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After criticizing the Clinton administration for overdeploying and overusing the US 
military in the 1990s, the Bush administration is now doing exactly the same thing--except on a 
much larger scale.  The added demands placed on the military should produce a safer world, and 
in particular a safer Persian Gulf region, so this comment is not intended as a critique of the 
decision to overthrow Saddam Hussein.  But having made that decision, and having badly 
underestimated the difficulty as well as the force requirements of accomplishing the post-
Saddam stabilization effort successfully, the Bush administration or its successor now needs to 
get serious about making ends match means.  At present, the latter are insufficient. 

 
The possibility exists that large numbers of active-duty troops and reservists may soon 

leave the service rather than subject themselves to a life continually on the road.  The seriousness 
of the worry cannot be easily established.  So far the problem has not become acute.  Stop-loss 
orders that prevent some military personnel from leaving the service at the scheduled end of their 
tours, together with a surge of patriotism after September 11, together with limited awareness to 
date of just how long the Iraq mission is likely to last, have limited the fallout of 
overdeployments.  But there can be no assurance that this state of affairs will continue.  Avoiding 
a personnel crisis in the all-volunteer military has become the chief force management challenge 
for Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and his successor, much more so than transforming 
the armed forces or relocating overseas bases.  
 

The problem is most acute for the US Army, which only numbers a half million active-
duty troops (see table).  Even as most Marines, sailors, airmen, and airwomen have gone home to 
a grateful nation, the Army still has nearly 150,000 troops deployed in and around Iraq.  About 
10,000 more are in Afghanistan.  Over 25,000 are in Korea; several thousands are in the Balkans; 
dozens here and hundreds there are on temporary assignments around the world.  Virtually all of 
the above soldiers, the majority of them married, are currently separated from their home bases 
and families.   
 
TABLE:  EXISTING AND PLANNED ACTIVE-DUTY FORCE LEVELS 
(thousands of personnel) 
 
  AUTHORIZED ACTUAL  MOBILIZED 
SERVICE STRENGTH, 9/03 STRENGTH, 9/03 RESERVISTS, 9/03 REQUEST, 05 
 
Army  480.0   499.3   127.5   482.4 
Marine Corps 175.0   177.8   11.1   175.0 
Navy  375.7   382.2   3.5   368.1 
Air Force 359.0   375.1   21.2   359.8 
 
Source:  Under Secretary of Defense David Chu, “How Might We Think About Stress on the 
Force?” Briefing at the Pentagon, February 11, 2004. 
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This total of some 200,000 deployed troops must be generated from an Army of just over 
one million.  As noted, the active-duty force numbers just under 500,000, of which only about 
320,000 are easily deployable at any given moment.  The Army Reserve and Army National 
Guard together include 550,000 troops, about 150,000 of whom have been typically been 
activated in recent times.  For example, in late 2003, 156,000 Army reservists were mobilized 
out of a total of 558,000.  Cumulatively since September 11, 2001, 213,000 Army reservists have 
been mobilized at least once, just under 40 percent of the total number.  Roughly 30 percent of 
Air Force Reserve or National Guard personnel have been mobilized as well, just under 25 
percent of Navy reserve personnel, and more than 50 percent of the Marine Corps’s small 
reserve.  But by now the reserve activations of those other services have dropped quite 
substantially, whereas the Army’s remains at a high level.i 
 

Deployment demands are likely to remain great, even if Secretary Rumsfeld and 
President Bush hope otherwise.  Foreign coalition partners in Iraq continue to provide about 
25,000 troops, but that number is not trending upward.  That makes it likely that U.S. troop 
strength will have to remain substantial for years to come.  Indeed, the U.S. military is preparing 
for the possibility that its current strength of just over 100,000 may have to remain at that level 
for years.  The history of recent stabilization missions suggests that even a favorable scenario 
might see the number decline to about 75,000 in 2005, 50,000 or so in 2006/2007, and perhaps 
half that latter number for a period thereafter.ii   
 

As a result, the typical active-duty U.S. soldier in a deployable unit could literally spend 
the majority of the next three to four years abroad.  In 2004 alone, 26 of the Army’s 33 main 
combat brigades in the active force will deploy abroad at some point; over the course of 2003 
and 2004 together, virtually all of the 33 brigades will be deployed (see table).   
 
