners subsequently debated what to do if Iran or Iraq mounted a sustained effort to disrupt maritime commerce. From a commercial and economic perspective, such action seemed highly unlikely. But given the value of energy exports to all gulf economies, the possibility remained alive, especially given the widespread discussion of regime change against both Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and Iran’s revolutionary government. Either state might pressure the United States and the global community. Either state might act if the alternative was to lose power or, in the case of Iran, if the United States launched airstrikes against its nuclear facilities.

Concerns about possible disruption to energy flows, however exaggerated, continued to fester, prompting the United States to consolidate its military presence. By 1999 the huge American base, now known as Naval Support Activity Bahrain, assumed a new mission: to support American ships and remote sites throughout the region and into the Indian Ocean. With the Iraq invasion in 2003 and various diplomatic crises between the United States and Iran, planners and strategists worried about a disruption of energy flows.

America’s Persian Gulf security policy was often subordinated in this period to the problem of Iraq: first driving Saddam Hussein out of Kuwait, then keeping him contained using sanctions, no-fly zones, and surveillance. Saddam, of course, was defeated and his regime overthrown in 2003 with Operation Iraqi Freedom.34 Unfortunately, US policy toward Iran suffered from inattention for much of the two-term administration of George W. Bush, despite the “on to Tehran” fantasies of a small group of American strategists.35 But the Navy remained responsible for keeping the Persian Gulf open to commerce, so operations in the Persian Gulf churned on.




An Unchanging American Strategy in a Changing Energy Environment

Even as the United States became enmeshed in Iraq—two ground wars and a prolonged period of maintaining a no-fly zone—there was an unwavering focus on keeping the gulf’s sea lanes open. This policy has survived despite a steady decline in the importance of the region’s energy supplies for the American economy. American naval deployments and planning continued to support a Primacist strategy and do so to this day. Why?

Keeping the Persian Gulf safe became part and parcel first of the Iraqi war effort and later of the recognition that Tehran’s nuclear aspirations would have to be dealt with either by high diplomacy or by direct military intervention. One scenario that worried US planners involved Iran taking advantage of the US preoccupation with Iraq to threaten commercial traffic. In another, diplomatic failure and outright war would see Iran retaliate by attacking critical energy infrastructure, destabilizing the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states, using conventional and unconventional means to disrupt sea lanes, or—as many pessimists suspected—through some “hybrid” combination of all these tactics. Preoccupation with Tehran’s sabotage plans in the Strait of Hormuz became a Washington pastime.

In organizational terms, America’s naval commitment was modest prior to 1995. Overall command of naval forces in the gulf region had rested with the Seventh Fleet, which was based in Honolulu. The Seventh Fleet was responsible for an incredible expanse of ocean, ranging from the West Coast of the United States to the Persian Gulf. During the 1991 Persian Gulf War, operational command over Navy forces supporting CENTCOM was held by the Commander of the Middle Eastern Force. But this arrangement put the Navy at an operational disadvantage to the other military services under CENTCOM’s command. Moreover, the Middle East Task Force had insufficient maritime resources to ensure Iraq remained quiescent at sea, watch Iran’s maritime activities and deter its nuclear aspirations, not to mention bolster the maritime capabilities of the GCC countries, particularly Saudi Arabia.

The Fifth Fleet and its headquarters within CENTCOM, US Naval Forces Central Command (NAVCENT), was reestablished in 1995. It began with a Carrier Battle Group, including the aircraft carrier the USS Abraham Lincoln, and an Amphibious Ready Group as well as several miscellaneous ships—fifteen in total. But the Fifth Fleet has evolved substantially since then.36 The exact number of ships and warplanes in the region at any given time ebbs and flows with the security situation. The Fifth Fleet’s responsibilities have widened to include counterpiracy, counterterrorism, and security missions far outside the gulf itself (we discuss counterpiracy operations off the Horn of Africa in chapter 5).37

The growth of the Fifth Fleet—in size, capacities, objectives, responsibilities, and operations—reflects a Primacy strategy in practice. Today it is one of the single most powerful fleets in the US Navy. NAVCENT supervises an enormous area, including the guardianship of “three critical choke points at the Strait of Hormuz, the Suez Canal, and the Strait of Bab al Mandeb at the southern tip of Yemen.”38 Even during peacetime—or perhaps we should say during “routine” operations, given that instability and war seem endemic to the region—the Fifth Fleet controls “20-plus ships, with about 1,000 people ashore and 15,000 afloat.”39

In addition, hundreds of non-US Navy aircraft (principally part of the Air Force) have airfields in the region and are available to support this naval armada. US Army units, based in the continental United States and Germany, can if needed augment this huge air and sea capacity. Fifth Fleet units have been put to numerous uses. They have contributed to the full range of US military operations across the entire CENTCOM region. Examples include the Afghan and Iraq wars, as well as counterpiracy and counterterror missions associated with the East African littoral. Yet the fleet’s primary responsibility remains keeping the gulf open to shipping—to ensure the US “command of the commons” we discussed in the introductory chapter.

The Fifth Fleet is a full-service naval organization capable of blue water operations far out at sea, littoral activities, and power projection against targets ashore. Yet the forces necessary to generate its enormous fighting power come with costs. First, nuclear-powered aircraft carriers and large amphibious ships are not optimized for the types of operation necessary to fight local navies and irregular militias. Indeed, passing through the strait and sailing in the gulf exposes large surface vessels to land-based aircraft and missiles, as well as mines and diesel-electric submarines. Second, the US Navy has downsized over the last decade and struggled to meet the challenge of Chinese naval modernization in the western Pacific. Some strategists believe that far too much of the Navy’s fighting force is devoted to the Greater Middle East. But this judgment depends on how one balances US strategic interests in the region versus challenges elsewhere.

The antecedents to the current Primacist strategy of controlling choke-points clearly date back to the Reagan administration. “By the late 1980s,” according to Robert J. Schneller, “the United States had committed itself to the defense of the Arabian Gulf region, created a unified command to carry out the mission, and invested heavily in programs to ensure its success. The entire commitment hinged on the U.S. Navy’s ability to control the sea.”40 So the United States had two goals from the 1990s onward. The first was to control the Persian Gulf seaway, to ensure the logistics support necessary for military operations and to deny access to enemies. The second was to ensure access for commercial shipping in times of peace and war, so that oil prices would not spiral.

Policies in support of these goals were enforced. The Fifth Fleet was used to good effect in Persian Gulf War and the Iraq War. It also played a critical supporting role in American and International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) operations in Afghanistan, when American special operations forces first attacked the Taliban regime from aircraft carriers in 2001. Further, the Fifth Fleet provides ships and ongoing logistical and administrative support to a series of combined maritime task forces that include allied and friendly nation navies and coast guards.




The Paradox of Contemporary Naval Strategy in the Persian Gulf

Recent events have reinforced this focus on the relationship between the waterways of the gulf and the land that abuts it. With the defeat of Saddam Hussein and the concluded negotiation over Iran’s nuclear program in 2015, the proximate national security threats in the Persian Gulf are threefold. The first two concerns are longstanding while the third is situational and, perhaps, temporary. First, a sustained interruption of the flow of gas and oil through the Strait of Hormuz would likely disrupt the global economy. Second, the destruction or disabling of the critical infrastructure associated with energy production and distribution would damage local economies, threaten regime stability, and once again disrupt the global economy (likely for far longer than simply closing the strait).41 Third, because the United States and its allies rely on access through the strait for troops, logistics, and materiel in its ongoing operations against the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, maritime insecurity in the Persian Gulf would constrain American operations in fighting Islamic extremists and disrupting terrorist bases.

American political leaders, military officers, and strategists have long assumed that any drastic cut in oil or gas supplies would constitute a substantial threat to the United States and the global economy. Their premise is that even short-term disruptions to supplies will sharply raise global energy prices, slowing global economic growth. America’s primary trading partners, China and Europe, remain heavily dependent on the region’s fossil fuels. And the oil market has historically proved vulnerable in the face of contractions in supply and volatile when it comes to price movements. Saudi Arabia, the country that could most easily replace lost supplies, would likely be affected by any conflict in the gulf. Further, there is little evidence that other suppliers could address the shortfall.

America, in contrast, has over the last decade increased its energy independence and reduced its demand for gulf petroleum and gas. The reverse is true of its geopolitical competitors; China and the developed economies of northeast Asia are increasingly reliant on imported energy and especially on flows from Iran, Iraq, and the GCC states. As a result, some analysts—attending to national security and geopolitics rather than geoeconomics—question the wisdom of prioritizing the Iran threat.42 After all, they ask, why spend millions to defend a waterway when the primary beneficiaries are the Chinese? The answer is not obvious.

But strategic adjustment to a changed security (and economic) environment is often slow. The US Navy continues to invest millions of dollars in upgrading its base in Bahrain. It ignores outside calls to seek alternative basing arrangements beyond the gulf—for example, locations on the Indian Ocean close enough to allow for effective operations in and around the Strait of Hormuz. Moreover, as we have noted, the technological panacea of sea basing has proved impractical.

The United States continues to rely on a Primacist strategy in the gulf, one that focuses primarily on state-based threats, although Iran has worked in the past through nonstate proxies (such as Hezbollah) and its own forces, both regular (the Iranian Navy) and irregular (the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps). These might all play roles in blocking the Strait of Hormuz. In fact, many observers are skeptical about the ability of Iran and its proxies to close the strait or even threaten the flow of energy through the gulf. As one article concluded, “The notion that Iran could truly blockade the Strait is wrong.”43 Yet, characteristically, the United States prepares for all eventualities, however remote. And so, whether suspicious of the reliability of its own allies, dubious about their capabilities, or seeking to monopolize its control of this critical waterway, it persists in an expensive Primacist strategy from which it gains few immediate and tangible benefits. Like many notions of Hegemony, the strategy of Primacy focuses on short-term gains in power and control. It neglects longer-term considerations about the economic or reputational costs of the strategy.

This leaves a residual question: Does America’s military presence serve as a bulwark against Iran’s ambitions for regional power? Shahram Chubin doubts the claim, suggesting that



Tehran lacks many components of an advanced military, including power-projection capabilities and strong air-defence, air and armoured forces. It also suffers from a lack of coordination between the IRGC [the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps] and the Artesh [the Islamic Republic of Iran Army]. Its military is a shoestring enterprise in comparison to those of its Arab neighbours. It is robust and functional, without being a major challenge.44




But the US Navy thinks about this issue very differently. It assumes that the United States can and should have the ability to keep the strait open—whether the form of conflict with Tehran will be conventional, irregular, or some hybrid mix of the two. And, as prudent planners do, the Navy prepares for worst-case scenarios by amplifying the threat, in terms of both the intentions and the capabilities of potential adversaries, while underempha-sizing its own strengths.

Navy leaders think about the threat to both shipping and infrastructure. Iran could use its growing number of short- and intermediate-range missiles, tactical aviation, or low-tech terrorist tactics to attack platforms, refineries, and pipelines. Moreover, in extremis, some experts believe. Iran might also supplement direct efforts to destroy infrastructure by using terrorist tactics. Any of these approaches might, in theory, force a favorable settlement. But the chances are remote—and the costs of largely unilateral preparedness are high. Primacy assumes a unilateral approach in addressing a plethora of threats. But what are the possibilities for burden sharing?




Allied Contributions to Persian Gulf Security

American planners tend to assume that the United States would face any Iranian effort to close the Strait of Hormuz alone. But this judgment rests on controversial interpretations of past events, current practices, and future intentions. In principle, of course, the United States has allies and friends, and other states share America’s interest in maintaining the flow of energy through the strait. Potential contributors to gulf security include Iran’s neighbors. They also include extraregional powers allied with the United States or willing to join multilateral efforts, those who are similarly interested in the freedom of the seas, and those so dependent on the flow of energy from the region that they too would contribute to naval operations. In the case of the United Kingdom, for example, these three motivations overlap. So, the United States might form a “coalition of the willing” to guard the waters of the gulf. It has done so in the past, including the Gulf War, Operations Southern and Northern Watch (enforcing the no-fly zone and controlling airspace following the Persian Gulf War), the Iraq War, and more recently, related counterterrorism and counterpiracy missions under the aegis of Combined Task Forces 150 and 151.

Other Western navies have worked with the United States in past conflicts with Iran, including the Tanker Wars, when a flotilla of sixty French, British, and Australian vessels gathered in the western Indian Ocean as well as during the Gulf War.45 But from the Carter Doctrine onward, America’s long-term commitment to protect the Persian Gulf has courted controversy. NATO members complained at the time that they had been insufficiently consulted about the doctrine and the subsequent announcement of the Rapid Deployment Force, to which—at least initially—America hoped Europeans would contribute. Other concerns were more substantive. With Warsaw Pact forces still deployed in the heartland of Europe, many NATO leaders worried about the diversion of US forces and resources from what they regarded as the central challenge facing the alliance. Others realized that they lacked the capacity to contribute, or at least to sustain a commitment, to any substantial force operating in the Persian Gulf. They had to prioritize between the threats posed by the Soviet Union and Iran; decide the strategic balance in the locating of military forces; and accurately assess the danger Tehran posed to the flow of energy from the Persian Gulf.46

Of course, as the Tanker War, the 1991 Gulf War, and (to some extent) the 2003 Iraq war demonstrate, the Europeans—pointedly the British and the French—did ultimately share the burden. Why they were willing to do so, and how much they contributed to these varied operations, remains an open question.47 But what is clear is that the Europeans were unwilling to join the United States in making a permanent commitment to Persian Gulf security, as the Carter Doctrine had implied.

The likelihood that European navies will support future efforts to keep the strait open has significantly eroded. NATO members, even France and the United Kingdom, have few ships or aircraft to devote to operations in the gulf.48 In recent years, for example, the Royal Navy has cut the number of its Type 45 air defense destroyers from fourteen to six, even as it continues plans to replace Trident nuclear submarines. The British do have plans, together with France, to build a sixty-five-thousand-ton Queen Elizabeth-class aircraft carrier. But, by most accounts, even when it is eventually built, it will lack aircraft for its first three years in service. Further, since the Russian war with Georgia in 2008 and the invasion of Crimea in 2014, the British like other European countries are more mindful of maritime threats closer to home—in the Arctic Ocean, the Baltic Sea, the Eastern Mediterranean, and the Black Sea.

This lack of support is a problem. Even the United States has not invested sufficiently in platforms, tactics, training, and procedures, or operational doctrine for certain kinds of missions—those where it has traditionally relied on European forces for what it terms a “surge capacity.” A prime example is mine countermeasure operations. For the last two decades, European states (including the Baltic countries) have maintained a formidable force of minesweepers while American capabilities have lagged. Mine warfare is a particularly acute problem in the Persian Gulf. The strait’s geography and hydrology, combined with Iran’s capabilities and past practices, all place a premium on antimine warfare.49 The reduced contributions from NATO allies have forced the United States to invest more heavily in an area where burden sharing had made sense.50

The US invasion of Iraq proved to be the last straw for those hoping for a major European contribution to American-led efforts. As Robert Hunter comments, “From the moment the initial phase of the Iraq War came to a close in May 2003, the old system of security in the region was shattered, and the United States had no choice, given its own interests, but to take the lead in devising some alternative to put in its place.”51 The origins and prosecution of the war exacerbated burden-sharing tensions among NATO members, especially regarding “out-of-area” operations. But, more pointedly, the Iraq invasion also sowed distrust in American judgment and led to members questioning the reliability of America’s own military capabilities. Reinforcing this trend is Europe’s self-imposed focus on austerity, especially in military spending, and worries about the consequences of Brexit. As one analysis summarized the situation, “Power projection and the maintenance of significant forces outside of Europe’s immediate neighborhood will be particularly difficult due to reduced force size; limited lift and logistics capability; and a lack of certain key enablers (such as missile defence and unmanned aerial vehicles).”52 America’s Primacist strategy in the Persian Gulf has been reinforced over the last decade by European dissatisfaction over the 2003 invasion and the gulf’s increasing military irrelevance when it comes to “hard” security issues.

The local navies of the Gulf States do have some relevant capability. But much of their resources during a conflict would, by necessity, be devoted to protecting their own territory.53 Since its formation in the aftermath of the Iranian revolution, the GCC has focused largely on political, economic, and social issues rather than external security. It has not institutionalized cooperation nor developed the common doctrine required to serve as an effective military coalition, either among its members or in collaboration with outside partners. Each individual GCC member has invested billions of dollars in hardware, from advanced multirole aircraft and small surface vessels to all the interceptors, radars, and battle management systems necessary for ballistic missile defense. But the collective product of all this expenditure is unimpressive in strategic terms.

Like the George W. Bush administration before it, the Obama administration worked to increase the capacity of the GCC to contribute to their own defense and the region’s security. Combined military exercises have been dutifully planned and executed for many years. But few independent analysts are confident that local forces would prove effective, or would be allowed to play a significant role in keeping the strait open. From the point of view of domestic politics, the negatives involved in cooperating with American-led military operations undermine the private willingness of GCC members to fight alongside the US Navy. At best, it is likely that GCC members would concentrate on maintaining domestic stability and protecting their own populations and commercial interests while privately encouraging the United States to maintain its traditional Primacist role.

Other potential collaborators face significant obstacles: political opposition from the United States, especially in the case of China, and technical limitations when it comes to operating far from home in a high-threat environment, such as Japan and India. Over the last five years, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army–Navy (PLAN) has sent small flotillas in support of counterpiracy missions (discussed in chapter 5), and occasionally, Chinese national security experts have speculated about a wider role for the nation. Increasingly, this speculation has entered into American debates; in 2015, for example, one analyst suggested that “the United States may not have to confront a Chinese carrier-strike group in the Persian Gulf just yet, but it still needs to prepare for cohabitation or collision—or both.”54 From the American perspective, the Indo-American security relationship can and should evolve toward greater collaboration and burden sharing in providing security in the Indian Ocean.55 The Indian Navy has increased its capabilities and strategic horizons—but it has a long way to go before it takes responsibility for a larger share of the security of the Strait of Hormuz.56

Iran’s maritime forces are sizable enough and capable enough to pose a plausible maritime threat to American forces. Yet any future conflict over the gulf is likely to be asymmetric. Iran lacks the conventional forces to directly challenge the US Navy either in the gulf or on the high seas. It has concentrated on acquiring antiaccess capabilities that use the US Navy’s own high-tech, large platform approach to naval warfare against it.57 Iran deploys relatively low-technology, low-cost naval systems, from small craft to undersea mines and antiship missiles, to make it dangerous for high-tech, incredibly expensive American ships to operate in the gulf. Moreover, it has developed tactics like “swarming” (deploying large numbers of small surface craft to overwhelm the close-in defenses of a modern warship) which, while unlikely to deter an American naval operation, do present operational challenges and the possibility of significant losses.58

In the event of war, the conventional wisdom is that Iran would use mines, swarming, submarines, and a variety of missiles to attack both commercial ships and third-party naval forces throughout the region—not just in the gulf.59 American military forces would be forced on the defensive. In addition to missile exchanges, bombings, and very small-scale naval engagements, much of the US Navy’s operations would involve escort duty for convoys, minesweeping, and guarding critical infrastructure.60 It is highly unlikely that US policymakers would risk deploying ground forces in or around Iran to ensure gulf access.61 Nor is it clear how helpful such deployments would be.




The Paradoxical Future of Persian Gulf Security

Some optimistic commentators have projected a thawing of relations between the United States and Iran in the aftermath of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) between Iran, the P5+1, and the European Union. They have called for the United States to rethink its strategy for the Persian Gulf and in particular the need for a strong military presence in Bahrain. Their logic is clear: the primary driver of the US approach to the region has been the possibility that Iran would destabilize the region. That concern will be remedied through reconciliation. Absent any new threat to core American interests, the United States should pull back because “political and economic developments in the region have reduced the opportunities for effective American intervention to the vanishing point.”62

The “new normal” in the region for the United States would be a return to its role in the period between 1945 and September 11, 2001. It would entail a “serviceable military presence,” without changing its “military footprint.” So, it would continue to commit “at least one carrier battle group,” and keep “the structure and military bases” it currently has intact. But it would disavow large-scale military intervention and encourage regional partners to assume more responsibility for their own security.63 This position, of course, begs the question why the United States would maintain such a large military footprint if it did not intend to intervene on land. Part of the answer is that the United States would continue to keep the strait open to naval vessels and commercial traffic, thus maintaining its command of the commons.

Yet, for all the diplomatic breakthroughs that optimists anticipate, this critical change in the US relationship with Iran would presage, at most, a shift from a Primacist to a “Primacy-lite” strategy. The United States would remain the most capable military power in the region and reserve both the right and the capacity to intervene as it has in the past—while hoping that local states achieve greater self-sufficiency. American military forces would remain the net provider of regional security, complete with all the costs and few of the benefits. A change in objective conditions appears to have little impact on the strategy because of the possibility of—in the immortal words of Donald Rumsfeld—a future “known unknown.” Iran, apparently, is not really the issue. If it were, then a major shift in relations with Iran would result in a major shift in policy.

So, what explains the continuation of a policy when relations with the enemy appear to be improving? The decline in American dependence on Persian Gulf energy supplies since the 1990s, contrasted with China’s growing dependence, has created a perverse incentive for a substantial presence in the gulf. In the event of a war with China, one potential strategy would be to impose a “distant blockade.” As James Kurth explains, “A distant blockade allows the adversary the use of his littoral waters, but denies him the use of the waters beyond.”64 From a strategic perspective, such an approach would constitute “horizontal escalation,” which would shift “the conflict’s focus to areas where the U.S. military has a clear advantage, thus helping create conditions that compel the enemy to seek an end to hostilities. In the case where enemies are dependent on energy resources and raw materials that must be transported by sea, for example, U.S. naval and air forces could establish distant maritime blockades to help achieve these objectives.”65

Prominent Washington-based defense observers have also posited that, because “Sino-U.S. conventional conflict likely would devolve into a prolonged war,” the United States must be prepared to implement a two-stage plan. The first is to withstand China’s initial attack and seize the operational initiative. The second is a campaign of attrition—one that would include a distant blockade.66 Washington defense analysts thus debate the likely efficacy of a blockade, its role in an overarching strategy toward China, and various alternatives. Proponents of “Offshore Control” strategies recommend that the United States can and should “interdict China’s energy and raw material imports and industrial exports, while protecting our partners.”67 But they worry that the prevailing focus on AirSea Battle and contesting Chinese actions within the Asian littoral (the Taiwan Strait, the South China Sea, the East China Sea) may be extremely costly to the United States in terms of loss of life and materiel. Others worry that AirSea Battle’s focus on deep military strikes on the Chinese mainland would be unnecessarily escalatory. So they too support giving the “American leadership graduated options,” including a blockade.68 Of course, disrupting China’s access to energy through the maritime commons and key chokepoints would also be difficult and costly, both for the United States and for the global economy as a whole; indeed, it might not work.69 But maintaining substantial maritime forces in the Persian Gulf fits neatly into this broader geostrategic view.

Public speculation about war-fighting strategies by American national security specialists has caused Beijing to be “concerned that, in the event of a conflict, India or the United States may attempt to establish some form of a distant blockade of its energy supplies, a large portion of which originates from the Persian Gulf.”70 To date, most proponents of distant blockades have not explicitly linked the Persian Gulf to an anti-China strategy. Rather they have focused on blockading China’s near seas and the chokepoints on the eastern edge of the Indian Ocean—such as the Malacca, Lombok, and Sunda straits—even though blockading these chokepoints would put American vessels within the range of Chinese missiles. But it does not take a paranoid Chinese analyst to understand the logic whereby the United States would want to maintain overwhelming Primacy in the Persian Gulf region—safely out of range of China’s growing missile capability. Unlike their civilian counterparts, military personnel are increasingly aware of the hazards of sailing too close to the Asian littoral. Bryan Clarke argues that the growth of Chinese surface-to-surface missile stocks “will overcome our ability to defend against it relatively soon.”71

At the opposite ends of the sea line of communication between China and the Persian Gulf lie the American bases in Bahrain and Singapore. Some commentators outside the US government believe that a distant blockade is a real option in the event of war with China. This position justifies the United States maintaining a strong presence in the Persian Gulf and, indeed, continuing to pursue regional security on the basis of local Primacy. After all, while the ability of the United States to impose a distant blockade would benefit from coalitions with like-minded friends and allies, there is no guarantee that the requisite support from US partners would be available in the case of war. For some grand strategists, prudence dictates the United States should maintain the ability to act unilaterally, not only to keep the Strait of Hormuz open but also to close it if necessary. The logic may be compelling, but is virtually impossible to know whether Pentagon planners have developed such contingencies—unless there is a conflict.

Regardless of any strategic calculations about a distant blockade during a future war with China, some well-known hawks remain committed to a Primacist American role in the Middle East. For them, America’s trust in Iran’s behavior is not a factor. They worry about the general nature of threats and the need to be locally armed and prepared to deal with a variety of local conflicts. As American specialists debate strategic interests and options, the Primacist position will remain alive and well with regard to American security interests in the Persian Gulf.




Global Concerns, a Regional Strategy

In previous decades, the dominant factor underpinning the size and composition of US forces in the Persian Gulf was to ensure access to energy. Today, there are two major concerns. The first relates to regional instability and global energy markets. The second is the capacity to deny China access to resources by asserting American control of the strait. The major justification for policy has always been the prospect of Iranian sabotage. But, as recent events vividly demonstrate, it does not seem to matter how America’s relationship with Iran waxes and wanes; the strategy stays the same. What we see is therefore a Primacist regional policy carried out for global strategic reasons—some to do with the prosperity of the global economy and some to do with geopolitics in Asia, half a world away. America’s interest in both of these concerns is unlikely to dissipate soon. It is committed to ensuring global markets remain stable, and China remains dependent for a key natural resource on America’s strategic posture in the strait. Neither of these issues is going to disappear in the short to medium term.

European allies are increasingly ill-equipped to assist the United States in patrolling the gulf. The GCC carries political significance as a legitimating force for American action. Other extraregional powers like India and Japan are not ready to assume greater responsibility. But burden sharing would never be more than a supplement to the projection of American regional power. The United States will follow a unilateral Primacist strategy for the indefinite future—even as independent estimates of the overall cost of such a strategy exceed $8 trillion dollars.72










CHAPTER 4

Playing a Follow-the-Leader Strategy on the High Seas


The Department [of Defense] is also pursuing a robust slate of training exercises and engagements with our allies and partners that will allow us to explore new areas of practical bilateral and multilateral maritime security cooperation, build the necessary interoperability to execute multilateral operations, and promote regional trust and transparency. We are increasing the size, frequency, and sophistication of our regional exercise program, with a particular focus on developing new exercises with Southeast Asian partners and expanding our multilateral exercise program.

—The Asia-Pacific Maritime Security Strategy: Achieving U.S. National Security Objectives in a Changing Environment, August 2015.



Invoking the need for American leadership is a familiar trope of American presidents, grand strategists, and foreign policy pundits. Liberals define it as building global institutions and processes, and promoting values such as the rule of law.1 But, in practice, leadership often amounts to little more than exhortations for the United States to “act”—usually militarily and unilaterally—on the assumption that others are willing to join an American-inspired initiative.2 Domestic observers are often disappointed when American leadership proves insufficient to rally widespread operational support. Leadership as a grand strategy often tastes great but turns out to be less filling.

Yet the United States does lead other countries toward its preferred strategic ends, using all dimensions of power. The military’s Leadership role—military diplomacy—is underappreciated. As former Secretary of State George Shultz reflected, the “military provided the umbrella underneath which all our diplomatic cards were played.”3 The United States may publicly exhort its allies to collaborate under its leadership in times of war, but evidence suggests that the United States routinely employs multilateral Leadership through the operations of its military forces during peacetime. Wartime Leadership strategies like the Persian Gulf War are exceptional. War strategies are more often unilateral (Vietnam) or small, loosely based coalitions composed of a few cajoled or bribed allies (Iraq in 2003).

The lower-profile, routinized activities of America’s armed forces are amply demonstrated by the US military’s consciously developed military-to-military contacts with its formal allies (such as France, Israel, and the United Kingdom) or friendly counterparts (such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt). These linkages have become increasingly sophisticated since 1945, ending America’s long-standing tradition of Isolationism and preference for unilateralism. Since then, as we shall illustrate, the United States has developed a complex coterie of institutions and programs, largely under the rubric of theater security cooperation plans.4 These plans are designed to integrate America’s peacetime military activities with broader foreign policy objectives, while also preparing for coalition operations in crises or wars. In addition to diplomatic goals, these activities from a military-to-military perspective enhance communications, interoperability, and the sharing of intelligence.

This multilateralist Leadership strategy is evident throughout the US armed forces, with NATO often used as the preeminent example.5 But given this book’s focus on maritime operations, here we connect the strategy of Leadership to security cooperation plans and, ultimately, multilateral naval exercises. This is one of the principal instruments by which the US Navy creates multilateral linkages, shaping its peacetime environment. The politics of these efforts, however, are often strange.


Who Is the Enemy?

In 2014, American observers of Asian security affairs offered a barrage of commentary about Chinese spying during China’s participation in the Twenty-Sixth Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) exercise. RIMPAC is a large, multinational naval exercise conducted off the Hawaiian coast, hosted by the US Pacific Fleet biennially since 1971.6 Critics were incensed by the appearance of a Type 815 Dongdiao-class auxiliary general intelligence vessel named Beijixing. It was lurking around the port, observing the flotilla of vessels that had been contributed to RIMPAC by the twenty-two participating nations. RIMPAC 2014 was a major event, involving fifty-five vessels, more than two hundred aircraft, and some twenty-five-thousand personnel plus observers from six other countries.7

We note four significant points related to China’s behavior. The first is at least superficially paradoxical: China was spying on an exercise in which its own People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) was a significant participant. China had sent four PLAN vessels for the first time since RIMPAC was established—a supply ship, a missile frigate, a missile destroyer, and a hospital ship.8 These PLAN vessels were accompanied by multirole helicopters, Changhe Z-8s and Harbin Z-9s, operated by the People’s Liberation Army Naval Air Force (PLANAF) as well as a PLAN dive unit. These PLAN units were not marginal to the RIMPAC exercise either. They participated in a “training syllabus [that] included amphibious operations, gunnery, missile, antisubmarine, and air defense exercises, as well as military medicine, humanitarian assistance and disaster response, counterpiracy, mine clearance operations, explosive ordnance disposal, and diving and salvage operations.”9

Second, this was not the first time the PLAN had sent a spy ship to observe a RIMPAC exercise. China had sent a similar ship to RIMPAC 2012.10 Presumably, China’s earlier surveillance had proved productive and was, quite likely, anticipated by American officials—even as they invited the Chinese to participate. Chinese spying was “business as usual.”

Third, prior to 2014, China had been wary about sending ships to participate in RIMPAC. Officers from PLAN worried about what would be revealed if foreign observers had the opportunity to monitor their equipment and activities. But not for the reason one might suspect—the fear of disclosing their latest technology. Rather, in the words of one American retired USN admiral, the PLAN worried about “not only prying (as well as spying) but embarrassment, that its shortcomings and backwardness would be revealed.”11 In contrast, by 2014 the crew of the Haikou, a Type 052C (Luyang II-class) destroyer participating in this latest RIMPAC exercise, were eager to show off their vessel’s capabilities. “What you have, we have,” the Haikou’s combat systems officer said.12

Finally, even as the PLAN spied, China and the United States had held, and continue to hold, bilateral naval exercises. In November 2015, for example, the USS Stethem, a guided missile destroyer, conducted communications exercises with PLAN forces near Shanghai as part of a surface rescue simulation. These drills took place less than a month after the US Navy’s 2015 Freedom of Navigation operation in the South China Sea. Despite rising naval and diplomatic tensions, the USS Stethem’s commanding officer indicated that his mission was intended to “build mutual trust.”13

Startlingly, for those who advocate a more confrontational posture toward the Chinese, there is nothing unusual about this behavior. Indeed, bilateral exercises between the USN and the PLAN have become common despite more than a decade of maritime tension.14 One example involved joint antipiracy training off the Gulf of Aden in December 2014.15 This combination of hostility on the part of the American national security community and official efforts to promote military-to-military cooperation has confused American allies, notably the Japanese.16

At least officially, the USN was not especially concerned over the appearance of the Chinese spy vessel at RIMPAC. Admiral Samuel Locklear, the officer in charge of the US Pacific Command (PACOM), concluded that “the introduction of the AGI [auxiliary general intelligence vessel] kind of made it look a little odd, but it hasn’t stopped the exercise and it hasn’t created any difficulties in the exercise. And I guess on the other good side, it gives the Chinese the opportunity to see how their own ships are doing, so which [sic] I understand is pretty good.”17 Analysts outside the government were less sanguine. Rick Fisher, a senior fellow with the International Assessment and Strategy Center, claimed that such spying allowed China’s military “to watch how the U.S. Navy interacts with its allies, which could be most useful in the event of actual military incidents or conflict.”18 Politicians were even more forthright. Representative Randy Forbes (R-VA), who chaired the House Armed Services Subcommittee on Seapower and Projection Forces, argued, “Given China’s recent disregard for principles like freedom of navigation and the peaceful resolution of territorial disputes, it was already a stretch to reward Beijing with an invite…. It is clear their first trip to RIMPAC should be their last.”19

Yet despite congressional misgivings about China, the US military shows no sign of ending this collaboration with a potential adversary. And the Obama administration ultimately decided to invite the PLAN to RIMPAC 2016—an invitation the Chinese accepted. As PACOM commander Admiral Harry Harris issued warnings about unprecedented PLAN aggression in the South China Sea, an angered Representative Mark Takai (D-HI) threatened to amend the Fiscal Year 2017 National Defense Authorization Act to formally revoke China’s RIMPAC invitation.20 Challenged by Takai, Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter articulated the administration’s rationale: “What’s the logic for having them [in RIMPAC] in the first place? Our strategy in the Asia-Pacific is not to exclude anyone, but to keep the security architecture going there in which everyone participates.” Carter added that “America plays the pivotal role” in that architecture and characterized RIMPAC as “a key to sustaining the American position.”21 Excluding a major regional player such as China would undermine the American-led security framework in the Asia-Pacific.




