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In a recent discussion on Department of Defense (DoD) 
budget reductions, we asked two dozen seasoned scholars and 
practitioners one simple question: does anyone disagree that 
we could cut defense spending further yet still preserve the 
essential capabilities we have today? Not one voice was raised 
in disagreement, despite repeated DoD statements that the 
$487 billion in budget reductions already proposed for Fiscal 
Years 2012–2021 are as much as can be safely cut.

That recognition is the good news. There is other news, however: 
additional reductions in defense spending are likely, whether 
through the automatic cuts of sequestration or the negotiated cuts 
of a congressional deal. The critical questions are therefore: How 
should we approach planning for such additional reductions? 
What capabilities must we retain or enhance? And for what 
purposes do we have this military anyway?

We have the start to some answers. By issuing the new strategic 
guidance, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st 
Century Defense, the president and DoD are emphasizing the 
need to recalibrate the U.S. global force presence. The defense 
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strategy, according to that document, must 
allow the United States to shift its focus to the 
Asia-Pacific and broader Middle East regions 
while also fulfilling alliance commitments and 
strengthening partnerships around the world.

This strategic guidance document clearly 
recognizes the unique opportunity—enabled by 
the military drawdowns in Iraq and Afghanistan—
to “transition [the] Defense enterprise from an 
emphasis on today’s wars to preparing for future 
challenges.” Since 2001, combat and related 
operations have stressed U.S. military forces. 
Personnel have completed multiple tours in 
nonpermissive environments. Combat operations 
in difficult desert or mountainous terrain have 
strained military hardware and equipment 
maintenance. Building, repairing, and supporting 
hundreds of bases and security stations—many in 
remote areas—have challenged U.S. military and 
contractor logistics capabilities. The significant 
increases in defense spending in the last decade 
are evident in the full range of war-driven costs, 
from flight and steaming hours to vehicle and 
ammunition procurement to Special Operations 
programs. As DoD officials determine how best 
to rebalance the U.S. military force posture and 
generate efficiencies from redeploying troops 
from operational theaters, they must carefully 
consider where to place those forces.

Moreover, 11 years of war have tested U.S. 
alliances, partnerships, and even interagency 
capabilities in ways that were not contemplated 

prior to 9/11. DoD has a well-earned reputation 
across the U.S. government for providing 
capabilities quickly, even when the activity is 
not a core DoD mission. One visible example is 
the DoD Task Force for Business and Stability 
Operations, which undertook to reinvigorate Iraqi 
state-owned enterprises, promote local economic 
growth, and encourage private investment in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. Other federal agencies have 
stepped up as well, most notably in the “civilian 
surge” supporting the mission in Afghanistan. 
It’s important to continue those relationships. 
In shifting its strategic focus to the Asia-Pacific 
and Middle East regions, DoD must assess the 
capabilities of its partners, whether allies, friendly 
foreign nations, multilateral organizations, or 
civilian department and agencies of the U.S. 
government, and posture military forces in a way 
that leverages partners’ strengths.

Implementing the new strategic guidance will 
take a full effort across the U.S. government, 
from DoD through the State Department and 
the U.S. Agency for International Development 
to other departments like Justice, Homeland 
Security, Treasury, and Commerce. An enhanced 
force posture in the Asia-Pacific region is but 
one step. A key lesson from Afghanistan and 
Iraq is that neither military force nor diplomacy 
are enough: supporting U.S. national interests 
requires economic, governance, and additional 
security efforts as well. Building and sustaining 
such capabilities require resources and funding, 
however, and these funds are likely to continue 
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to decline. How, then, can the United States 
support its interests while spending less on 
national security?

If we can cut defense spending further yet still 
preserve the essential capabilities we have today, 
where do we make those cuts? In the world of 

private-sector belt tightening, there are only four basic options for reducing spending: 
people, operations, investments, and overhead. For DoD, cuts in people and operations 
are tied to the drawdown in Afghanistan, not to budget reductions for their own sake. 
Investments are already taking more than double their share of defense downsizing, with 
reductions in every military service. 

Overhead reductions are much harder for DoD. Unlike private companies, there is no line 
item in the budget called “overhead,” and what is excess overhead for one group is another 
group’s essential capacity for training or increasing support in time of emergency. Defense has 
one time-honored way to reduce overhead, though, and that’s through base closures or BRAC 
(for Base Realignment and Closure). Used five times in the last 25 years, often with significant 
long-term savings, BRAC is on the table for new legislation. 

Before Congress says yes, DoD will need to take two steps. One step is to set the record 
straight on the problems from the last round of base closures in 2005, which cost more and 
saved less than estimated. DoD must show how it will avoid those problems in the next round.

The second step is to formalize a plan for global forces and overseas bases, clearly demonstrating 
why forces must be deployed around the world and how costs have been constrained to the 
minimum effective level. This second step will require concerted effort by DoD, and cost 
effectiveness will depend on the kinds of interagency capabilities and cooperation that we 
have learned to leverage in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Taken together, these two steps can go a long way toward helping prepare U.S. national 
security to remain robust within the reduced budgets we are likely to see. There is no better 
path for us to take.

If we can cut defense spending 
further yet still preserve the 

essential capabilities we have today, 
where do we make those cuts?