TABLE:  RECENT DEPLOYMENTS OF ARMY ACTIVE-DUTY COMBAT UNITS  
 
Unit     Deployment in 2003/2004 Brigades Deployed 
 
3rd Infantry Division (GA)  Iraq (Rotation 1)   3 
101st Airborne Division (KY)  Iraq (Rotation 1)   3 
4th Infantry Division (TX)  Iraq (Rotation 1)   3 
173 Airborne Brigade (Italy)  Iraq (Rotation 1)   1 
3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment (CO) Iraq (Rotation 1)   1 
1st Armored Division (Germany) Iraq (“Rotation 1.5”)   3 
2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment (LA) Iraq (“Rotation 1.5”)   1 
1st Infantry Division (Germany) Iraq (Rotation 2)   3 
 2nd Infantry Division, Stryker (WA) Iraq (Rotation 2)   1 
25th Infantry Division (HI)  Iraq (Rotation 2)   1 
1st Cavalry Division (TX)  Iraq (Rotation 2)   3 
82nd Airborne Division (NC)  Iraq (Rotation 2)   1 
10th Mountain Division (NY)  Afghanistan (Rotations 1,2)  2 (x2 deployments) 
25th Infantry Division (HI)  Afghanistan (Rotation 3)  2 
2nd Infantry Division (Korea)  Korea (longstanding)   2 (x2 deployments) 
 Grand Total:        34  
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Note:  The 1st Marine Division has also deployed to Iraq twice, both during the invasion and in 
2004, and is to be replaced by the 2nd Marine Division in the fall of 2004.  From its National 
Guard forces, the Army also deployed the 53rd enhanced separate brigade (Florida) and the 76th 
enhanced separate brigade (Indiana) to Iraq in the first post-Saddam deployment, followed by the 
30th enhanced separate brigade (North Carolina), the 81st enhanced separate brigade (Washington 
state), and the 39th enhanced separate brigade (Arkansas) in 2004.   
 
Source:  Bradley Graham, “Huge Movement of Troops Is Underway,” Washington Post, January 
9, 2004, p. A13; and www.army.mil/soldiers/jan2002/pdfs/divisions.pdf 
 
 
 

The typical reservist might be deployed for another twelve months over that period.  As 
one example, all 15 of the Army National Guard’s enhanced separate brigades are to be deployed 
at some point by 2006.iii  But the greater problem is with units that have to be mobilized more 
than once.  To date, somewhat less than 40,000 reservists have been involuntarily mobilized 
more than once since 9/11, not an enormously high number, but one that is continually 
growing.iv  The overall pace of Army overseas deployments on tours away from home base (and 
families) is more than twice what it was during the 1990s, when overdeployment was frequently 
blamed for shortfalls in recruiting and retention on several occasions.v   
 

The problem is so severe that we must approach it from several angles.  Some have 
already been espoused by the Pentagon in recent months.  For example, after months of 
effectively being given a pass from the post-Saddam Iraq mission, the Marine Corps has again 
been deployed and is now a full partner of the Army in the stabilization mission.  This has meant 
reducing the Marine Corps presence in Okinawa; it also means asking Marines to accept a 
temporarily higher global deployment pace themselves.  (Even though they are not perfect 
substitutes for Marines, the Navy and Air Force could increase certain deployments in East Asia 
and elsewhere temporarily to compensate for reduced Marine Corps presence activities.) 
 

In addition, in a major and highly commendable move discussed further below, the Army 
is making a much higher percentage of its total number of troops deployable.  This is not easy, 
since it means taking people away from specialties that have long been considered important, but 
it is necessary and indeed prudent given changes in the nature of modern warfare.   

 
On a related matter, it will be important that Secretary Rumsfeld and General James 

Jones of European Command tread carefully in any plan to relocate many American forces from 
Germany.  Rather than creating facilities known as “lily pads” in new NATO member states 
where significant numbers of troops are sent on temporary assignments, they should in general 
only redeploy troops to bases that permit escorted tours and a good quality of life—whether in 
the United States or abroad.  But today’s Army does not need, and cannot afford, more 
unescorted tours.  This plan needs to be scaled back or delayed in implementation. 
 

The United States must also continue to approach a broader range of allies, especially 
larger countries such as France and Germany, for substantial troop contributions in Iraq.  Each of 
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these countries can provide roughly 5,000 troops; we should also be able to solicit more help 
from those south and southeast Asian states with peacekeeping experience.  If that requires 
transferring greater decisionmaking authority for Iraq policy to the United Nations, so be it. 
 