Military Exercises as a Component of National Strategy

Exercises are the meat and potatoes of military life during peacetime. The official definition is “a military maneuver or simulated wartime operation involving planning, preparation, and execution that is carried out for the purpose of training and evaluation.”22 Few defense analysts have systematically studied military exercises. But within the ranks of the services, officers acknowledge their importance—for both individual advancement and collective significance in the conduct of military operations.

These exercises are essential for maritime forces. One source suggests the USN participates in approximately “175 unit exercises annually.”23 The majority involve other US military services and/or multinational forces. Operating at sea is a complex minuet of practical activities to maximize both safety and efficiency. These minuets work best if practiced regularly. They also have tactical, operational, and—most important—strategic implications far beyond their “meat and potatoes” reputation. Military exercises help maintain unit readiness, improve joint and combined interoperability, “test” new operational concepts, and—depending on the context—help gather intelligence on both allies and potential adversaries. Generally, bilateral and multilateral military exercises serve American national strategic objectives by enhancing theater security cooperation and/or building the maritime capacity of partner nations.




Building Security Cooperation, Engagement, and Partner Capacity

During the Cold War, exercises were generally local initiatives, organized and run by forward-deployed American military commanders. They were hosted by one military service, either individually or collaboratively with counterpart services from formal allies and friendly states. Neither the Department of Defense nor the Joint Chiefs of Staff supervised them. This practice began to change with the passage of the Goldwater-Nichols Act in 1986, which created unified geographic chains of command. Goldwater-Nichols also required presidents to periodically issue a strategy document outlining their approach to national security. The combination of regular “National Security Strategy” documents and the newly empowered regional commands presaged a decline in the autonomy of the service branches. The relationship became more hierarchical but simultaneously adaptive: “Theater strategy is derived from U.S. national strategy, and theater strategy determines operations and activities. No two combatant commands follow the same process, format, or procedures for developing theater strategy. Each combatant command has adapted its method to the peculiarities of its region and the personalities of its commanders.”24

The Clinton administration introduced the idea of theater engagement programs (TEPs) as part of its effort to reform the Armed Services’ practices while also consolidating global peace and security. Each geographic command is required to develop TEPs to organize peacetime military contacts and programs with countries in its operational Area of Responsibility. TEPs became a central pillar for the effective conduct of military exercises, themselves a crucial part of a process of building varied forms of multilateral security cooperation.25 According to the Defense Security Cooperation Agency, security cooperation includes



those activities conducted with allies and friendly nations to: build relationships that promote specified U.S. interests, build allied and friendly nation capabilities for self-defense and coalition operations, [and] provide U.S. forces with peacetime and contingency access. Examples include training, combined exercises, operational meetings, contacts and exchanges, security assistance, medical and engineering team engagements, cooperative development, acquisition and technical interchanges, and scientific and technology collaboration.26




In 2006, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff characterized security cooperation activities broadly as:



	Military contacts, including senior official visits, port visits, counterpart visits, conferences, staff talks, and personnel and unit exchange programs.

	Nation assistance, including foreign internal defense, security assistance programs, and planned humanitarian and civic assistance activities.

	Multinational training.

	Multinational exercises, including those in support of the Partnership for Peace Program.

	Multinational education for US personnel and personnel from other nations, both overseas and in the United States.

	Arms control and treaty monitoring activities.27




The Clinton administration viewed TEPs as a means to “achieve resource efficiencies and more direct strategic relevance.” Yet this implicit focus on enhanced hierarchy largely failed. According to one observer, the plans have been “developed by Geographic Combatant Commanders with inadequate policy guidance and only limited strategic direction.”28 TEPs remain the province of the geographic commands like PACOM and CENTCOM, which use TEP funds and programs, especially military exercises, to influence allies and partners. TEPs have been less successful in coordinating with national strategies. Such failures do not matter to combatant commanders focused on the security challenges in their own area of responsibility—for instance, the worst-case scenario of a major regional war.

One of our key objectives in this book is to show how specific strategies transcend presidencies. This policy area reinforces that pattern. Drawing on the traditional form of engagement pursued by the Clinton administration, and the George W. Bush administration’s demand that partner capabilities be enhanced,29 the Obama administration emphasized peacetime engagement and increasing the capabilities of American allies, partners, and even potential members of ad hoc “coalitions of the willing.” Three documents outlined the Department of Defense’s effort to build Partner Capacity during the Obama administration: the 2010 Quadrennial Defense Review, the 2011 National Military Strategy of the United States of America, and the 2011 National Strategy for Counterterrorism.30 The 2010 QDR emphasized the importance of engaging partner countries: “Sustaining existing alliances and creating new partnerships are central elements of U.S. security strategy. The United States cannot sustain a stable international system alone. In an increasingly interdependent world, challenges to common interests are best addressed in concert with likeminded allies and partners who share responsibility for fostering peace and security.”31

Promoting regional security through military exercises continues regardless of changes in presidential administrations, the issuance of new national security strategies, or when combatant commanders rotate out (even if the replacement hails from a different military service). The exercises we discuss in this chapter extend back several decades. RIMPAC, for example, was first held in 1971. This broad tendency to integrate theater security over time has been reflected in the continued linkage of capacity building and interoperability with partners. Military exercises serve as a fulcrum for multilateral Leadership strategies, given America’s inordinately greater resources and its need for burden sharing. To amplify this point, we examine multilateral maritime exercises in the Indo-Pacific.




Challenges (and Strategy) in the Indo-Pacific

The Asia-Pacific was regarded as a backwater relative to the European theater during the Cold War. As Admiral William Crowe (USN, retired) observed about his time as the Commander of the US Pacific Command between 1983 and 1985:



For years, contingency plans for the Pacific called for substantial reinforcements in the event of war with the Soviet Union. But if we ever did find ourselves in a fight with the Soviets, it seemed clear to Long [Admiral Robert L. J. Long, Crowe’s predecessor as Commander from 1979 to 1983] (as it did to me) that any early reinforcements of our Pacific Forces would be doubtful. Western Europe would be the centerpiece of a massive conflict, and that theater would claim whatever resources were available. Reminiscent of World War II, Europe’s freedom was still America’s top priority. The Pacific was still an economy of force theater.32




Admiral’s Crowe’s response was “to take maximum advantage of American air and sea superiority” by relying on America’s forward regional presence. After all, the United States has historically had six treaty allies in Asia: Thailand, Japan, South Korea, Australia, New Zealand, and the Philippines. Major American bases are located in Japan and South Korea, in addition to Clark Air Base in the Philippines. The Seventh Fleet’s carrier battle groups and amphibious readiness groups were—and remain—the centerpiece of America’s regional power.33 It helped that the Soviet Union’s Pacific Fleet was not as formidable as some suggested at the time.34 The United States relied on allies and mobile naval forces to prepare for a worst-case warfighting scenario. The United States and its allies also had to communicate a credible degree of resolve to their Pacific adversaries. But with the dissolution of the Soviet Union, America’s strategic nearsightedness about Asia became even more myopic.

In 2011, President Obama abruptly reversed the pattern of neglect by announcing a “rebalance” of America’s strategic focus toward the Asia-Pacific. Multilateral coalition-building became a central pillar of this reallocation, for two reasons. One is the massive combined size of the Pacific and Indian Oceans. American maritime resources are inadequate for waging a multiocean naval war or for policing such an expanse. A second is the region’s political complexity. Notably, Asia has a high degree of economic integration but no institutionalized security architecture comparable to NATO in Europe to facilitate coalition command and interoperability.

Underpinning this rebalance to Asia is a widespread American concern that China’s rise may undermine the United States’ regional role and threaten its allies and partners.35 Senator Carl Levin (D-MI) and Representative Howard P. “Buck” McKeon (R-CA), for example, inserted a provision—Section 1259—into the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2015 (Public Law 113-291) that requires the Department of Defense to produce an account of its maritime security strategy in the Asia-Pacific region. The ensuing report summarized the department’s efforts:



First, we are strengthening our military capacity to ensure the United States can successfully deter conflict and coercion and respond decisively when needed.

Second, we are working together with our allies and partners from Northeast Asia to the Indian Ocean to build their capacity to address potential challenges in their waters and across the region.

Third, we are leveraging military diplomacy to build greater transparency, reduce the risk of miscalculation or conflict, and promote shared maritime rules of the road.

Finally, we are working to strengthen regional security institutions and encourage the development of an open and effective regional security architecture.36





The remainder of this chapter focuses on the second of the DoD’s “lines of effort” for the Asia-Pacific rebalance. We examine the use of multilateral exercises to build partners’ military capacity to meet the full range of maritime challenges in the region, either unilaterally or in collaboration with the United States. The evidence suggests that exercises will remain a core element of the strategy, even if the Trump administration reverses the regional focus.




Multilateral Exercises after the Asia-Pacific Rebalance

Many Asia-Pacific exercises predated the Obama administration. But, as a Congressional Research Service report observed, “The [Obama] Administration’s ‘rebalance’ entails not only expanded engagement with the PLA, but also increasing exercises.”37 Both the number of participants and the geographic breadth of exercises have greatly expanded. In many cases, their operational content has changed markedly. For example, while multilateral exercises concentrated on nontraditional, “soft power” military missions such as disaster relief prior to the 2011 rebalance, more recent ones have focused on traditional war fighting such as amphibious landings, antisubmarine warfare, and air defense. Nonetheless, the United States still emphasizes its Leadership role in maritime exercise programs to enhance its regional security.

Appendix 2 provides a list of major multilateral exercises in the Indo-Pacific. From this long list, we select three “mini” cases of particularly important exercises involving US allies and partners—Cobra Gold, RIMPAC, and Malabar. Cobra Gold is one of the oldest series and is hosted by Thailand, one of America’s staunchest allies in Asia. RIMPAC draws participants and observers from the largest number of allies and partners. And the Malabar series is important not only because it is hosted by India—the second largest country in the Indo-Pacific and the largest democracy in the world—but because India is America’s most valuable regional partner in constraining the spread of Chinese power. Collectively, these three cases illustrate a US Leadership strategy: they are American instigated, collaborative, and involve limited burden sharing.


COBRA GOLD

Hosted annually by Thailand since 1982, Cobra Gold is among the United States’ longest-standing military exercises in the Pacific. The number of participants varies but usually involves Thailand, Singapore, Indonesia, South Korea, Malaysia, and Japan. These exercises have focused on interoperability, multinational coordination, and training.

Cobra Gold began in 1982 as a bilateral military exercise between the United States and Thailand, aimed at bolstering the war fighting competencies of the Royal Thai Armed Forces—particularly in conducting and defending against amphibious assaults. As a 1985 article in Leatherneck, the US Marine Corps magazine, pointed out, “The training objective of [Cobra Gold] is to enhance the professional capabilities and readiness of U.S. and Thai Armed Forces through participation in joint/combined exercises.”38 The US decision to initiate Cobra Gold is best understood in the strategic context of the Cold War. Communist Vietnam had successfully invaded Cambodia in 1978 and replaced the Khmer Rouge with a friendly government. The Soviets invaded Afghanistan the following year. The United States invested resources in the Thai military to bolster its deterrence capacity—not only by strengthening Thai war fighting capabilities, but also by demonstrating a US commitment to the defense of a treaty ally. As the 1988 US National Security Strategy stated, “Thailand … our treaty ally, borders Cambodia, which is now occupied by the Vietnamese and the site of an active Cambodian resistance effort struggling to regain self-determination for the Khmer people. In support of Thailand … we will continue our close security cooperation to deter any potential aggression.”39

Cobra Gold’s multinational composition actually expanded in the 1990s despite the conclusion of the Cold War, when we might reasonably have expected it to have wound down. Today, Cobra Gold constitutes a bellwether for US strategic priorities in the Asia-Pacific region.

Amphibious assault and traditional war-fighting competencies have remained important elements of the exercise. But MOOTW, such as humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, appeared on the Cobra Gold agenda in the 1990s. This adaptation came as a result of the redirection of US Cold War defense dollars to other priorities and a diminished threat posed by Vietnam to its neighbors.

The winding down of the Cold War altered US National Security Strategies (NSS) in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The 1988 NSS, for example, advocated a highly deterrence-centric US defense policy, to be achieved in large part through the significant forward presence of US forces. As it stated:



The United States has bilateral or multilateral security commitments with some 43 nations around the globe…. In support of those commitments, and to deter adventurism by the Soviets and their client states, we maintain forward deployed forces in … regions of strategic importance. Our naval forces deployed in the Pacific and Indian Oceans assist in protecting our growing strategic and economic interests, and supporting allies and friends, in Asia and the Pacific.40




In contrast, the 1993 NSS discussed paring back these deployments. It noted that



while reducing our forward-deployed forces, we are redefining our presence abroad with combined exercises, new access and storage agreements, security and humanitarian assistance, port visits, military-to-military contacts, and periodic and rotational deployments. Our forward presence forces and operations lend credibility to our alliances and ensure the perception that a collective response awaits any threat to our interests or to those of our allies.41





New challenges—by necessity—provoked American operational adaptation. The 1992 iteration of Cobra Gold proved to be a watershed: it was the first time that the exercise emphasized MOOTW over traditional war fighting. Cobra Gold 92 “centered on humanitarian and civic action joint-combined training” as opposed to amphibious assault or coastal defense.42 Since then, MOOTW has remained a regular feature of Cobra Gold.43 Moreover, the regional devastation wrought in 2004 by the Indian Ocean tsunami underscored the importance of local militaries well versed in humanitarian assistance and disaster relief.44

Consistent with a Leadership strategy, one of the American planners’ initial objectives in expanding Cobra Gold was to bolster its political legitimacy with the Thai government and to influence domestic opinion so that, during a crisis, Thailand might permit uninterrupted basing access to forward-deployed US forces. A 2008 Congressional Research Service report underlined this strategy:



In the past few years, U.S. military planners have emphasized a “places, not bases” concept in Southeast Asia in which U.S. troops can temporarily use facilities for operations and training, without maintaining a lengthy and costly permanent presence. In a State Department press release, a senior Defense Department official pointed to cooperation with Thailand as an example of the military’s new approach, citing the annual Cobra Gold exercises. Facilities used by the U.S. military in Thailand fall under the Pentagon’s “cooperative security location” (CSL) concept, in which host countries provide access in exchange for upgrades and other aid.





Cobra Gold further evolved in the first decade of the twenty-first century, when new participants joined the exercise: Singapore in 2000, Japan and Indonesia in 2005 and 2006. South Korea followed in 2010, and Malaysia in 2011. Involving additional nations in Cobra Gold offered the United States notable benefits: it demonstrated its commitment to regional security to a wider audience while reinforcing a new security architecture.

Yet just as remarkable have been Cobra Gold’s continuities. Notably, the series has been held every year despite numerous outbreaks of Thai political turmoil, including military coups. At most, Cobra Gold has occasionally been “scaled down” in response to such developments. In one recent example, the US government heavily criticized the Thai coup of May 2014, yet the 2015 iteration of Cobra Gold proceeded as normal. This trend indicates the high strategic value that the United States places on the series—all the more so since it has evolved into a multinational exercise that serves as a barometer for the US rebalance to the Asia-Pacific.

The 2015 Cobra Gold, the thirty-fourth in the series, focused as usual on interoperability and strengthening regional relationships. And a portion of its activities were devoted to humanitarian efforts, civil affairs, and medical projects designed to improve the quality of life and local infrastructure for Thailand’s population. But significantly, as the US Marine Corps stressed, the “staff exercise and senior leader engagements will sustain and reinforce the foundation and framework for a multinational force to respond rapidly and effectively to regional crises.”45 China, it seems, was once again lurking in the background.




RIMPAC: THE BIGGEST EXERCISE

The US-hosted RIMPAC exercises are the world’s largest series of multinational naval drills.46 RIMPAC’s stated purpose is to enhance interoperability and build relationships with Pacific Rim nations by providing “a unique training opportunity that helps participants foster and sustain the cooperative relationships that are critical to ensuring the safety of sea lanes and security on the world’s oceans.”47 Originating in 1971, RIMPAC is held biennially, usually off Hawaii’s coastline. It is structured in three parts: “a planning portion, a portion at sea, and a final, massive simulation.”48 The 2016 iteration was the twenty-fifth in the series.

RIMPAC initially involved the United States, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand in a “limited anti-submarine warfare evolution.”49 Its membership was stable in the first decade. It has since expanded significantly, both in the number of international participants and the skills and competencies drilled. In the 1980s and 1990s, Japan, South Korea, and Chile were added at a modest pace; participation has accelerated since then. By 2010, RIMPAC included naval units from fourteen countries. Nonetheless, the greatest expansion of RIMPAC took place following Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s October 2011 announcement of the US “pivot” to the Asia-Pacific.50 In 2012, twenty-two nations deployed naval platforms for RIMPAC, five times the original number.

In a watershed change in 2014, China was invited to participate. RIMPAC 2014 was an early instance of China “dipping a toe” into the deep waters of multilateral naval cooperation. Its initial foray largely involved medical cooperation in the context of humanitarian and disaster relief operations. Admiral Floyd, in response to a question from a Chinese journalist about China’s RIMPAC role, characterized the PLAN’s participation as follows:



China is going to be participating in medical exchanges. That’s going on right now. Actually, in fact, I think it started this morning with their—with the hospital ship, Peace Ark, working kind of as the basis with our—the U.S. hospital ship, Mercy. I was down on Peace Ark a couple of days ago. It’s a beautiful ship, really great capability. And I believe they brought over—that China has brought over 40 doctors to participate in this. And then there’s doctors and medical staff from all the other 22 nations that are participating in the medical exchange going on now.

Now, as part of the medical exchange, they’ll talk about humanitarian assistance, disaster relief. That’s probably the—that’s the most likely areas that we will drop in together and operate in the future, I think, in the real world.

And then once we get out to sea, they will do some gunnery exercises. We’ll work some counter-piracy. They also have their explosive ordinance disposal. Their dive teams are here. So there is really a pretty well-rounded list of things that China is participating in over the—gosh, there’s over 2,000 different events, I think, and they’re in a pretty good chunk of them.51




This was also the first time that hospital vessels—China’s Peace Ark and the USN’s Mercy—participated in RIMPAC. Chinese and American medical staff “conducted personnel exchanges, military medicine exchanges, and medical evacuation and mass casualty training.”52 This collaboration represents a small but notable step, given both countries’ competitive posturing over their timely contribution to humanitarian assistance following the 2004 tsunami rescue efforts.53

RIMPAC has taken on more MOOTW operations. Both the 2012 and 2014 exercises involved humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. During RIMPAC 2012, commander of USPACOM, Admiral Samuel J. Locklear, commented that “it’s no longer just a maritime exercise. It has grown in scope and become a joint exercise, and we would like to see it continue to grow in that regard.”54 A Vice magazine report notes that the inclusion of MOOTW in RIMPAC



ultimately reflects the training priorities of the participating nations. Despite the fact that there’s been a lot of fighting around the globe for more than a decade, a lot of … conflicts look less like a good, old-fashioned state-to-state slugging match and a lot more like a messier kind of conflict that increasingly forces militaries to look more and more like police. With that transition, the use of force has become an increasingly political activity, demanding the formation of international coalitions [as seen in RIMPAC].55





RIMPAC’s evolution reflects several other trends. It has recently included aspects of naval war fighting such as antisurface warfare, air defense, and amphibious assault. In a 2014 interview, the Royal Canadian Navy’s Rear Admiral Gilles Couturier noted, “While I talk a lot about ships, there are other important elements in RIMPAC, such as submarines and amphibious assault. There is also a significant mine warfare element, which involved about 1,000 folks. This is a very rigorous training event. Mine warfare is also another area where many navies don’t get to exercise, so RIMPAC actually gives us the umbrella to get countries together to do that.”56 Another trend has been the multinationalization of command over the exercise, as American planners have sought to expand RIMPAC collaboration and increase burden sharing. According to Vice, “The allocation of top roles started changing in 2012, when an Australian was put in charge of the maritime component, and Canada has also taken on a key role as RIMPAC changes to a more global event. This year [in 2014], the seven top leadership positions were held by three Americans, two Australians, with the remaining two held by Japan and Canada.”57

Yet RIMPAC remains a decidedly American initiative. The United States, through the various subordinate commands of the US Pacific Command, sets the agenda and provides much of the planning. Each RIMPAC takes nearly two years to plan before the first ship or aircraft is deployed. It is American military Leadership and diplomacy that guides these preparations.

Indeed, the turmoil caused by the Chinese spy ship incident described earlier tells us something useful about the US Leadership strategy. Critics suggested at the time that the incident was an attempt to undermine the exercise’s utility. Doug Bandow, in a contrasting spirit, argued that “unfortunately, RIMPAC is too small and unimportant to much matter.”58 It is “a nonessential ocean exercise.”59 Many naval officers would reject such a sentiment. Within the Navy, it is an article of faith that exercises are essential to ensure smooth operations at sea. And in deflecting criticism, they ask a series of counterfactual questions. What if the United States simply decided that exercises like RIMPAC were nonessential and declined to invite China, or any other countries for that matter? Would the other participants organize a comparable event? If they did, would it have the same agenda as the current US-led version? Would canceling or divesting exercises like RIMPAC substantively affect the pursuit of American national interests in the Indo-Pacific region? In the absence of (unavailable) evidence to the contrary, the US government’s goal is to sustain these exercises and thereby consolidate America’s pivotal position.




MALABAR

The strategic importance of the Malabar exercise lies in US collaboration with India—the greatest potential bulwark against China’s rise in the Indian Ocean. This bilateral link is always at the core of the Malabar series, even when it is formally a multilateral event.

An Indo-American rapprochement coincided with the Soviet Union’s collapse. The proximate impetus for the Malabar series can be traced to proposals made to New Delhi by Lieutenant General Claude M. Kicklighter, Commander of US Army Pacific, during a 1991 visit. Former Indian Army chief V. P. Malik has suggested that these proposals entailed “service-to-service exchanges and expansion of a defense cooperation framework.”60 The Malabar series of naval exercises, named after the shoreline location of the drills, began the following year. The inaugural event involved only surface combatants.

Sequels were held in 1995 and 1996, each larger in size, scope, and complexity. Submarines and naval aviation assets were added to surface combatants. The series was suspended following India’s 1998 Pokhran nuclear tests and subsequent US sanctions. But Malabar was resurrected in 2002, spurred by the George W. Bush administration’s determination to forge a strategic partnership with New Delhi in the wake of the 9/11 terror attacks. By 2005 the two nations had signed a ten-year accord known as the “New Framework for the U.S.-India Defense Relationship.” It noted that India and the United States would, among other things, “conduct joint and combined exercises and exchanges; collaborate in multinational operations when it is in their common interest; [and] strengthen the capabilities of our militaries to promote security and defeat terrorism.”61

The exercise continued to expand, reaching a high-water mark in 2007 when two separate iterations were held only five months apart. The second involved three additional nations (Japan, Australia, and Singapore), 20,000 personnel, 28 ships, and 150 aircraft.62 Alarmed at Malabar’s unprecedented scale, China sent a demarche to New Delhi, but the Indian Navy resisted calls by some Indian politicians to cancel the annual event. It eventually responded by scaling back the 2008 Malabar exercise to a bilateral Indo-US exercise. The American reaction to China’s demarche and India’s response was muted. The Bush administration had recently negotiated the historic India–United States Civil Nuclear Agreement (2005) and regarded the emerging strategic relationship with India as a foreign policy victory.63 The official American position remained consistent: Malabar “provides a message to other militaries, and our own, that we are capable of operating together and that we work together with our regional partners to ensure stability in the region.”64

Malabar expanded again after 2008. The 2015 iteration, the eighteenth in the series, marked the second consecutive year that the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force had been involved. Also, in January 2015, President Obama met with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi in New Delhi.65 The two leaders agreed to expand Malabar, presaging future growth despite Beijing’s protests. The following June, US Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter and Indian Minister of Defense Manohar Parrikar signed a ten-year renewal of the 2005 defense framework.66 Additions to the 2015 framework included agreements to “enhance cooperation in military training and education,” “exchange experiences and practices in operating common defense platforms,” and “enhance cooperation toward maritime security and to increase each other’s capability to secure the free movement of lawful commerce.”67 These activities clearly consolidated an increasingly important bilateral relationship for both countries.

Iskander Rehman concludes that “whereas the MALABAR exercises started with only basic maneuvers and communication drills, they have since expanded in scope and scale.”68 At this point, the public objectives of the Malabar series are extensive: to share best practices and conduct live drills relating to surface and antisubmarine warfare, maritime interdiction operations, underway replenishment, search and rescue, and other core naval competencies. Malabar’s location now typically alternates between the Indian Ocean (in the Arabian Sea or Bay of Bengal) and the Pacific Ocean (in waters off the coast of Japan).

Demonstrating the Indian Navy’s ability to interoperate—both technologically and in employing relatively similar training, tactics, and techniques—with the cutting-edge capabilities of the USN affords New Delhi advantages in pursuing its own interests. India (and especially its Navy) has long considered the Indian Ocean region to be its own sphere of influence.69 Yet, even if the Indian Navy’s limited budget currently constrains its maritime ambitions, Rehman suggests: “One can assume that, in the future, the Indian navy, absent a major hike in funding, will find itself compelled to focus less on the “visible” components of maritime power, such as maritime multilateralism and soft power projection, and more on the “viable” aspects of developing an effective war-fighting capability in the face of rapidly coalescing threats to India’s maritime lifelines.”70 If he is correct, the Malabar exercises will continue to expand in terms of warfighting missions and technological complexity in the years ahead.






The Impact of Exercises—and of Budgets

Malabar and the other exercises constitute successes from an American perspective. They provide America’s geopolitical rivals with evidence of its leadership, signal its credibility, and demonstrate a capacity to leverage its resources. As a Chinese official newspaper, The Global Times, diplomatically observed in a thinly veiled reference to Malabar, “The China-India relationship is on a sound track, and healthy ties are beneficial to both countries … India should be vigilant to any intentions of roping it into an anti-China camp.”71 The Economic Times reported Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesman Hong Lei’s blunter comment regarding Japan’s participation in the 2015 Malabar exercises: “Our position is very clear. It is hoped that the relevant country will not provoke confrontation and heighten tensions in the region.”72

Then again, the American signal to China and others may be ambivalent. These exercises are meant to convey strength and solidarity in the face of possible Chinese aggression. Yet, given the two countries’ extensive economic linkages, American officials often assert that the United States is not seeking to encircle but to engage with the Chinese.73 The 2015 US maritime strategy states, for example, that “the U.S. Sea Services, through our continued forward presence and constructive interaction with Chinese maritime forces, reduce the potential for misunderstanding, discourage aggression, and preserve our commitment to peace and stability in the region”—even after acknowledging Chinese provocations (e.g., “China’s naval expansion also presents challenges when it employs force or intimidation against other sovereign nations to assert territorial claims”).74 Conveying an aggressive message might escalate tensions or engender an adversarial spiral, if not outright conflict.75 Such concerns may explain the American decision to invite China to participate in RIMPAC: providing some degree of reassurance, even if it risks a better vantage point for the Chinese to observe new technologies and tactics.

Part of the underlying issue concerns budgets—a matter that candidate Trump promised to address.76 America’s military budget continues to overwhelm that of other nations. It used to be much higher. Chinese military expenditures accelerated, however, while the Great Recession of 2008 led to sequestration and Department of Defense budget cuts in 2011 legislation known as the Budget Control Act. Still, using Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) data, the Peterson Foundation reported in 2015 it was still larger than the next seven countries combined.77

From a budgetary perspective, America’s rebalance to the Asia-Pacific was ill-timed. Nonetheless, “the Department of Defense is on track to position 60 percent of U.S. Air Force and Navy forces in the region by 2020 with 55 percent of the Navy’s 289 ships, including 60 percent of its submarine fleet, already based across Asia.”78 Despite this redeployment, American military leaders in the Pacific worry about the impact of cutbacks and accompanying uncertainties on relations with allies. As Admiral Locklear noted as recently as 2014: “Due to continued budget uncertainty, we were forced to make difficult short-term choices and scale back or cancel valuable training exercises, negatively impacting both the multinational training needed to strengthen our alliances and build partner capacities as well as some unilateral training necessary to maintain our high-end warfighting capabilities.”79

It is difficult to gauge the practical impact of spending cutbacks in any given year on individual events like Malabar, RIMPAC, or Cobra Gold, let alone on an entire class of activities, such as those associated with Theater Security Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific. The politics involved in efforts to influence Congress or public opinion when facing the specter of budgetary changes—whether for new weapons or for day-to-day operations—encourages skepticism.80 But one Government Accountability Office report suggests that the 2011 Budget Control Act has had more impact on recent or current operations—such as buying fuel, funding travel, and hiring contractors—than on big ticket items such as procurement or personnel costs.81

It is even more difficult to assess whether the size of America’s military budget influences outside perceptions of American power and leadership. But it is unquestionable that America’s Leadership strategy entails extensive costs. Rhetoric about America as a model, symbolic action or claims about universal values and global institution building are irrelevant when it comes to concrete military operations. Many modern American overseas military activities—whether entailing MOOTW or kinetic conflict—are likely to involve coalitions. And it remains a truism for the sea services that military exercises are essential for ensuring that coalition operations are successful. In their absence, the USN and its counterparts are likely to encounter steep learning curves, unexpected costs, and expensive mishaps when called on to collaborate. If the Trump administration (and its successors) do continue the Asia pivot, the need (and demand from partners) to expend resources on exercises will remain at least constant and likely grow. Even if the United States and China were to achieve a maritime rapprochement in the near term, the Indo-Pacific is experiencing increasing trans-Pacific trade; an increasing number of capable navies in the region that will want to partner with the United States; and the very real possibility that climate change will lead to more weather extremes such as typhoons that will prompt disaster relief operations and the rescue and care of refugees. The need for increased maritime operations in the area is likely to grow.

American Leadership, through defense cooperation and, more specifically, multilateral maritime exercises, has had limited tangible results in Asia if we compare it to the institutionalized security architecture evident in Europe. No informal structure has yet emerged. As Sheldon Simon concludes, “There has been little movement toward a more networked structure among partners and allies. This means that while virtually all Southeast Asian armed forces exercise and train with their U.S. counterparts, their military relations with each other are almost entirely bilateral.”82

Yet this reliance on a “hub and spoke” pattern of relations between the metropole and the periphery may be quite intentional. After all, the United States is seeking to “lead” its allies and partners consistent with its own national interests. A benignly articulated “divide and conquer” strategy has a long and distinguished history for great powers. And formal organizations such as NATO carry two risks. First, NATO’s Article 5 (an attack on one member is an attack on all members) risks the US being drawn into a conflict by a “reckless driver.”83 Second, institutionalization jeopardizes America’s control of the agenda. To create a network of like-minded states that might resist or force modifications to America’s approaches to its regional security in Asia is not necessarily a priority for Washington policy-makers. But a routine, if informal, multilateral structure that is American-organized may be far more attractive.

We cannot ignore an alternative interpretation: that the creation of a regional network of like-minded states is in process but will simply take more time. America’s rebalance to Asia is in its infancy; convincing Asian states to develop new ways to cope with China’s military, not to mention changing strategic cultures and long-standing patterns of behavior, is unlikely to proceed quickly or smoothly.

Asia-based military exercises will continue to play an instrumental role for the US-led security network. They serve as a conduit for the United States to develop bilateral and multilateral security arrangements with states across the region by fostering closer military relations for both peacetime and in conflict.

A greater degree of self-consciousness about the nature and form of this undertaking is necessary if we are to assess how multilateral maritime exercises fit into any broader US strategy—particularly America’s effort to assert leadership in a region that encompasses more than half the globe. In the words of Vice Admiral Cecil Haney, former commander of the United States Pacific Fleet:



Today the U.S. Navy conducts exercises and training events with over 20 allies, partners and friends in this region, to increase partnership capabilities to address uncertainty in the region. This is something we clearly put a high value on and I look forward to continuing that in the future. But the question is—can we take it up a notch? Can we do more together to ensure the future security in the maritime domain? Are we doing the right things? Are we doing the right things right?84














CHAPTER 5

Pirates, Terrorists, and Formal Sponsorship

At 7:15 a.m. on April 8, 2009, four pirates in a fast-moving skiff used grappling irons and a torrent of firepower to board an unarmed 508-foot US-flagged vessel named the Maersk Alabama. The freighter was traversing the Gulf of Aden, between Yemen and So malia, to deliver food aid to Kenya. Once the pirates boarded, the Maersk Alabama’s captain—Richard Phillips—and three other sailors distracted the armed pirates while the rest of the crew disabled the ship before hiding in safe rooms below. With the pirates’ skiff sunk during the melee, and the Maersk Alabama inoperable, Phillips convinced the pirates to retreat into the ship’s lifeboat.