Finally, the Army should temporarily add about 40,000 more active-duty troops to its 
ranks, above and beyond the 20,000 or so added through emergency powers and supplemental 
appropriations to date.  Ideally, to facilitate planning and reflect a strong national consensus 
behind the move, the increase in end strength should be done through law by an act of Congress 
signed by the president.  Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld has resisted such a policy on the 
grounds that any such troop increase would be difficult to reverse in the future.  But that 
argument is belied by the frequency with which troop strength has been legislatively adjusted 
throughout modern American history, especially in the aftermath of the Cold War.   
 
 
Restructuring and Rebalancing the Total Army 
 

Under the able guidance of Chief of Staff Peter Schoomaker and Secretary of Defense 
Rumsfeld, the Army is embarked on an ambitious plan to reassign many of its personnel over the 
course of the rest of the decade.  Units of less likely utility on the modern battlefield would in 
many cases be eliminated to permit increases in those units that have been in highest demand in 
recent years, and that seem likely to remain heavily employed in the future.  (In addition, in 2004 
and 2005 the Army will convert a total of some 10,000 military jobs to civilian positions, freeing 
up additional soldiers for high-demand tasks.vi) 

 
Notably, the Army would streamline its field artillery, air defense, engineer, and armor 

units substantially (by 24, 10, 11, and 19 battalions, respectively).  It would reassign many of the 
billets to increase transportation, civil affairs, and psychological operations units, as well as 
military police and special operations forces.  Other units would be affected as well, but the 
above are generally the most important.  Exact numbers of personnel to be shifted are unclear 
from existing documentation, but the total is reported to exceed 100,000 or more than 10 percent 
of the total Army.  Those specialties expected to undergo significant increases or reductions in 
troop totals are indicated below in a table showing the various types of units in the Army. 
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TABLE:  ARMY FORCE STRUCTURE 
(thousands of personnel) 
    ACTIVE RESERVE    PLANNED 
SPECIALTY   TROOPS PERSONNEL  TOTAL CHANGES 
 
     Main Specialties 
 
Air Defense Artillery  12  9   21  reduction 
Armor    24  29   53  reduction 
Artillery   29  48   77  reduction 
Aviation   25  21   46 
Engineering   21  62   83  reduction 
Infantry   49  57   106 
Maintenance   10  33   43 
Military Intelligence  24  13   37  increase 
Military Police  16  27   43  increase 
Signal (Communications) 22  16   38 
Transportation   12  41   53  increase 
 
 Subtotal  234  356   590 
 
            Support and Secondary Specialties 
 
Adjutant General, Finance, 14  23   37 
  Chaplain, History, Judge 
  Advocate, Public Info 
Chemical    3  9   12  increase 
Civil Affairs   0.6  6   7  increase 
Combat Service Support 38  43   81  increase 
  (Indirect Support) 
Medical   10  27   36 
Ordnance, Quartermaster, 11  32   43  some of each 
  Supply 
Psychological Operations 1.2  2.2   3  increase 
Security    3  0   3 
Special Operations  8  4   12  increase 
Support for Miscellaneous 12  8   20 
  Specific Units 
 
 Subtotal  101  154   255 
 
 Grand Total  335  510   845 
 
Source: U.S. Army communication to Brookings, 2003. 
Note:  Figures are generally rounded to the nearest thousand. 
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 Changes are not only in personnel totals, but in the way units are being structured as well.  
For example, the reserve component is eliminating a number of units that have traditionally been 
undermanned to ensure that remaining units are more likely to have their full suite of personnel.   
 

The active Army’s combat force structure is also changing.  It will remain oriented 
around 10 main combat divisions, as is the case now.  But rather than have 3 brigades per 
division, plus three independent brigades (making for a grand total of 33 combat brigades in the 
active force), the Army will add at least one brigade per existing division to make a total of 43, 
with the possibility of a further increase to 48 in 2007 or thereafter.  Each unit will be somewhat 
smaller but also more independently deployable and operable than today’s brigades.  Of the 43, 
20 are envisioned as heavy, 9 light, 5 medium-weight (or Stryker brigades), and 9 airborne.  
Meanwhile, the Army National Guard’s combat structure will change from its current 
composition of 15 enhanced separate brigades, 19 brigades within divisions, and 1 (non-
enhanced) separate brigade to 32 brigade combat teams and 1 Stryker brigade combat team.  In 
other words, the divisional structure will be eliminated.vii 
 
 These smaller, more deployable brigade combat teams may make sense given 
improvements in Army firepower.  But they do not solve the current problem that the Army is 
trying to do too much with too few people.   
 
 
The Need for More Troops 
 
 Despite all the above laudable and promising initiatives, the Army—and perhaps the 
Marine Corps as well, but particularly the Army—needs an immediate increase in active-duty 
troop levels.   
 

In fact, the decision is overdue.  At the latest, it should have been made as soon as it 
became obvious in mid-2003 that the post-Saddam Iraq stabilization mission would be difficult 
and long.  According to CBO, it would take 5 years to fully train and recruit an additional 80,000 
troops.  (That would be enough for two divisions plus associated support.  It would have an 
annual cost of about $6.5 billion just to maintain the needed forces stateside—not counting 
marginal occupation-related costs or up front investment costs, the latter estimated at just shy of 
$20 billion.)viii  Even if CBO’s methodology is too cautious, assuming a business as usual 
approach to recruiting and retention at a time when accelerated measures are called for, and even 
if it might take only half as long to add 40,000 troops, the time to act is now.  That is because the 
period of maximum stress on Army personnel from the Iraq mission is likely to be 2004-2007.  It 
is during that period when force totals will remain high and when units that have already 
deployed once to Iraq will have to return at least one more time. 
 
 How to determine the appropriate increased size of the Army?  There is no definitive 
method because it is impossible to determine exactly how large of a rotation base would be 
needed to continue the Iraq mission over a period of years and avoid unacceptable strain on the 
all-volunteer force that could drive large numbers of people out of the military.  But logic and a 
basic sense of fairness suggest that we should not generally send active-duty troops back to Iraq 
after only a short respite at home between successive deployments.  One year in Iraq, one year 
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home, and then back for a year is extremely demanding—yet that is exactly what the Army will 
soon need to do with some units.   While there is no way to prove that such a pace is excessive—
at least not yet—it effectively turns soldiers into visitors in their own country, since the short 
time spent at home is dominated by the period of recovery from a previous deployment and then 
preparation for the next deployment.  Moreover, reservists should not have to be involuntarily 
activated more than once every five to six years, given the expectations those individuals have 
when joining the National Guard or Army Reserve.   
 
 Today’s policies for deploying forces abroad risk breaking the all-volunteer force.  It 
makes sense to take out insurance against such a possibility, by increasing the size of the land 
forces, while the military is not yet having particular trouble recruiting more soldiers (and 
Marines as well, if that option is desired).  Once a perception grows that military service has 
become undesirable, and Army deployments excessive and unfair, any personnel shortfalls will 
become much harder to redress since the allure of military service will have suffered greatly and 
thus the proclivity to enlist among Americans will have declined. 
 
 As one simplified but still illuminating way to think about the necessary increase in troop 
strength, imagine creating enough new units to carry out the active Army’s share of an entire 
rotation in overseas missions—notably, Iraq and Afghanistan and Korea—say in 2006.  (It would 
be much better to create the respite for existing units in 2005, before units like the 3rd Infantry 
Division and quite possibly the 101st have to be sent back to Iraq after only a short time home.  
But given the Pentagon’s unwillingness to espouse such a policy to date 2005 is no longer within 
reach.)  Providing a break for existing units in 2006 is in fact a minimal objective for relieving 
strain on the active and reserve forces in the coming years.   
 

So how many troops does that require?  The Army and Marines might have to provide 
100,000 troops to these missions in 2006, roughly speaking.  This range of figures assumes 
25,000 ground troops in Korea, about 10,000 in Afghanistan, and 50,000 to 75,000 troops in 
Iraq.  Perhaps 10,000 to 20,000 troops can be provided out of the combat brigades of the Army 
National Guard, leaving a need for 80,000 to 90,000 fresh soldiers and Marines.  Of that total 
number, 10,000 should be generated due to existing and appropriate Pentagon plans to privatize 
certain current military positions.  And 10,000 to 20,000 more active troops might be available 
due to the rebalancing of the force discussed above, by which individuals in high-demand units 
are increased in number as units such as artillery are reduced in number.   

 
This arithmetic leaves about 60,000 additional troops that would have to come from 

increased end strength.  Secretary Rumsfeld is planning to use emergency powers to increase the 
size of the active ground troops by roughly 20,000, so 40,000 additional troops would be 
required according to this rough calculation. 
 