The pirates took Phillips as their prisoner, planning to ransom him for a reported $2–3 million. Things did not develop as they hoped. A US destroyer, the Bainbridge, arrived.1 It pursued the lifeboat while negotiations for the captain’s release ensued. After five futile days of discussion, the US authorities concluded that the pirates intended the captain imminent harm. Operating pursuant to authorization provided by President Obama, the US destroyer slowly came alongside the lifeboat.2


Aboard were three snipers from Navy SEAL Team 6,3 one of America’s most secretive special operations units. The three snipers, calibrating both the destroyer and the lifeboat’s movement, each simultaneously fired one shot, killing all three pirates, and freeing Captain Phillips. A fourth pirate, who had earlier surrendered to US authorities, was brought to the United States to stand trial. Pleading guilty on all counts except that of piracy, he was sentenced to over thirty years in prison.

It is rare that an oceangoing freighter becomes famous once, let alone twice. Most ply the world’s waterways, languishing in obscurity. But the Maersk Alabama is an exception. It initially captured the world’s attention in 2009 when these events took place. Then the freighter enjoyed the spotlight again in 2013 in a film starring Tom Hanks as Captain Phillips.4 Millions across the globe followed the story of the Maersk Alabama twice, once in real time and again in a lightly fictionalized film.5

Navy public affairs officials were doubtless elated by the positive publicity. After all, Navy SEALs had rescued an American captain operating a US-flagged ship, carrying food aid bound for Kenya—albeit the ship was owned by a Danish corporation and crewed by a polyglot group of sailors. And the SEALs completed a daring mission thousands of miles from America’s shore. Wins like this are rare, especially when fighting seaborne pirates. Perhaps not since the daring adventures of Lieutenant Stephen Decatur—against pirates sponsored by the Pasha of Tripoli during the First Barbary War in 1804—had the Navy enjoyed such a publicity windfall for its counter-piracy exploits.6

Yet the Maersk Alabama incident was more representative of contemporary American maritime operations than the casual observer might assume. Rear Admiral Michelle Howard was then commander of Expeditionary Strike Group 2, stationed aboard the USS Boxer. That amphibious assault ship was deployed in the Gulf of Aden specifically to conduct antipiracy operations. The assignment proved an important pathway to promotion. Subsequently, Howard became the first African-American woman to achieve the rank of Vice Admiral;7 then a full four-star Admiral as the Vice Chief of Naval Operations; and finally, in 2016, the commander of some of the Navy’s most prominent operational forces—Allied Joint Force Command Naples, US Naval Forces Europe, and US Naval Forces Africa.8

Admiral Howard concluded that the Maersk Alabama operation was successful because “the Department of Defense is there to protect America’s interest, America’s property and America’s citizens. And in the end there is a deterrence factor. You want the average pirate to look at an American ship and say, ‘We’ll just let that one go by.’”9

From a broader strategic perspective, this public relations coup may deserve a more qualified assessment. Few analysts believe that piracy is a major threat to the United States, its citizens, or even its commercial interests. SEAL Team 6’s demonstration of skill and valor masks severe limits on the ability of the US Navy to prevent piracy or to rescue oceangoing vessels attacked by pirates. The costs of unilateral action are enormous—this case involved the use of a multi-million-dollar warship and the expertise of a highly trained force for several days to rescue one American at sea. In part the success of the Maersk Alabama was so enjoyable because it was so rare. In practice, the United States needs international cooperation to address the threat of piracy, and that cooperation is achievable only through a global initiative legitimated by the United Nations.


Piracy as a Historical and Contemporary Threat

The threat of piracy has a long lineage, and so does America’s unilateral response. The US Navy has its origins in combating threats to American merchant shipping in the Mediterranean.10 In the republic’s early years, American merchantmen had been protected by the Royal Navy and other states, like Portugal, intent on suppressing piracy to encourage trade. But the seizure of two American ships by Algerian corsairs in 1785 demonstrated an increasing vulnerability.11 Congress, however, was reluctant to appropriate the funds necessary to construct a national navy and was often content to pay tribute to the Barbary states even as pirates continued to seize American vessels and the efficacy of relying on foreign navies to protect American property was proving unworkable.12

President George Washington finally signed the Naval Act of 1794. It created a permanent standing US Navy, initially consisting of six frigates. The new Navy proved to be a sound investment: “The demonstrated willingness of the United States to respond militarily helped American diplomats negotiate a more reasonable financial agreement with Algiers in 1796.”13 Over the next century and a half, the US Navy sporadically devoted its resources to suppressing piracy. It does so today by carrying out cruises intended to deter pirates, intervene ashore, and occasionally engage in armed encounters at sea.

As in 1785, the primary threat posed by pirates now is to commercial shipping, which they attack in both international sea lanes and the littoral. Between April 2005 and 2013, for example, 179 ships were hijacked off the Horn of Africa, costing approximately $400 million dollars in ransoms alone.14 The direct economic costs of piracy are small if measured against the aggregate value of international shipping: between $7 and $12 billion a year.15 Yet lost ships, missing cargo, and ransomed merchant mariners can prove expensive for individual firms. More expensive is the aggregate impact on global trade, although this is notoriously hard to calculate. Yet piracy forms part of a historic naval mission. Naval analysts from Alfred Thayer Mahan and Julian Corbett to the contemporary authors of A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower have consistently argued that a primary naval function is to protect the global economy from disruption.16 As the authors of A Cooperative Strategy noted, “We prosper because of this system of exchange among nations, yet recognize it is vulnerable to a range of disruptions that can produce cascading and harmful effects far from their sources. Major power war, regional conflict, terrorism, lawlessness and natural disasters—all have the potential to threaten US national security and world prosperity.”17 Piracy is one form of “lawlessness.” Like the British before them, American policymakers view any global campaign against piracy as consistent with the national interest.18

Pirates pose a minimal physical threat to navies, coast guards, or even well-armed merchant vessels. They rarely assault military or paramilitary vessels. Yet the operational challenges posed by counterpiracy off the coast of Somalia and in the Gulf of Aden are daunting. The volume of maritime traffic is high and pirate activities are unpredictable. Added are the difficulties of patrolling vast expanses of ocean while intervening in a timely manner.

Furthermore, for the United States, the purpose of counterpiracy is complex. Nongovernmental analysts commonly regard Somali pirates simply as criminals.19 Their concern is the protection of trade. Government strategists, however, address recurring questions about links between these pirates and terrorist organizations—notably al-Shabaab, which maintains an enclave in Somalia. Expert assessments of the relationship are split. Nonetheless, a catchall proviso is embedded in the mission statement of the American counterpiracy operation—to “create a lawful maritime order by defeating terrorism, deterring piracy, reducing illegal trafficking of people and drugs as well as promoting the maritime environment as a safe place for mariners with legitimate business.”20

Establishing a positive link between piracy and terrorism would, inevitably, recast both the nature of the threat and the actors involved. In the absence of definitive evidence, both the Bush and the Obama administrations assumed that such a link either does exist or might develop if the problem were ignored. Other nations remain unconvinced; they contribute to counterpiracy missions because piracy constitutes a serious threat to commercial relations. But for a variety of reasons, they are less willing to engage in counterterror missions led by the United States.

The financial costs for America include the procurement of military platforms and the provision of military personnel, law enforcement, and intelligence assets. The United States has created an umbrella coalition called Combined Maritime Forces, composed of three separate Combined Task Forces (CTFs) operating in the western Indian Ocean, to promote maritime security and fight piracy. Politically, concrete evidence of a relationship between piracy and terrorism would help administrations justify the expenditure. In the meantime, however, the USN proceeds on the assumption that antipiracy operations are in doctrinal terms part of a comprehensive response to the broad array of irregular threats to maritime security.21

Historically, the standard American response to piracy has been unilateralist. The USN combed the seas for corsairs—hard to locate but, if in the vicinity, easy to spot. This is untrue today. Even proximity provides no guarantee because small pirate skiffs are hard to detect. Groups of meagerly armed bands of Somalis use commercial small boats and low-tech techniques to find targets. They then attack vessels—large and small, commercial and private. Vast expanses of ocean coupled with few clear markers and swift, unpredictable attacks present formidable operational problems. Yet in 2013 only 23 vessels were attacked, down from the 2011 peak of 237 attacks. The value of these attacks had fallen to $3.2 million, well below the estimated ceiling of $12 billion in 2010.22 So how was that achieved?




Formal Sponsorship: A Contemporary Strategy for a Historic Problem

A unilateral counterpiracy strategy would fail today because, given its other missions, the USN simply does not have enough resources to combat piracy alone. Accordingly, the United States applies a Sponsorship strategy to the problem. It addresses the threat to the sea lanes by contributing naval and coast guard assets as one member of a multilateral coalition of states that enforces international laws, including the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).23 As a formal sponsor, rather than leader or sole provider of counterpiracy forces, the United States encourages partner navies to contribute even when resources are limited by material circumstances or domestic politics.

As we will show, the USN plays a key—if understated—operational role. It performs invaluable support functions, using the resources of US Naval Forces Central Command and working through the Combined Maritime Forces (CMF). Furthermore, it provides critical infrastructure; supplies intelligence fusion, a common operating picture, and command and control mechanisms; and maintains a variety of institutional arrangements necessary for a very diverse coalition of navies to coordinate operations.

Formal Sponsorship requires conventions, protocols, and laws. In this case UNCLOS provides the binding framework for maritime cooperation.24 According to the convention, “piracy” consists of illegal acts committed on the high seas for private ends by the crew or passengers of one ship against the crew, passengers, or property on board another.25 Legal experts generally treat UNCLOS as a codification of customary international law on piracy and consider all states, whether a party or not, as bound by the UNCLOS definition.26

Paradoxically, the United States is the most important state yet to formally ratify UNCLOS—despite the fact that the US government was a driving force behind the agreement and generally follows its provisions. This failure is a product of domestic politics. The US Senate has proved allergic to diluting American sovereignty, and UNCLOS is no exception. Attempts at ratification have persistently faltered there. As with other global protocols, such as the Land Mine Treaty or membership of the International Criminal Court, the United States often demands an exemption or amendment. In this case, not long after UNCLOS was promulgated, it became clear that its provisions insufficiently dealt with certain violent acts at sea—epitomized by the Achille Lauro incident in 1985 where an American was killed by political terrorists. In 1988, in response, the UN and the International Maritime Organization promulgated the Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts (sometimes referred to as the Rome Convention).27 It established “a legal basis for prosecuting maritime violence that did not fall within the UNCLOS piracy framework.”28 The United States did ratify that treaty in 1994.

The UN held meetings in Nairobi, Kenya, in November 2008 and then released a report by the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on the issue of piracy off the coast of Somalia.29 Around that event, the UN Security Council (UNSC) issued resolutions 1816, 1838, 1846, and 1851, under chapter VII of the UN Charter (which authorizes states to take “all necessary measures”).30 The most important was Resolution 1816. It authorized states to “enter the territorial waters of Somalia for the purpose of repressing acts of piracy and armed robbery at sea” and to “use, within the territorial waters of Somalia, in a manner consistent with action permitted on the high seas with respect to piracy under relevant international law, all necessary means to repress acts of piracy and armed robbery.” In October, the UNSC adopted Resolution 1838, calling on states with military capabilities in the region to contribute to antipiracy efforts. Subsequent resolutions extended these mandates. They clarified how counterpiracy operations would be undertaken in accordance with international humanitarian and human rights law, offered provisions regarding technical assistance, and specified agreements regarding the prosecution of captured pirates.31

Recognizing the complexity of both the local situation and multilateral coordination, Resolution 1851 in January 2009 encouraged the creation of a multinational Contact Group on Piracy off the Coast of Somalia (CGPCS).32 The Contact Group, which originally consisted of approximately twenty nations, now includes more than eighty countries in addition to numerous intergovernmental organizations, such as the African Union. It is a “voluntary, ad hoc international forum to coordinate international efforts.”33 It was initially composed of five working groups—Naval Cooperation,34 Legal Issues, Self-Defensive Actions, Public Diplomacy, and the Flow of Illegal Funds. But as the number of pirate attacks decreased, the Contact Group placed greater emphasis on other aspects of the counterpiracy mission. Today, it also comprises working groups such as Capacity Building, the Legal Forum of the CGPCS, Maritime Counter Piracy and Mitigation Operations, and Disrupting Pirate Networks Ashore.35

By 2008, the UN had therefore provided a comprehensive legal justification and framework for maritime powers to combat piracy off the Horn of Africa. As part of its formal Sponsorship strategy, the United States played an important role in facilitating Security Council directives and began both to provide counterpiracy forces and materiel and enable other less-capable navies.




American Involvement

In December 2008, President George W. Bush’s National Security Council issued the “Countering Piracy off the Horn of Africa: Partnership and Action Plan” (“Action Plan”) in response to a piracy crisis that had grown since 2006.36 The Action Plan was the culmination of five years of groundwork on building an institutional infrastructure to address a broad set of maritime security issues.

In 2004, the President had issued National Security Presidential Decision Directive 41, designed to coordinate maritime security affairs through the Maritime Security Interagency Policy Committee. The committee included representatives from the departments of Defense, State, Homeland Security, and Transportation, as well as intelligence agencies. Together they developed the 2005 National Strategy for Maritime Security, as well an annex to that document, which subsequently became the 2007 Maritime Security (Piracy) Policy.37

The Bush administration’s Action Plan argued that “success in securing the maritime domain will not come from the United States acting alone, but through a powerful coalition of nations maintaining a strong, united international front.”38 It implicitly rejected both Primacy and a Leadership strategy. Rather the National Security Council pledged that



the United States will encourage other nations to assign more forces, such as law enforcement and naval air and surface assets, in order to increase coverage within the MSPA [Maritime Security Patrol Area]; in return, the United States, within legal constraints, will share information and coordinate with non-CMF member navies that are acting to repress piracy. The United States will also encourage the maritime industry to increase its use of the MSPA, in order to enhance its effectiveness.39




The United States promised to establish an interagency Counterpiracy Steering Group to coordinate US activities. To industry (largely shippers) and its international partners, the administration pledged to disrupt pirate financing and facilitate strategic communications about the piracy threat and what was being done to address it. In short, the planning document consisted of exhortation, persuasion, and promises.

The Government Accountability Office criticized the Action Plan in 2010 because it had not been revised since its promulgation in 2008. During those intervening two years, pirates had changed tactics. This included operating further out in the Indian Ocean to avoid detection. Moreover, counterpiracy efforts lacked measures of effectiveness.40 Still, the GAO credited the US Navy and Coast Guard for achieving an “interdiction-capable presence” by providing “assets and leadership to coalition forces patrolling off the Horn of Africa.”41 Perhaps heartened by this silver lining, Bush pressed forward with a Sponsorship strategy that involved three separate coalitions in the fight against piracy off the Horn of Africa: the US-led Combined Maritime Forces, NATO, and the European Union’s EUNAVFOR. This arrangement proved effective, as incidents of piracy declined precipitously after 2011.42 The US role in this combined operation belies many of the assumptions associated with hegemonic strategies.




The Combined Maritime Forces

The US Naval Forces Central Command (NAVCENT) directs US counterpiracy efforts off the Horn of Africa. It controls the Combined Maritime Forces, headquartered in Djibouti. CMF involves three Combined Task Forces—150, 151, and 152. Combined Task Force 150 (CTF-150) was established after 9/11, and shortly thereafter was reestablished as a multinational coalition to undertake counterterrorism operations at sea as part of Operation Enduring Freedom. Over time, CTF-150’s scope grew “to encompass and address commonly perceived threats to member states and their values.”43 Thus CTF-150 conducted whatever counterpiracy operations were stipulated under the broad mandate of maritime security in the entire region between 2001 and 2009.

As part of its mission, CTF-150 designated a Maritime Security Patrol Area in the Gulf of Aden to protect shipping from “destabilizing activities.”44 This 2008 initiative predated both the creation of CTF-151—CENTCOM’s specific counterpiracy operation—and subsequent initiatives by NATO and the European Union. CENTCOM’s MPSA defined the geographic and policy parameters for future American counterpiracy operations. This included the establishment of a Piracy High Risk Area Initiative where the shipping industry, encouraged by the United States and United Kingdom, has implemented best practices to make commercial vessels less vulnerable to pirate attacks.

By February 2009, the Internationally Recommended Transit Corridor (IRTC) had replaced the MSPA.45 The IRTC, depicted in figure 5.1, is “a corridor between Somalia and Yemen within international waters, consisting of two lanes, each of five nautical miles (nm) width, one eastbound and one westbound, with a space of two nm between them. The total length of the transit corridor is 480 nm, and a vessel maintaining 14 knots requires 34.5 hours to pass through it.”46 All three counterpiracy coalitions patrol the IRTC in the Gulf of Aden—the High Risk Area—often escorting commercial vessels registered with the Maritime Security Centre Horn of Africa.
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Figure 5.1. The Maritime Security Patrol Area (MSPA) in the Gulf of Aden




Somali pirates established operational bases in Somalian ports. Between 2007 and 2010 they attacked more than 450 ships in shipping lanes abutting the Horn of Africa, taking nearly 2,400 hostages.47 Combined Task Force-150 operated as a largely US effort with close allies focused primarily on countering “terrorist acts and related illegal activities, which terrorists use to fund or conceal their movements.”48 But in 2009, CTF-151, a second multinational task force, was added under the Combined Maritime Forces.

In 2009, Vice Admiral William Gortney, then commander of the Fifth Fleet, explained that the rationale behind CTF-151’s founding was partially institutional: “Some navies in our coalition did not have the authority to conduct counterpiracy missions. The establishment of 151 will allow those nations to operate under the auspices of CTF 150, while allowing other nations to join CTF 151 to support our goal of deterring, disrupting and eventually bringing to justice the maritime criminals involved in piracy events.”49 Numerous UN Security Council resolutions have been invoked by the United States and its partners in CTF-151 to justify the abrogation of the sovereignty of vessels suspected of piracy when boarding them.

Participation in CTF-151 is purely voluntary. It really is a “coalition of the willing.” Many members are American allies or partners.50 No nation is asked to carry out any activity that it is unwilling to conduct. Each country’s contribution depends on the timely availability of its naval assets.51

The operations of the Combined Maritime Forces, and thus CTF-151, are coordinated from NAVCENT’s Naval Support Activity Bahrain. American Coast Guard Law Enforcement Detachments operate aboard American vessels assigned to CTF-151 to support boarding operations and to train personnel on legal issues and evidence procedures.52 Yet, critically for a Sponsorship strategy, command of CTF-151 rotates among the participating navies.53 The United States furnishes critical resources and infrastructure but does not lead. It has ceded leadership of the mission to a coalition of countries, operating under the auspices of international law. But it has gained invaluable operational resources required to enhance freedom of the seas.

The size and composition of CTF-151 has varied over time. In 2009, it consisted of approximately twenty ships, drawn from fourteen countries.54 By 2014, fourteen ships were involved, in addition to maritime surveillance aircraft and requisite shore facilities. But some CTF-151 participants hold joint counterpiracy exercises, drills, and operations to augment capacity. The size of the force is thus not reflective of the total number of resources it can deploy. Two things have remained constant: CTF-151’s legitimacy under international law, and the US role in supporting the framework and providing resources.




Allied and Partner Counterpiracy Contributions

As Vice Admiral Gortney noted, some states that contributed to CTF-151 at its creation did not have the institutional capacity to act unilaterally. Others—the European Union and NATO—were hesitant to participate under the auspices of an American-dominated operation. For domestic political reasons and the need to demonstrate their utility in a changing security environment, both the EU and NATO established their own maritime task forces in the region.


NATO’S COUNTERPIRACY EFFORT

NATO has undertaken three separate counterpiracy missions since 2008: Operations Allied Provider, Allied Protector, and Ocean Shield. NATO member misgivings about potential American dominance may have led them to establish a separate task force. Yet their counterpiracy missions were and remain intertwined with CTF-151 and, as we will show, an EU operation as well. Thirteen EU members participate in CTF-151, for example, at the same time that the EU is conducting its own operations. All three coalitions share some communications, command and control, and intelligence functions.

NATO’s operation has evolved. In October 2008, at the UN’s request, NATO deployed three warships to conduct antipiracy duties off Somalia’s coast as part of Operation Allied Provider: ITS Durand de la Penne, HS Temistokles, and HMS Cumberland. They were initially assigned to guard World Food Program vessels providing humanitarian aid to Somalia. Thereafter, they patrolled routes considered most susceptible to criminal acts against merchant vessels.55

Allied Provider was a temporary operation, largely superseded by an EU mission named Atalanta in December 2008.56 But in March 2009, NATO returned to the area with Operation Allied Protector. Allied Protector used NATO member state naval vessels to escort shipping ferrying humanitarian assistance.57 Operation Ocean Shield replaced Operation Allied Protector in August 2009, with a more robust mandate. Ocean Shield had four major objectives: “Deterring and disrupting pirate operations at sea, coordinating international counter-piracy efforts, enhancing the maritime community’s capacity to counter piracy effectively, and developing a regional counter-piracy capability.”58 Problematically, the two NATO naval forces that rotated into and out of the Gulf of Aden were not strengthened to meet this mandate.

Four or five ships supplemented by maritime patrol aircraft—all contributed by NATO member states—now routinely deploy off the Horn of Africa. The United States has remained the single largest contributor to Operation Ocean Shield since its inception. But systematically disengaging, it has not contributed a ship since 2013.59 By 2016, the EU had become a larger contributor to Somali counterpiracy missions, although it too relies heavily on both NATO and the United States to keep its mission operating.




THE EUROPEAN UNION’S OPERATION

One month after NATO launched Operation Allied Provider, the EU launched Atalanta under the auspices of the European Union Naval Force Somalia (EUNAVFOR). It is a larger and longer-term naval operation than NATO’s mission, albeit it with similar purposes.60 EUNAVFOR is an inter-governmental ad-hoc operation, reliant on voluntary contributions. Operationally headquartered at Northwood, just outside London, it is staffed by officers from the Royal Navy, other contributing EU navies, and representatives from industry.61 Command rotates among its contributors.

Gradually EUNAVFOR has extended its initial mandate beyond protection for vessels chartered by the World Food Program.62 Its newer responsibilities include protection for the African Union Mission in Somalia; “the deterrence, prevention and repression of acts of piracy and armed robbery off the Somali coast”; “the protection of vulnerable shipping off the Somali coast”; and even “monitoring of fishing activities off the coast of Somalia.”63

EUNAVFOR began operations in 2009 with five frigates and two full-time surveillance aircraft. Its complement has increased to a dozen ships assisted by three full-time aircraft and up to eight helicopters. EUNAVFOR’s composition inevitably varies, however, with the rotation of national units. The operation’s manpower requirement amounts to approximately two thousand personnel.64 Northwood also hosts the Maritime Security Centre—Horn of Africa. Its purpose is to provide “a secure web-portal with a range of services to merchant vessels including alerts of pirate activity/ attacks, risk assessment based on military intelligence, regional and world navigation news and self-protection advisory measures.”65 This intelligence gathering and dissemination center is distinct both from direct operational control on military assets and from EUNAVFOR members and the other maritime task forces operating in the same area. It serves a broader international community involved in international counterpiracy operations, including NATO, the United States, China, Japan, Russia, South Korea, Malaysia, and the Seychelles.66 Operation Atalanta was initially scheduled to last for one year but was extended several times and has now been funded until the end of 2018.67




CHINA: THE KEY OPERATIONAL “INDEPENDENT”

In addition to these multilateral operations, several states have contributed to counterpiracy campaigns by deploying independent forces. These include the navies of China, India, Russia, and Ukraine. It is relatively easy for countries such as India to contribute, given its cordial relationship with Washington. But that is not true for China and Russia. Both countries will not operate under anything that looks like a US command structure. Their willingness to contribute serves to affirm that the United States is pursuing a Sponsorship strategy, not Leadership. They can participate without risking national embarrassment or domestic opposition. International laws and UN resolutions, coupled with an absence of formal American Leadership, provide them with political cover.

China initially discussed contributing through the NATO and EU counterpiracy missions. It offered, for example, to assist the EU forces in escorting World Food Program shipments to Somalia in 2010.68 The following year, it engaged in discussions with NATO about counterpiracy operations and subsequently, “China has intersected largely with NATO operations.”69 The size of China’s commitment has been noteworthy. Between 2008 and 2012, the PLAN deployed thirteen task forces, amounting to thirty-four ships and ten thousand personnel.70 Ultimately, from China’s perspective, its participation can be characterized as a success. When several attacks were launched in the early months of 2017, after an extended quiet period, it was Chinese forces that captured or repelled the pirate craft.71






The American Sponsorship of Multilateral Counterpiracy Operations

The United States plays a critical operational role, sponsoring the maritime task forces and independent contributors operating in the same location. There are three key elements to its activities.

Perhaps the most important US contribution is organizing communications—specifically its creation and maintenance of a Common Operating Picture (COP) for all participating navies. In military parlance, a COP is a “single identical display of relevant information shared by more than one command.”72 It is critical for “collaborative planning and assists all echelons to achieve situational awareness.”73 The overall operational picture is disseminated via classified military systems (MCCIS, Link11, NSAWAN, and CENTRIXS)74 and is accessible to most (but not all) countries participating in CMF, NATO, or EUNAVFOR—plus Japan and South Korea as longstanding US allies.75

Effective communication presents an ongoing challenge.76 It can be excruciating for independents supporting multilateral counterpiracy operations. The People’s Daily captures the dimensions of the problem: “Activities of suspicious ships through network mailbox and radio station every day and shared information resources with 50-odd warships of 20-plus countries and organizations.”77

Alternatives to the US system have problems. Several partners operate their own communications systems. For Operation Atalanta, the EU established Mercury, an internet-based information exchange between all fleets and “a basic Common Operating Picture displaying merchant shipping transiting the Gulf of Aden.” Mercury is a “secure ‘real time’ chat system for military navies, gathering 120 accounts from almost all the locally involved warships. It is, for example, a key tool for the EU to communicate with the Chinese and Russian fleets.”78 But even in the context of NATO—with decades of operational experience and exercises—there remain numerous complications in using these alternative systems. As one US officer observed, “Within our own services [we] have [an] issue [with] terms and definitions. Then with NATO you have those terms, and then expand to those [navies] you may not necessarily have alliances with, and that does introduce more room for error.”79

Communications are essential to avoiding mistakes and fatalities. US naval predominance partially stems from its unparalleled technological capacity to link sea services, enduring allies, coalition partners, and countries that are (at best) marginally cooperative and (at worst) possible future adversaries. CENTRIXS is technically superior to other options and is better positioned to overcome this collective action problem. Nevertheless, the United States seeks to improve it. As one officer-turned-analyst suggests, “We must move beyond limited approaches to link a few secure common systems with software applications like CENTRIXS, and get to a fully integrated regional picture from ports to harbors and into the commons.”80

The second major US contribution is to synchronize (with EUNAVFOR and NATO) much of the organizational framework that underpins regional collaboration. The SHADE (Shared Awareness and Deconfliction) mechanism provides a critical example.81 SHADE is “not organization but a facilitating venue,” open to all navies and associated institutions interested in combating piracy. The United States funds SHADE. But “it is not simply U.S.-led, as U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) and U.S. Naval Forces Central Command (NAVCENT) do not do any tasking and all involved navies maintain sovereignty and vetoes over their participation.”82

SHADE is a monthly forum used by naval forces to coordinate counterpiracy operations in the international transit corridor and the high-risk zone of the western Indian Ocean. Members rotate chairing monthly meetings. SHADE initially coordinated CMF, EUNAVFOR, and NATO operations, but it has now grown to include virtually all navies. By 2012 “twenty organizations and twenty-seven countries were participating in SHADE meetings.”83 SHADE played an important role in the dissemination of the Mercury communications systems, encouraging “depoliticized” discussions at the tactical level. Access to CENTRIXS communications remains possible only for NATO members or individual states only by special agreement with the United States. It remains an essential platform for communications between the United States and trusted allies; other partners use Mercury instead. As one senior European Union official characterized it in a confidential interview, “SHADE is undoubtedly the most important contribution made by the United States to the counterpiracy operation. It is indispensable.”84

Both communications and facilitating organizational innovations involve predominantly military-to-military relations. America’s third major contribution consists of encouraging companies to be active in their own defense. From a governmental perspective, it makes financial sense for shippers to defend their vessels or obstruct armed pirates when attacked. In 2015, for example, Oceans beyond Piracy, a nongovernmental organization, estimated that the world’s navies collectively spent approximately $323 million on operations while private firms spent over $618 million providing armed guards.85 American officials have worked extensively on burden-sharing, to improve awareness and implementation of best self-defense practices in the shipping and insurance industries.86

In 2009, the United States and several other governments signed a Commitment to Best Management Practices to Avoid, Deter or Delay Acts of Piracy (the so-called New York Declaration). National signatories to the New York Declaration commit themselves to promoting internationally recognized best management practices for self-protection. Additionally, signatory countries (with the exception of the United Kingdom) commit to ensuring that vessels on their registry have adopted and documented self-protection measures in their Ship Security Plans.87 Representatives from the Bahamas, Liberia, Marshall Islands, and Panama signed the Declaration during the third plenary of the Contact Group, held at the UN New York headquarters in May 2009.88 Later, at the fourth plenary, the United States, United Kingdom, Japan, Cyprus, and Singapore joined them.

Yet this description of the US contribution to the counterpiracy initiative does not explain why it chose a Sponsorship strategy. Those reasons are consistent with the logic of American self-interest.




The Logic and Consequences of US Sponsorship

Sponsorship strategies, whether formal or informal, are commonly employed when all sides share a common agenda. Piracy is clearly a collective action problem. As one European Union official suggested in a confidential interview, “Everyone hates pirates and that was the common denominator.”89 In practice, piracy disrupts international trade without any bias as to its victims’ national origins. Maintaining trade flows preoccupies all major trading nations. Smaller countries in the region have an additional concern: the effects of piracy on tourism.90 But, in a rare example of complementarity, the United States and other forces in this case share a comparable interest in pursuing a policy and—just as important—they share it for largely the same reasons.

All parties had an incentive to join the coalition. None needed to be persuaded, cajoled, bribed, or forced to participate—and the question of free ridership was overcome by a simple principle: contribute what you can. Bigger independent states did not want to be seen as shirking their responsibilities, risking their own vessels or nationals, or (worse yet) viewed as reliant on the United States. Smaller states often wanted to be seen as active, either as a matter of national pride or as a way to demonstrate that they were responsible global citizens. From an American perspective, these are close to ideal circumstances for a Sponsorship strategy.

But why did US planners choose Sponsorship over Leadership in this case? The succinct answer is that it was a logical strategic response to the problem, in terms of the nature of the actors, the threat, and the highly irregular form of conflict entailed. Benefits for the United States were threefold: the reduction in financial cost and the associated capacity for burden sharing; the likely effectiveness of the counterpiracy plan; and the ability to disengage without reputational or strategic loss. All would be accomplished under UN mandates that gave unquestioned legitimacy, even among Somali officials whose sovereignty was transgressed. Those officials characterized the campaign as a means to “build their country’s capacity, protect its exclusive economic zone and prosecute criminals.”91

Asymmetric capabilities often also entail asymmetric costs. Pirates may be ill-equipped, but policing such a huge expanse of ocean still renders this irregular form of conflict a logistical problem. In political terms, the limited regional scope, coupled with a poorly armed enemy, had a distinct advantage—it made the operation appear “winnable” at the outset. Again, this was helpful to the United States.

But the ability to win a “war against piracy” in the abstract is one thing. Doing so at a reasonable price, while using expensive resources that could (arguably) be better employed elsewhere, is quite another. In an era of budgetary stringency, it made better sense to sacrifice the appearance of political leadership in favor of fiscal prudence and the tactical management of military resources. So, the burden has been shared.

Furthermore, the creation of the NATO and EURNAVFOR task forces, coupled with independent states, acted as a force multiplier. Both the Chinese and the Russians have contributed to an extent inconceivable had the Americans led the operation. Yet the Americans contributed the means for communication and organizing that allowed them to coordinate and collaborate with other nations.