 
Should We Build Dedicated Peacekeeping Units? 
 
 As the United States military has increasingly taken on constabulary duties in the last 
decade, from Somalia to Haiti to Bosnia to Kosovo to Afghanistan and Iraq, some have argued 
that the country should create military or quasi-military units expressly devoted to that 
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specialized task.ix  The model for such a capability might be the Italian carabinieri, a force of just 
over 100,000 normally under the control of the Ministry of Interior for police functions but also 
usable by the Ministry of Defense. 
 
 There is an obvious appeal to such an idea, given how frequently the United States is 
deploying troops to peace operations and stabilization missions.  Regular combat troops do not 
always relish such tasks and are not fully trained for them.  Specialized units could also be 
properly structured to include the appropriate contingents of civil affairs, military police, and 
psychological operations experts. 
 
 There are also downsides to this idea, however.  Most importantly, in many peace 
operations, it is necessary to deter renewed conflict.  Or it is necessary—as in Iraq, not to 
mention Somalia and Afghanistan—to win a counterinsurgency.  Combat units are best at these 
jobs, as they are trained to win battles and as they inspire respect and fear from those who would 
challenge them.x  Finally, in large operations, most notably Iraq but also Bosnia in the early 
years, the missions are too large in scale for a small number of specialized units to handle on 
their own.  Even if such units existed, they would require considerable help from general-
purpose formations, either all the time or at least at some point in the multi-year efforts.   
 

For example, in Iraq, where 24 active brigades and 5 National Guard brigades will have 
served in 2003 or 2004, no addition of one or two or even three or four constabulary divisions to 
the force structure would have sufficed to handle the challenge.  With a limited number of units 
available, would it have made the most sense to deploy them in places such as Basra or Mosul, 
where the counterinsurgency mission was the least demanding?  Or would it have been best to 
deploy them to the Sunni triangle and Baghdad where they would have been most needed given 
the difficulty of the job—but perhaps least well prepared for the rigors of combat?  Alternatively, 
one could imagine using constabulary units for policing countrywide, overlaying them with 
smaller combat formations to fight the insurgency.  But this distinction between policing and 
fighting is largely artificial in the context of a guerrilla struggle, so the logic for such an idea 
would be difficult to sustain, and having two units share responsibility in any sector would 
complicate command arrangements enormously. 
 
 Moreover, the experience of recent stabilization missions suggests that it is often not 
combat units per se that are most lacking in capabilities.  Their performance in maintaining the 
peace has generally been acceptable, and where missions have proven difficult it has generally 
been due to military challenges (Lebanon, Somalia, Afghanistan) at least as much as 
peacekeeping ones.  Rather, the problem has most commonly been the lack of quickly 
deployable police, judges, criminal law experts, and other specialists in civil society who are 
needed yet generally unavailable.xi  In other words, troops are performing ably at policing, but 
our instruments for nation building are weak. 
 
 Given these considerations, the best course of action seems to be as follows.  First, as the 
Army is already doing, the United States should add substantial quantities of the types of support 
units like military police that are frequently being used yet in short supply.   
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 Second, as it restructures itself, the Army might look for ways to improve the cooperation 
between various policing and civil affairs units and its main combat forces.  Devising better 
doctrine on how to combine combat teams and police units in joint patrols—or to keep them 
apart, when that is more appropriate—is clearly desirable.  More joint exercises could help.  So 
could a means of integrating more police units into the combat brigade teams now being created 
by the Army, with sufficient flexibility to allow different numbers of such units to attach to any 
normal combat brigade. 
 

Third and finally, the United States should create various types of non-military units in 
other parts of the government that would be useful in any stabilization mission.  Their specialties 
should include not only security activities but reconstruction assistance as well.  The idea should 
not be to create capacity that is already found in the armed forces.  Nor should it be to pay for 
large formations of many thousands of police and aid officials who would do little except during 
such missions.  For possible operations in countries the size of Iraq or Afghanistan, where 
standard police sizing rules would suggest the need for up to 100,000 police, fielding standing 
forces that were often on standby in the United States would be inordinately expensive.xii  
Rather, the smarter approach would create a nucleus of experts in various fields that could 
become the core of any larger operation, drawing on standby reservists and nongovernmental 
organizations and private contractors to beef up their ranks as needed.xiii   
 
 
Should We Restore the Draft? 
 

As casualty tolls have continued to mount in Iraq, active forces have been heavily 
deployed, and frequent callups of troops from the National Guard and Reserve have placed 
unusual strains on many of the nation’s citizen soldiers, some have called for a return to military 
conscription.  Congressman Charles Rangel of New York has even introduced a bill in Congress 
that would restore the draft.  Does that idea make sense? 
 

It is first important to note that American society and government are indeed making far 
greater demands on some individuals than others in the nation’s waging of the war on terror.  Of 
course at one level this is always true.  Those who wind up being killed in war, and their families 
left behind, make the ultimate sacrifice, with those who are physically and psychologically 
wounded in combat and those who care for them also suffering an enormous burden.  But current 
policies amplify this set of circumstances.  In particular, the fact that the military is all-volunteer, 
combined with the fact that certain regions of the country and certain parts of society contribute 
disproportionately to that force, raise specific concerns.  Among other anxieties, some now argue 
that policy elites, less likely than before to have themselves served in the armed forces or to have 
children who are presently serving, have become less sensitive to the human implications of the 
possible use of force. 
 

There are indeed reasons to worry.  It is not a desirable thing for the country when an 
increasing share of total military personnel come from certain sectors of society.xiv  On the 
whole, a much smaller percent of today’s population shows any interest in ever considering 
military service.xv  In some ways this is just as well, since the modern American military is 
smaller than it has been in decades even as population has continued to expand, so there is not 

 9



room for everyone.  But having large swaths of the country’s population effectively elect out of 
military service, and the possibility of  making the ultimate sacrifice in defense of national 
security, cannot be good for the nation’s cohesion.  It is also troublesome that, even in the 
aftermath of the September 11 attacks, most Americans have made little or no sacrifice in 
financial terms—even having their taxes cut in the face of large war supplemental appropriations 
and mounting deficits. 
 

That said, the draft is not the answer.  For one thing, the fact that certain groups serve 
disproportionately in the military also means that the military offers opportunities to people who 
need them.  Society asks a great deal of its military personnel, especially in the context of an 
ongoing war in Afghanistan and another in Iraq.  But it also compensates them better than ever 
before—with pay, deferred compensation, educational opportunities, and the chance to learn 
skills within the armed forces that are often highly marketable thereafter.  These various forms of 
compensation are quite high by historical standards, and have eliminated any hint of a military-
civilian pay gap except in certain rare cases.  Indeed, today’s enlisted military personnel are now 
generally compensated considerably more generously than individuals of similar age and 
experience and educational background working in the private sector, once health and retirement 
benefits are factored in.xvi  The military, while not without its problems of discrimination and 
prejudice, is also now among the most progressive institutions in America providing many of the 
best opportunities for minorities and the economically disadvantaged.xvii 

 
A few facts and figures back up these assertions—and also underscore that today’s 

military, while including some groups more than others, is not dramatically imbalanced racially 
or otherwise.  Enlisted personnel in the current American military are about 62 percent white, 22 
percent African American (reflecting a fairly steady level since the early 1980s), 10 percent 
Hispanic, and 6 percent other races.  Enlisted personnel are 85 percent male and 15 percent 
female (50 percent of all enlistees are married).  The enlisted force consists of 95 percent high 
school graduates and 5 percent GED equivalent degree holders.  The officer corps is 8.3 percent 
African American and about 4 percent Hispanic, meaning that minority officer representation is 
far from proportional to the racial profile of the enlisted force, but much greater than for many 
other professions in the United States.  The officer corps is also highly educated, with 91 percent 
holding at least a bachelor’s degree and 11 percent of the total a higher degree as well.xviii 
 

Moreover, one must be careful not to break an institution in the process of purportedly 
fixing it.  The U.S. military is probably the most impressive in history—not only in terms of its 
technology, but also the quality of its personnel, their basic soldiering abilities, and their other 
skills in fields ranging from piloting to computing to equipment maintenance to engineering to 
linguistics to civil affairs.  Those who doubt this need only review the decisiveness of recent 
American military victories in a range of combat scenarios, the professionalism of U.S. forces in 
post-conflict environments, and the high standards of training maintained throughout the force.xix   
 

With no disrespect intended to those who served in earlier generations, today’s U.S. 
military is far superior to the all-volunteer forces of the past. Today’s soldier, Marine, airman, 
airwoman, or sailor typically has a high school degree and some college experience, several 
years of experience in the military, and a sincere commitment to the profession they have 
chosen.  Contrast that with the 10 to 24 month tours of duty that are inevitable in most draft 
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systems, the small fraction of time that leaves for a trained soldier to be in an operationally 
deployable unit, and the resulting mediocre quality of militaries that are still dependent on the 
draft (as in a number of European countries).   
 