The notion of “success” in any American military operation is routinely contested—it is much easier to spot a “failure.” But planners chose Sponsorship based on its prospects for dealing with both piracy and, prospectively, terrorism. That choice has proved the right one: the regional campaign against piracy has been a success if judged by the simplest measure, the number of attacks. Since 2010, they have slowly but surely diminished (see table 5.1), although, after a period of stability, four were reported in the first three months of 2017, including one successful hijacking.92


Table 5.1 Piracy off the Somali Coast, 2008–2016
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Still, attacks have been rare in recent years.93 NATO concluded its mission by the end of 2016 and the Americans had effectively done so already. The EU formally extended its mission until the end of 2018 but reassigned assets to the Mediterranean in 2016, to address migrant and arms flows closer to home. Nonetheless, a skeletal force remains and independents are still active, notably Chinese vessels that repelled three of the four more recent attacks.94

Analysts argue about what caused this decline. The conventional wisdom holds that the three major maritime task forces deterred regional pirates from attempting to seize commercial vessels. Contrarian analysts argue that “they have actually caused pirates to push out of the Gulf of Aden deep into the Indian Ocean and to adopt more sophisticated technology and weaponry in response.”95 The problem may have been largely displaced rather than resolved, although in a confidential interview a prominent NATO official denied that claim.96 Still, in terms of the immediate problem, the Obama administration’s selection of a Sponsorship strategy seems to have been vindicated. And forces remain present to address any residual problem.

Finally, there is the thorny issue of disengagement. As America’s recent wars (and our chapter on the Persian Gulf) vividly illustrate, engagement is easy; disengagement usually comes at a high price. This was not the case with counterpiracy. The American forces involved in the campaign against piracy were skeletal by the summer of 2016.97 CTF-151 did remain active, although the number of counterpiracy missions for the United States had declined; indeed, it had not contributed a warship to NATO’s Operation Ocean Shield since December 2013. Nonetheless, despite the United States’ more muted diplomatic and military role, the Contact Group on Piracy in 2016 was composed of more than eighty countries. It had assumed an increasingly significant role in addressing regional maritime threats, even as piracy attacks declined. Indeed, at the spring 2016 meeting of the Contact Group in Mumbai, “members agreed on further regionalizing the work of the group and working towards a sustainable transition strategy as a core objective. Among other points discussed at the meeting were the extensions of the … mandate to cover maritime security issues, including illegal fishing and piracy situations in other regions, such as West Africa, or Southeast Asia.”98 As one NATO official suggested, members were reluctant to disband the Contact Group because of its utility.99 Thus, resolving the immediate problem and the evolution of the Contact Group has left the United States with legitimate options without the constraints associated with many foreign policy initiatives.

Jonathan Stevenson asserts that “most naval commanders do not consider the containment of the piracy problem a central military task, seeing it as a distraction from core counter-terrorism, counter-proliferation, deterrence and war-fighting missions.”100 Stevenson is correct; strategists in general and the USN in particular are certain that there are higher priority missions for their resources. Yet the US Navy adapted to the challenge by establishing a task force (albeit with secondary implications for antiterrorism) when piracy off the Horn of Africa threatened to disrupt a key artery of global commerce.

The US government did not attempt to assume the burden alone, nor did it set the agenda for reluctant partners. Rather, it built on the legal and political foundations established by the UN Security Council to adopt a cooperative approach in which America was a key participant. The USN helped make it possible for NATO and the EU to operate two legs of a tripartite approach. It provided key operational and institutional support that allowed the less-experienced and less-capable navies of its allies and partners to contribute effectively while affording powerful independents a political context in which they could participate. And it did so while avoiding an indefinite presence in the region. Specifically, the United States has molded sustainable institutional arrangements for deconfliction and collaboration to confront piracy that do not require it to play a central political role, while furnishing the technical means for participants with a Common Operating Picture. For states that are not cleared for access to American intelligence, it allows connection at a decreased level of integration

By any reasonable measure, the multinational counterpiracy operation off the Horn of Africa has proved successful. Attacks by Somali pirates within striking distance of the littoral had virtually disappeared by 2015. They reappeared in 2017, but commercial shipping in the region is far safer today than at any time in recent history. The USN has ceased providing ships for counterpiracy operations; but other navies continue to provide smaller numbers of ships. By 2016, debate concentrated on whether to expand the operation, in terms both of geographical scope and of other forms of maritime security.

In the long run, of course, the threat of regional piracy remains unresolved, at the very least until the failed state of Somalia has established effective governance over its own territory. War, poverty, and even famine still tempt prospective pirates. The 2011 testimony of Ray Mabus, then secretary of the Navy, still resonates:



We are treating the symptoms of piracy, rather than its fundamental cause: Somalia’s failure as a state. Despite the international community’s commitment, piracy has both continued to increase and move further offshore, a measure of pirate resiliency and the strong economic incentives that underpin it. Nine of ten pirates captured are ultimately freed as there is often insufficient evidence or political will to prosecute them, or to incarcerate them after conviction.




In terms of future strategic options, Mabus noted that “we strongly endorse [emphasis added] additional international efforts to address these concerns,”101 implying continuation of a Sponsorship strategy.

As a practical matter, suppressing piracy was an extremely important first step in guarding the maritime commons. In 2009, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton explained the nation’s maritime approach toward Somali piracy by stating that “[you] have to try to put out the fire before rebuilding the house.”102 The international community, with the assistance of the US Navy, appears to have effectively done so. Will it be satisfied with a policy of containment, or will mission creep ensue? The question remains open.










CHAPTER 6

Navigating the Proliferation Security Initiative and Informal Sponsorship


Part of his mission as president, Obama explained, is to spur other countries to take action for themselves, rather than wait for the U.S. to lead. The defense of the liberal international order against jihadist terror, Russian adventurism, and Chinese bullying depends in part, he believes, on the willingness of other nations to share the burden with the U.S. This is why the controversy surrounding the assertion—made by an anonymous administration official to The New Yorker during the Libya crisis of 2011—that his policy consisted of “leading from behind” perturbed him. “We don’t have to always be the ones who are up front,” he told me. “Sometimes we’re going to get what we want precisely because we are sharing in the agenda. The irony is that it was precisely in order to prevent the Europeans and the Arab states from holding our coats while we did all the fighting that we, by design, insisted” that they lead during the mission to remove Muammar Qaddafifrom power in Libya. “It was part of the anti–free rider campaign.”

—Barack Obama speaking to Jeffrey Goldberg, April 2015



Sponsorship strategies come in two forms. The distinction is less complex and extensive than that between Primacy and Leadership. Those hegemonic strategies differ fundamentally in terms of values, means, and resources, but they share a fundamental overriding goal: American preeminence. The differences between the two forms of Sponsorship are subtle. In both, the United States defers to other actors, for example when “setting the agenda.” Both rely on multilateral coalitions. And both entail a far more equitable degree of burden sharing than is the case with hegemonic strategies.

The two versions of Sponsorship differ in two main respects. The first is the extent to which the policies being implemented have undergone a formal process of codification and juridification. In formal Sponsorship, principles are codified through international law and protocols, often within international organizations. Greater codification reflects a “top-down” strategy in that the protocols and laws agreed by states are implemented locally by authorized actors. Conversely, informal Sponsorship employs a “bottom-up” approach in which the operating principles are based on widely agreed norms, not laws.1 Formal strategies, as they are based on law, have greater legitimacy. The second difference is their degree of institutionalization. Laws often provide specificity as to where, when, and how they can be applied. Their absence leads to variations in the implementation of informal Sponsorship, depending on context. Lesser degrees of institutionalization imply fewer constraints, and thus greater autonomy, for those implementing the strategy.

This sets up an interesting tension. Formal Sponsorship, as in the American operations described in the previous chapter, benefit from authority derived from law. But that same legal authority also constrains what the actors can do. Informal Sponsorship lacks the same legal authority, and so is fluid and open to interpretation. The norms used to justify informal Sponsorship strategies are often widely accepted. But few are universally embraced.2 Conversely, they give states more latitude to act.

In tandem, these differences have significant implications. Formal versions are less vulnerable to lawfare because of their juridical character and legal formulation. They may be attacked in international courts but they can be justified by law. Informal Sponsorship strategies are more vulnerable to accusations that those implementing the strategy are acting in a discretionary manner. There is a trade-off between the two Sponsorship strategies: the former has greater legitimacy, the latter a greater degree of discretion.

That distinction is illustrated in the decision to intercept a vessel on the high seas. Doing so breaches national sovereignty—a principal deeply embedded in international law.3 In the absence of a countervailing law, those carrying out an interdiction rely on evidence of malfeasance by an offending party to justify their actions. Failure to provide evidence undermines the legitimacy critical to any Sponsorship strategy and may also deter future interdictions. This is where our chapter on informal Sponsorship strategy begins.

On May 26, 2011, the USS McCampbell intercepted the M/V Light, a North Korean–owned and –manned freighter registered under the flag of Belize, in international waters south of Shanghai, China. The United States suspected the M/V Light of carrying missile technology, although its manifest acknowledged only industrial chemicals bound for Bangladesh.4 The M/V Light refused the American destroyer’s repeated request to board. After consulting with senior officials, the McCampbell’s commanding officer chose not to escalate the situation by forcibly boarding the vessel. The McCampbell turned over surveillance of the M/V Light to planes and satellites. Shortly thereafter the North Korean vessel returned to its home port.5

The USS McCampbell is an Arleigh Burke–class guided-missile destroyer (DDG 85)—among the most technologically advanced warships in the US Navy. The McCampbell had been based in Japan since 2007 as part of the US Seventh Fleet. Designed as a multimission ship capable of performing tasks from straightforward intercept operations to fleet maneuvers during high-intensity operations against technologically sophisticated adversaries, the McCampbell was commissioned in 2000, when the Navy estimated its cost to be between $60 and $100 million.6 The Federation of American Scientists estimates that it costs $20 million per year to operate a single Arleigh Burke.7 In shadowing the M/V Light, the McCampbell was operating at the bottom-rung of its capabilities.

Its interception of the M/V Light was one of the few publicly acknowledged operations under the Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI). The incident is a classic example of the little-known skirmishes in a high-stakes campaign to prevent so-called rogue states from smuggling fissile materials and WMD components. The PSI itself is an application of a strategy of informal Sponsorship in a key area of national security—the diffusion of nuclear, chemical, and biological materials to adversarial states, terrorist groups, and criminal enterprises.

Many prominent analysts promote the view that the negotiation of multilateral nonproliferation agreements is an area in which America leads.8 They focus on the principles and proposed measures, reinforcing the idea that the United States benignly “sets the agenda” and in doing so generates collective benefits. But such commentary often ignores the practical implementation of measures designed to thwart the diffusion of fissile materials. In this chapter we examine how American politicians and the US military actually try to address implementation challenges. We find that they employ an informal Sponsorship that departs significantly from conventional characterizations.


Domestic Politics, PSI, and American Nonproliferation Policies

The United States was the first country to develop and use atomic weapons, and it has spent the decades since attempting to limit their proliferation. American nonproliferation strategies have expanded in depth and complexity, and they currently involve four major initiatives: creating international legal regimes, limiting supplies for those with nuclear ambitions, reducing the demand for weapons of mass destruction, and—most aggressively—military intervention “intended to prevent or destroy nuclear arsenals.”9 Various forms of nonproliferation have been codified into US law with the passage of domestic legislation as well as the ratification of international treaties. Undergirding both American and international efforts is the emergence of international norms regarding nonproliferation.10 These, as we will demonstrate, have supported the development of the PSI. Realist scholars and policy analysts sometimes discount these norms, but others suggest that they—and the overarching nonproliferation regime—have been “widely successful” in their own terms.11 Consistent with a trend toward a global consensus on nonproliferation has been an increasing use of military and law enforcement to support the nonproliferation regime. There are numerous examples of the use of military force against nations thought to possess weapons of mass destruction, such as the 1991 Persian Gulf War and, infamously, the invasion of Iraq in 2003.12 Yet the ineffective hunt for Scuds missiles in western Iraq during Operation Desert Storm illustrated the extreme difficulty of finding delivery systems that might be used in combination with weapons of mass destruction.13 Planners thus began searching for better ways to prevent states not party to, or not abiding by, the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) from acquiring the weapons or the means to produce them.

One primary way to do so entails expanding US activities to curtail the transit of fissile materials. Those operations, justified by UN protocols, are intended to prevent states or nonstate actors from acquiring nuclear fuel and/or building weapons. American intelligence agencies and military services have used their assets to combat proliferation and to destroy weapons, nuclear materials, and various aspects of nuclear programs such as research facilities. A hallmark of these efforts is reliance on collaboration with an increasingly large number of countries, for the pool of potential proliferators has expanded to the point where the United States can help underwrite global initiatives but cannot enforce them unilaterally.

The PSI itself blends civilian-based political, legal, and diplomatic efforts with initiatives that rely on military and intelligence resources. The United States works closely with other countries opposed to the proliferation of WMD-related materials. This chapter focuses on how the US military, largely the maritime services, implements PSI.

From the US perspective, PSI is a marriage of convenience. It links those who advocate strengthening the nonproliferation regime to hawks who advocate military solutions, including preemptive attack.14 If nothing else, enlisting the intelligence community and military services in nonproliferation efforts—whether to destroy weapons and facilities or to interdict weapons, precursors, or traveling scientists who sell their expertise to the higher bidder—has vastly increased the resources the United States devotes to stopping the spread of WMD.

Nevertheless, the United States does not possess the military reach or legal jurisdiction to pursue a Leadership strategy on nonproliferation. The operational demands are simply overwhelming, and abrogating the sovereignty of foreign countries has too many political consequences in the absence of global consensus. Rather, the “world’s sheriff” has followed the lead of other states, while pushing efforts to strengthen global nonproliferation. Certainly, the United States has shouldered the “bulk of logistical, financial, diplomatic, intelligence, and military support for all international non-proliferation efforts, including the NPT.”15 Nonetheless, in concert with like-minded states, the United States has supported an international legal regime to close loopholes and adjust to new technical challenges. It has also pursued a less-publicized strategy with PSI: informal Sponsorship. Despite its evident limitations, PSI has proved to be operationally manageable and politically more palatable to participating states.




Emergent Threats and Emergent Actors

After a slow start,16 President Clinton “elevated nonproliferation policy to unprecedented importance” and “declared a national state of emergency.”17 In a September 1993 speech before the UN General Assembly, he argued that “one of our most urgent priorities must be attacking the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, whether they are nuclear, chemical, or biological; and the ballistic missiles that can rain them down on populations hundreds of miles away…. If we do not stem the proliferation of the world’s deadliest weapons, no democracy can feel secure.”18 The following year, Clinton issued Presidential Decision Directive PDD/NSC 18 that established the Defense Counter-Proliferation Initiative (DCI).19 It recognized the shifting away from a Cold War world toward one in which weapons of mass destruction might become available to numerous adversaries. It also gave intelligence agencies and the military services new missions. As Secretary of Defense Les Aspin suggested, the DCI comprised “five elements: One, creation of the new mission by the president; two, changing what we buy to meet the threat; three, planning to fight wars differently; four, changing how we collect intelligence and what intelligence we collect; and finally, five, doing all these things with our allies.”20

In brief, Clinton had already moved toward interdiction prior to George W. Bush’s formal announcement of America’s support for the PSI in May 2003.21 The initiative initially met with resistance from the arms control community outside government and, more important in this context, the Department of Defense and other agencies that supported nonproliferation.22 Furthermore, critics suggested that the fact Aspin (and not Clinton) made the 1993 announcement reduced US government support for the initiative. One staff member of the House Armed Services Committee suggests that money, the classic weapon of bureaucratic infighting, was the root cause of the lukewarm reception: “The military services reacted skeptically, seeing the DCI as (1) a potential drain on service budgets already strained to the breaking point and (2) as another OSD [Office of the Secretary of Defense] driven “initiative,” such as the Strategic Defense Initiative: imposed from above without a great deal of forethought and with little or no involvement of the military.”23 Aspin did not propose a budget increase to buy the hardware needed to implement the DCI. Rather, he proposed that the services themselves provide the required $300–$400 million.24 It did not help matters when Ashton Carter, then a senior Pentagon official, aggressively used the DCI to assert the policy prerogatives of civilians over the military. With regard to service resistance to spending $400 million on DCI, Carter noted that if the services “do not hear the music, then we will have to do it ourselves.”25 In the end, Admiral William Owen, then Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, negotiated to reduce DCI funding to roughly $60–$80 million annually for fiscal years 1996–2000 while making counterproliferation a priority of the Joint Chiefs. This ensured a warfighter orientation on the practical meaning of counterproliferation and which systems would be required to fulfill the mission.

An ill-timed incident involving a Chinese vessel suspected of carrying precursor chemicals for the manufacture of Sarin and mustard gas dampened enthusiasm for these interdiction efforts. In the summer of 1993, the US Navy tracked and photographed the Yinhe from China to the Persian Gulf. After protracted negotiations, Chinese authorities permitted Saudi officials to inspect the vessel: no chemical precursors were found. This miscue publicly embarrassed the Clinton administration and American intelligence agencies. It also had two lasting consequences: it contributed to China’s abiding reluctance to join the PSI, and it encouraged China to build up its naval capabilities (presumably a more powerful navy would dissuade the United States from aggressive treatment of Chinese vessels).26 Of course, Beijing’s reasons for modernizing its navy are far more complex, but it does seem clear that some Chinese officials were embarrassed by their vessel’s treatment.

In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, the George W. Bush administration focused on threats posed by terrorists and rogue states. Those attacks gave credence to prior warnings that terrorists planned to kill large numbers of Americans using WMD. Eventually, the capture of Al Qaeda research and planning documents confirmed what intelligence warnings had already revealed: Al Qaeda had taken steps to acquire nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons.27

As a result, the United States adapted its nonproliferation posture to curtail the access of nonstate actors to fissile materials. The Bush administration moved beyond Clinton’s approach by developing more proactive nonproliferation initiatives. President Bush announced the Bush doctrine in a speech in 2002, declaring that the United States would consider preemptive and preventive wars, even regime change, when threatened by terrorists or regimes harboring terrorists.28 He commented, “We cannot put our faith in the word of tyrants who solemnly sign nonproliferation treaties and then systematically break them. If we wait for threats to fully materialize we will have waited too long.” Bush made clear that the term tyrants extended beyond states. “The gravest danger to freedom,” he suggested, “lies at the perilous crossroads of radicalism and technology. When the spread of chemical and biological and nuclear weapons, along with ballistic missile technology—when that occurs even weak states and small groups could attain a catastrophic power to strike great nations.”29 Beyond the new emphasis on preemption, this declaration also focused US policy on the threatened acquisition of WMD by nonstate actors.

The President’s logic justified other proactive military measures. Later that year, with the publication of the National Strategy to Combat Weapons of Mass Destruction, the Bush administration served notice that it would use the full range of US government resources, with an emphasis on interdiction: “Effective interdiction is a critical part of the U.S. strategy to combat WMD and their delivery means. We must enhance the capabilities of our military, intelligence, technical, and law enforcement communities to prevent the movement of WMD materials, technology, and expertise to hostile states and terrorist organizations.”30

Subsequent events encouraged the administration to expand the range of policy instruments for use against proliferators. The first incident related to the initiative, PSI supporters claim, was the interdiction of the German-owned M/V BBC China, originating in Dubai and bound for Libya, in October 2003.31 Based on Anglo-American suspicions, it was diverted to Taranto, Italy, where German and Italian officials found centrifuge parts in the cargo hold.32 The second, more significant development was the public exposure of the A. Q. Khan proliferation network in 2004.33 Khan, a leading scientist and one of the founders of the Pakistani nuclear program, confessed to a charge of nuclear trafficking based on evidence provided by several countries including the United States.34 The Pakistan government shut down Khan’s operation and tightened security for its nuclear programs. But the revelation that a high-ranking official of a key American ally had provided equipment, materials, and knowledge to avowed American adversaries (including Libya, Iran, and North Korea) shocked both government officials and the public. The conclusion was simple: if allies were unreliable, a better way to prevent the trafficking of illicit materials was to police the global commons. Based in large part on its experience with Pakistan, the Bush administration stressed preventing “rogue states” from acquiring materials, technology, and equipment that could be used to develop WMD.




Disavowing US Leadership

The Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI) was formally announced at a high-level political meeting in Krakow, Poland, in May 2003. Its mission was to deter and interdict the flow of nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons and precursor materials destined for, or originating from, both proliferating states (particularly Iran and North Korea) and nonstate actors, prominently terrorist groups.

The United States was one of eleven original members. Within the PSI, the United States has largely relied on other states for leadership, planning, and enforcement.35 Each participant has publicly endorsed a Statement of Interdiction Principles stating that PSI “seeks to involve in some capacity all states that have a stake in nonproliferation and the ability and willingness to take steps to stop the flow of such items at sea, in the air, or on land,” and seeks “cooperation from any state whose vessels, flags, ports, territorial waters, airspace, or land might be used for proliferation purposes by states and nonstate actors of proliferation concern.”36

The global nature of the problem meant that membership expansion was essential for the PSI to succeed. But to obtain the necessarily broad political appeal, it could not be viewed as a vehicle for narrow American self-interest. Accordingly, the United States adopted the role of the “good international citizen,” encouraging membership, compliance, and enforcement.

Yet as Bush made clear in a February 2004 speech, PSI was important for strengthening US nonproliferation efforts:



First, I propose that the work of the Proliferation Security Initiative be expanded to address more than shipments and transfers. Building on the tools we’ve developed to fight terrorists, we can take direct action against proliferation networks. We need greater cooperation not just among intelligence and military services, but in law enforcement, as well. PSI participants and other willing nations should use the Interpol and all other means to bring to justice to those who traffic in deadly weapons, to shut down their labs, to seize their materials, to freeze their assets. We must act on every lead. We will find the middlemen, the suppliers and the buyers. Our message to proliferators must be consistent and it must be clear: We will find you, and we’re not going to rest until you are stopped.37





Other PSI members shared Bush’s sentiment, despite concerns over his call for intrusive measures, and PSI’s membership grew. Aside from the direct targets of PSI—Iran and North Korea—only five major states resisted international pressure to join. Indonesia, Malaysia, India, Pakistan, and China all refused for a variety of reasons.38 Malaysia and Indonesia, as archipelagic states with numerous waterways including the Malacca Strait, couched their concerns in terms of controlling territorial seas. Pakistan and India perhaps looked to the day when they might export nuclear weapons, fuel, and manufacturing facilities to other states. China remains resistant, officially over concerns about sovereignty. Nonetheless, by 2015, 133 nations had endorsed the PSI’s Statement of Interdiction Principles, with even Malaysia reversing its position.39

President Obama explicitly embraced the initiative. In 2009, he advocated that PSI’s members continue to “build on our efforts to break up black markets, detect and intercept materials in transit, and use financial tools to disrupt this dangerous trade.” Obama further suggested that “because this threat will be lasting, we should come together to turn efforts such as the Proliferation Security Initiative and the Global Initiative to Combat Nuclear Terrorism into durable international institutions.”40 If his push to formalize PSI had succeeded, overcoming the objections of some members, it would have reasserted US Leadership and likely signaled the end of a Sponsorship strategy.

Members balked at Obama’s idea. For many countries, greater institutionalization would reduce the scope of PSI’s activities, just as formal attempts to bolster the nonproliferation regime had failed in the past—among them a Bush administration push for a UN Security Council Resolution “criminaliz[ing] proliferation on a broad scale.” The initiative resulted in “a more narrow resolution that focused on nonstate actors and addressed the terrorist threats.”41

By 2015, twenty-one countries had served as members of the PSI’s Operational Experts Group (OEG)—essentially a “steering committee” for the initiative. But the PSI still has no formal structure—neither a headquarters nor a secretariat. It remains an international “activity, not an institution.”42 Nonetheless, the PSI remains a central component of US nonproliferation strategy.




Sponsorship and the Strategic Challenge of WMD Proliferation

To understand why the United States adopted a strategy of Sponsorship requires an appreciation of the security challenge posed by proliferation—particularly the black market for weapons, delivery systems, precursor materials, and dual-use technologies. The operational complexity of implementing the PSI is daunting:



The continued loss, theft, and illegal movement of nuclear and other radioactive materials demonstrate that material is available for terrorists to acquire and use as a weapon. Since 1993, the IAEA has logged some 2,500 cases related to the theft, loss of control, unauthorized possession, or illicit trafficking of nuclear and other radioactive material. The insecurity of nuclear and other radioactive material continues, with some 150 cases of theft, loss of control, or illicit trafficking reported annually. At least 18 cases of confirmed thefts or loss of weapons-usable nuclear material have occurred, the latest in 2011.43




This sobering summary may actually understate the problem. First, it focuses only on known losses. It does not account for the target of most PSI scenarios, simulations, and tabletop exercises: the deliberate proliferation of nuclear materials by states with or without the cooperation of private firms, state-owned enterprises, or other types of nonstate actors, including criminals or terrorists.

Second, it does not account for the other targets of PSI interdiction: chemical and biological weapons. Few reliable statistics exist about illegal trafficking in chemical and biological agents and the equipment necessary to weaponize them, but the respective industries suggest the problem is greater than with nuclear capabilities. Nuclear industries are highly regulated and controlled.44 The same is not always true of the chemical and biological industries (notably, outside advanced industrial countries) and many of the technologies that can be used to manufacture weapons have legitimate commercial applications. Export licenses for “dual-use” technologies must be granted on a case-by-case basis by national customs officials, and the process requires a much higher degree of capacity than many nations can afford. There is a paucity of recent policy-relevant research on the issue,45 but one effort concluded that “determined proliferators seem able to acquire biological and especially chemical weapons with great effort … CBWs [chemical and biological weapons] can be accurately characterized as the ‘poor man’s atomic weapon.’”46

Crucially, a large volume of prohibited materials flows through the international transportation system and finding them is a daunting challenge. The international maritime and air transportation systems are extremely complicated. Large numbers of state and nonstate actors operate with inadequate levels of supervision. Roughly 90 percent of the world’s commerce is transported in more than fifty thousand vessels under the flags of at least 150 different nations. Even if we accept the common assumption—which we do not—that weapons and components are most likely to be transported in large container ships and bulk carriers, this still leaves more than twenty thousand ships able to carry contraband.47

American administrations have viewed nuclear, chemical, and biological proliferation as a security problem since the 1990s, but more recently other states have redefined proliferation as a threat. The primary distinction between the US perception and that of others is one of scope and scale. The watershed events were the Al Qaeda attacks in Spain, Great Britain, Indonesia, and the United States—and a shared fear that terrorist organizations might acquire the means, and certainly had the will, to use weapons of mass destruction.48 This concern was magnified by public revelations about the A. Q. Khan network’s assistance to Libya, Iran, and North Korea. Neighboring states felt a renewed urgency to address the flow of contraband weapons and materials.49 The major alternatives were not palatable for other regional powers in Asia (e.g., Japan) and the Middle East (e.g., Saudi Arabia): either acquire their own nuclear weapons as a deterrent or cajole other states to participate in preemptive military action before adversaries developed full WMD capability. In effect, the flow to these “pariah” regimes—more recently termed “outlier states”—had to be stopped.50 What many states had regarded as a narrow US problem during the Cold War widened to the entire international community.

In practice, PSI consistently targeted North Korea and Iran (at least until 2015) because they have persistently worked with illicit nonstate actors and aspired to build their own domestic military capabilities.51 Both countries have broken international norms while evading nonproliferation enforcement instruments such as sanctions.52 Other countries formerly of concern such as Libya or South Africa either dismantled their nuclear programs or negotiated agreements.53 But the proliferation problem extends far beyond outlier states. The proliferation of weapons, their miniaturization, increased sophistication, and variability in delivery means (including suitcase-sized “dirty bombs” and missiles of all ranges) have made them attractive to various actors—including private-sector firms, criminal enterprises, and smugglers. As recently as 2012 in Mexico City, armed men stole cobalt-60—a “category 1” radiation source, lethal with exposure longer than a few minutes. While local authorities do not believe the material was stolen by terrorists, criminals may have seized it (the opened protective container was found in a field) and sold it to others wanting to make a “dirty bomb.”54

It is difficult to assess the significance of incidents ranging from insiders selling nuclear materials to possible insurgent attacks on a Pakistani nuclear facility. But their sheer volume is daunting.55 One systematic effort to document smuggling and security breaches in the Black Sea region lists several hundred events.56 Even countries historically opposed to trafficking have been caught up in a web of illegal activities when their perceived national security interests are at stake. Yemen, for example, despite its record of “generally positive counter proliferation cooperation,” was caught importing ballistic missile technologies from North Korea in 2002 when US and Spanish warships interdicted the North Korean–flagged vessel, So San.57 Even “good” international citizens like Germany have been embroiled in controversy: its firms have exported precursor materials or dual-use technologies to Libya, Iraq, and Pakistan, sometimes skirting the intent of domestic laws and international agreements.58 Further complicating the operational challenge is that many commercial intermediaries have a symbiotic relationship with proliferators. They have willingly or unwittingly provided intellectual property, subcomponents, fissile materials, precursor chemicals, and (albeit rarely) weapons or direct components.

Terrorists, of course, may also steal fully workable weapons or buy precursor materials and the equipment necessary to manufacture their own. But the conflict between PSI participants and proliferators is generally shrouded in secrecy and rarely sensationalized. It is covert, episodic, and rarely involves the direct use of force.

The response of PSI members to this hybrid challenge has taken two forms. The first has been operational: since 2003 a relatively small community known as the Operational Experts Group (OEG)—composed of lawyers, agency officials, and policymakers who need to justify intergovernmental collaboration, vessel interdiction, and the possible seizure of contraband—and individual sponsors have conducted more than sixty exercises of various types designed to enhance the success of real-world operations (see appendix 3 for a list of PSI multilateral exercises). Participants deploy military (including gendarmerie, coast guards, navy and air force) and law enforcement assets, as well as civilian officials (for example, from Justice Ministries) to conduct practices, mock interdictions, and planning meetings. Participants strive to develop multilateral coordination mechanisms, interministerial cooperative arrangements, and best practices that often result in domestic changes. PSI exercises also help generate trust and familiarity between military services, law enforcement agencies, and legal authorities in countries that rarely if ever work together.

Inspection on the high seas, as in 2002, when the So San was boarded six hundred nautical miles off the coast of Yemen, receive a great deal of publicity.59 Yet in practice, internationally authorized military action is rarely required to force any vessel suspected of transporting illegal materials to enter a port for inspection. And the chance of finding ships on the high seas is low. Hence the need for a second form of response: the use of lawfare, which is better employed against ships docked in port. Indeed, in recent years, many of the publicly acknowledged “successes” of PSI are legal and administrative, not military interdictions. A 2010 assessment, for example, noted that US officials counted as successes “denying export licenses, seizing suspected cargo in ports and, in one incident denying overflight permission.”60 In many cases, vessels suspected of carrying contraband are delayed in port as they are tied up in red tape.




Opposition to PSI at Home and Abroad

For the United States this is a curious policy area: one where it uses massive, expensive warships to conduct constabulary functions on the high seas, and where the primary “weapons” are domestic and international law. Unlike in several other cases discussed in this volume, the strategic debates are not between civilian and military officials over operational matters or prioritization. Rather, debates on PSI are mainly confined to the OEG (for a list of these meetings see table 6.1).

The USN’s lawyers participate in PSI meetings, but civilian strategists do not, leaving military officials frustrated that high-level policymakers do not appreciate the significant costs of playing “traffic cop” on a maritime highway of thousands of commercial vessels. Much of this frustration stems from the Navy’s view that its principal purpose is war fighting, not policing the world’s waterways. Discussions among the OEG focus on tactics, techniques, and procedures rather than underlying goals such as how PSI might be improved; whether its activities should be institutionalized rather than the current “web of counter-proliferation partnerships”;61 or how members can enlarge the PSI’s ranks to include important holdouts such as India, China, and several Middle Eastern countries.62


Table 6.1 PSI operational experts group meetings
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The US goal, however, remains halting the proliferation of weapons and/ or their precursors. The domestic American debate has remained consistent at both the policy and the strategic level: whether to “enforce international agreements” or act unilaterally in the pursuit of US national interests, even if this means pushing the boundaries of international law and the tolerance of the international community.

Yet, the United States must work with other countries, as a practical matter, to achieve an effective interdiction regime. Alone, it lacks the requisite intelligence and military forces to police the global maritime commons. Moreover, the USN lacks the authority to interdict contraband weapons or components on vessels docked in foreign ports. There is little dissent among US policymakers and military officials over PSI as a cooperative strategy for combating proliferation. Rather, the serious disagreements are about whether the United States should accept the international legal framework enabling such cooperation.

American proponents of PSI have been hampered by fundamental disagreements between a minority of US senators and their very vocal supporters in the House of Representatives and outside Congress and the Senate majority over whether the United States should support those international agreements that legalize interdiction. Both the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and the 1988 Convention on the Suppression of Unlawful Acts against the Safety of Maritime Navigation (SUA) justify PSI activities. UNCLOS is the most important guide to what is permissible in international waters, Exclusive Economic Zones, and territorial waters. Furthermore, “UN Security Council Resolutions 1373, 1540, and 1887 require states to take steps to combat terrorism and prevent the proliferation of nonconventional weapons, including to terrorist and criminal groups.”63 These resolutions, although not specific to PSI, provide a significant legal basis for the PSI’s activities and authorize (according to participants) interdiction.64 For the range of relevant UN Security Council resolutions, see table 6.2.

Many Republican congressional leaders have opposed ratification of UNCLOS since the Reagan administration recommended against it in 1982. They object on the grounds that various UNCLOS provisions would undermine US sovereignty, unduly limiting American freedom of action. Both Republican and Democratic administrations (as well as senior naval
officers) have endorsed ratification and, more important, have honored both the letter and spirit of the convention.