It is important to maintain a link between society and the military.  But that link is not so 
tenuous today as some assert, given the important role of the Guard and Reserve in any overseas 
mission.xx  Even after the completion of the ongoing reconfiguration of the Guard and Reserve 
and active force, especially within the U.S. Army, that role will remain important in any 
operation of significant scale and duration.   
 

Moreover, the frequently heard assertion that policymakers have become casualty 
insensitive is exaggerated.  It was only a half decade ago when the nation was purported to have 
the opposite problem, an extreme over-sensitivity to casualties that prevented the country from 
considering decisive military actions that its national security required—helping create a 
perception of American weakness that allegedly emboldened some adversaries.xxi 
 

Someday, this assessment could change.  The most likely cause would be an overuse of 
the all-volunteer force, particularly in the Army and Marine Corps, that led to an exodus of 
volunteers and a general perception among would-be recruits that service had become far less 
appealing.  Clearly, a sustained period of high casualties in Iraq or another place would reinforce 
any such problem as well.  At that point, to maintain a viable military, the nation might have no 
option but to consider the draft—though in an era of high technology and highly skilled armed 
forces, such a policy would surely create as many problems as it solved. 
 

This conclusion does not categorically preclude the possibility of mandatory national 
service of some kind, with the military being one option from which individuals could choose.  
But such a policy should only fill certain types of military jobs with those performing mandatory 
(and presumably rather short-term) service.  The most demanding military professions should be 
reserved for the professionals, as is the case today.xxii 
 
 
 Conclusion 
 
 In recent months, a debate over whether the U.S. military is large enough for its current 
tasks has intensified.  Democratic presidential frontrunner John Kerry and a number of 
prominent members of Congress of both parties say no, and call for adding several tens of 
thousands of additional uniformed personnel to the American armed forces for the next few 
years.  Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and President Bush, by contrast, prefer to add 
only modest numbers of troops using emergency powers rather than formal and traditional 
legislative methods. (They have added many contractors to DoD’s payroll and called up large 
numbers of reservists, but have resisted official increases in active duty “end strength.”) 
 
 While the position of Rumsfeld and Bush is understandable—active-duty forces are 
expensive, and additional soldiers are probably only needed for a period of a few years—it is not 
persuasive in the end.  It risks breaking the all-volunteer force.  That is, it risks making military 
service seem so unappealing that many in the military will start to leave the service when their 
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existing terms end, and that recruits will dwindle in numbers.  Once such a process begins, it can 
become a vicious spiral, since the only antidote to losing people from the armed forces is to 
recruit even more, and that may not be possible (even if signing bonuses and pay are further 
increased). 
 

No more time should be lost—about 40,000 more troops, mostly Army soldiers, should 
be added to the U.S. military.  At worst, this will prove to be unneeded insurance against the 
possibility of a major crisis in recruiting and retention.  Just as likely, for the relatively modest 
cost of a few billion dollars a year it will help protect the excellent all-volunteer military from 
experiencing a major personnel crisis—which could, if things got bad enough, necessitate a 
return to the draft, with its even greater problems. 
 
 
                                                           