Table 6.2 UN conventions most relevant to PSI
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Within the international legal community there are also long-standing arguments about the interpretation of UNCLOS, SUA’s various protocols, and the large body of customary law that guides the behavior of states in maritime affairs. Debates over the right to board ships suspected of trafficking WMD components are particularly relevant to PSI. Many merchant ships are registered in so-called flag of convenience states, known for their lax regulations and relatively inexpensive fees, among them Liberia, Panama, and the Marshall Islands. According to UNCLOS and customary maritime law, the consent of the vessel’s “flag state” is required for a “nonflag state” to board that vessel. Obtaining a flag state’s consent often creates a logistical headache in time-sensitive cases. The United States has addressed this issue by negotiating bilateral ship boarding agreements with prominent flag states that either allows it to board ships sailing under their flag or expedites the process of granting permission.65 These agreements are only a patchwork solution because they are bilateral, not multilateral. They do not set general rules or precedents about what steps other PSI participants are allowed to take in order to halt the flow of contraband.

The UN’s International Maritime Organization amended the 1988 SUA Convention in 2005 with a draft protocol to “create a nonflag-state right of visit on the high seas given reasonable suspicion of a ship’s involvement in terrorist activities.”66 In Article 3 bis (1)b, SUA focuses on the transportation of materials that could be used in a terrorist attack.67 It also protects those lawfully transporting otherwise-prohibited materials. Yet, only thirty-four nations have acceded to the convention since it entered into force in 2010. Even the United States has refused to do so, despite the urging of the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee.68 Once again, sovereignty and the intrusiveness of the inspection regime seem to be at the heart of reluctance to adopt the 2005 protocol.

The United States nonetheless continues to abide by the international maritime agreements and laws underpinning PSI—even as it has pushed, often unsuccessfully, for greater latitude to act against states and private firms that facilitate illicit flows. These agreements set the legal parameters for interdicting weapons of mass destruction at sea, but they contain lacunae regarding jurisdiction. American diplomats have pushed for modifications that would increase state capabilities vis-à-vis ships operating in international waters. Yet the United States’ ability to expand the Law of the Sea remains limited because it is not a “State Party” to UNCLOS. If it becomes a member, “U.S. participation in Convention institutions and meetings of States Parties can help shape the future direction of the law of the sea in ways favorable to U.S. commercial, fishing, environmental, and military interests.”69 Without membership, US officials are severely handicapped.70 Ultimately—despite overwhelming support for UNCLOS membership historically in the executive branch, the military services, and among business leaders—a small group of Republicans continue to compromise the PSI’s implementation.71

The operational level has also seen disputes, albeit muted, between US military leaders and senior civilian officials. Tensions have been particularly acute regarding exercises and the military expertise necessary to hold OEG meetings. In the complex American system of funding military operations (including training and exercises), PSI is, in effect, an unfunded mandate.

When American participation in PSI was first debated, policymakers did not allocate new or additional funds for implementation. PSI activities are required by policymakers in the service of political and strategic ends that are several steps removed from those most valued by the military—preparing for combat and serving as a deterrent. To pay for PSI activities, units must siphon funds from preferred activities. Funding PSI therefore requires the sea services to do less of something else. PSI activities were not onerous when budgets were ample in the aftermath of 9/11. With sequestration, however, commanders have begun to view PSI as another unwelcome encumbrance. It costs scarce time and money, with few interdiction successes to bolster morale or prestige and no prospect of a dedicated line of funding. As our account of American-led maritime exercises in the Indo-Pacific shows, Pacific Fleet planners have increasingly focused on drilling war-fighting competencies with allies and partners. PSI prepares US forces and partner nations for what are, in effect, military operations other than war.72

How much does the United States spend on PSI relative to other participants? Accurate figures on the cost of PSI to the United States cannot be calculated because they are embedded in numerous parts of the defense budget. Unquestionably, the United States pays more than others. As two experienced international diplomats commented, the burden of enforcement is never equally shared, as “some states do more than others, and all states do only what they wish, not necessarily what needs to be done.”73 Still, with more than 130 participating members, the American burden is less maldistributed than in other security areas, and the benefits that accrue to the United States are significant.

Finally, there is the thorny issue of China, which remains an important nonparticipant. The United States has made unsuccessful efforts to address Chinese concerns about the abrogation of sovereignty. As the Arms Control Association website notes, “U.S. officials have courted China to join the regime, but so far it has kept its distance, citing concerns about the legality of interdictions.”74 But Chinese reluctance to join PSI may partially be a function of its long-standing accusations of American duplicity, that the United States itself exports “weaponry to Pakistan as well as the rogue regimes in North Korea and Iran.”75 Of course, China has a well-documented history of arms sales, technology transfers, and the export of dual-use technologies to those countries.76

One perspective suggests that China’s reluctance to participate in the PSI is simply part of the PSI’s well-documented use of “maritime lawfare,”77 more recently highlighted by disputes over territorial claims in the East and South China Seas.78 Contrary to Chinese objections, PSI’s application of military assets is circumscribed by a civilian legal framework and undertaken in concert with law enforcement authorities. Moreover, China in effect endorsed Western efforts to halt Iran’s nuclear programs in the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action. Simultaneously, China may be gradually moving toward an approach to nonproliferation more consistent with international norms and institutions.79 Still, its formal absence from the PSI remains a glaring omission.

Like many foreign policy initiatives that involve the policing of illicit flows, it is hard to evaluate PSI’s success in terms of narrowly defined American national security interests. In the first place, PSI operations—like many nonproliferation policies80—occur at the murky intersection of intelligence collection, law enforcement activities, and military operations.81 They entail a high degree of interagency and intergovernmental cooperation, facilitating slippage and the opportunity for bureaucratic infighting over both strategy and implementation. Internal grumbling over the cost of PSI activities shouldered by the military as well as the allocation of responsibilities among agencies can be found among other PSI participants. Some observers suggest that PSI activities declined in the early years of the Obama administration because of the international economic crisis—and the fact that (like the US military) few countries have a dedicated PSI budget.82 Further, the PSI may have lost international momentum because of the Obama administration’s unsuccessful efforts to formalize it. As one official observed, “PSI is like a shark. It must keep moving or it will die.”83

Evaluating PSI successes evokes several well-known analytic problems. The first concerns how proliferation “events” are counted when there is no reliable way to estimate events that were never detected. Second, there is no reliable way to calculate how many firms, states, or terrorists abandoned plans to ship materials because they might be caught. Finally, the transshipment of materials may not be the most important problem: experts now believe that the linchpin for most governments or groups seeking chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons is not material goods but intellectual knowledge.84 Since the Soviet Union’s collapse, for example, Western states have been concerned that Soviet-trained weapons experts might make their knowledge available to the highest bidder.85 PSI operations are ill-equipped to address that problem—especially in an age of electronic communication, where detailed instructions can be transmitted instantaneously.

Only former officials have been willing to speak publicly about PSI. Robert Joseph and Brendan Malley, both officials in the Bush administration, suggested that “dozens of interdictions have taken place slowing nuclear and missile programs in Asia and the Middle East.”86 Yet there simply is “no formal mechanism for measuring its effectiveness (like a database of cases).”87 Although the US Government Accountability Office has praised interagency cooperation on PSI,88 it has also repeatedly expressed frustration with PSI’s programmatic inadequacies (such as lack of a budget, implementation policies, and procedures) and, significantly, any “measures of effectiveness.” Indeed, it concluded in 2012 that “while U.S. agencies have provided years of documentation of a range of activities they have performed or plan to perform under PSI, they have been unable to demonstrate if or how these activities are linked to the PSI objective.”89

What is demonstrable is that the United States has employed an informal Sponsorship strategy. It has deferred to the leadership of others, respected global protocols, and underwritten the costs of PSI even as several of its own major reform proposals have been rejected. And despite its limitations, this Sponsorship strategy appears to have had positive effects despite the vast geographic expanse that must be policed, the heterogeneity of actors involved, and the multidimensional forms of conflict involved. A Primacist strategy to address the problem of smuggling of WMB across the global commons would face severe limitations—the maritime domain is too expansive for USN to go it alone. The same is true of a Restraint strategy. Finally, is PSI simply a classic case of American Leadership?90 The evidence suggests otherwise. The United States has attempted to operate within the framework of international law and to respect the domestic laws of participating states.

There remains an abiding political problem. No politician’s career could survive the consequences of not doing everything within his or her power to prevent terrorists and hostile regimes from acquiring WMD.91 Politicians have to be practical: sharing the burden is the only recourse, even if the loss of autonomy associated with PSI is a cost to be endured. Deterring or interdicting contraband is feasible only with the cooperation and collaboration of like-minded states, regional and international institutions (notably the UN and NATO), and private actors such as manufacturing and shipping firms.

The OEG structure extensively delegates authority to group members. They host meetings and exercises. The changing pace and agenda of PSI activities is dictated by what is possible with more than a hundred very diverse participating states, not by US preferences. Congressional members and some American officials occasionally complain (off the record) about the slow pace of PSI’s processes. They have also groused about the reluctance of several nonmembers to join. But PSI continues as a living entity that has supplemented—not supplanted—the nonproliferation tools available in the attempt to reinforce global norms and laws.

The benefits of the PSI are tangible despite residual questions over how one benchmarks interdiction. It has made a significant contribution to “the long underappreciated role of American nonproliferation policy, including its efforts to prevent nuclear tests, induce compliance with the NPT, or coerce some of its closest allies into remaining non-nuclear.”92 In several cases, other states have themselves interdicted contraband items.93 Not surprisingly, the majority of seizures have taken place in port, not on the high seas.94 Over time, multilateral support for the PSI has widened and deepened. Membership has grown and activities have become increasingly coordinated.

Likewise, American support for PSI has expanded and deepened, despite the misgivings of the military over responsibilities and costs.95 The United States has been its intellectual and financial sponsor in the key national security area of counterproliferation.96 Yet geography and global markets dictate a cooperative approach. Even the United States lacks the military capacity or legal authority to police the global trafficking of weapons of mass destruction. PSI is “a more flexible approach to collective action that eschews both ad hoc unilateralism and institutionalized multilateralism.”97










CHAPTER 7

Racing for the Arctic with a Strategy of Restraint


The effect of changing climate on the Department’s operating environment is evident in the maritime commons of the Arctic. The opening of the Arctic waters in the decades ahead that will permit seasonal commerce and transit presents a unique opportunity to work collaboratively in multilateral forums to promote a balanced approach to improving human and environmental security in the region. In that effort, DoD must work with the Coast Guard and the Department of Homeland Security to address gaps in Arctic communications, domain awareness, search and rescue, and environmental observation and forecasting capabilities to support both current and future planning and operations. To support cooperative engagement in the Arctic, DoD strongly supports accession to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea.

—Quadrennial Defense Review Report, 2010




We’re not even in the same league as Russia right now. We’re not playing in this game at all.

—Coast Guard Commandant Paul F. Zukunft, July 2015



On August 2, 2007, Russian divers accelerated a new geopolitical race for mineral and energy resources beneath the Arctic seabed. Using two Mir minisubmarines, Russian scientists descended to forty-three hundred meters with the official purpose of collecting water and sediment samples.1 Their unofficial mission, however, sent a chill across the seven other nations that either border the Arctic Ocean or possess territory within the Arctic Circle—Canada, the United States, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Iceland, and Finland. A pair of divers planted a titanium flagpole on the Lomonosov Ridge during their hour-long exploration of the sea floor—an event the Russians televised.2 It was watched by many Russian viewers, their interest piqued by the presence of two Russian parliamentarians, including polar explorer Artur Chilingarov, aboard the submarines.3 Russia subsequently notified the United Nations that it was claiming the ridge as part of its contiguous continental shelf. This claim has important implications for the future exploitation of the seabed and the passage of surface ships through the Arctic Ocean.4

John B. Bellinger III, legal adviser to the US Secretary of State, observed, “We knew they were going to the North Pole, but we didn’t know they were going to plant the flag. It was a provocative action, and took us aback.”5 Canada’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Peter Mackay, told reporters, “This isn’t the 15th century. You can’t go around the world and just plant flags” and claim territory.6 But neither Canada nor the United States were in a position to plant their own flags on the Arctic seafloor. Canada has few large icebreakers, no deep submersible submarines, and lacks a deep-water port accessible to the Arctic. America’s Arctic assets include two older, barely serviceable US Coast Guard icebreakers and no naval surface ships with the double hulls necessary to conduct polar operations. Its infrastructure capable of servicing operations in Alaska—the only American territory adjacent to the Arctic Ocean and above the Arctic Circle—is rudimentary.

Reactions to the event contrasted sharply with those nearly four years earlier. In April 2003, at a site about 150 kilometers from the North Pole, the very same Chilingarov declared, “This is our Arctic, this is the Russian Arctic, and the Russian flag should be here.”7 That declaration was universally ignored.

The flag planting, however, prompted an uncomfortable question: how should the United States respond? This symbol of Russia’s Arctic aspirations has its roots in climate change. By 2007 it had become clear that the polar icecap was melting. Seas, icebound for most of the year, were becoming accessible during summer melts. In the long run, experts believe the Arctic will be open to seasonal shipping through both the Northwest Passage, which meanders along the island coastlines of Canada’s Nunavut Territory, and year round through the Northern Sea Route (increasing the current very limited volume),8 which connects the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans along Russia’s northern coast. Geologists also believe the Arctic’s mineral resources, oil, and natural gas may become accessible if the seas remain open for substantial periods. The temperature recorded in November 2016 was 36 degrees Fahrenheit warmer than the historic average, which suggests these changes will happen sooner than many have anticipated.9

Analysts suggest that “the transformation in how humans use the Arctic hinterlands is being driven as much by global economics and natural resource availability as it is by climate change.”10 Optimism about Arctic resources partially stems from the findings of a 2008 US Geological Survey suggesting that the region’s natural gas resources could amount to 30 percent of the world’s undiscovered reserves, and oil reserves might constitute 13 percent of the world’s remaining supply.11 Yet the race for Arctic resources can be overemphasized; The Economist notes that “according to a Danish estimate, 95% of Arctic mineral resources are within agreed national boundaries.”12 Under the existing international legal regime, there is no “race” because most supplies exist within terra cognita.

There are two other important dimensions of the ice melt. The first is its economic implications for global shipping patterns. As James Kraska and Betsy Baker note, “The distance from Shanghai to Hamburg is 5,200 kilometers shorter via the Arctic route than via the Suez Canal.”13 The second, more debatable dimension may be military: a new commons for US maritime forces to patrol. It is a task for which they are ill prepared. In the summer of 2015, during a visit by President Obama to Alaska, Senator John McCain wrote that “as polar ice melts, Russia is rushing to nationalize and control new waterways across the Arctic Ocean that could open not simply to commercial shipping, but also military and intelligence activities. Vast natural resources, including oil and gas, could become available for exploitation, potentially transforming the Arctic into a new theater of geopolitical competition.”14 This is a contentious claim, but American policymakers are beginning to debate it as a possible driver for defense expenditures. McCain’s claim that Russia has “hegemonic” ambitions in the Arctic remains open to question.15 But the concern raises strategic questions about how the United States should respond: embark on a Leadership strategy, or maintain its current strategy of Restraint.

The strategic impact of Arctic climate change stems from its second-order effects on the global resource base, global shipping patterns, and regional geopolitics. The United States, like its regional neighbors, has a variety of interests in the Arctic’s opening. Every country involved has a different combination of economic and military tools to exploit these changes.

In our earlier cases we described how strategies have been developed, consolidated, and implemented over time. Here, we describe a strategy that is immature and evolving—a halting transformation from traditional Isolationism to Restraint—in response to a rapidly changing security environment. Some planners accord little strategic importance to the Arctic. But its potential as a trade route, coupled with increasingly crowded sovereignty claims that challenge freedom of navigation, suggest its strategic significance will expand. The US Navy is neither well prepared nor especially enthusiastic about addressing the problem.


The Origins of America’s Arctic Strategy

With more than one thousand miles of Arctic Ocean coastline and fifty thousand citizens residing above the Arctic Circle,16 the United States has been an Arctic state since Alaska was purchased from Russia in 1867—the so-called Seward’s Folly in which the US Secretary of State William H. Seward bought 586,412 square miles for $7.2 million.17 But the region has rarely constituted a core American security concern or been an essential source of national wealth. Even during the Cold War—when the USS Nautilus demonstrated the ability of the nuclear submarine fleet to transit under the ice, hide from Soviet surveillance systems, and transport ballistic missiles capable of targeting wide expanses—the US strategic community largely took the Arctic for granted. It was not an area the United States needed to protect for itself or for use by its allies.

The United States has, nonetheless, maintained a sporadic regional presence. The US Coast Guard arrived in Alaska many decades before the Navy in the form of its institutional predecessor, the Revenue Cutter Service. Its purpose was not related to security, but rather the taxmen stationed a cutter in Alaska to prevent smuggling and collect tariffs.18 The military first ventured into the Arctic with Admiral Richard E. Byrd’s flight to the North Pole in 1926. During World War II, and intermittently during the Cold War, the US Navy conducted operations ranging from scientific expeditions to nuclear-armed submarine deterrence.19 New military technologies and capabilities—including nuclear submarines, ballistic missiles, and early warning systems—eventually made the Arctic a theater in the US-Soviet rivalry.20 Furthermore, Alaska hosted listening posts for spying on the Russian Far East, as well as naval and air bases. In the post–Cold War era, Fort Greeley has served as one of two bases for the nation’s ground-based ballistic missile defense radars and interceptor missiles.

Aside from missile defense installations, the Arctic receded in significance for US national security: the United States essentially adopted an Isolationist regional strategy. Only in President George W. Bush’s second term did the rapid Arctic melt and shifts in the security environment precipitate renewed discussions of the region.21 The Bush administration’s National Security Presidential Directive/NSPD-66 (January 2009) stated that “the United States has broad and fundamental national security interests in the Arctic region and is prepared to operate either independently or in conjunction with other states to safeguard these interests … includ[ing] such matters as missile defense and early warning; deployment of sea and air systems for strategic sealift, strategic deterrence, maritime presence, and maritime security operations; and ensuring freedom of navigation and overflight.” It further noted that the Arctic as a maritime domain requires the United States “to assert a more active and influential national
presence to protect its Arctic interests and to project sea power throughout the region.”22


Table 7.1 Select Arctic strategy and policy documents
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In May 2013, the Obama administration issued the first National Strategy for the Arctic Region. It focused on protecting the Arctic commons and ensuring freedom of navigation:



The United States has a national interest in preserving all of the rights, freedoms, and uses of the sea and airspace recognized under international law. We will enable prosperity and safe transit by developing and maintaining sea, under-sea, and air assets and necessary infrastructure. In addition, the United States will support the enhancement of national defense, law enforcement, navigation safety, marine environment response, and search-and-rescue capabilities.23




That November, Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel invoked the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in offering more specific guidance, stressing his department would “help preserve freedom of the seas throughout the region, within existing frameworks of international law.”24 Subsequent US official statements on Arctic policy highlighted the need for regional cooperation (see table 7.1).

Pursuing a legalistic approach to the Arctic presents a dilemma because the United States has not actually ratified UNCLOS—the treaty which defines the rights and responsibilities of nations regarding the world’s oceans. So American legitimacy is inevitably undermined when it urges other nations to follow UNCLOS guidelines.25 More practically, the fact that the United States is not a party prevents it from using the convention’s processes for resolving jurisdictional disputes over Economic Exclusion Zones, rights of passage through territorially contested waters, and conflicts between national and international laws.




Restraint and Commanding the Commons

Barry Posen contends that America’s post–World War II Hegemony is largely based on its ability to command the global commons. The commons “in the case of the sea and space, are areas that belong to no one state and that provide access to much of the globe. Airspace does technically belong to the countries below it, but there are few countries that can deny their airspace above 15,000 feet to U.S. warplanes.” Posen then clarifies the meaning of “command”:



Command does not mean that other states cannot use the commons in peacetime. Nor does it mean that others cannot acquire military assets that can move through or even exploit them when unhindered by the United States. Command means that the United States gets vastly more military use out of the sea, space, and air than do others; that it can credibly threaten to deny their use to others; and that others would lose a military contest for the commons if they attempted to deny them to the United States.26




Such domination, enabled by sixty years of investment in air, sea, and space assets, as well as the worldwide infrastructure to operate these systems, “allows the United States to exploit more fully other sources of power, including its own economic and military might as well as the economic and military might of its allies.”27

If the Arctic is an emerging global common, then America’s future strategic choices need to be clarified. But geography and international legal regimes confound American thinking. Much of the region is encompassed within territorial seas of other states and is accessible only through a few relatively narrow straits. Moreover, likely transit routes through the Northwest Passage and the Northern Sea Route pass through waters controlled by states who use differing interpretations of UNCLOS about how they might be used by commercial and naval vessels. The United States has one of the smallest claims, given the modest length of Alaska’s Arctic Ocean coastline. Conversely, as a global power who commands the commons, the United States has a strategic interest in Arctic developments above and beyond its narrow economic and political interests.

The first geographic element is narrow, vulnerable access points, often referred to as “strategic chokepoints.” Three routes through the Arctic might become accessible and commercially viable as the polar icecap melts (as illustrated in figure 7.1): the Northwest Passage, the Northern Sea Route, and less likely, a direct route over the pole itself. Access to any of these sea lanes requires passage through chokepoints.

From a Russian perspective, the Northern Sea Route (NSR) consists of “five seas that can provide passage through the Northern Sea Route—Barents, Kara, Laptev, East Siberian and Chukchi—[that] are linked by straits.”28 These straits—the Yugorskiy Shar, the Kara Gates, Matochkin Shar, the Vilkitsky Strait, the Dmitriy Laptev Strait, and the Long Strait—are potential chokepoints for international traffic. The Northwest Passage is the body of Arctic water located between the Davis Strait and Baffin Bay in the east and the Bering Strait in the west.29 Yet the Northwest Passage is complicated: it is “a series of connected straits that weave through the islands
that make up the Canadian Arctic Archipelago,”30 resulting in seven distinct routes.31 The Department of Defense has acknowledged that “an increase in maritime traffic between Asia and Europe, or Russia, could also raise the prominence of the Bering Strait as a strategic chokepoint and heightened the geostrategic importance of the Arctic region.”32
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Figure 7.1. A map of the Northwest Passage and Northern Sea Route




Related to this are jurisdictional claims and counterclaims of the Arctic states. Canada, for example, asserts sovereignty over some parts of the Northwest Passage that the United States claims are international waters. Only a small portion of the Arctic Ocean does not fall within the territorial waters or Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) of an Arctic state—a predicament for those who characterize the region as a standard global common. That unclaimed portion is the only part of the Arctic Ocean that might credibly be regarded, under traditional interpretations of maritime law, as a common. The region has not yet been ruled part of any nation’s jurisdiction. But access to that unclaimed region requires passage through chokepoints claimed by one or more states, although the chokepoints themselves are often governed by maritime law regulating the passage of vessels through straits.




Threats to the Arctic Commons and the Emerging Commercial Routes?

Some journalists and politicians (like McCain) worry about the threat of Russian military adventurism toward Alaska, Canada, or America’s European allies.33 Yet the principal Arctic threats are not threats but uncertainties about Russian intentions.34 Since Russia’s 2007 stunt, some analysts have argued that Russia might use its preponderant regional military power to control Arctic resources beyond those found within its EEZ. Some have resurrected a Cold War scenario: when the Arctic Ocean becomes navigable, the United States might station Aegis ballistic missile defense destroyers and cruisers there to intercept any Russian missiles attacking the US mainland.35

States remain the principal actors in any potential conflict, notably the Arctic Council’s eight full members—the Scandinavian countries plus Canada, Finland, Iceland, Russia, and the United States—and the twelve states with observer status, including China. Multinational corporations, environmental NGOs, and groups representing indigenous peoples have lobbied national governments and international bodies, but their ability to operate in the region is severely circumscribed by the harsh climate, geography, small population, and the absence of critical infrastructure. Cruise lines, shipping companies, energy firms, and others that might exploit Arctic resources remain limited without investments in infrastructure, search and rescue capabilities, and robust telecommunications. These factors dictate that, for the foreseeable future, the principal security players will be states.

The Arctic is currently a region of latent conflict. The prospect of a shooting war in the Arctic is minimal. Indeed, there is little precedent for direct security competition aside from undersea and air warning activities on the part of NATO and the Warsaw Pact during the Cold War. Some NATO analysts believe that any future conflict with Russia is likely to be hybrid; NATO has even created a new series of exercises to prepare for complex hybrid threats, including Cold Response in February and March 2016 with fifteen thousand troops from fourteen participating countries.36 Held in central Norway, the exercise included “an Article 5 scenario, in which the alliance must respond to an attack on a NATO country.”37 As NATO reported, the “exercise included land, maritime and air assets, covering a wide spectrum of scenarios…. The main objective was to exercise extreme operations in a joint and combined setting under challenging conditions, focusing on joint action and interoperability.”38

The limited American military involvement in these exercises indicates a lack of US commitment to a multilateral Leadership strategy, but their character reinforces the view that any conflict would take a hybrid form. NATO officials believe that Russia may work with nonstate actors such as commercial firms (from Russia and perhaps non-Arctic states) to exploit fossil and mineral resources and local populations with political grievances. It may use the full range of coercive and persuasive instruments available, from lawfare to propaganda. Indeed, Russia’s hybrid warfare in Ukraine could be a precedent for future action in the Arctic or Baltics.39

We disagree with these NATO analysts. If there is to be any actual conflict, however unlikely, it will be symmetric, involving air, surface, and undersea warfare, although these would be minor clashes between ground forces, coast guards, or local law enforcement officials. Our view is buttressed by the fact that the Arctic is an extreme environment, lightly populated, and generally inaccessible to all but the most resource-intensive enterprises. In short, conventional confrontations among national armies, navies, or air forces are the most likely form of conflict and yet among the least likely scenarios to occur. Instead, there will be legal and political claims and counterclaims. Indeed, China’s policy in the South China Sea may preview Arctic disputes better than Russia’s policy in Ukraine. China has pushed the boundaries of international maritime law and received an unfavorable ruling from an international tribunal in The Hague for its activity—from building artificial islands on existing reefs to deploying coast guard vessels and armed fishing boats to assert territorial claims.40 Given the sustained rapprochement between Moscow and Beijing, Russia may apply lessons from China’s recent successes to its Arctic claims. A few analysts argue that both China in the South China Sea and Russia in the Arctic are creating maritime “exclusion areas.” Russia’s threat to the Arctic and its access points is even more worrisome for maritime transit routes because Russia’s interlocking antiship missiles and other A2/AD capabilities may be deployed to reach the Arctic.41

Arctic developments depend on unknowable factors, principally the impact of climate change, the pace of the Arctic melt, the evolution of global threats, and how much natural resources are eventually discovered (and where).42 At a minimum, as commercial activities expand, the need for greater maritime policing will increase the role of states that abut the region. Meanwhile, in at least a tacit recognition of the potential for conflict, both the Arctic Council’s members and other international stakeholders are strengthening dispute resolution mechanisms, using both the council and international legal regimes as deliberative forums.

Again, the US Senate’s failure to ratify UNCLOS has hampered American efforts. The United States is not eligible to file an official claim regarding an extended continental shelf with the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (an UNCLOS body) because of its lack of legal standing. In contrast, other states—including Russia, Canada, and Denmark—have filed multiple and often overlapping claims. These filings can be viewed either as legitimate recourse to existing institutional arrangements or cynical attempts to manipulate international agreements. Indisputably, however, the United States suffers from a distinct deficit in lawfare.

Russia remains the wildcard.43 Its military forces have acted more aggressively since Crimea’s annexation in 2014, and its Arctic activities mirror that behavior. Yet some observers conclude that there is no regional arms race: most Russian investments in Arctic-specific capabilities have been designed to address nonmilitary, soft security concerns rather than “hard” security threats.44 Indeed, “Russia clearly demonstrates that it prefers to use soft power (diplomatic, economic, and cultural methods) rather than hard power (coercive) instruments.”45

American strategists are inevitably more conscious of Russian military strategy in the Arctic and are more likely to characterize Russian behavior as predatory. Others have reinforced this less-charitable view of Russia’s behavior. In December 2014, for example, Russia established a new Arctic Strategic Command based at Severomorsk, the homeport of the Russian Northern Fleet.46 One analyst concluded that “Moscow is intent on remilitarizing its Arctic territory and is restoring Soviet-era airfields and ports to help protect important hydrocarbon resources and shipping lanes.”47 And in the late winter of 2015, it conducted an Arctic war game “including 38,000 servicemen, more than 50 surface ships and submarines and 110 aircraft,” purportedly “to check the readiness of Russia’s Northern Fleet and the military’s ability to deploy additional forces from central Russia.”48 One senior Russian politician offered a menacing perspective on these developments, even suggesting that Norway’s possible hosting of 330 US marines made it a legitimate nuclear target.49

Furthermore, Russia has aggressively pushed its case regarding the Arctic seabed, including under the North Pole itself. Since 2001, it has repeatedly submitted evidence to the UN in support of its claim that that it should control oil and gas drilling and seabed mining, as well as fisheries management, over the so-called donut hole—an area of international waters the size of Texas.50 The UN Committee on the Limits of the Continental Shelf has rejected these representations. Yet Russia continues to submit new evidence buttressing its claims. Denmark and Canada have submitted overlapping claims, but Moscow has petitioned the committee to have its latest claims adjudicated first because it filed an initial claim earlier.

The historical context is relevant. Russia has considered the Arctic a core component of its security sphere for several centuries.51 Arguably, Moscow’s current efforts to strengthen its infrastructure; deploy naval, air, and army assets above the Arctic Circle; and conduct maneuvers and exercises in the High North are intended to restore its position in a region neglected since the collapse of the Soviet Union. As one Russian expert notes, “The Russian Army’s withdrawal from the North put the country, which has the world’s longest Arctic border stretching for over 17,500 kilometers (one-third of the entire length of Russia’s national borders), in danger of losing control of the area.”52 Its strategists argue that the High North has become increasingly central to national security: as Russia drew down Soviet-era forces in the mid-1990s, the “Strategic Northern Bastion” concept was popularized. Russian nuclear forces shifted the country’s reliance on a strategic deterrent from land-based to sea-based missiles that are protected by hiding under Arctic ice.53 Moreover, Russia recently reopened a Soviet-era naval base (established in 1933) on the Island of Kotelny in the New Siberian Islands that it had closed in 1993.54 A second military installation, in the town of Alakurtti, is thirty-one miles from the Finnish border. By January 2016 that base held approximately eight hundred servicemen from Russia’s Northern Fleet but could conceivably accommodate up to three thousand troops.55

Another problem for the United States is that its military forces are unprepared to operate in the region’s challenging climate. James Kraska suggests that “unlike some navies—Denmark’s in particular—the US surface fleet is unaccustomed to operating in extreme cold or navigating ice hazards.”56 Notably, the capacity of USN surface ships and aircraft to operate in the Arctic’s extreme conditions is severely limited. Further, the infrastructure necessary to support a higher operational tempo there has been neither planned nor funded.57 Proponents of American power in the Arctic have attempted to shame Congress and the Navy’s leadership by comparing American capabilities with those of Russia: “While countries like Russia see Arctic power as central to their national affairs, the United States pays little more than lip service to our status as an Arctic power. In nowhere else in the world is the U.S. Navy so clearly outclassed in its ability to perform surface operations as in the Arctic.”58 As noted at the start of this chapter, Coast Guard Commandant Paul Zukunft acknowledged in 2015 that “We’re not even in the same league” as Russia, although his comment was largely in reference to infrastructure investments.59

In May 2009, Admiral Gary Roughead, then Chief of Naval Operations, did establish a Task Force on Climate Change to address urgent concerns about the naval implications of a changing environment.60 Yet his successor, Admiral Jonathan Greenert, was more cautious: in a 2013 blog post, the Admiral observed, “Initially, these will likely consist of episodic support to Coast Guard operations; over time, periodic deployments of US Navy ships may be needed in the Arctic.”61 And a spokesman for the Navy’s Task Force Climate Change succinctly summarized the service’s most recent position: “We know there is no immediate threat in the Arctic, and there are [threats] elsewhere.”62

The reluctance of America’s military leadership—especially the US Navy—to invest in military capabilities directly applicable to the Arctic environment is evident in the gaps between official statements, programmatic requests, and actual activities. Formally, the US Navy and Coast Guard have repeatedly pledged to acquire the necessary capabilities—from deep-water ports close to the Arctic Circle to improved command, control, and communications systems. Planned improvements are for the intermediate to long term, meaning beyond 2030. With the ice now receding faster than formerly anticipated, the buildup of Arctic capabilities may not be completed until it is too late to influence the next “Great Game.”63

The most public point of contention over Arctic assets has arisen over the condition of the US icebreaker fleet. The US Coast Guard and the Navy pointed accusatory fingers at one another in response to questioning by Representative Duncan Hunter (R-CA) at a congressional hearing in 2015. One witness summarized the exchange as follows: “The [Navy] admiral agreed the Arctic is important, but turned to his Coast Guard counterpart, whose service has responsibility for the region. Rear Admiral Kevin Donegan, then acting Deputy Chief of Naval Operations for Operations, Plans and Strategy, “noted that the Navy has its own shipbuilding priorities, including the tens of billions of dollars needed for supercarriers, the next-generation ballistic missile subs, littoral combat ships and amphibs.”64 This disagreement can partially be traced to a long-standing arrangement between the two services:



The 1965 U.S. Navy–U.S. Treasury Memorandum of Agreement was executed to permit consolidation of the icebreaker fleet under one agency. That rationale was reinforced by a 1982 Roles and Missions Study which stated that polar icebreakers should be centrally managed by one agency and that the Coast Guard was the appropriate one due to the multi-mission nature of polar ice operations. This memorandum of agreement was updated in 2008. The signatories were DOD and DHS and the agreement included an update on responsibilities for coastal security.65




In practice, since the mid-1960s, “the Coast Guard operates the nation’s ice-breakers and uses them, when needed, to support the Navy.” And even then, because of Coast Guard priorities and the refitting of one of only two large polar-class icebreakers still in operation, the annual ship resupply to Thule Air Base (on the northwest side of Greenland) has been conducted by Canadian icebreakers.66 Thule, an American base since World War II, is located roughly 750 miles north of the Arctic Circle and 1,000 miles from the North Pole. Although its strategic importance has varied, today it serves as a critical location for missile warning, space surveillance, and space control sensors. That the American government cannot resupply it without Canadian assistance is indicative of the military’s priorities vis-à-vis the Arctic.

Change is afoot. With high-level strategic guidance in place, lobbying by commercial interests and Alaskan officials, and the creation of a congressional Arctic Caucus in 2015,67 there is optimism that the Navy and Coast Guard will acquire the resources to defend US interests and enforce international law. But this will depend on strategic debates. As it stands, policy-makers and military leaders have accorded higher priority to other regions (e.g., the “Indo-Asia-Pacific”) and threats (e.g., NBC proliferation, terrorism, piracy, and narcotics smuggling).




Framing Arctic “Threats”

We have identified two variants of Retrenchment strategies: Restraint and Isolationism. Restraint focuses on controlling the commons (near and far) for national security purposes. It favors minimal entanglements in alliances and limits the deployment of resources overseas. There should be no engagement with allies who might pull the United States into unwarranted conflicts, nor any “free riders” who can benefit from American efforts to stabilize a region without bearing appropriate costs.

The American strategy in the Arctic is evolving from de facto Isolationism to Restraint. Any major threat to the United States emanating from the Arctic would exclusively be to American homeland security and domestic prosperity. The United States has shied away from engaging allies, partners, national security principles, or international law, primarily because it is an Arctic state with a significant coastline abutting the region. It has largely treated the Arctic as a domestic issue. Indeed, the United States currently bears little security burden in the Arctic. The most recent multilateral discussions conducted by then President Obama with other Arctic states focused on nonsecurity issues such as climate change and economic development.68

Yet we believe that US Arctic strategy is being driven toward Restraint by three key factors: emergent security threats (both traditional and novel), new environmental threats, and resource scarcity threats. These factors, combined with a growing Russian hostility and threats to freedom of navigation, presage a gradual shift toward a strategy of Restraint.




Traditional and Nontraditional Security Concerns in the Arctic

John Herz first coined the term security dilemma69 to describe situations where a destabilizing arms race ensues because states build defensive military capabilities but adversaries are unable to distinguish offensive from defensive moves and so respond with their own military buildup. Kristian Åtlanda describes the Arctic’s future in similar terms: “The coastal states’ current security and defense policy moves in the Arctic are for the most part intended to reaffirm the status quo, and to make other actors think twice about challenging it. The problem is … that the measures sometimes have the unintended and unforeseen effect of making others feel less secure, and compelled to reciprocate.”70

America’s deteriorating relations with Russia during the Obama presidency heightened concerns about Russia’s Arctic activities. In 2014, former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton suggested that Canada and the U.S. should form a regional militarized “united front” against Russia.71 The Canadian response eschewed the offer and focused on diplomatic pressure. Soon after Clinton’s speech, Canadian official Leona Aglukkaq announced that “As a result of Russia’s illegal occupation of Ukraine and its continued provocative actions in Crimea and elsewhere, Canada did not attend working-group-level meetings [of the Arctic Council] in Moscow this week.”72 This symbolic rebuff carries significant weight in the Arctic Council.

NATO officials neglected the Arctic until Crimea’s annexation captured the attention of both politicians and policymakers. In identifying new security challenges for the alliance, neither NATO’s 2010 Strategic Concept paper nor its 2012 Chicago summit declaration mentioned the Arctic. As one conference report noted, to date, “the limited interest in the Arctic is partly a result of NATO’s strongest member, the USA, being more concerned with the Far East and the fact that the main adversary in the Arctic, Russia, has been willing to abide by international law in the Arctic.”73 Understandably, many American strategists want to avoid conflict on the ice pack, or sea-based clashes given the United States’ paltry capabilities and lack of infrastructure.

Yet there is an alternative way to look at the challenges posed by the Arctic’s opening. Planners are moving beyond narrow security concerns to recognize that controlling the commons entails a collection of novel economic, environmental, and even human security challenges fundamental to American security and prosperity.74 So narrow formulations of grand strategy confine their scope to military issues, but policymakers should take account of other security threats.

The first is environmental threats. Analysts who focus on environmental security believe that environmental degradation constitutes a major security risk. Mark Levy dissents from this assumption, arguing that the



political threat from environmental degradation (involving environmental refugees, resource wars, and so on) is at once both the weakest substantive threat to U.S. security and the strongest intellectual challenge to the field of security studies. That is, the United States has the least to fear from political conflicts caused by environmental harm (because such conflicts are likely to be limited to regions removed from direct U.S. interests).75




We disagree with Levy’s assessment. Unlike other environmentally threatened regions, the Arctic is anything but “removed from direct U.S. interests.” Few refugees would result from continued degradation in the region, but there would be enormous economic costs in both the short and the long term. The most obvious example concerns oil spills. Scientists still debate the environmental, commercial, and business costs of the disastrous Exxon Valdez oil spill a generation ago. The initial response to the 2010 Deepwater Horizon disaster mobilized approximately forty-eight thousand people and as many as sixty-five hundred vessels. BP spent more than $14 billion, workers devoted more than 70 million personnel hours on response and cleanup activities, and the US Coast Guard took four years to complete its cleanup operations.76 Plans to drill in the Arctic were shelved as America’s shale revolution has provided plentiful supplies of fossil fuel. But the respite in Arctic drilling is more likely a delay than an abandonment, given President Trump’s campaign policies and lifting of restrictions in the opening months of his administration.77 With few ready resources to address a major accident, the effects of a distant spill could be disastrous for America’s Alaskan fisheries and coastline.

The second concern is threats in the form of resource competition. Scarcity takes many forms, and the political effects are variable. Michael Klare helped popularize the claim that competition over natural resources leads to war.78 This view has remained a staple geopolitical assumption, although the empirical evidence is mixed. Klare claims, contrary to other Arctic specialists, that the region is a “new zone of contention,” provocatively suggesting that “the risk of tension and conflict in the Arctic is further exacerbated by the determination of key regional policymakers to rely on military power to reinforce their claims to contested territories.”79 Oran Young demurs:



Much of the resultant literature is marked by persistent expectations that the Arctic will become the scene of escalating jurisdictional conflicts, resource wars, a new great game and even armed clashes during the coming years. Yet these expectations are greatly exaggerated; there is much to be said for the proposition that armed conflict is less likely to occur in the Arctic than in most other parts of the world anytime soon.80




Indeed, Royal Dutch Shell’s 2015 decision to abandon oil exploration in the Arctic suggests the competition for the region’s resources is not as intense as originally projected.81

In many respects, Young’s view is consistent with the way US planners have defined the Arctic challenge and charted a restrained strategy. Both the Bush and Obama administrations offered subdued responses to Russian saber-rattling in the High North. Both selected the Arctic Council as the appropriate forum to discuss the challenges associated with the Arctic opening but both avoided debate on regional security. When other states proposed adding a defense component to the Arctic Council, for example, the Obama administration resisted. The United States has abided by UNCLOS rules, but—despite the rhetoric—pursued narrow American interests.

Yet the Obama administration began laying the groundwork for a strategic switch from Isolationism to one that prioritizes American economic and military security in the Arctic commons. Its focus was on ensuring rights of access and freedom of navigation. Adopting Restraint as a strategy would have substantial benefits. It embraces the principle of flexibility; limits the commitment of resources (thus prioritizing challenges in other regions); and entails a limited use of existing fora. Most important, the emergent Arctic strategy focuses on control of the commons and ensures that the United States builds on its existing strengths, especially in maritime expertise and assets.




Freedom of Navigation in the Emerging Arctic Strategy

There is, however, no unanimity about America’s preferred national strategy in the Arctic. One major source of disagreement is the division between military leaders and civilian officials. The USN has remained sanguine in the face of demands that it perform military missions in the Arctic in the near to medium term (until 2030).82 During that timeframe, the US Navy’s Arctic Roadmap assumes that the “primary risks … will likely be meeting search and rescue or disaster response mission demands.” But it concedes that “the Navy may also be called upon to ensure freedom of navigation in Arctic Ocean waters.”83 This admission is consistent with the Navy’s broader position. Freedom of navigation operations (FONOPs) are an important function of the Navy in ensuring access to both global commons and navigable sea lanes: “United States’ policy since 1983 provides that the United States will exercise and assert its navigation and overflight rights and freedoms on a worldwide basis in a manner that is consistent with customary international law. The Navy will guarantee freedom of navigation in Arctic Ocean waters and help ensure the free flow of commerce on the global commons.”84

The issue of FONOPs in the Arctic may be more pressing than the Navy recognizes. Commercial firms are already lobbying both the Canadians and the Russians for exploration and transit rights in their territories, despite currently brief navigable periods. Both issues relate to freedom of access. More pointedly, these countries embrace interpretations of international waters and areas of national jurisdiction that differ from the United States. FONOPs are a primary tool that the United States uses to communicate its interpretation of free access, using American warships to exercise the right of passage through the global commons.85

An unusual chasm exists at the heart of America’s Arctic policy, between the ambitious strategy espoused by some planners and the absence of resources to implement that strategy. Both rhetoric and planning show a gradual shift to a Restraint strategy. Yet the behavior of policymakers and the Navy suggests a different story. There is no urgent effort to procure the icebreakers or the surface vessels capable of undertaking FONOPs. American icebreaking capabilities are limited, and no ice-reinforced surface ships are able to make the passage safely. As one maritime expert observes, “The right of transit on the high seas … is a practical right, which can be exercised only when a nation uses vessels for commercial and military purposes.”86 Without vessels capable of operating in these contested seas, the US government lacks that “practical right.” As the Center for International Maritime Security argues, “The absence of any clear intent to consider permanent presence possibilities, or commit to equipment procurements, evinces the Navy’s desire to hedge its commitments to a remote and relatively minor area in the face of important responsibilities elsewhere.”87

Dissenters want the United States to close the gap between professed strategy and actual behavior. The Coast Guard has received support for its complaints about a lack of suitable ships. State officials, including former Alaska Lieutenant Governor Mead Treadwell, were strongly critical of the unresponsiveness by the departments of Defense and Homeland Security to the rising demand for icebreakers. The United States must “add new polar class icebreakers in the United States Coast Guard’s fleet” at least in part because “Congress and the Administration need to recognize that their own mandates and policies—including a significant mandate passed just last year [2010]—have directed that we maintain icebreaking operations.”88 Treadwell appeared to be motivated by Alaska’s potential benefit from the Arctic’s burgeoning commerce, as well as by traditional pork barrel politics.

The Navy argues that it should focus attention and resources principally on the Indo-Asia-Pacific, a position that generated a surprising response among national security strategists. Over the last decade, many have argued that China should be central to the design of naval strategy, if not indeed the overall US grand strategy.89 Specialists characterize China as a predatory state that challenges the American-led liberal international order while engaging in neomercantilist practices closely related to its insatiable demand for natural resources.90 President Trump has echoed that view.91 This general concern extends to Chinese activity in the Arctic—that they will be the primary beneficiaries from newly opened trade routes and resource-rich lands and seabeds, and will come to dominate the region in the USN’s absence. Accordingly, the United States should adopt a muscular assertion of freedom of navigation, nominally as a hedge against unpredictable developments.

The official Chinese response is twofold. First, as a non-Arctic state, China has a right to participate in the global governance deliberations regarding the region. Second, Chinese officials claim their activities are confined to scientific research on climate change and shifting weather patterns, not a search for resources.92

Beyond China’s formal justifications are underlying concerns. In asserting their rights, China and Russia may transform the Arctic into a venue for collaboration against the United States (a process of “soft” counterbalancing). Just as Sino-Russian coordination in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization may help block US access to Central Asia, so the two may informally cooperate to deny America’s access to the Arctic commons. Substantiating this view is evidence regarding Chinese investments in Russian Arctic infrastructure, commercial ventures, and shipping. For example, the French firm Total, Russia’s Novatek, and China’s National Petroleum Corp. are developing the joint $27 billion Yamal liquefied natural gas (LNG) project in the Kara Sea. Although China is providing only 20 percent of the financing, its investment is critical given Russia’s difficulties in accessing Western capital following the sanctions imposed in 2014.93

A second concern is the potential role to be played by both the Northwest Passage and the Northern Sea Route in an evolving global supply chain. These Arctic routes will soon be open to commercial shipping for much of the year, and the long-term ramifications are striking. If international shipping can reliably use either or both routes, the distances and transit times between Asian, North American, and European markets will be shortened drastically. This will lower shipping costs. For an export-oriented economy like China’s, this will generate tremendous cost advantages. More striking is the geostrategic significance: open Arctic routes would free China from reliance on the Malacca Strait and Suez Canal—chokepoints where the United States and its partners can maintain control of the commons.94




The Future of Arctic Strategy

A chorus of voices—domestic and international, strategic and commercial—have called for greater American engagement in the Arctic region. The early signals from the Trump presidency suggest that resource investment may occur, if profitable. Yet US policymakers and military officials have continued to adopt an abstemious approach. The chief product of nearly a decade of Arctic alarmism is paper: the United States has issued a growing number of relevant policy documents. But the United States—unlike Russia, Norway, and Canada—has taken relatively few concrete steps to implement a strategy despite its Arctic coastline. America has abstained from muscular, unilateral involvement, and it has been loath to employ a moderated, multilateral approach. Instead, the United States has tentatively shifted from Isolationism to Restraint, with only a tepid commitment of resources.

For its part, the US Navy has focused on what it regards as more-pressing hotspots, such as the South China Sea and the European theater, including the Baltic Sea, the Eastern Mediterranean, and the Black Sea.95 The US Coast Guard has sounded alarm bells over its inadequate fleet and operating budget, but to little avail.96 Congress has not increased funding or dedicated more resources to icebreakers or infrastructure. Instead, the Navy is pursuing a very deliberate approach. Per the US Navy’s Arctic Roadmap for 2014–2030:



Resource constraints and competing near-term mission demands require that naval investments be informed, focused, and deliberate. Proactive planning today allows the Navy to prepare its forces for Arctic Region operations. This Roadmap emphasizes low cost, long-lead activities that position the Navy to meet future demands. In the near to mid-term, the Navy will concentrate on improving operational capabilities, expertise, and capacity, extending reach, and will leverage interagency and international partners to achieve its strategic objectives. The Roadmap recognizes the need to guide investments by prudently balancing regional requirements with national goals.97





There are several mutually supportive explanations for America’s modest commitment. Timing, for example, matters. An alarming article about the “Arctic Meltdown” appeared in March 2008, just as the Countrywide Mortgage failure forced panicked business leaders and policymakers to recognize that a great recession was starting.98 Few were willing to publicly call for greater government expenditure to address a security problem that might not emerge for decades. Subsequent sequestration, coupled with other foreign policy challenges, combined to limit Arctic investment. The Department of Defense’s thinking was reflected in its 2011 Report to Congress on Arctic Operations and the Northwest Passage:



The near-term fiscal and political environment will make it difficult to support significant new U.S. Government investments. This is an assumption, but also serves as a constraint on action. Agencies will only operate in the Arctic to the level to which they are resourced, meaning that new efforts will likely have to be funded through reallocation of existing resources. The Arctic is currently seen as a peripheral interest by much of the national security community, a situation not likely to change significantly in the next decade or more, absent some external forcing event, such as a major environmental or human disaster or activity in the Arctic viewed as threatening U.S. interests in the region.99





This response is puzzling in a broader context: a potential security threat, a possible competition for the region’s abundant resources, a more than thousand-mile coastline abutting the region, and an Arctic Council institutional structure that is compatible with multilateral Leadership. Yet these circumstances also led policymakers toward an embryonic Retrenchment strategy in one of the few global commons where America lacks a substantial military presence. The absence of a state-based existential threat to the homeland, a limited but functioning multilateral institutional structure, and a preference for minimizing costs all culminated in an American decision to sustain the status quo.

Among Obama administration officials, only Hillary Clinton was prominent in discussing Arctic strategy—both during her time as President Obama’s Secretary of State and subsequently out of government. As one Arctic scholar observed after studying her record, Clinton thinks about the Arctic “in multiple dimensions and as a priority concern.”100 As of the summer of 2016, John McCain was the only leading Republican to have raised the Arctic as an issue worthy of greater attention. At least while campaigning, candidate Trump, notably resistant to the idea of climate change, did not speak publicly about Arctic security.101 His administration’s first draft budget proposal even suggested cutting the Coast Guard’s operating budget by over a billion dollars.102 It is noteworthy however that James Mattis, Trump’s Secretary of Defense, asserted soon after his confirmation hearings that it was incumbent on the US military to contemplate the effects of the thawing of Arctic waters and opening of routes on American national security.103

By the beginning of 2017, the discourse over Arctic security nonetheless remained nascent. As the region rapidly warms and ice packs melt, demands for action will grow and perhaps resonate with policymakers beyond a small interested community. The salience of the Arctic may also increase if a serious natural disaster occurs, or if other states—even inadvertently—engage the United States in a military confrontation. Alternatively, policymakers may reassess the strategy if global competitors from China, Russia, and Europe take advantage of new shipping routes to gain competitive advantages over American corporations. Under any one or a combination of these circumstances, long-term pressure will build and perhaps force the US Navy to raise the Arctic on its list of priorities. It is likely the Navy will have to broaden its horizons if it hopes to sustain control of the Arctic’s commons in the decades to come. To paraphrase a question asked by a long-time Navy analyst during a meeting to prepare a Navy-Coast Guard Arctic strategy, “Can you think of one ocean the Navy does not sail in?”104










CHAPTER 8

Controlling the Southern Maritime Approaches with an Isolationist Strategy


We’re going to build a wall, triple the border patrol.

—Donald Trump, campaigning for the Republican presidential nomination




We are going to be a country of destination.

—US Coast Guard Commandant Adm. Paul Zukunft, 2017




I have met the enemy and he is us.

—Cartoon strip character, Pogo



Since its founding, the United States has sought to control illicit flows, from guns and alcohol to narcotics and people. Smugglers have been ingenious about the routes they choose and the means they use to transport their cargoes. Their cat-and-mouse games with American law enforcement—and, increasingly, the sea services (the USN, USCG, and Marine Corps)—have accelerated over the last few decades, driven both by technology and by market prices. Government authorities have benefited from new surveillance and tracking technologies; smugglers and traffickers have countered with state-of-the-art communications and purpose-built vessels designed to thwart surveillance or avoid capture.

Modern-day Isolationists have defined these illegal flows as the primary national security threat to the United States. They have avoided the term Isolationism itself because of its association with Nazi sympathizers and those favoring neutrality in the 1930s. But many of the sentiments foundational to the term have found currency among politicians, notably in the 2016 presidential campaign in which America’s problems with drugs, unemployment, and terrorism were all associated with illicit flows.1 Even the term America First, long discredited because of its nativist associations, has come back into vogue.2 The solutions—build high walls; dramatically increase border controls; pursue assertive unilateral policies; ban people from the country en masse based on their nationality, ethnicity, or religion—all have their precedents in American history.3 But as American policymakers strenuously seek to defend America’s borders against these illicit flows, their inability to thwart them says more about the magnitude of the task than about their efforts. Whatever the form those flows may take, policymakers can never know how much was not intercepted. They can only estimate their volume or monetary value. Nonetheless, the Navy and Coast Guard (USCG) devote significant resources to implementing the rudiments of an Isolationist strategy every day. Many American politicians either ignore or are blissfully unaware of maritime interdiction efforts. Meanwhile, policymakers feel obliged to respond to public concerns about the noxious effects of illicit flows.


The Tale of Bigfoot and the Life of a Vessel

In November 2006, a US Coast Guard cutter seized a submersible vessel dubbed “Bigfoot” one hundred miles off the southwest coast of Costa Rica. The cutter’s crew reportedly spotted three plastic pipes skimming through the water. Upon investigation, they found a “50-foot wood and fiberglass craft, breathing through the pipes” and motoring “along at about 7 mph, just six feet beneath the surface.”4 With a crew of four, armed with AK-47s, Bigfoot carried three tons of cocaine bound for Mexico, where it would be transported by land into Texas.5

Bigfoot’s seizure was only one of numerous encounters with submarines and semisubmersibles by the USCG and Navy. In September 2008, the USS McInerney, a Navy frigate carrying a Coast Guard law enforcement detachment,6 spotted Bigfoot II about 350 miles off the Mexico--Guatemala coast. Suspicious about the vessel’s contents, they boarded it, only to find four Colombians and 6.4 tons of cocaine with an estimated value of over $100 million.7 Yet these seizures did not provide a lasting deterrent. By 2016, the USCG and Navy were seizing submarines and semisubmersibles with cargos estimated to be worth twice that amount.8

Now decommissioned, the McInerney was a guided missile frigate, 467 feet long and at the time of the seizure carrying two helicopters, light armaments, and a crew of 19 officers and 195 enlisted men. The McInerney had previously been deployed in environs as diverse as the Mediterranean Sea, the Red Sea, off the coast of Africa, and within the Arctic Circle. It was under the operational control of the US Sixth Fleet—based in Naples, Italy, and responsible for the European area of operations (and parts of Africa) until 2007. In 2008, the McInerney was in its thirty-first year of commissioned life and deployed to the mundane task of interdicting makeshift submarines along America’s coastline.9 Today, the rejuvenated vessel enjoys a higher profile. After a $65 million refurbishment that included the installation of antisubmarine warfare systems and new weapons (paid for by the US taxpayer), it serves the Pakistan Navy as the PNS Alamgir (F260).10 Flying Pakistan’s flag, it joined Combined Task Force 151 on counterpiracy operations (as discussed in chapter 5).11

The USS McInerney’s use in counternarcotics operations reveals something important about US strategic flexibility. The USN ships in Joint Inter-agency Task Force (JIATF)-South, the task force responsible for counterdrug operations, are not assigned to the Fourth Fleet, which is formally responsible for the South Atlantic, Caribbean Sea, and Gulf of Mexico.12 When ships and other equipment are assigned to SOUTHCOM and the Fourth Fleet, they are provided, or “chopped” (in military parlance), by other Navy commands with wider geographic responsibilities far from the American homeland. The Fourth Fleet’s official mission statement reveals the reason: it declares that it “employs maritime forces in cooperative maritime security operations to maintain access, enhance interoperability, and build enduring partnerships that foster regional security in the USSOUTHCOM Area of Responsibility.”13 In less formal language, the United States believes there are few large-scale threats in the region; that interoperability near the American coastline is necessarily with small, low-tech regional navies; and—in the Caribbean and Central America—threats to regional security come from nonstate actors, not powerful states with advanced naval capabilities. The absence of dedicated Fourth Fleet assets demonstrates that its counternarcotics missions are a lower priority for the US Navy than operations in other theaters. Nevertheless, the Navy implements the national counternarcotics strategy.

Operationally speaking, catching smugglers does not require dedicating assets or assigning large numbers of the USN’s best ships on a full-time basis. Rather, USN vessels like the McInerney play a supporting role to the Coast Guard. JIATF-South, the regional drug interdiction task force led by a Coast Guard rear admiral, uses the resources of the Fourth Fleet or temporarily employs other assets, like the USS George Washington Carrier Strike Group or individual ships from other fleets, such as the Norfolk, VA-based Fleet Forces Command or the Third Fleet, headquartered in San Diego, California.14

The operational implication is that smaller fleets can flexibly borrow what they need on an ad hoc basis. The budgetary implication is broader: Isolationism, in terms of sealing the nation’s maritime approaches, can be achieved relatively cheaply—at least as far as the Navy is concerned—even in the face of novel technologies like semisubmersibles. Finally, the strategic implication is that the United States often uses big, expensive vessels that might be more productively used patrolling the South China Sea rather than the Gulf of Mexico. The strategy potentially leaves the USN short-handed.




The Bigger Bigfoot Problem

The use of submersibles is not new. Rumors and fragmentary intelligence reports suggest that the Colombian cartels and other transnational criminal networks had been experimenting with underwater systems for two decades before Bigfoot. As Rear Admiral Joseph “Pepe” Castillo, US Coast Guard Eleventh District commander, observed in 2010, “The submarine is both a game-changer and a logical progression in the efforts of the drug runners.”15 Bigfoot I and Bigfoot II were simply indicative of a broader phenomenon:



The U.S. Coast Guard discovered twenty-three semi-submersibles between 2001 and 2007. From October 2007 to February 2008, that number leaped to twenty-seven. The U.S. government estimates that the drug cartels completed the construction of forty-five submersibles in 2007. By mid-2009, U.S. law enforcement officials estimated that semisubmersibles were supplying at least one third of the U.S. cocaine market.16





Indeed, the use of submersibles by drug traffickers—and the response by US law enforcement and the USN—are part of a broader American security conundrum. It involves efforts to protect US citizens from a range of illicit maritime flows, hidden aboard not only submersibles but other types of purpose-built vessels and even commercial and civilian ships.

If narco-submarines can carry five tons of cocaine, Bigfoot clearly has potential for other forms of smuggling within the Western Hemisphere, whether directly into the United States by sea or through Mexico and Canada and then onward by land. Retired Vice Admiral James Stavridis, former commander of US Southern Command, warned in 2015 that “it is important that we collectively consider the potential of these types of vessels to transport more than just narcotics: the movement of cash, weapons, violent extremists, or, at the darkest end of the spectrum, weapons of mass destruction.”17 Authorities believe that maritime traffickers are adapting technologies and operating procedures to counter interdiction efforts. Admiral Charles D. Michel, Deputy Commandant for Operations of the US Coast Guard, for example, testified in 2015 that “today we face a sophisticated adversary that leverages high-tech conveyances such as semi- and fully-submersibles, employs multiple go-fast vessels to move drug shipments, and deploys beacons if forced to jettison bales of contraband to allow later relocation; all are advanced and coordinated means to avoid detection and evade apprehension.”18

As the increasingly routine use of semisubmersibles demonstrates, protecting America’s maritime approaches is more challenging than ever. Well-funded, technologically sophisticated, and globally connected smugglers have a greater capacity to evade the US maritime services and their domestic counterparts, and to transport larger loads effectively.

Thus, at least in the minds of some Isolationists, the world has radically changed since the decades between 1945 and 2001, when American strategists could focus US sea power globally rather than protecting the nation’s littorals.19 The USCG, the primary law enforcement and quasi-military force charged with guarding the nation’s coast, has long suffered from a budget and force structure inadequate to carry out its assigned missions. As Admiral Kurt Tidd, the head of Southern Command, told the Senate Armed Services Committee in March 2016, the Coast Guard does not have the ships or aircraft to stop the flow of drugs and migrants from Central America and Mexico.20 This apparent shortfall has occurred while the federal government’s budget for Customs and Border Protection increased by 91 percent, from $6.6 billion to $12.4 billion, between 2003 and 2014. The number of (land-based) border agents over that decade grew from 10,717 in 2003 to 21,391 in 2013, a 99 percent increase, mostly along the southern border.21 In contrast, there was a combined total of 1,138 (sea-based) interdiction agents for the northern and southern borders by 2013. Huge amounts of money have been spent on land border controls, and the maritime approaches have received a paltry proportion of the overall budget. Air and marine operations, for example, were less than 10 percent of the budget in the FY16 Homeland Security Appropriations Act.22 Demonstrating a continued inadequate understanding of the maritime dimensions of this problem, the new Trump administration suggested cutting the Coast Guard’s budget, in part to pay for a proposed border wall.23

The USN contributes expensive vessels, designed for traditional naval missions in the far reaches of the globe, to supplement an underequipped USCG in performing what the Navy considers unglamorous, low-end tasks associated with counternarcotics operations. For the Navy, it is like asking a renowned chef to flip burgers. Furthermore, the Navy argues that operating as a “forward presence” around the globe is efficient and affords the United States a greater ability to influence events abroad. When it comes to acquiring equipment and allocating its resources, the Navy has for decades prioritized ships and aircraft designed for high-intensity combat and long-endurances missions far from the United States. Nevertheless, beginning with the 1980s “War on Drugs,” the Navy has diverted ill-suited but expensive ships to help the Coast Guard chase fast boats and low-tech subs and semisubmersibles.24 How American policy reached this point, and how the maritime services interdict illicit flows, are the focus of this chapter.




Illicit Flows

Peter Andreas has claimed that America is a “smuggler” nation, built on illegal trade.25 During the colonial period, new Americans sought to avoid imperial tariffs and taxes with the triangle trade of sugarcane, rum, and slaves. During the Revolutionary War, rebels financed and provisioned their forces through gun running. But these are only two early examples. Indeed, important parts of the American economy subsequently had longstanding business models build on circumventing the law. During Prohibition, for example, smuggling liquor thrived as Americans chose to drink rather than obey the Eighteenth Amendment.

Illicit alcohol helped expand the powers of federal law enforcement agencies,26 including the US Coast Guard and the Federal Bureau of Investigation.27 It was during Prohibition, for example, that the “directives of 1923 authorized the [Coast] Guard’s use ‘all necessary force’ to enforce laws at sea, including liquor interdiction.”28 The USN, however, maintained its traditional role, focusing on its overseas missions and guarding against the possibility that other great powers might use their navies to exert influence in the Western Hemisphere.29

Smuggling has become more complex in the modern era. Some legitimate businesses, including financial services and transportation firms, have conveniently ignored the activities of what the law enforcement community calls transnational criminal organizations and more specialized drug trafficking organizations (DTOs). Simultaneously, smuggling has also become the province of local gangs and mafias, often in partnership with foreign criminals. The days when a Joe Kennedy Sr. could maintain legal businesses while simultaneously dabbling in smuggled tea or spirits are largely gone. Major smuggling is no longer for part-timers or amateurs.

In response to this “professionalization” of smuggling, the US government has increased its efforts to control borders and provide local, state, and federal agencies with the resources and authority to interdict flows of illegal goods and people. In terms of grand strategy, a renewed emphasis on these issues has forced all military branches to devote resources to these “home games.” Their collective mission has been simple: ensure that American borders are defended in support of domestic policy priorities such as immigration, antiterrorism, and drug control.30 Adaptation has proved more difficult.

Countering the inflow of narcotics has been the heart of American counterdrug policy for more than a century. In 1971, President Nixon declared a “War on Drugs,”31 leading to the subsequent involvement of the military. By the l980s, drug trafficking across US borders—or perhaps better stated, the collection and analysis of trafficking data—had expanded, and there were predictable calls for a stronger national response. But the decisive point came a decade later. As Peter Andreas and Angelica Duran Martinez explain, “The end of the Cold War consolidated antidrug policies as the defining element of US security policy in the region [South and Central America as well as the Caribbean].”32 The military’s involvement became routinized.




Broadening National Security Objectives

A subsequent array of American counternarcotics initiatives—from bilateral ones such as Plan Colombia to regional ones such as the Central America Regional Security Initiative, or CARSI—have utilized the US military in various ways. Some involve engaging local law enforcement officials pro-actively, whether in capacity building or in military-to-military training. Given America’s abiding regional dominance, its defense against drug flows begins in Colombia, Peru, and the smaller countries of Central America. This “active defense” uses the US Army to train local forces, and the Coast Guard and the Navy to interdict drugs and other contraband destined for American shores.

The policy goal is succinctly articulated in the 2015 Caribbean Border Counternarcotics Strategy, to “extend the Caribbean Border farther from US shores.”33 Essentially, the American approach is one of layered, external defense: support local efforts to eradicate production and interdict shipments from processing centers. It employs the full range of US law enforcement agencies, the Department of Defense, and the intelligence community to stop traffickers from infiltrating America’s land borders and exploiting its maritime approaches. American officials have occasionally been insensitive to the concerns of both producer and transit countries. But in 2006, Anne Patterson, Assistant Secretary of State for International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs, testified that US partner nations have relinquished outdated “sovereignty sensibilities” so that each now “recognizes the links of the drug trade to money laundering, terrorist financing and organized crime, and has been working together to confront the many challenges.”34

The United States has made efforts to collaborate with these countries, but has devoted most of its resources to unilateral interdiction using assets from the Coast Guard, Navy, and other agencies. Other countries have been forced to relinquish their sovereignty. The United States still regards its borders as the ultimate line of defense for American sovereignty. The Navy and USCG play key roles, attempting to stop the flow of drugs in America’s littoral.