i Brigadier General Larson, U.S. Army, Briefing at the Pentagon, February 11, 2004; and Under Secretary of 
Defense David Chu, “How Might We Think About Stress on the Force?” Briefing at the Pentagon, February 11, 
2004. 
ii For historical evidence that such trends are largely what is to be expected in stabilization and nation building 
efforts, see James Dobbins, John G. McGinn, Keith Crane, Seth G. Jones, Rollie Lal, Andrew Rathmell, Rachel 
Swanger, and Anga Timilsina, America’s Role in Nation-Building:  From Germany to Iraq (Santa Monica, Calif.:  
RAND, 2003), p. xvii.  But it is important to underscore that no two drawdowns look the same and that the Iraq 
mission combines stabilization and nation building efforts with counterinsurgency in a way that previous operations 
have not. 
iii Brigadier General Larson, U.S. Army, Briefing at the Pentagon, February 11, 2004. 
iv Under Secretary of Defense David Chu, “How Might We Think About Stress on the Force?” Briefing at the 
Pentagon, February 11, 2004. 
v See Michael O’Hanlon, Defense Policy Choices for the Bush Administration (Brookings, 2002), pp. 28-62. 
vi Under Secretary of Defense David Chu, “How Might We Think About Stress on the Force?” Briefing at the 
Pentagon, February 11, 2004. 
vii Brigadier General Larson, U.S. Army, Briefing at the Pentagon, February 11, 2004. 
viii Adebayo Adedeji, Fran Lussier, Paul Rehmus, Adam Talaber, Michelle Patterson, and Matthew Schmit, An 
Analysis of the U.S. Military’s Ability to Sustain an Occupation of Iraq (Washington, D.C.:  Congressional Budget 
Office, September 2003), pp. 3, 19. 
ix See for example, Max Boot, “Shouldering the Load, and the Rifle,” Los Angeles Times, February 26, 2004; and 
U.S. Commission on National Security/21st Century, Seeking a National Strategy:  A Concert for Preserving 
Security and Promoting Freedom (Washington, D.C.:  U.S. Commission on National Security/21st Century, 2002). 
x Richard K. Betts, “The Delusion of Impartial Intervention,” Foreign Affairs, vol. 73, no. 6 (November/December 
1994), pp. 20-33; and Stephen John Stedman, “Alchemy for a New World Order,” Foreign Affairs, vol. 74, no. 3 
(May/June 1995), pp. 17-18. 
xi Robert M. Perito, Where Is the Lone Ranger When We Need Him? (Washington, D.C.:  U.S. Institute of Peace, 
2004), pp. 323-337. 
xii See James T. Quinlivan, “Force Requirements in Stability Operations,” Parameters, vol. 25, no. 4 (Witner 1995-
1996), pp. 59-69. 
xiii I am grateful to Lael Brainard and Susan Rice for help thinking through this problem; see also Alice M. Rivlin 
and Isabel Sawhill, eds., Restoring Fiscal Sanity:  How to Balance the Budget (Washington, D.C.:  Brookings, 
2004), pp. 46-51. 
xiv Ole R. Holsti, “A Widening Gap between the U.S. Military and Civilian Society?  Some Evidence, 1976-1996,” 
International Security, vol. 23, no. 3 (Winter 1998/99), p. 13. 
xv David C. King and Zachary Karabell, The Generation of Trust:  How the U.S. Military Has Regained the Public’s 
Confidence Since Vietnam (Washington, D.C.:  American Enterprise Institute, 2003), p. 44. 
xvi Adebayo Adedeji, Educational Attainment and Compensation of Enlisted Personnel (Washington, D.C.:  
Congressional Budget Office, 2004), p. 14. 
xvii King and Karabell, The Generation of Trust. 

 12



                                                                                                                                                                                           
xviii Department of Defense, Population Representation in the Military Services (2001), available at 
www.defenselink.mil/prhome/poprep2001/chapter3/chpater3_6.htm. 
xix For a good overview of how one U.S. military service improved dramatically after Vietnam, see Robert H. Scales, 
Jr., Certain Victory:  The U.S. Army in the Gulf War (Washington, D.C.:  Brassey’s, 1994), pp. 1-38. 
xx For a description of the total force policy of the post-Vietnam era, see Michael D. Doubler, I Am the Guard:  A 
History of the Army National Guard, 1636-2000 (Washington, D.C.:  Government Printing Office, 2001), pp. 269-
300; see also Janine Davidson, “A Citizen Check on War,” Washington Post, November 16, 2003, p. B7. 
xxi For a review of the debate of that time, see Steven Kull and I.M. Destler, Misreading the Public:  The Myth of a 
New Isolationism (Washington, D.C.:  Brookings, 1999), pp. 81-112. 
xxii For an illuminating study of why military service should be viewed as a profession, albeit one with its problems, 
see Don M. Snider and Gayle L. Watkins, project directors, and Lloyd J. Matthews, ed., The Future of the Army 
Profession (New York:  McGraw-Hill, 2002). 

 13


	Restructuring and Rebalancing the Total Army
	Artillery   29  48   77  reduction
	Aviation   25  21   46
	Chemical    3  9   12  increase
	Security    3  0   3
	Special Operations  8  4   12  increase
	The Need for More Troops
	Should We Build Dedicated Peacekeeping Units?
	Should We Restore the Draft?