Both operate in the eastern Pacific along the coasts of Mexico and California, as well as in the Gulf of Mexico, eastern Caribbean, and the south Atlantic seaboard, all in the name of American national security. Of course, this approach employs a particular and unfamiliar definition of national security, because illicit flows pose no existential threat. It is also a curious definition, given that the sheer volume of drug traffic is driven by huge demand from Americans themselves. In this case, “the enemy,” as the comic strip character Pogo famously suggested, “is us.”

So, while there is a broad consensus that drugs pose a threat to the health and welfare of Americans, opinions diverge over the importance of drug flows as a national security issue. Isolationists push it toward the top of the list. Liberals characterize it as a threat best addressed multilaterally. Conservatives define it as an issue of domestic law and order. Many Realists simply ignore it as a security issue. Indeed, despite the long-standing challenge of illicit flows, it was not until the Obama administration issued its 2010 National Security Strategy that the United States articulated a rationale for military and law enforcement operations to thwart illicit trafficking:



Transnational criminal threats and illicit trafficking networks continue to expand dramatically in size, scope, and influence—posing significant national security challenges for the United States and our partner countries. These threats cross borders and continents and undermine the stability of nations, subverting government institutions through corruption and harming citizens worldwide. Transnational criminal organizations have accumulated unprecedented wealth and power through trafficking and other illicit activities, penetrating legitimate financial systems and destabilizing commercial markets. They extend their reach by forming alliances with government officials and some state security services. The crime-terror nexus is a serious concern as terrorists use criminal networks for logistical support and funding. Increasingly, these networks are involved in cybercrime, which cost consumers billions of dollars annually, while undermining global confidence in the international financial system.35




In 2015, the three sea services echoed the Obama administration’s concern in suggesting that



transnational criminal organizations (TCO) remain a threat to stability in Africa and the Western Hemisphere, especially in Central America and the southern approaches of the U.S. homeland. Their networks facilitate human trafficking and interrelated flows of weapons, narcotics, and money, all of which could be exploited by terrorists to attack our homeland, allies, and overseas interests [emphasis added].36




In effect, they committed to providing the maritime security necessary to stop these hemispheric flows.37




Redefining Maritime “Threats” and Organizing for Maritime Border Security

Two oceans, one sea, and the presence of two militarily weak and friendly countries on its land borders have protected the United States from invasion. Nonetheless, nontraditional threats to health, prosperity, and rule of law caused by illicit flows have remained a constant problem. With the development of more efficient global transportation networks, the challenge has grown acute. Furthermore, as the US government’s ability to detect, surveil, and interdict illicit goods has improved, domestic perceptions of the contraband threat has grown. Nineteenth-century bootleggers, gunrunners, and immigrants could pass through America’s porous and illdefined territorial borders with little fear of detection. Today, the United States has clearly delineated borders and resolutely, if sometimes ineffectually, attempts to govern access to its territory by taxing incoming legal goods, preventing illegal materials from entering, and denying entry to those deemed a national security threat or seeking to work illegally. The US government now has mechanisms to “guesstimate” both the volume of illicit flows and their consequences. Predictably, these new data have generated new concerns.

If the unfettered passage of illicit goods and people was historically considered a “threat,” coping with it was predominantly a matter of domestic politics and civilian law enforcement. But since the last several decades of the twentieth century, the executive branch’s security agencies and the US military have taken on greater responsibilities for policing land and sea borders. This has led to tensions between the military preference for “away games” and the policymakers’ contention that military support is essential for the “home games” of combating the increasingly sophisticated methods employed by TCOs and DTOs.

The antagonists—criminals and smugglers—may be familiar. What is new is their operational scope, scale, and geographic reach, as well as the sophistication of the technologies they employ. Modern TCOs profit from a range of overlapping illegal activities, including “drug trafficking, arms trafficking, human smuggling, human trafficking, counterfeit products, sea piracy, kidnap for ransom, and even the illegal smuggling of commodities such as tobacco and oil.”38 Furthermore, as market demand for contraband has grown, so have the resources at the criminals’ disposal. They often operate in failed states where the collapse of government authority has allowed them to flourish. The combination of ungoverned spaces and robust demand for TCO “products” has altered the very nature of the conflict between TCOs and US authorities.39 An increasing set of “gray area” phenomena parallel in many ways our earlier discussion of hybrid conflicts. These constitute “threats to the stability of nation states by non-state actors and non-governmental processes and organizations” involving “immense regions or urban areas where control has shifted from legitimate governments to new half-political, half-criminal powers.”40 TCOs may not have the trappings of conventional armies, but they have at their disposal resources that many armies lack.

We often think of the consequences of state failure as problems located in countries far from America’s borders. But such places exist in the Western Hemisphere. Mexico suffered 164,000 homicides between 2007 and 2014.41 And its annual figures were actually estimated to significantly increase in 2016.42 The 2013 report by the United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime lists Honduras, Venezuela, Belize, El Salvador, Guatemala, Jamaica, Saint Kitts and Nevis, and Colombia among the ten countries with the highest homicide rates worldwide.43 These countries (and others in the hemisphere) host a wide range of criminal organizations. Max Manwaring includes among the list “Transnational Criminal Organizations (TCOs) (cartels and mafia); small private military organizations such as the Zeta enforcer gangs (the Aztecas, Negros, and Polones); mercenary groups (the Central American Maras, Guatemalan Kaibiles, and paramilitary triggermen [gatilleros]); and other small paramilitary or vigilante organizations.”44 Aligned along the United States’ southern tier are countries that have lost ground to this array of lawless organizations. Government corruption has magnified the problem. Thus, there are few reliable local partners for the United States, despite three decades of efforts at partnership building, including military-to-military cooperation.

The United States has often been reluctant to devote the resources needed to mitigate the consequences of state failure in other regions of the world—an example is the withdrawal of United States and international forces from Somalia after the Black Hawk Down incident in 1993.45 But it cannot ignore state failures in Central and Latin America. The US military has deemed consequence management—such as enforcing laws to interdict illicit flows—essential to protecting the American homeland. The USCG and Navy have often acted unilaterally in the absence of reliable partners. Formally, regional partners are consulted and often supported with capacity-building measures. But difficult and complicated maritime operations often fall to the American forces. The United States has (at least in principle) therefore chosen to couple the low-cost, low-risk strategy of limited intervention into the domestic politics of Central and Latin American states plagued by insurgencies and criminal enterprises with an Isolationism associated with tight border controls and maritime interdiction programs.46

The production, transportation, and distribution of illegal drugs is flexible, innovative, and sensitive to the impact of new law enforcement initiatives.47 TCOs and DTOs employ “all physical domains: air, sea, and land.”48 But they have a marked preference for shipping large quantities of illicit goods by water. First, the cost is lower. Second, the odds of being caught are drastically reduced because the maritime area involved is much larger than the US-Mexico borderlands. As the US Office of National Drug Control Policy contends, “Illicit drugs coming to the United States from South America pass through a seven million square-mile area called the Transit Zone, roughly twice the size of the continental United States. The Transit Zone includes the Caribbean Sea, the Gulf of Mexico, and the eastern Pacific Ocean.”49 Every Central American country and Mexico adjoin the maritime sections of the transit zone. Further east, several Caribbean islands also serve as occasional transit points, logistical hubs, and safe havens for drugs
bound for America’s eastern seaboard. But as figure 8.1 suggests, Mexico is critical, because it has both the longest coastline and a long land border with the United States.
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Figure 8.1. Drug flows from noncommercial maritime vessels, fiscal year 2013



The Coast Guard is historically the lead agency for maritime policing and security operations in the hemisphere, a role largely reaffirmed in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks. Yet because of the disparity of resources and capabilities, everyone recognizes that the Navy must provide the USCG with air defense, intelligence, and surveillance support.50 The USN currently serves this function with the goal of targeting suspicious vessels for possible interdiction.51

The Coast Guard’s authority on drug interdiction stems from Title 14 US Code § 89(a). Title 14 allows it to “make inquiries, examinations, inspections, searches, seizures, and arrests upon the high seas and waters over which the United States has jurisdiction, for the prevention, detection, and suppression of violations of the laws of the United States.” That authority can be used by stand-alone Coast Guard units or in conjunction with the US Navy and international partners. Law enforcement detachments accompany naval personnel and occasionally civilian officials in both deep-water and littoral environments.52 In these operations, the USCG often assumes tactical control of its Navy counterparts.

There are, however, legal limits to the extent to which the USN can support the Coast Guard, other federal civilian agencies such as Customs and Border Control, or even local law enforcement officials. The Posse Comitatus Act (Title 18 US Code § 1385) restricts the use of Department of Defense personnel with respect to law enforcement, specifically prohibiting the “interdiction of a vehicle, vessel, aircraft, or similar activities; and use of military personnel for surveillance or pursuit of individuals, or as under-cover agents, informants, investigators, or interrogators” except for “military purpose doctrine” and “indirect assistance.” Exceptions include:



	(1) Actions that are taken for the primary purpose of furthering a military or foreign affairs function of the United States.

	(2) Federal troops acting pursuant to the President’s Constitutional and statutory authority to respond to civil disorder.

	(3) Actions taken under express statutory authority to assist officials in executing the laws, subject to applicable limitations.

	(4) [Counter-drug] operations authorized by statute.53




Nonetheless a gap exists between the service with legal authority and the service with the critical capabilities. The Coast Guard has both jurisdiction and the bulk of the ships and aircraft used for patrolling and maritime interceptions. Yet the Navy provides many of the most useful resources—intelligence, surveillance assets, and occasionally, ships. The Coast Guard districts responsible for the waters off the southern coast provide the personnel, cutters, and surveillance aircraft, whereas the Navy contributes ships chopped to the Fourth Fleet and specialized systems including surveillance equipment. To accomplish the counterdrug mission, they work together and with interagency task forces.




Joint Interagency Task Force-South

In November 1993, President Bill Clinton signed Presidential Decision Directive (PDD) 14. It reaffirmed the drug threat to America and funneled money to help source countries to combat indigenous cocaine production. By 1994, the Department of Defense had created three Joint Interagency Task Forces (JIATFs) and a Domestic Air Interdiction Coordination Center. JIATF-East was headquartered in Key West Florida, JIATF-South in Panama, and JIATF-West in Alameda, California. The Domestic Air Interdiction Coordination Center operated from March Air Force Base in Riverside, California.

These national task forces were to serve as force multipliers and were manned by personnel from various agencies. Their mission was drug interdiction. Together with local, state, and international counternarcotics organizations, they have subsequently been restructured, some have been renamed, and their areas of responsibility have grown, largely due to changing operational demands, new techniques for catching drug runners, shifting national objectives, and shifting patterns of drug production and transit. Questions about jurisdictional boundaries predictably arose after the task forces were created. By 2016, the JIATF-South area of responsibility transcended the seams of SOUTHCOM, NORTHCOM, and PACOM, avoiding issues of command jurisdiction when narcotics are trafficked along combatant command boundaries.

JIATF-South primarily “conduct[s] interagency and international Detection & Monitoring operations, and facilitates the interdiction of illicit trafficking and other narco-terrorist threats in support of national and partner nation security.”54 Key to JIATF-South is the detection and monitoring elements—both necessary for effective interdiction. Thirteen federal agencies and fifteen international partners contribute to what is increasingly a “whole of government” effort,55 including the departments of Defense and Homeland Security, the Defense Intelligence Agency, Customs and Border Protection, the Drug Enforcement Administration, the National Security Agency, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and the Central Intelligence Agency.56 All these organizations in the “interagency process are defined as partners, not subordinate agencies under the command of JIATF-South.”57 The lack of a hierarchy of command to enforce decisions reduces its functional coherence.

JIATF-South’s area of operations includes 42 million square miles of ocean and land, ranging from the Gulf of Mexico to Argentina.58 Its headquarters houses approximately five hundred personnel,59 including representatives from all five branches of the US armed forces. International partners contribute to headquarter functions at JIATF-South and periodically detach personnel to American surface vessels, submarines, and aircraft.60 JIATF-South’s maritime area of operations doctrine in both national and international waters specifies that the US Coast Guard and Navy are both essential for intercept operations.

JIATF-South has occasionally assumed immigration control functions, in part because of the often-overlapping routes used to smuggle drugs and illegal immigrants across the US border. JIATF-South can expand to incorporate other “threats” because counternarcotic operations prioritize surveillance and monitoring. Intelligence and interdiction may not be designed to include new threats, but they can be expanded quite easily. JIATF-South now tackles drugs, human smuggling, and tax evasion.

TCOs and DTOs comprise most of JIATF-South’s adversaries. But these criminal enterprises are often associated with insurgencies.61 And terrorists are increasingly funded by drug profits.62 Further, as the 2014 International Narcotics Control Strategy Report notes, “No criminal enterprise can function at a high-level for very long without penetrating and corrupting government institutions.”63 And the production, transportation, and distribution of narcotics is assisted by various legitimate businesses operating on the margins of the law—if not beyond them.64

The challenges are therefore as varied as the threats, and the form of conflict American personnel face is predominantly asymmetric. TCOs may employ brutal means against civilians and local law enforcement personnel. But even technologically sophisticated traffickers cannot risk using force against US government agencies and military units. There are, however, elements of hybrid conflict because government efforts to combat smuggling often involve nonmilitary institutions, such as the use of banks for money laundering.65

In operational terms, JIATF-South’s interdiction process begins with intelligence about shipments, ideally from informants. The task force maintains a ceaseless “intelligence watch.”66 Additional intelligence and surveillance assets are used to confirm initial information, and tracking systems (e.g., satellites, aircraft, unmanned systems) are employed to locate a suspect vessel or aircraft.67 Once confirmation is received, JIATF-South assigns a surface ship to intercept a trafficker. Sending ships to intercept specific vessels is much more efficient than simply patrolling part of the ocean. As one experienced Coast Guard officer observed, “The ‘ship in a box’ tactic, while effective in detecting strictly military threats to a strike group, is poorly adapted to law enforcement or surveillance operations. As JIATF operations matured through experience, it was determined that active use of intelligence combined with the use of military assets was far more effective in counternarcotics operations than simply assigning ships to patrol certain ocean areas.”68 American naval vessels require that a law enforcement detachment (LEDET)—generally consisting of eight Coast Guard personnel—accompany and direct the interdiction operation, to comply with the Posse Comitatus Act. The tempo of these operations ebbs and flows, but JIATF-South routinely monitors more than a thousand vessels a day. Of these, it directs assets to intercept two or three of the most likely targets.69

If a suspicious vessel is spotted sufficiently far out in the Atlantic, the intercept is undertaken by the USN, USCG, or one of the European navies affiliated with JIATF-South.70 Operations near the coastlines of other countries in the Western Hemisphere are often left to local navies and coast guards, albeit sometimes with the assistance of JIATF-South air assets.71 When the smuggler’s craft is a “go-fast”—a small watercraft “with planing hulls and numerous outboard engines designed to reach high speed without affecting its cargo carrying capacity”—the Coast Guard deploys MH-65D Dolphin helicopters aboard patrolling cutters to assist with interdiction.72

The US Coast Guard provides most of the assets used by JIATF-South for detection, surveillance, and maritime interdiction.73 These include major cutters, nineteen maritime patrol aircraft, armed helicopters, and LEDETs Coast Guard personnel.74 The operation’s scale is significant. The Coast Guard’s maritime patrol aircraft—primarily HC-130s and recently some HC-144As—fly approximately 4,700 hours per year.75 The US Navy and Customs and Border Protection also contribute significant numbers of patrol aircraft.76 In 2013, the US Navy provided 429 days of vessel deployment. But the financial and resource constraints imposed by sequestration have taken their toll: in 2013 the number of vessels made available to JIATF-South was less than one-half the vessel days in each of the prior four years.77

JIATF-South has enjoyed some operational successes despite these limitations: “Over the past 20 years, [JIATF-South] has arrested some 4,600 traffickers, captured nearly 1,100 vessels, and deprived drug cartels of $190 billion in profits.”78 Between 2002 and 2012, JIATF-South seized 1,997 metric tons of cocaine.79 Yet narcotics are an ever-moving target: these drug busts have simply prompted traffickers to change tactics. Narcotics flows have shifted over time to some less-defended routes in the Pacific and from sea to overland routes.80 Military cooperation with law enforcement and intelligence agencies has failed to even approximate victory in the “War on Drugs,” despite costing billions of dollars.81 One former JIATF-South director summarized the situation well:



Our operational successes indicate an increasing level of trafficker sophistication and innovation as they rapidly employ readily available cutting edge technologies, change their tactics, and shift seamlessly between modes of communication and methods of conveyance. Our success is dependent upon our collective capability to be more innovative, more adaptive, and more agile than our adversaries. Currently, we are unable to target 74 percent of high confidence events. Of the 26 percent that we are able to target the principle [sic] impediment to successful detection and monitoring is the lack of the necessary sensors to generate persistent wide area surveillance and precision geolocation.82








The Repeatedly Failed Efforts at Bilateralism and Multilateralism

This Isolationist strategy clearly has its limitations, a product of circumstances rather than preferences. It would suit the United States to share the financial and logistical burden, as in a Leadership strategy. Since the 2008 recession and subsequent budget sequestration, the United States has been forced to rely more on partner nations to carry out intercept operations. According to an official JIATF-South news release on Operation Martillo, an initiative to reduce drug trafficking in the waters off the Isthmus of Panama that commenced in January 2012, “partner nations have supported 67 percent of the law-enforcement interdictions of illicit traffickers.”83 With the availability of US assets questionable, SOUTHCOM has explored numerous ways to maintain operations—including nontraditional surveillance and interception assets for both American and partner forces. The former head of SOUTHCOM has publicly discussed deploying the RC-12 Project Liberty aircraft used in Afghanistan to provide intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance in support of counterdrug operations.84

But reliance on partners to offset declining resources is unlikely to prove effective or sustainable. Despite decades of efforts at collaboration, fundamental differences remain between the United States and other countries in the region. The United States wants to prevent narcotics from reaching its shores, while its partners have a broader set of goals. Bearing greater costs for interdiction will inevitably reduce the resources they can use for other policies and programs. Capacity issues exacerbate this problem. As one Government Accountability Office report noted, “The inability of transit zone countries to patrol their shores effectively and conduct other maritime operations presents a major gap in drug interdiction. In many of the countries we reviewed, [the Department of State] has reported that partner nations cannot operate U.S.-provided maritime assets for counternarcotics missions due to a lack of operations and of maintenance resources.”85 These capacity issues are amplified by political disagreements with and among the transit zone nations, as well as domestic corruption that undermines counternarcotics efforts.86

American multilateral initiatives run into as many problems as bilateral ones. There are, of course, global protocols against these various forms of smuggling, dating back more than a century, a prime example being American support for the 1912 International Opium Convention.87 Its objective was to limit the production and use of drugs to medical and scientific purposes.88 Ultimately US efforts failed, initiating a trend that has persisted for more than a century.89 More recent UN conventions include the 1988 Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances, the 2000 Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, and the 2003 Convention against Corruption.90 Yet, in contrast to the Sponsorship or Leadership cases we have described, successive US presidential administrations have been frustrated by a lack of collaboration from other regional governments in implementing these agreements.

In the Western Hemisphere, the United States has used its formidable powers to facilitate counternarcotics operations, often blatantly cajoling, bribing, or coercing smaller countries so that it can adapt global agreements to its unilateral needs. International law, codified in the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, for example, prohibits US law enforcement authorities from entering foreign territorial sea or air space, or from boarding a foreign-flagged vessel, without the foreign state’s permission. One American measure to overcome these legal impediments was the “shiprider” initiative in the 1990s. Agreements between the United States and its smaller Caribbean neighbors permit American vessels with shipriders—onboard officials from the relevant country—“to pursue, stop, board, search and seize American, stateless or third-nation vessels suspected of criminal activities with the permission of that state.”91 Jamaica and Barbados have complained that such agreements insufficiently respect national sovereignty. Moreover, they alleged that American negotiating tactics were coercive, including threats to limit foreign assistance, intimidation of their citizens by American law enforcement officials, unfavorable positions regarding regional free trade agreements, and even decertification of cooperation with American counternarcotics programs.92 By the end of the 1990s, however, the United States had signed nearly thirty such bilateral agreements to “streamline the process involved in obtaining permission from a foreign State to enter their territorial sea and air space or to board one of their ships on the high seas.”93

At times, the United States has acted unilaterally. In 2008, in response to the increasing use of submersibles and semisubmersibles, the US Congress passed the Drug Trafficking Vessel Interdiction Act (DTVIA).94 Previously, law enforcement personnel had been required to find evidence of drugs to obtain a conviction following a seizure. Criminals therefore built submersibles and semisubmersibles that the crew could scuttle and evacuate, in order to thwart the interception of contraband. With the passage of the DTVIA, Congress criminalized the mere act of operating a vessel on the high seas without a national registration while attempting to evade detection. Some specialists claim “the DTVIA demonstrates an overzealous reach of United States jurisdiction on the high seas.”95

As the United States has focused on interdicting narcotics traffickers passing through the transit zone, necessity dictated that it enlist the support of the small Caribbean island states. American diplomatic and military-to-military contacts have long sought to overcome island reluctance. But these states are characteristically plagued by inadequate fiscal resources, limited equipment often unsuited for patrolling territorial borders, corrupt officials, and threats posed by traffickers to state security.96 Even if they want to cooperate, mounting pressure from the United States fuels perennial domestic concerns about maintaining independence. So from an operational perspective, they often prove unreliable.

From a strategic standpoint, the United States may have to devote more American assets and rely less on reluctant partners if American legislators, national security officials, and military officers deem maritime intercept operations sufficiently important. After all, an American Isolationism that seeks to push border controls further from its borders is not in the long-term interest of other states in the region.

The United States has produced an Isolationist strategy by default, not by design—for operational security reasons. Neither bilateral nor multilateral initiatives have proved successful in stemming the flow of drugs and illegal immigrants over the last century. Consequently, American operations have sought to enforce domestic laws unilaterally. As one assessment noted, “Narcotics trafficking has been declared illegal by several international treaties, but the narcotics trade is not at present considered an international crime over which there is universal jurisdiction.”97 In response to this policy context, American strategy has remained firmly based on littoral border control in the Western Hemisphere.

The United States continues to be the world’s largest consumer of illegal drugs. With roughly 5 percent of the world’s population, it accounts—according to most estimates—for more than 25 percent of global demand.98 Demand drives illicit flows, and this Isolationist strategy attempts to protect Americans from themselves. Despite the magnitude of the problem, domestic and civilian law enforcement agencies lack sufficient resources and authority to effectively patrol the borders. The US Navy and Coast Guard will have to continue to provide critical resources in the maritime domain, including aerial surveillance assets, intelligence fusion, and ships and aircraft. This arrangement will persist despite the USN command’s reluctance and the enormous expense and inefficiency of deploying Navy platforms for law enforcement missions. As one early report suggested, “The locus of most routine training in the West Atlantic and Caribbean does not fit conveniently with drug interdiction choke and entry points.”99

Some resources from the Army (active duty and reserves) will support military training and occasional collaborative efforts on the ground with partners in the Andes and Central America. But most of the military’s efforts against illicit flows involve maritime surveillance and interdiction. The demand for such support by domestic law enforcement agencies will likely grow, and concerns about terrorist infiltration will make these demands more politically palatable. The suggestion that border control and counternarcotics missions are, at best, diversions from the military’s primary missions will gain little traction if politicians evoke the threat of terrorists riding on the backs of drug smugglers.100

There is always the prospect of a deviation from the current strategy. But in which direction? The strategic environment is in flux in the aftermath of the 2016 election. Equally fluid are the ways the US national security community interprets that environment and crafts policies to meet changing conditions. Both strategists and politicians have advocated a new understanding of national defense. Some have expanded the notion to include public health, human rights, and economic security, as President Obama did in his 2010 and 2015 National Security Strategy documents. Others, notably President Trump, advocate a narrower conception of security that focuses on protecting the American homeland, especially US territories and their maritime approaches. Proponents of this latter conception want the maritime services to insulate the country from the world by operating closer to home rather than deploying across the globe. They emphasize guarding the nation’s borders against illegal immigrants, terrorists, and contraband. If necessary, they believe, more military assets can and should be devoted to this task, and Congress should grant the necessary authorities and organizational reforms. Despite the rhetoric of the 2016 presidential campaign, Congress has yet to summon the political will to redirect large numbers of naval vessels and aircraft in such a manner. Hence, the Navy remains free to prioritize its global missions, leaving “home games” predominantly to the Coast Guard.

Among grand strategists, Isolationists have been particularly eager to enlist the military in border control. They believe that the domestic safety of American citizens, and so the impermeability of the country’s borders, is the most important national interest.101 Debates during the 2016 presidential primaries, followed by Republicans winning both the legislative and executive branches, suggest that homeland defense and security will be at the forefront of the political agenda, even if the party itself embraces “America First” while eschewing the term Isolationism.102










Conclusion

Moving beyond the Current Debate


Every grand strategy involves a set of assumptions about the geopolitical landscape. If those assumptions are accurate and the rest of the logic of the strategy is sound, then the strategy has a good chance of producing success. But if the assumptions are inaccurate, then the strategy will not produce good results, even if the rest of the logic is otherwise sound.

—Peter Feaver, professor and former member of the National Security Council




As our Armed Forces confront the most diverse and complex array of national security challenges since the end of World War II under extraordinarily constrained fiscal resources, we simply cannot afford to waste our precious defense dollars on unnecessary or poorly performing programs.

—John McCain (R-AZ), chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee



The term grand strategy occupies a revered position in the lexicon of American policy. It assumes that the United States can impose its values and will globally through strategies that link America’s ways and means to its ends. So, regardless of its particular form, grand strategy in each of the variants discussed in this book is consistent with a robust and muscular national security culture.1

The very notion is presumptuous. It is nonetheless consistent with a Cold War metaphor: the world is a chessboard on which the United States is the dominant player and where it can manipulate others if it pursues a coherent strategy employing all the instruments of national power.2 It is also consistent with a liberal assumption that others yearn for American-style institutions and free market capitalism. Both assumptions are parsimonious and theoretically elegant.

Within that seemingly broad yet in fact quite limiting rubric, American planners, politicians, and pundits debate alternative grand strategies. They argue about which vision should dominate; to what degree the United States should guide others as a teacher and model; the extent to which it should stride the globe as a colossus; what form its exercise of power should take; or whether it should retreat and simply become an outsized version of an “ordinary” country to avoid the perils of imperial overreach or entrapment.

The very notion of grand strategy is psychologically reassuring. It embraces the view that Americans can determine their future—by virtue of the United States’ unprecedented military power and its continued centrality in the functioning of the global economy. Minimally, proponents of Isolationism believe that they can shelter America from global pressures; those of Restraint suggest their preferred grand strategy can (preferably) avert or (effectively) address imminent or embryonic global threats; and maximally, liberals argue that a grand strategy can design the values, processes, and functioning of a global system—what G. John Ikenberry labels milieu or liberal order building.3

Inevitably, rival analysts clash on what values a US grand strategy should enshrine; the contours of national security; and the appropriate balance of resources among military power, economic instruments, diplomacy, and “soft power.” But they concur in their belief that their recipe, if implemented, will attain the objectives of an appropriate US grand strategy.

When the grand strategies of presidents do not achieve their goals, it is characterized as their failure. Their preferred grand strategy was either inappropriate, or their administration’s execution was flawed—the latter often a product of a gap between means and ends. Worse still, presidents may have no grand strategy at all and simply be “muddling through.” For self-styled grand strategists, this constitutes a lack of “vision”—a vague term often regarded as synonymous with vocal, strident leadership. Ambitious American foreign policy objectives could be achieved, the critics contend, if only the country had presidential leadership with imagination, skill, and sufficient willpower. The former criticism (of a flawed vision) was routinely leveled at George W. Bush, the latter (of no vision) at Barack Obama.4 Many early critics suggest Donald Trump is simply confused or ignorant, eschewing any grand strategy in favor of “a doctrine of “tactical transactionalism”—a foreign-policy framework that seeks discrete wins (or the initial tweet-able impression of them), treats foreign relations bilaterally rather than multidimensionally, and resists the alignment of means and ends that is necessary for effective grand strategy.”5

While critics assail recent American presidents for their strategic failings, historians romanticize eras when their predecessors—such as Truman or Nixon—had the vision, command, and acumen to shape global events. Unfortunately, many of these underlying assumptions are erroneous and the interpretations problematic. Indeed, the historical record is far less generous. Even renowned grand strategist Henry Kissinger suggested at the end of 2016 that “after its early years, America was lucky enough not to be threatened with invasion as it developed, not least because we were surrounded by two great oceans. As a consequence, America has conceived of foreign policy as a series of discrete challenges to be addressed as they arise on their merits rather than as part of an overall design.”6

Critics thus presume a coherence to global and domestic patterns that is rarely evident. Granted, coherence may have been more apparent during the Cold War, when two superpowers were preoccupied with managing their allies, borders were less porous, identity politics was heavily suppressed, and the enemy was reliably “rational” (itself a contested term)—at least in prioritizing its own survival. But even if it was true then, little of that applies in the post–Cold War context.

Furthermore, proponents of grand strategy generally assume that the US homeland (and its national security policy) remains secure by virtue of two oceans, friendly neighbors, and great resources.7 This leaves them free to focus on how the United States can shape the behavior of others. In contrast, we have suggested that those forces, in fact, can shape American strategies. They often result in reactive, not proactive, American maritime operations.

Rigid organizational structures, bureaucratic imperatives, and operational limitations are often ignored in implementing grand strategies. All three defy the abstract and deductive designs of even the most thoughtful strategic minds. As our diverse case studies have demonstrated, they sabotage even a well-constructed strategy. As a result, it is always easier to identify a grand strategy retrospectively—albeit with a selective reading of history coupled with a high level of abstraction—than to demarcate one in the current era.8 But even if America’s wealth and resources did allow it to implement a coherent grand strategy during the Cold War, despite organizational complications, this is no longer the case. America’s resources and institutions are now simply insufficient to the task.


Navigating a New Environment

We have presented evidence that confounds the prevailing assumptions about the utility of grand strategy as an organizing principle. We provided two types of evidence.

The first is composed of those elements that collectively shape the dynamics of the global system: the mutable character of the actors, the evolving nature of threats, and the consequent forms of conflict in which the United States engages with its adversaries. These elements have shifted the United States away from prophylactic strategies and increasingly toward reactive ones in an increasingly complex security environment.

None of these factors is novel. For two decades, scholars have contended that the global system now resembles the Middle Ages more than the statecentric Westphalian era. The argument, by now well rehearsed, suggests that the global system is fragmenting into one in which many forms of actors have political influence, ranging from popes and moral entrepreneurs to supranational organizations.9 American national security planners have adapted the military dimensions of grand strategy to this reality. They now worry about terrorist groups with “global reach,” transnational criminal organizations, and lone wolves—in addition to great powers and rogue states. These different actors vary in their access to weaponry and choice of tactics. But whatever they may lack in bombs and bullets, they may make up in social power that allows them to influence, coerce, and cajole.

Officially, then, American strategists have adapted their planning, discarding a narrow definition of national security in favor of one that incorporates elements of public, human, and global security. This change has shifted the geographic locus of US action to a variety of failed and fragile states. It is reflected in George W. Bush’s repeated adage, in responding to the attacks of 9/11, that it was better to fight—and defeat—terrorists at their source than wait to confront them in the United States.10 With the exception of traditional Isolationists, modern strategists rarely define homeland security simply in terms of territory. Commanding territory and being secure are no longer correlated. That very belief kept Barack Obama engaged in Central Asia and the Middle East, despite his 2008 campaign promise to end the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and to withdraw American forces. Unchallenged, the same strategic logic may handcuff future presidents as well.

Over the last two decades, new actors have reduced their focus on territory, expanding their domains of operation and providing them with novel opportunities for conflict. Paradoxically, the growing number of actors has been partially driven by the resurgence of identity politics. A resurgence of ethnicity, race, religion, and populism as the organizing principles of politics has been a response to globalization’s cosmopolitan elements—with which traditional American values about capitalism, democracy, and market culture are associated.11 The Pope and jihadists alike, for example, tout religion as an antidote to the cultural universalism, consumerism, and impiety endemic to Western (read “American”) culture. Likewise, nationalism and populism from both the Left and the Right are common responses to the purported economic imperialism endemic in unbridled liberal capitalism, evident in the resurgence of right-wing parties across Europe and the election of Donald Trump. Dissenters, individually or collectively, often find modernity itself offensive.

Furthermore, traditional military threats are now rivaled by insurgents, terrorist networks, cells, franchises, and even individuals with a capacity to inflict mass casualties. The halcyon days when the pinnacle of military strategy was the ability destroy a nation’s armies are long gone. Thus, while media and politicians celebrate the US policy of destroying the ISIS caliphate, including targeting ISIS leadership by drone strikes, the campaign may not solve the overarching problem.12 ISIS leaders can be replaced, and its fighters can disperse to other nations, living to fight another day in other places and other forms.

Today’s characterization of threats is similarly ambiguous, as we can see in the extent to which advocates of differing grand strategies vary their definitions, their preferred approach, and their objectives. These range from narrow conceptions of threats that are militarized and existential (in practice, originating from states and primarily stressing traditional interstate conflicts) to expansive ones that include public health and climate change—what strategic planners and military officials refer to as “nontraditional” security threats. These extend as far as the development of superbugs that could kill, according to one estimate, 317,000 Americans annually by 2050 if unaddressed.13

So, it is not surprising that many of the tasks we have described in this book are military operations other than war (MOOTW). If the military is to address these novel threats, then it has to accept new responsibilities. The individual services have not willingly embraced this broader mandate, preferring to respond to narrower definitions of national security. In the American context, the US military undertakes those missions assigned by its civilian leaders. But assuredly, the US military has definite preferences. Furthermore, the political system is sufficiently open that both serving and retired officers have many ways to express their preferences—whether as individuals, representatives of their service branch, or through other organizations.

Finally, new modes of conflict have emerged, among them hybrid warfare and cyberconflict. Conventional forms of warfare for which the military has traditionally trained still exist, of course, although the declining number of deaths from interstate warfare suggests its decreasing importance.14 More significantly, the increasingly porous character of borders, and the lethal capacities of old technologies coupled with the accessibility of new ones, have made asymmetric warfare more costly and difficult for the United States to address. In the public imagination, the nightmare of nuclear war between superpowers has largely been eclipsed by a dirty bomb set off by terrorists, or a hybrid form of warfare in which our lives are darkened by cyberattacks on the power grid rather than illuminated by the flames of exploding munitions.15




The Strategic Quandary

In tandem, this proliferation of factors—coupled with the popular presumption that threats to the United States can be extinguished rather than managed—has presented American planners with new challenges. Each factor—new threats, new actors, new forms of conflict—can configure in numerous ways and any matrix designed to accommodate all of them would be incredibly complicated. Yet many proponents of hegemonic grand strategies seem to believe that their preferred approach is the appropriate and effective response to all possible eventualities—ideally to prevent their occurrence, but minimally to contain their effects.

Military planners, by contrast, recognize that varied circumstances require a menu of strategic choices. Some threats are unlikely to arise; others are on the very edge of feasibility. But the anxiety created by traditional and social media, and the partisan schisms in the American political system, often dictate that even the most remote or outrageous of possibilities should be treated seriously. Just as important, they have to be seen to be treated seriously in a very public way—by presidents, bureaucratic departments, and military leaders. One recent example is the heated debate over China’s so-called assassin’s mace, alternatively described as a strategy, a technology (for mine warfare, for example),16 or a set of technologies used by the weak to defeat the strong. The implicit underlying assumption is that some leapfrog technological breakthroughs (equivalent to the American phrase “silver bullet”) will threaten US military superiority.17 Planners are thus preoccupied with the question of what they “don’t know that they don’t know.”

Faced with this inevitable increase in complexity, the standard response is to rely on tried and trusted approaches. Military leaders, for example, develop a veritable library of detailed war plans and various contingencies as they contemplate future conflicts. These plans define their options. When they lack off-the-shelf plans, they will use detailed analyses of historic cases to estimate the military forces necessary to fulfill a particular mission.18 The opinions of professional military analysts often differ from those of political leaders. General Eric Shinseki, then Army Chief of Staff, encountered strong political resistance from the Bush administration over his assessment of the number of troops required to occupy Iraq after the 2003 invasion. Testifying before the Senate Armed Services Committee, he estimated that “I would say that what’s been mobilized to this point—something on the order of several hundred thousand soldiers—are probably, you know, a figure that would be required.” In a subsequent Pentagon press conference, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld demurred. He argued that fewer than 100,000 troops were required, suggesting that “the idea that it would take several hundred thousand US forces I think is far off the mark.”19

It is generally difficult to alter course when reality collides with this array of strategic options. Indeed, reliably static bureaucratic structures are often essential if the military is to function effectively on a day-to-day basis—from implementing organizational logistics to observing the rules of war. But there are exceptions. When threats lie outside the military’s conventional mandate, one organizational axiom is to create joint and interagency task forces—the kind described in our antipiracy and counternarcotics chapters.

The consequences of task forces vary, in terms both of how well they function and of their effectiveness. But they share two common features. First, they are often underfunded, because no single agency or (in the case of multilateral task forces) government has a vested interest in lobbying for funds on their behalf. Second, in practice, they more closely resemble network structures than hierarchies. They may have a formal, authoritative leadership, but given the relative autonomy of different services, agencies, and international partners, nobody is in charge and everything must be negotiated. As a result, they may lack the degree of centralization needed to operate effectively.

This combination has paradoxical effects. One is the use of very expensive manpower and equipment to perform simple operations, such as the use of large naval vessels to interdict drugs or pirates, while significant military threats (in the Indo-Pacific, for example) become harder to manage. This tendency is exacerbated by the USN’s preference for “operating forward” while also preparing for large-scale conventional threats. Historically, the USN has kept ships and aircraft stationed around the globe, in countries facing few immediate threats, on the supposition that sea power will be valuable in virtually all contingencies. Naval task forces, especially ones near the US coastline, drain resources, complicating a strategy based on forward presence and forward defense. The inevitable result is the military leadership’s call for larger budgets to plug the resource gaps that result from preparing for large-scale wars while simultaneously conducting military operations other than war.

If observers were to accept that no one grand strategy is capable of prescribing responses to the full range of threats to American national security, they would necessarily recognize that the primary purpose of a grand strategy is only rhetorical—a statement of values and principles that lack operational utility. Clearly, such a characterization falls well short of Liddell Hart’s formative definition, which we quoted in the second chapter.20

Implicitly recognizing at least elements of our argument, proponents of ambitious grand strategies often suggest that their formulation should be malleable, to allow for changing circumstance.21 But here the metaphor of a house built to withstand an earthquake is appropriate: it can sway if necessary, but it can absorb only so much pressure before collapsing. By definition, the architectural design of any single, abstract strategy is relatively rigid if not indeed static—intellectually, conceptually, analytically, and organizationally. Yet that one grand strategy is expected to work in a context that demands enormous adaptability and that routinely punishes rigidity. A static set of factors—core values linked to ways, means, and ends—inevitably collides with dynamic circumstances and the inflexible organizational structures required if the military is to function effectively on a daily basis. The military’s leadership is far more aware than scholars or policymakers of that inherent problem.22




Theoretical and Policy Implications

The adage that one should never let the facts get in the way of a good theory comes to mind when we reflect on debates about grand strategies. We concur with Barry Posen’s sentiment that public debates play an essential role in any democracy.23 We demur, however, when he suggests that “a grand strategy is a nation-state’s theory about how to produce security for itself.”24 We believe it is not. A theory explains causal relationships—it does not prescribe. As we have documented, grand strategists make assumptions about how the global system operates, adopt a narrative based on those assumptions, and then prescribe on that basis. They generally do not concern themselves with explanation.

We are not inherently opposed to prescription. But embarking on that course minimally comes after a sequence of understanding, description, and then explanation. We also recognize that social scientists become less adept as they move through that process. So, when it comes to prescription, fortune may favor the brave. But it is not a task to be entered into lightly. We believe that useful policy prescription is based on explaining how things actually work, not on characterizing how they should operate. Explanation must precede prescription and not be skirted.

That is clearly a problem when it comes to the policy design implicit in any grand strategy. Our evidence regarding the US Navy suggests that American policy, in practice, does not replicate any single strategy. It reflects all of them, with different strategic approaches applied, depending on circumstance. In the early weeks of his administration, for example, both academics and analysts repeatedly accused President Trump of either having no grand strategy or the wrong one.25 But that was a misconception of the situation. In his first three months Trump employed an Isolationist strategy when he attempted to introduce “extreme vetting” for people arriving from select countries, expanded domestic deportations, attempted to secure funds for building a southern wall and retracted his prior suggestion that the Coast Guard’s budget should be cut.26 He employed a Leadership strategy when he walked back prior, more extreme statements in declaring NATO “no longer obsolete,” and the United States began engaging in a series of multilateral exercises in Europe.27 And he employed a Primacist strategy when he claimed to have deployed an American “armada” into regional waters and an THAAD anti-missile system in South Korea in response to the North Korean government’s missile tests.28 None of these decisions may prove durable. Tactical changes may ensue over the life of any administration. But the underlying logic is evident. Even the most rigid, or indeed incoherent, of administrations will offer a plethora of strategies depending on the external factors and the internal organizational parameters.

The conclusion we draw is powerful: theories of grand strategy, as currently constituted, have little value because they do not meaningfully link ways, means, and ends to these various activities. At best, there is a selective linkage between what the US Navy actually does and what various proponents say it should do. And nothing suggests that all the activities we describe can be molded to fit any one formulation.

If correct, what are the policy implications of our work? One option is to persevere with the idea that grand strategies remain useful tools and that the military can be shaped to conform to the requisites of a particular strategy. Posen approximates that kind of approach when he suggests the Air Force, Army, and Marine Corps should be cut (along with overseas bases), consistent with a strategy of Restraint.29

A second option is to make the military services more organizationally flexible, strategically “nimble,” and tactically adept. This possibility is analytically independent of arguments about the overall number of warships, aircraft, and other types of equipment. At least in theory, aircraft carriers, the symbolic cornerstone of the Navy, could be replaced by smaller craft, a different mix of ships, and greater numbers of stealthy surface vessels and undersea systems. The potential mixes of ships, aircraft, and support systems are virtually infinite if freed from the constraints of service traditions, long-term acquisition policies, and conventional military and grand strategies. Cyberweapons, larger numbers of more capable unmanned vehicles, and other high-tech weapons could displace traditional systems in America’s armory. Indeed, former Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter and Deputy Secretary of Defense Robert Work focused on technological investment with the so-called Third Offset Strategy during the second Obama administration. Of course, it will be many years before we know how successful that strategy was and what the unintended consequences of emphasizing high-tech programs were. Precedent suggests that high-tech prescriptions will bring benefits but also incur unexpected costs as adversaries adapt to technological innovations.

Another, related option is to replace large-scale ground forces (armor and associated systems designed to fight opposing armored forces) with smaller-scale rapid reaction forces designed to fight insurgencies and counter terrorism. This option has been tried before, at least by American ground forces.30 At the height of the Iraq and Afghan wars, as examples, American forces focused on irregular warfare and counterinsurgency operations: popular public figures like Generals David Petraeus and Stanley McChrystal were enormously influential in changing Army doctrine, tactics, and operations.31 The “regular” army then subsequently counterattacked with renewed emphasis on traditional forms of land warfare. All of this was part of a predictable historic cycle. During the 1970s the revulsion against counterinsurgency operations in Vietnam and the impact on combat effectiveness was replaced by a renewed emphasis on conventional war in Europe.32 That position was challenged by a resurgence in thinking about small wars and covert intervention during the Reagan administration’s adventures in Central America in the 1980s and the Clinton administration’s intervention in the Balkans in the 1990s.33

Another option is to plan to use the military for MOOTW, instead of doing so on an ancillary basis. It has become commonplace, for example, to declare that America’s military is renowned for its war-fighting capacity but not for its peace-building capabilities. If the US military is to be used extensively to combat viruses and irregular violence, there is an argument for designing a strategy where such functions play a central, not a marginal, role.

Most pointedly, however, the logic of our research suggests that American academics, policymakers, strategists, and pundits should abandon the alluring but fruitless search for the holy grail of a single grand strategy. This change will be politically difficult and psychologically painful for those with a vested interest in current debates. But a retreat from a single, onesize-fits-all grand strategy to a plurality of calibrated strategies has several advantages.

First, it will alert policymakers and the public to the limits of American power. It would significantly challenge the hubris that often underlines America’s militaristic culture. National pride and patriotism need not be synonymous with arrogance. Lonely but credible voices have been arguing for limits. Andrew Bacevich, a notable voice and retired Army Colonel, has consistently argued in favor of such limits on moral, ethical, economic, and political grounds.34 He has convincingly demonstrated the perverse impacts and unintended consequences of American efforts to use military force to reshape political orders.35 Christopher Preble, a former Navy officer, supports that view. Preble argues that the current size of the US military, coupled with America’s propensity for interventionism since the early 1990s, is inconsistent with American political traditions and values. Furthermore, Preble suggests, such behavior does not contribute to American national security.36

While our analysis both recognizes and documents the limits to American power, we do differ from authors like Bacevich and Preble in one major way. We also attempt to demonstrate how a more nuanced operational approach to strategy—based on the nature of the threat, the actors, and the nature of the conflict—both guides American military engagement and, at least occasionally, will serve broader American interests.

The metric of any individual strategy should not be patriotic flag-waving based on outdated notions of what constitutes military power. Instead, it should be based on the strategy’s effectiveness in achieving national ends within the limits of constrained resources and, as Liddell Hart might anticipate, under moral and ethical restraints consistent with American values. As we have shown, declining to commit large numbers of combat forces is not an axiomatic sign of weakness, an abrogation of “indispensable” American leadership, or an unwillingness to bear the burden of America’s international commitments and responsibilities.37 Rather, it may simply be a prudent allocation of resources based on national priorities and military risks.

Second, a debate about calibrated strategies rather than any one optimal grand strategy might engage Americans in a healthy strategic discussion about how the United States is influenced by global forces rather than the current propensity to believe that influence beams outward from America’s shores (and this despite a domestic obsession with external threats). The effects of globalization on the US labor market, for example, have provided Americans with a sobering example of how global forces influence both domestic patterns of inequality and electoral politics. Questions concerning Russian involvement in the 2016 presidential electoral process and discussion about terrorism and pandemics suggests a comparable awareness. But a political and policy discussion built on a common understanding of how America needs to respond, flexibly, adeptly, and yet systematically, in a new security environment—rather than simply “using a hammer to bang a nail” or building a wall to keep them out—remains in short supply.

Third, the recognition of the intrinsic need for multiple strategies might also temper policymaker and public expectations of what America’s military can reasonably be expected to achieve. The last three decades are replete with examples of unfulfilled, unrealistic, expectations and foreign policy failures: from President Bush’s wars in Afghanistan and Iraq to the growth in insurgent militancy across the Middle East; from President Obama’s ineffectual containment of Russia’s annexation of Crimea to his inability to thwart China’s construction of artificial islands in the South China Sea. In part, this frustration has been a product of exuberant ambitions on the part of America’s political leadership, coupled with the general public’s unfailing belief in the military’s adroitness. In part, it is the product of the refusal of political elites to listen to their military leadership. And, we add, in part it is the product of a preference for a “one-size fits all” strategy over an acceptance of the importance of customized strategies for specific and often predictable problems.

Finally, we advocate that the United States embrace a variety of calibrated strategies so that its planners can have maximum latitude. The United States can act preemptively and unilaterally if existentially threatened; lead multilaterally and pay an enlarged proportion of the cost when it requires collaboration with allies to achieve its prized goals; support the initiatives of others—and bear less of a burden—in the pursuit of public goods when it is expedient to do so; protect and patrol key areas of transit through strategic chokepoints when it needs to ensure its own access while denying it to others if necessary; and guard its borders to maintain public security. The military does all of these things already. So, it seems prudent to plan to do so transparently. It makes little sense to relinquish any degree of autonomy in the name of strategic uniformity—to do so is to create a self-imposed straitjacket.

Yet planning to implement all these strategies with greater efficiency and functionality is no small task. It will require a rebalancing of American capabilities, and thus shifts in the defense budget—some within the military services and some across them. It would, for example, make sense to design a Coast Guard with sufficient resources to interdict in the seas to America’s south or traverse the frozen waters to its north, even in the depth of winter, without having to rely on the Navy’s powerful but expensive fleet. But where would such a redesign leave the Navy?




Grand Strategy and the Future of the Armed Services

Several versions of US grand strategy seem tailor made for the sea services, especially the US Navy. The Navy prides itself on being flexible and adaptable.38 Indeed, the breadth of US maritime capabilities is impressive. At the most sophisticated level, naval forces include weapons platforms and systems suitable for the highest ends of war fighting—from nuclear attack submarines to F-35 fighters. But they also include assets useful for the most mundane activities, including domain awareness and routine security missions—from the MQ-4C Triton unmanned aerial vehicle to hospital ships in humanitarian emergencies.39

That breadth becomes increasingly evident when one considers the additional capabilities of the US Marine Corps and US Coast Guard. The Marine Corps is a highly lethal ground force that arrives on station in naval vessels and receives (at least part of) its fire support from naval aviation and gunnery. Coast Guard cutters and surveillance platforms play important complementary roles to naval assets. Farther from home waters, Coast Guard law enforcement detachments are deployed on naval vessels to provide legal capabilities in situations short of war.

The US Navy has already recognized that these platforms and capabilities are required to deal with the variety of conflict that will inevitably arise. As Michèle Flournoy and Shawn Brimley have argued:



America’s continued advantages in traditional warfighting provide powerful incentives for our adversaries to employ a mix of traditional and irregular approaches that span the range of conflict. The 2007 Maritime Strategy was correct to conclude that modern wars are “increasingly characterized by a hybrid blend of traditional and irregular tactics, decentralized planning and execution, and non-state actors using both simple and sophisticated technologies in innovative ways.” Defense Secretary Robert Gates has written that “one can expect a blended high-low mix of adversaries and types of conflict … being employed simultaneously in hybrid and more complex forms of warfare.”40




Equally important, the Navy views itself as a global force, even controversially advertising itself as a “global force for good.”41 Like the combatant commands created by the Goldwater-Nichols reforms in the 1980s, the US Navy divides the world geographically, with each region the responsibility of a numbered fleet. It can deploy ships, aircraft, and personnel to any trouble spot regardless of whether Navy ships are stationed full time in a particular region or sea.

This flexibility is palpable in the USN’s military operations. One famous example was the support it provided to Special Operations Forces in carrying out initial strikes against Al Qaeda and the Taliban in the aftermath of 9/11. The USS Kitty Hawk deployed to the northern Arabian Sea the following month, commencing Operation Enduring Freedom, where it served as a forward staging base for the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment. The Kitty Hawk’s role extended well beyond its usual mission. In order “to make room for a variety of SOF [special operations] helicopters, Kitty Hawk carried only a small presence of eight F/A-18 strike fighters from her normal air-wing complement of more than 50 combat aircraft, primarily to provide an air defense shield for the battle group.”42 For the vessel’s crew, this was not a normal mission because they had hardly trained for operations with special operations units.43 The Kitty Hawk served for two months before returning to Japan to perform more familiar functions.44

Moreover, naval forces adapt to changing circumstance. They can surge from domestic homeports or overseas bases, and they deploy to other regions as circumstances require. During crises or wars, the Navy concentrates its dispersed forces to achieve combat power. So, when American Primacy is challenged, naval assets can flow into a region within a matter of weeks to reestablish control of the seas and support American land forces. The Persian Gulf War of 1991 is instructive in this regard. When the crisis began, the USN maintained six ships on station, as part of the permanent Joint Task Force Middle East.45 By the end of the regional mobilization, the Navy had surged to sixty ships and an amphibious task force (including Marines and their equipment) to support vast numbers of Air Force and Army platforms, personnel, and equipment.46

In sum, the Navy can tailor its forces to provide the necessary support for virtually any grand strategy. But the task becomes significantly more challenging if it has to apply any one strategy globally. The US Navy and the other sea services would have a vastly more difficult time if required to support a Primacy strategy that demanded the US military be capable of deterring, fighting, and winning wars unilaterally. To assert Primacy globally would require more warships and other equipment than are currently available. Moreover, it would entail unreasonable demands for future budgets. Yet it is a strategy that many policymakers implicitly demand and often anticipate—whether in Eastern Europe or the South China Sea. Indeed, early reports suggests that the Navy will ask the Trump administration for a much larger fleet—up from the projected 308 to 355 ships—and that his key advisors may be inclined to devote more resources to the task than any presidential administration since Ronald Reagan’s.47

Whether intentionally or not, naval strategists and planners design America’s naval force structure with exactly this sort of flexibility in mind. One of the modern era’s premier naval theorists, Wayne Hughes of the US Naval Postgraduate School, for example, has long advocated a “bimodal force” with regard to naval acquisition. He suggests that “a future combination of high- and low-end bimodal forces to deal with major contingencies cannot be perfectly suited…. The combination might be imperfect but sufficient.”48

Tellingly, the Navy buys a myriad of ships, aircraft, and other capabilities on the assumption that it will always need to support both peacetime operations and high-end war fighting operations. Not surprisingly, the idea of what is termed a “high-low” mix dates back to Robert McNamara’s term as Secretary of Defense between 1961 and 1968, and the notion that “a small number of highly capable ships would perform the limited number of missions that must be carried out in a high-threat environment. For less demanding missions, a larger number of moderately capable and more affordable ships would be procured.”49

Beyond the three maritime services lies a larger policy question: how well placed are the Army and the Air Force to support our notion of calibrated strategies? One textbook answer is that the official approach of the United States to all phases of conflict (from peacetime to postconflict operations) is one of “jointness,” where joint connotes “activities, operations, organizations, etc., in which elements of two or more Military Departments participate.”50 Dating from President Roosevelt’s wartime creation of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JSC), the US armed forces are, by intent, organization, and design, supposed to operate together, in a coordinated fashion that takes advantage of each service’s capabilities. Roosevelt’s decision, undertaken mainly to enhance military cooperation with Great Britain, was codified by the National Security Act of 1947 and serially modified in the 1950s. Jointness was reinforced and expanded by the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986, which sought, in part, to redress imbalances between service interests and joint interests.51 The United States is therefore legally and organizationally committed to a vision that places a premium on interservice collaboration. Given the distinct capabilities the military services bring to all phases of conflict in all war-fighting domains—from land to air, sea, cyber, and space—the US armed forces are theoretically well suited to provide the flexibility and adaptability required by calibrated strategies.

A more nuanced answer disaggregates jointness in two ways. First, for several of the most dangerous future conflict scenarios, in the western Pacific against China or in the European littoral against Russia, the interests and capabilities of the US Navy (and by definition the other sea services) and the US Air Force are both compatible and synergistic. Both services prefer “away games”; both specialize in high-intensity conflict; their missions require surveillance and intelligence collection; and neither requires large “footprints” on the ground. Indeed, the recent concept of Air-Sea Battle was jointly developed by the US Navy and the Air Force as a means to defeat Anti-Access/Area Denial strategies on the part of potential adversaries.52 In sum, for many maritime missions involving both military operations other than war and actual wars, the maritime services and the Air Force have the capabilities necessary to operate in the emerging global security environment.

Second, the US Army has also been quite flexible in the post–World War II period, despite external criticism, occasional introspective expressions of doubt, and well-known failures. Through a succession of wars ranging from Korea to Iraq, the Army has alternated between conventional conflicts and irregular challenges—and occasionally has had to face both simultaneously.

The Army has often proved agile, as its current deliberations about any future conflict in the western Pacific illustrate. There is a long-standing American strategic axiom: “no land wars in Asia.” Yet the Army has eagerly sought roles there—such as deterring China or fighting a potential war on the Korean Peninsula. These efforts underline the paradoxical point that in the post–Goldwater-Nichols era, interservice rivalries reinforce the preferred jointness approach to military operations. The Army’s leadership is trying to adapt to the challenge and remain relevant by being flexible. Such a logic suggests it has the adaptive resources for a nuanced approach to grand strategy.

Ultimately, the US military services can and do implement calibrated strategies, and they have done so in recent decades. There is a little reason to doubt that they can continue to do so in the coming decades. It would admittedly be wise to acquire new capabilities, revisit the divisions among them, and transform the institutions to better protect the United States against emerging threats. That, however, is a task for another volume.




The USN’s Understanding of Its Contribution to American Grand Strategy

The Navy has had a prominent role in American grand strategy since the 1890s. Alfred Thayer Mahan, America’s most influential naval scholar, not only founded an entire school of naval thought but is sometimes credited as one of the progenitors of the very notion of grand strategy itself.53 As Edward Rhodes observes, “By nearly all accounts, the dominant American images of naval warfare in the postwar period, as in the half century prior, were strongly influenced by the teachings of Alfred Thayer Mahan.”54 In essence, as Geoffrey Till notes, “There was, in many of Mahan’s books, a strong focus on the battle between concentrations of heavy warships as the ultimate decider of naval power.”55 Yet, by the mid-1980s, Philip Crowl, a well-known naval historian, could confidently assert that “traditionalism aside … there is scant indication that the U.S. Navy today holds to the Mahanian view of strategy that exalts sea power over all other forms of military action, claims for navies an autonomous domain in the realm of warfare, and equates command of the sea with victory.”56

These contrasting views about the role of the Navy match the eras in which they were written. In the 1980s, the principal threat to the United States and its interests remained the Soviet Union, whose dominant military focus was central Europe. If war broke out between the United States, the Soviet Union, and their respective allies, experts fully expected the main battle to occur on the European mainland. The US Navy’s role would concentrate on ensuring that the transatlantic “bridge” between North America and Europe remained open so that critical troops and supplies could flow freely.57

Today, close observers of the Navy cannot so confidently assert that Mahan’s “philosophy” is dead and buried. With the rise of China’s People’s Liberation Army Navy—a foreign fleet capable of challenging the US Navy (within the confines of the western Pacific)—the USN once again thinks and acts in Mahanian terms. Indeed, in his first major policy statement following his appointment as Chief of Naval Operations in 2015, Admiral John Richardson explicitly linked America’s twenty-first-century Navy to the views of the nineteenth-century doyen of sea power: “The essence of Mahan’s vision still pertains: America’s interests lie beyond our own shores. What was true in the late 19th century holds true today—America’s success depends on our creativity, our entrepreneurism, and our access and relationships abroad. In an increasingly globalized world, America’s success is even more reliant on the U.S. Navy.”58

But to which Mahan was he referring? The oft-invoked caricature of Mahan as an imperialist, or the more nuanced portrait of Mahan as a grand strategist evident in Jon Sumida’s work? It is hard to answer that question definitively from a reading of the Navy’s influential 2007 document, A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century, which describes, almost poetically, a global brotherhood of naval cooperation.

Yet delving deeper into the views of Admiral Richardson and his predecessor, Admiral Jonathan Greenert, and carefully examining the official communications and budget submissions of the Navy reveals the prominence of “main force conflict” on the high seas in the minds of the Navy’s leadership. The Design for Maritime Superiority states that the USN will “maintain a fleet that is trained and ready to operate and fight decisively—from the deep ocean to the littorals, from the sea floor to space, and in the information domain.”59 This comment reinforces Admiral Greenert’s famous assertion that “our primary mission is warfighting.”60

If this Mahanian approach is resilient, and the US Navy—and to a lesser extent, the allied sea services—maintains a clear preference for playing “away games,” then US grand strategy should be one of Primacy and entail patrolling the global commons. The other strategies discussed in this book—from the Sponsorship of counterpiracy operations to the Isolationism of counterdrug missions—are sideshows to the main event: preparing for and fighting wars at sea. But that aspiration, as we have demonstrated, may be unattainable in the twenty-first century.
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Nov 24-26 Hamburg, Germany Regional (Europe) OEG meeting
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The information in this table is sourced from the U.S. State Department’s PSI “Calendar of
Events,” hitp://wwiw.state gov/t/isn/c27700.htm, as well as the “Activities” page of the

German-hosted PSI website
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ttp:/ /www.psi-online.info/ Vertretung/psi/en/02-activities/
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Security Council Resolution 1696 (Iran)

Security Council Resolution 1718 (North Korea)
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Convention on the Suppression of Unlawful Acts Relating to International Civil
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Suspicious events 8 59 99 166 74 20 5 1 1
Total attacks 24 163 174 176 35 7 2 0 0
Of which pirated 14 46 4725 4 00 0 0

iptions 0 46 28 16 10 0 0

Source: http:/ /eunavfor.eu/key-facts-and-figures,/.
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Exercise Name Participants Start year Sequencing
KEY RESOLVE/FOAL U, South Korea 1961 Annual
EAGLE
RIMPAC Pacific Rim countries (in2014, 1971 Biennial
there were 22 participating
countries and six observers)
HONG KONG SAREX ~ U.S., Hong Kong (and China) 1976 Biennial
COBRA GOLD USS, Indonesia, Japan, 1982 Annual
Malaysia, Singapore, South
Korea, Thailand
PHIBLEX (amphibious  U.S,, Philippines 1984 Annual
landing exercise)
KEEN EDGE US,, Japan 1986 Biennial
KEEN SWORD U.S., Japan 1986, Biennial
ANNUALEX US.,, Japan 1989 Annual
COMMANDOSLING U, Singapore (and 1990 Annual
Australia, since 1998)
BALIKATAN U.S,, Philippines (and 1991 Annual
Australia, since 2014)
MALABAR US, India (occasionally 1992 Annual
Japan, Australia, Singapore)
Cooperation Afloat USS, Bangladesh, Brunei, 1995 Annual
Readiness & Training  Cambodia, Indonesia,
(CARAT) Malaysia, Singapore,
Philippines, Thailand, and
Timor Leste (note that
CARAT is a series of bilateral
exercises held throughout
the year and s not a single,
multilateral exercise)
SPITTING COBRA U.S,, India 2004 Periodic
TALISMANSABER  U.S, Australia 2005 Biennial
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command post
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Sea SANSO 03 interdiction
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Sep27-  Newport, United Unnamed tabletop  Unspecified
Oct1 Rhode Island ~ States exercise (TTX)
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SAMURAL 04 interdiction
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itardichion
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Ulaanbaatar,
Mongolia

Cape Verde
and Sencgal

Mediterranean
Sea and Souda
Bay, Crete
Panama

Bogota,
Colombia

Djibouti and
France
United
States

Croatia

United
States

New
Zealand
United
States

Israel and
United States
United
States
Panama and
United
States

Singapore

UAE and
United
States
United
States
United
States
Australia

South Korea

Mongolia,
United
States
United
States

United
States

United
States
Colombia,
United
States

Exercise GUISTIR
08

Exercise PHOENIX
EXPRESS 08
Exercise ADRIATIC
SHIELD 08

Exercise
PANAMAX 08

Exercise
MARU 08

Exercise PHOENIX
EXPRESS 09
Unnamed
U.S-Israeli TTX
Exercise
PANAMAX 09
Unnamed
U.S--Panama TTX

Exercise DEEP
SABRE II

Exercise
LEADING EDGE
10

Exercise PHOENTX
EXPRESS 10
Exercise
PANAMAX 10
Exercise PACIFIC
PROTECTOR 10
Exercise
EASTERN
ENDEAVOR 10
Unnamed
US-Mongolia
TIX

Exercise
SAHARAN
EXPRESS 11
Exercise
PHOENIX
EXPRESS 11
Exercise
PANAMAX 11
Unnamed
US.-Colombia
exercise

Maritime
interdiction
Maritime
interdiction
Maritime
interdiction
Maritime
interdiction

Maritime
interdiction
Maritime
on

Unspecified

Maritime
interdiction
Ship-boarding
agreement
operationalization
Maritime
interdiction

Maritime
interdiction

Maritime
interdiction

Maritime
interdiction

Air interdiction

Maritime
interdiction

Ship-boarding
agreement
operationalization
Maritime
interdiction

Maritime
interdiction

Maritime
interdiction

Unspecified
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2005

2006

2007

Apr8-15

Jun1-2

Jun7-§

Aug15-19

Oct3-7

Nov 14-19

Aprd-5
Aprd-6

May 24-26

Jun21-22

Sep13-15

Oct 10-31

Apr26-27
May 27-29
Jun 18-22
Aug 29~
Sep7

Oct 1215

Oct 29-31

Alfeite,
Portugal

Ostrava, Czech
Republic

Mediterranean
Sea and
Zaragoza Air
Base, Spain

Singapore

Bergen,
Norway

Indian Ocean

Rotterdam,
Netherlands

Darwin,
Australia

Ankara, Turkey

France

Gdaiisk,
Poland

Persian Gulf

Vilnius,
Lithuania

Portoroz,
Slovenia
Newport,
Rhode Island

Miami, Florida
and Panama

Yokohama,
Japan

Portugal

Czech
Republic
and Poland

Spain

Singapore

Norway

UK

Netherlands
Australia

Turkey

France

Poland,
Denmark,
Russia, and
Sweden

United
States

Lithuania
Slovenia
United

States

United
States

Japan

Ukraine

Exercise
NINFA 05

Exercise
BOHEMIAN
GUARD 05
Exercise BLUE
ACTION 05

Exercise DEEP
SABRE

Unnamed TTX

Exercise
EXPLORING
THEMIS

Exercise TOP
PORT

Exercise PACIFIC
PROTECTOR 06
Exercise
ANATOLIAN
SUN

Exercise HADES
06

Exercise AMBER
SUNRISE

Exercise
LEADING EDGE
06

Exercise SMART
RAVEN

Exercise
ADRIATIC GATE
Unnamed TTX

Exercise
PANAMAX 07
Exercise PACIFIC
SHIELD 07
Exercise
EASTERN
SHIELD 07

Maritime and
ground
interdiction
Ground
interdiction

Air and ground
interdiction

Maritime and
ground
interdiction

Air interdiction

Maritime
interdiction

Maritime
interdiction
Air interdiction

Maritime, air, and
ground
interdiction

Air interdiction

Maritime and
ground
interdiction

Maritime and
ground
interdiction

Air interdiction

Maritime and
ground interdiction
Maritime and air
interdiction
Maritime
interdiction
Maritime
interdiction
Maritime, air, and

ground
interdiction





